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AP American Studies Summer Assignment – About the Course
AP American Studies integrates AP Language and Composition and AP United States History in a double blocked class period (two
periods back to back). Students will learn skills needed for language and composition in the context of the U.S. History scope and
sequence. Students will receive not only information regarding style, rhetoric, and composition, but they will be able to contextualize
the non fiction pieces they read within the historical narrative for greater understanding. Please keep in mind that AP American studies
is two integrated college level courses, each with its own set of objectives and assignments. The course will be fast-paced, and
students will be expected to do extensive reading and writing both inside and outside of class. Please keep in mind that this

assignment is for TWO COURSES.
Purpose
The AP American Studies summer assignment consists of two parts. The first part will have students spend time reading and taking
notes over the first three chapters of The American Pageant. This will allow students to get a jump start on the fast paced nature of the
textbook (we read about 2 chapters a week ~ 40 pages) and will allow students to practice and hone their note taking skills. There will
be a quiz over the information covered in these chapters during the first week of school. For the second part of the assignment,
students will read and annotate the first 24 chapters of Jay Heinrich’s Thank You For Arguing. Students will have an exam over the
content of these chapters during the first week of school. Students will then read two arguments challenging traditional
representations of history: one about Pocahontas in popular media and one about Africans in early colonial America. Finally, students
will use their knowledge of the history content from Pageant, the argument styles from Heinrich, and their own knowledge to evaluate
the validity and accuracy of the arguments presented through the completion of the rhetorical situation and two comparative short
answers. These texts will not only allow us a “jump start” on the fast-paced nature of the U.S. History curriculum, but they will also
allow us to reflect on historical interpretation, historical argumentation, and rhetorical reading – a vital skill for AP Language and
Composition. Please read below for assignment purpose, objectives, standards, and directions.

Objectives
By completing this assignment, students should be able to:
•
•
•
•

Read and annotate a document to derive understanding and meaning.
Read rhetorically and identify author’s purpose, meaning, and effect on audience, context, and message.
Understand and analyze the components of argumentation.
Synthesize information from multiple texts to begin outlining an argument.

Standards Addressed:
CCRS (College and Career Readiness Standards)
• ELAII.A.1: Use effective reading strategies to determine a written work’s purpose and intended audience.
• ELAII.A.9: Identify and analyze the audience, purpose, and message of an informational or persuasive text.
• ELAII.A.11: Identify, analyze, and evaluate similarities and differences in how multiple texts present information, argue a
position, or relate a theme.
• SSIV.A.1: Identify and analyze the main idea(s) and point(s) of view in sources.
• SSIV.A.2: Situate an informational source in its appropriate contexts (contemporary, historical, cultural).
AP Standards
• APUSH Periods 1-2 Curriculum Framework
• Comparison: Explain relevant similarities and/or differences between specific historical developments and processes.
• Secondary Sources: Explain how a historian's claim or argument is supported with evidence, Explain how a historian's
context influences the claim or argument.
• R2.2 Student uses context to comprehend and elaborate the meaning of texts.
• R3.1 Student rhetorically analyzes author’s purpose, intended audience, and goals.
• R3.2 Student interprets, analyzes, and critiques author’s use of literary and rhetorical devices, language, and style.
• W1.1 Student analyzes components of purpose, goals, audience, and genre.
• W2.2 Student generates, selects, connects, and organizes information and ideas.
• W3.1 Student generates text to develop points within the preliminary organizational structure.
• W3.2 Student makes stylistic choices with language to achieve intended effects.

The Assignment
Part I:
1.

You will read and take notes over the first three chapters of The American Pageant on your own paper. You will then
complete a venn diagram over Spanish and English settlement. Your notes should cover, but not be limited to, the following
IDs from the chapter. Your notes should focus on what each ID is and WHY is it significant to United States history.
For significance, I would suggest thinking in terms of cause and effect.
a.

2.

How you take notes is up to you. If you love Cornell notes, then go for it. If you do not, then figure out a way that
works for you. Your notes should be detailed and useful. Do these on notebook (handwritten) paper to turn in
with this assignment. Typed notes for pageant will not be accepted.

When you are done reading these chapters, you will complete the venn diagram over English and Spanish settlement of the
Americas. You should write in complete sentences for the “reasons for similarities/differences” and you should have at least
five things listed in each part of the diagram.

Chapter One
q Caravel ship &
new innovations in
sailing
q Leading factors in
new discoveries
q Columbus
q Columbian
Exchange
q Treaty of
Tordesillas
q Ecomienda
q Bartolommeo De
Las Casas
q Three G’s
q Mestizos
q Hernan Cortes
q Malinche
q Aztecs
q Incas
q Pope’s Rebellion
q Black Legend

Chapter Two
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q

Protestant Reformation
Reasons for English exploration
Law of primogenture
Joint Stock Companies
Virginia Company
Jamestown
Colonists’
relationship
with
Powhatan tribe
“Irish Tactics”
Changes to Native American life
John Rolfe
Virginia & Tobacco
House of Burgesses
Maryland
Sugar Crops & English West Indies
Labor system in English West
Indies
Barbados Slave Codes
English Civil War
Carolina & Rice
Squatters
North Carolina
Georgia as a Buffer

Chapter Three
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q

Martin Luther & Protestant Reformation
Mayflower Compact
William Bradford
Puritans (know doctrine of-predestination & elect)
Massachusetts Bay Colony
John Winthrop
Freeman
Bible Commonwealth
John Cotton
Protestant Ethic
Anne Hutchinson
Freedom of Religion (as it was defined in the
COLONIES)
Rhode Island (how was RI different from other colonies)
Pequot War
Metacom/King Philip’s War
New England Confederation
Dutch East India Company
Defining characteristics of Dutch, English, and French
settlement
Quakers
William Penn
Middle Colonies

Part II:
1.

Read the first two parts of Thank You for Arguing (chapters 1-24). You will have a test over these chapters during the first
week of school. It will cover the major terms and tools discussed: definition, recognition in context, and use. No, you do not
need to annotate the book, though I suggest you do to help prepare for the test.

2.

Read and annotate the two essays found in this assignment (from Before the Mayflower: A History of Black America and
Disney’s Politically Correct Pocahontas”) See the model annotations for what I expect. Look for rhetorical strategies as you
annotate.

3.

Argument Application and Construction: complete the following 3 items on a Google Doc to be submitted to turnitin.com on
the FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL. Your document should be in MLA format – Times New Roman, 12 Point Font, double
spaced.
a. Complete the CAPP rhetorical situation chart for each of the essays (from Before the Mayflower: A History of Black
America and Disney’s Politically Correct Pocahontas”) (recreate the chart on a Google Doc or download the
template from Google Classroom – answer all the questions – see the model)
b.

Answer the following two short answer questions. These questions must be answered in detail with text evidence
to support your analysis. For each question, you should have a clear and detailed answer, a quote from the

piece to support your answer (w/ correct MLA in text citation), and an explanation and/or analysis of how
your quote supports your answer. Your answers should be well thought out, meet the length requirement,
and have the three components above. Your answers should be at least 5-10 sentences in length.
i. Kilpatrick writes about the portrayal of Pocahontas in Disney’s movie version. To what extent does
Kilpatrick develop her ethos? Think in terms of the three qualities of persuasive ethos: virtue, practical
wisdom, and disinterest.
ii. Arguments about history – forensic arguments – often reply heavily on appeals to logic. In what ways does
Bennet develop his logic to convince his audience of his argument (hint: you have to explain the
argument)? Pay attention to the tools provided in chapter 13 of Heinrichs – deduction, induction, the
commonplace, and facts, comparison, and stories.
c.

Write a short (250-300 word) argument using the tools found in Thank You for Arguing, addressing each of the
following situations. Use of the italicized tools given in each scenario must be evident for you to receive full credit
per the rubric. As you construct your arguments, enjoy yourself because you will probably be more persuasive.
i. For some reason, you are volunteering for a hamster rescue, which takes in unwanted or abused hamsters,
or hamsters which have been victims of hamster trafficking, and finds loving homes for them. Using the
tools in Chapter 9, construct a pathos-based argument that will effectively solicit donations from your
classmates. Consider which emotions will most effectively persuade your audience to act, then choose the
appropriate tools to create them.
ii. You read Kilpatrick’s “Politically Correct Pocahontas” while waiting for the bus to your favorite organic
coffee shop. At first you felt personally outraged and betrayed. However, you then decided that Disney has
done a great disservice to millions of children by omitting certain historical truths. Disney Using the logical
tools laid out in chapter 13 and approaching your audience from a commonplace, write a letter to Disney’s
Board of Directors urging them to rewrite and reproduce their major films to fall more into line with
historical truth.

Rubric
Item

Description

Pageant Textbook Notes
(HANDWRITTEN
Venn Diagram
(HANDWRITTEN)

Notes cover all three chapters (including IDs) and are specific. Notes should explain what
things are and why they are significant.
Venn diagram is detailed and complete. Similarities and differences are written in complete
sentences. 5 items in each section of venn diagram.

CAPP Rhetorical
Situation
(TYPED)

CAPP chart is completed for EACH essay. Rhetorical situation for EACH essay is written in
complete sentences and is 2-4 sentences in length.

Short Answer Questions
(TYPED)

Point Value
27 points
6 points
20 points

Each answer addresses the question and meets the length requirement of that question.
Questions are answered in short answer format.

20 points

Text evidence is provided to support answer and is properly cited.

Mini Argument
Scenarios (TYPED)

Argument is on topic and meets length requirement. Argument is tailored to the audience and
situation provided in each scenario. Argument uses the italicized tools from Thank You For
Arguing indicated.

27 points

TYFA Exam

We will take an exam over Thank You for Arguing during the first week of school. Students
should be prepared for this exam. It will cover all of the major tools that Heinrichs discusses
throughout the first 24 chapters. How do you prepare? See the Argument Lab at the end of the
book and study.

SEPARATE
EXAM
GRADE 100
Points

You will be submitting ALL typed portions to turnitin.com on the FIRST day of
school. Please make sure you have these portions ready to be submitted in a
google doc. No exceptions. I will not take any work that is handwritten.

Annotation Guidelines and Example
•

•
•

Highlight/underline key information and terms.
q Look for areas in the text that help you uncover the message, audience, context, attitude, or author’s purpose
q Create notes in the margin to explain why highlighted/underlined text is important.
q Create notes in the margin to discuss the main idea.
Trace/outline the argument of the text in the margin.
Mark literary devices including, but not limited to (see page ___ for a list of these terms and their definitions):
q Connotation
q Denotation
q Diction
q Juxtaposition
q Logical Appeals (Ethos, Pathos, Logos)
q Syntax
q Figurative Language (simile, hyperbole, metaphor, imagery)

Student Example
Yours should look similar in detail. Annotate for key concepts, rhetorical strategies, and makes notes to yourself in the margin that
will aid you in understanding the reading.

Rhetorical Strategies & Definitions
Antecedent – short tale narrating and interesting or amusing biographical incident
Diction – word choice (a single word)
Denotation – the straightforward (dictionary) meaning of a word
Euphemism – a more agreeable word substituted for an unpleasant one (died/passed away).
Colloquialism – slang and use of familiar expressions
Connation – emotional overtones of a word: poison, victim, seized, or gently, brutally, softly.
Allusion – reference to history, mythology, religion, or literature
Analogy – comparison in which an idea or a thing is compared to another thing that is quiet different from it. Allusions aim as
explaining that idea or thing by comparing it to something that is familiar to the reader. Metaphors and similes are tools used to draw
an analogy; thus, an analogy is more extensive and elaborate than either a simile or metaphor.
Apostrophe – addressing an absent figure or an abstraction
Extended Metaphor – a comparison between two unlike things that continues throughout a series of sentences in a paragraph or
lines in a poem.
Hyperbole – extreme exaggeration
Image/Imagery – any description that appeals to one of the five senses: visual, auditory, tactile, gustatory, or olfactory.
Juxtaposition – the placing of two unlike things close to each other.
Oxymoron – conjoining contradictory terms
Paradox – statement that seems improbable or not true but that proves true
Understatement – minimalizes a fact
Rhetoric – the deliberate exploitation or eloquence for the most persuasive effect in public speaking or writing: the art of persuasion.
See below.
q Message – the main idea of a text based on details and examples.
q Purpose – what the speaker wants the audience to do or think about; the persuasive element.
q Speaker – established credibility; connects with the values of the audience
q Audience – a specific person or group that can be characterized as having values and beliefs
q Context – the situation that gives rise to the text
Shift – change in position; movement (as in tone shift, shift in point of view)
Syntax – the way in which words or phrases are ordered and connected to form sentences; or the set of grammatical rules governing
such order. See below.
q Antecedent – word referred to by pronoun
q Antithesis – a balance of opposites
Clause – a group of words with a subject and a verb; can be independent or dependent.
Loose Sentence – type of sentence in which the main idea comes first (“we went over the river and through the woods to
grandmother’s house.”)
Periodic Sentence – main idea comes last (“Over the river and through the woods, to grandmother’s house we go.”)
Pacing – rate at which a text develops (fast, slow, hurried) based on the length and arrangement of sentences.
Parallelism – arrangement of similarly constructed clauses or sentences suggesting some correspondence between them.
Repetition – repeating a word or phrase for emphasis
Tone – the writer’s attitude toward the subject and audience – created by diction, details, images, language, and syntax

Rhetorical Situation/CAPP Analysis Example
CAPP stands for context, audience, persona, and purpose. You will use this protocol when coming up with your
introduction for the rhetorical analysis essay. You should memorize the components so that you can complete the
rhetorical situation without aid.

Context

Audience
Persona
of the
Speaker/
Narrator

Purpose

q
q
q
q
q

Woodrow Wilson’s Speech Before Congress
Time
q April 2nd, 1917 – the United States.
Place
q Congress – lawmakers and legislators.
People
q Came after the sinking of the Lusitania (1915), the Zimmerman
Events
telegram (Jan ’17), and Germany’s announcement to return to
Motivating force
unrestricted sub warfare (Feb ’17).
behind
q United States popà for the most part – still isolationist
speaker/narrator
q Motivating Force à loyalty and duty to the world community.

q WHO IS THE
AUDIENCE?
q Their Knowledge
q Their Attitudes
q Their Beliefs

q Audience à Congress (and their constituents – the American ppl)
q Aware of domestic (isolationism) and international situations.
q Attitude à conflicted à desire to stay out of war and to make the
world safe for democracy
q Beliefs à America is the world’s example of a democracy (City on a
Hill). Freedom for all peoples should be upheld.

q How does he/she
want to be
perceived?
q What does he/she
presume about
their audience?

q Wilson wants to be perceived as a calm but firm, logical, and
patriotic American who believes that America should uphold its
founding values around the world. He believes in maintaining
peace and that the only way to do so is to fight a war.
q Wilson presumes that Congress is divided by the interests of the
American people.

q Infinitive phrase (to
+ strong verb +
clarifying
explanation + by
showing ____)

q To urge Congress to join the fight in WWI to make the world safe
for democracy by showing that the actions of the Central Powers
run counter to the ideals of peace and democracy.

Motivating Force: the reason behind an action, decision, or thought. Examples can include –
q
q
q
q

Love
Fear
Guilt
Envy

q
q
q
q

Jealousy
Pride
Ambition
Friendship

q
q
q
q

Conscience
Vanity
Anger
Greed

q
q
q
q

Affection
Loyalty
Survival
Gratitude

q Compassion
q Shame
q Duty

Rhetorical Situation: bring together all the elements of the rhetorical situation from above in 2-3 sentences
max.

Woodrow Wilson delivered his War Message to a divided pro isolationist/pro war Congress on April
2nd, 1917, just a few months after the unveiling of the Zimmerman Note and Germany’s
announcement to return to unrestricted warfare. Wilson, knowing that U.S. involvement in the war
was inevitable and evoking American ideals and patriotism, firmly urged Congress to join the fight in
WWI to make the world safe for democracy by showing that the actions of the Central Powers run
counter to the ideals of peace and democracy.
From The College Board

CAPP Analysis
Analyzing the Rhetorical Situation
Reading Title & Author:

Context
Audience/
intended
audience

Persona of the
Speaker/
Narrator/ point
of view

Purpose

q
q
q
q
q

Time
Place
People
Events
Motivating force behind
speaker/narrator

q
q
q
q

WHO IS THE AUDIENCE?
Their Knowledge
Their Attitudes
Their Beliefs

q How does he/she want to
be perceived?
q What does he/she presume
about their audience?

q Infinitive phrase (to +
strong verb + clarifying
explanation + by showing
________)

Motivating Force: the reason behind an action, decision, or thought. Examples can include –
q Love, Fear, Guilt, Envy, Jealousy, Pride, Ambition, Friendship, Conscience, Vanity, Anger, Greed, Affection, Loyalty, Survival,
Gratitude, Compassion, Shame, Duty

Rhetorical Situation: bring together all the elements of the rhetorical situation from above in 2-4 sentences max.
________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Useful Resources for Help
If you are struggling to understand The American Pageant, I would suggest the following resources:
http://ap.gilderlehrman.org/ – PLEASE BOOKMARK THIS PAGE. You will need it next year…and there are videos, practice
questions, and AP Study Guides.
For help with annotations and literary terms, see the following resources:
https://www.ramapo.edu/crw/files/2013/03/20-2.pdf
http://bcs.bedfordstmartins.com/litgloss/
For help with citation, see the following resource:
https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/02/

If you have any questions about the assignment or any of the readings, please do not hesitate to email me
at Deanna.santagata@huttoisd.net

JOIN MY GOOGLE CLASSROOM: I will be
posting resources and you can ask myself and
your classmates questions:
y9fmq66
I will check my email regularly throughout the summer.

Guided Reading Questions: The American Pageant Chapters 1-3 (OPTIONAL,
BUT RECOMMENDED to help you study for quiz)
Chapter One
1. Describe the origins and development of the major native Indian cultures of the Americas.
2. Explain the developments in Europe and Africa that led to Columbus’ voyage to America.
3. Explain what two countries led the way in early exploration and why they were able to do so.
4. Explain the changes and conflicts that occurred when the diverse world of Europe, African, and the Americas collided after
1492.
5. Describe the Spanish conquest of Mexico and South American and identify the major features of Spanish colonization and
expansion in North America.
Chapter Two
6. Compare and contrast Spain’s exploration successes to that of England’s in the 1500s and 1600s.
7. What changed after 1588? Why did the change occur?
8. “The early years of Jamestown proved a nightmare for all concerned-except the buzzards.” Give evidence to support this
statement.
9. Describe the relationship of the European colonists and the Native Americans. Why were the Natives disposed of by the
Europeans?
10. What role did tobacco play in the colonies? Explain in detail.
11. Describe the characteristics of the early English settlements: Focus on the following:
a. Maryland
b. The Carolinas (both North and South)
c. Georgia
Chapter Three
12. Describe the Puritans and their beliefs and explain why they left England for the New World.
13. Explain the basic religious and governmental ideas and practices of the Massachusetts Bay Colony.
14. Explain how Massachusetts Bay’s conflict with religious dissenters as well as economic opportunities led to the expansion of
New England in to Rhode Island, Connecticut, and elsewhere.
15. Describe the conflict between the colonists and Indians in New England and the effects of King Philip’s War.
16. Summarize early New England attempts at intercolonial unity, and the consequences of England’s Glorious Revolution in
America.
17. Describe the founding of New York and Pennsylvania, and explain why these two settlements as well as the other middle
colonies became so ethnically, religiously, and politically diverse.
18. Describe the central features of the middle colonies and explain how they differed from New England and the southern colonies.

Reasons for Similarities:
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________

Reasons for Differences:
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

Americas. Think in terms of how and why each group came to the Americas and how the interacted with the natives.

English/Spanish Exploration Venn Diagram – fill in England and Spain and then compare and contrast the different ways that each country came about exploring the
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New World Beginnings
!"!

33,000 B.C.–A.D. 1769
I have come to believe that this is a mighty
continent which was hitherto unknown. . . .
Your Highnesses have an Other World here.
CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS, 1498

S

everal billion years ago, that whirling speck of
dust known as the earth, fifth in size among the
planets, came into being.
About six thousand years ago—only a minute
ago in geological time—recorded history of the
Western world began. Certain peoples of the Middle

1492

4000 B.C.

4–8 B.C.

RECORDED
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BEGINS
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BORN

1607

VIRGINIA
FOUNDED

1607

1976

VIRGINIA BICENFOUNDED TENNIAL

1776

1945

169 years

169 years

115 years

COLUMBUS'S
DISCOVERY

East, developing a primitive culture, gradually
emerged from the haze of the past.
Five hundred years ago—only a few seconds in
the past, figuratively speaking—European explorers
stumbled on the American continents. This dramatic accident forever altered the future of both

INDEPENDENCE
DECLARED

4

1991 2000

46 years

WORLD WAR I I
ENDS

9 years

COLD
WAR
ENDS

NEW
MILLENNIUM
BEGINS

The Effects of the Great Ice Age

the Old World and the New, and of Africa and Asia
as well.

The Shaping of North America
Planet earth took on its present form slowly. Some
225 million years ago, a single supercontinent contained all the world’s dry land. Then enormous
chunks of terrain began to drift away from this
colossal continent, opening the Atlantic and Indian
Oceans, narrowing the Pacific Ocean, and forming
the great landmasses of Eurasia, Africa, Australia,
Antarctica, and the Americas. The existence of a single original continent has been proved in part by the
discovery of nearly identical species of fish that
swim today in the long-separated freshwater lakes
of the various continents.
Continued shifting and folding of the earth’s
crust thrust up mountain ranges. The Appalachians
were probably formed even before continental separation, perhaps 350 million years ago. The majestic
ranges of western North America—the Rockies, the
Sierra Nevada, the Cascades, and the Coast Ranges—
arose much more recently, geologically speaking,
some 135 million to 25 million years ago. They are
truly “American” mountains, born after the continent took on its own separate geological identity.
By about 10 million years ago, nature had
sculpted the basic geological shape of North America. The continent was anchored in its northeastern
corner by the massive Canadian Shield—a zone
undergirded by ancient rock, probably the first part
of what became the North American landmass to
have emerged above sea level. A narrow eastern
coastal plain, or “tidewater” region, creased by
many river valleys, sloped gently upward to the
timeworn ridges of the Appalachians. Those ancient
mountains slanted away on their western side into
the huge midcontinental basin that rolled downward to the Mississippi Valley bottom and then rose
relentlessly to the towering peaks of the Rockies.
From the Rocky Mountain crest—the “roof of America”—the land fell off jaggedly into the intermountain Great Basin, bounded by the Rockies on the
east and the Sierra and Cascade ranges on the west.
The valleys of the Sacramento and San Joaquin
Rivers and the Willamette–Puget Sound trough
seamed the interiors of present-day California, Oregon, and Washington. The land at last met the foam-

5

ing Pacific, where the Coast Ranges rose steeply
from the sea.
Nature laid a chill hand over much of this terrain in the Great Ice Age, beginning about 2 million
years ago. Two-mile-thick ice sheets crept from the
polar regions to blanket parts of Europe, Asia, and
the Americas. In North America the great glaciers
carpeted most of present-day Canada and the
United States as far southward as a line stretching
from Pennsylvania through the Ohio country and
the Dakotas to the Pacific Northwest.
When the glaciers finally retreated about 10,000
years ago, they left the North American landscape
transformed, and much as we know it today. The
weight of the gargantuan ice mantle had depressed
the level of the Canadian Shield. The grinding and
flushing action of the moving and melting ice had
scoured away the shield’s topsoil, pitting its rocky
surface with thousands of shallow depressions into
which the melting glaciers flowed to form lakes. The
same glacial action scooped out and filled the Great
Lakes. They originally drained southward through
the Mississippi River system to the Gulf of Mexico.
When the melting ice unblocked the Gulf of St.
Lawrence, the lake water sought the St. Lawrence
River outlet to the Atlantic Ocean, lowering the
Great Lakes’ level and leaving the MissouriMississippi-Ohio system to drain the enormous
midcontinental basin between the Appalachians
and the Rockies. Similarly, in the west, water from
the melting glaciers filled sprawling Lake Bonneville, covering much of present-day Utah,
Nevada, and Idaho. It drained to the Pacific Ocean
through the Snake and Columbia River systems
until diminishing rainfall from the ebbing ice cap
lowered the water level, cutting off access to the
Snake River outlet. Deprived of both inflow and
drainage, the giant lake became a gradually shrinking inland sea. It grew increasingly saline, slowly
evaporated, and left an arid, mineral-rich desert.
Only Great Salt Lake remained as a relic of Bonneville’s former vastness. Today Lake Bonneville’s
ancient beaches are visible on mountainsides up to
1,000 feet above the dry floor of the Great Basin.

Peopling the Americas
The Great Ice Age shaped more than the geological
history of North America. It also contributed to the
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CHAPTER 1

New World Beginnings, 33,000 B.C.–A.D. 1769
The First Discoverers of America
The origins of the first Americans remain
something of a mystery. According to the most
plausible theory of how the Americas were
populated, for some 25,000 years, people
crossed the Bering land bridge from Eurasia to
North America. Gradually they dispersed
southward down ice-free valleys, populating
both the American continents.

Bering Land Bridge

SIBERIA

ARCTIC
OCEAN
GRE E NLAND
ALASKA

Hudson
Bay
CANADA

PACIFIC
OCEAN
UNITED STATES

ATLANTIC
OCEAN
0
0

5 0 0 Miles
5 0 0 Kilometers

MEXI C O

Area of land bridge,
c.3 5,0 0 0–1 0,0 0 0 years ago
Maximum extent of glaciers
Possible migratory paths
Earliest discovered Indian sites

origins of the continent’s human history. Though
recent (and still highly controversial) evidence
suggests that some early peoples may have reached
the Americas in crude boats, most probably came
by land. Some 35,000 years ago, the Ice Age congealed much of the world oceans into massive icepack glaciers, lowering the level of the sea. As the
sea level dropped, it exposed a land bridge connecting Eurasia with North America in the area of the
present-day Bering Sea between Siberia and Alaska.
Across that bridge, probably following migratory
herds of game, ventured small bands of nomadic
Asian hunters—the “immigrant” ancestors of the
Native Americans. They continued to trek across the
Bering isthmus for some 250 centuries, slowly peopling the American continents.
As the Ice Age ended and the glaciers melted,
the sea level rose again, inundating the land bridge
about 10,000 years ago. Nature thus barred the door
to further immigration for many thousands of years,
leaving this part of the human family marooned for
millennia on the now-isolated American continents.

Time did not stand still for these original Americans. The same climatic warming that melted the
ice and drowned the bridge to Eurasia gradually
opened ice-free valleys through which vanguard
bands groped their way southward and eastward
across the Americas. Roaming slowly through this
awesome wilderness, they eventually reached the
far tip of South America, some 15,000 miles from
Siberia. By the time Europeans arrived in America in
1492, perhaps 54 million people inhabited the two
American continents.* Over the centuries they split
into countless tribes, evolved more than 2,000 separate languages, and developed many diverse religions, cultures, and ways of life.
Incas in Peru, Mayans in Central America, and
Aztecs in Mexico shaped stunningly sophisticated
civilizations. Their advanced agricultural practices,
*Much controversy surrounds estimates of the pre-Columbian
Native American population. The figures here are from William
M. Denevan, ed., The Native Population of the Americas in 1492,
rev. ed. (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1992).
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CHAPTER 1

New World Beginnings, 33,000 B.C.–A.D. 1769

based primarily on the cultivation of maize, which is
Indian corn, fed large populations, perhaps as many
as 20 million in Mexico alone. Although without
large draft animals such as horses and oxen, and
lacking even the simple technology of the wheel,
these peoples built elaborate cities and carried on
far-flung commerce. Talented mathematicians, they
made strikingly accurate astronomical observations.
The Aztecs also routinely sought the favor of their
gods by offering human sacrifices, cutting the hearts
out of the chests of living victims, who were often
captives conquered in battle. By some accounts
more than 5,000 people were ritually slaughtered to
celebrate the crowning of one Aztec chieftain.

The Earliest Americans
Agriculture, especially corn growing, accounted for
the size and sophistication of the Native American
civilizations in Mexico and South America. About
5000 B.C. hunter-gatherers in highland Mexico
developed a wild grass into the staple crop of corn,
which became their staff of life and the foundation
of the complex, large-scale, centralized Aztec and
Incan nation-states that eventually emerged. Cultivation of corn spread across the Americas from the
Mexican heartland. Everywhere it was planted, corn
began to transform nomadic hunting bands into
settled agricultural villagers, but this process went
forward slowly and unevenly.
Corn planting reached the present-day American Southwest by about 1200 B.C. and powerfully
molded Pueblo culture. The Pueblo peoples in the
Rio Grande valley constructed intricate irrigation
systems to water their cornfields. They were
dwelling in villages of multistoried, terraced buildings when Spanish explorers made contact with
them in the sixteenth century. (Pueblo means “village” in Spanish.)
Corn cultivation reached other parts of North
America considerably later. The timing of its arrival
in different localities explains much about the
relative rates of development of different Native
American peoples. Throughout the continent to the
north and east of the land of the Pueblos, social life
was less elaborately developed—indeed “societies”
in the modern sense of the word scarcely existed.
No dense concentrations of population or complex
nation-states comparable to the Aztec empire
existed in North America outside of Mexico at the

time of the Europeans’ arrival—one of the reasons
for the relative ease with which the European colonizers subdued the native North Americans.
The Mound Builders of the Ohio River valley,
the Mississippian culture of the lower Midwest, and
the desert-dwelling Anasazi peoples of the Southwest did sustain some large settlements after the
incorporation of corn planting into their way of
life during the first millennium A.D. The Mississippian settlement at Cahokia, near present-day East
St. Louis, was at one time home to as many as
twenty-five thousand people. The Anasazis built an
elaborate pueblo of more than six hundred interconnected rooms at Chaco Canyon in modern-day
New Mexico. But mysteriously, perhaps due to prolonged drought, all those ancient cultures had fallen
into decline by about A.D. 1300.
The cultivation of maize, as well as of highyielding strains of beans and squash, reached the
southeastern Atlantic seaboard region of North
America about A.D. 1000. These plants made possible “three-sister” farming, with beans growing on
the trellis of the cornstalks and squash covering the
planting mounds to retain moisture in the soil. The
rich diet provided by this environmentally clever
farming technique produced some of the highest
population densities on the continent, among them
the Creek, Choctaw, and Cherokee peoples.
The Iroquois in the northeastern woodlands,
inspired by a legendary leader named Hiawatha, in
the sixteenth century created perhaps the closest
North American approximation to the great nationstates of Mexico and Peru. The Iroquois Confederacy developed the political and organizational skills
to sustain a robust military alliance that menaced
its neighbors, Native American and European alike,
for well over a century (see “Makers of America: The
Iroquois,” pp. 40–41).
But for the most part, the native peoples of
North America were living in small, scattered, and
impermanent settlements on the eve of the Europeans’ arrival. In more settled agricultural groups,
women tended the crops while men hunted, fished,
gathered fuel, and cleared fields for planting. This
pattern of life frequently conferred substantial
authority on women, and many North American
native peoples, including the Iroquois, developed
matrilinear cultures, in which power and possessions passed down the female side of the family line.
Unlike the Europeans, who would soon arrive
with the presumption that humans had dominion
over the earth and with the technologies to alter the

Native American Civilizations
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North American Indian Peoples at the Time of First Contact with Europeans Because this map depicts the location of
various Indian peoples at the time of their first contact with Europeans, and because initial contacts ranged from the sixteenth
to the nineteenth centuries, it is necessarily subject to considerable chronological skewing, and is only a crude approximation of the
“original” territory of any given group. The map also cannot capture the fluidity and dynamism of Native American life even before
Columbus’s “discovery.” For example, the Navajo and Apache peoples had migrated from present-day northern Canada only shortly
before the Spanish first encountered them in the present-day American Southwest in the 1500s. The map also places the Sioux on
the Great Plains, where Europeans met up with them in the early nineteenth century—but the Sioux had spilled onto the Plains not
long before then from the forests surrounding the Great Lakes. The indigenous populations of the southeastern and mid-Atlantic
regions are especially difficult to represent accurately in a map like this because pre-Columbian intertribal conflicts had so
scrambled the native inhabitants that it is virtually impossible to determine which groups were originally where.
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very face of the land, the Native Americans had neither the desire nor the means to manipulate nature
aggressively. They revered the physical world and
endowed nature with spiritual properties. Yet they
did sometimes ignite massive forest fires, deliberately torching thousands of acres of trees to create
better hunting habitats, especially for deer. This
practice accounted for the open, parklike appearance of the eastern woodlands that so amazed early
European explorers.
But in a broad sense, the land did not feel the
hand of the Native Americans heavy upon it, partly
because they were so few in number. They were so
thinly spread across the continent that vast areas
were virtually untouched by a human presence.
In the fateful year 1492, probably no more than 4
million Native Americans padded through the whispering, primeval forests and paddled across the
sparkling, virgin waters of North America. They
were blissfully unaware that the historic isolation of
the Americas was about to end forever, as the land
and the native peoples alike felt the full shock of the
European “discovery.”

Indirect Discoverers of the New World
Europeans, for their part, were equally unaware of
the existence of the Americas. Blond-bearded Norse
seafarers from Scandinavia had chanced upon the

northeastern shoulder of North America about A.D.
1000. They landed at a place near L’Anse aux Meadows in present-day Newfoundland that abounded
in wild grapes, which led them to name the spot
Vinland. But no strong nation-state, yearning to
expand, supported these venturesome voyagers.
Their flimsy settlements consequently were soon
abandoned, and their discovery was forgotten,
except in Scandinavian saga and song.
For several centuries thereafter, other restless
Europeans, with the growing power of ambitious
governments behind them, sought contact with a
wider world, whether for conquest or trade. They
thus set in motion the chain of events that led to a
drive toward Asia, the penetration of Africa, and the
completely accidental discovery of the New World.
Christian crusaders must rank high among
America’s indirect discoverers. Clad in shining
armor, tens of thousands of these European warriors tried from the eleventh to the fourteenth century to wrest the Holy Land from Muslim control.
Foiled in their military assaults, the crusaders nevertheless acquired a taste for the exotic delights of
Asia. Goods that had been virtually unknown in
Europe now were craved—silk for clothing, drugs
for aching flesh, perfumes for unbathed bodies, colorful draperies for gloomy castles, and spices—
especially sugar, a rare luxury in Europe before the
crusades—for preserving and flavoring food.
Europe’s developing sweet tooth would have
momentous implications for world history.

Early Explorers

The luxuries of the East were prohibitively
expensive in Europe. They had to be transported
enormous distances from the Spice Islands
(Indonesia), China, and India, in creaking ships and
on swaying camelback. The journey led across the
Indian Ocean, the Persian Gulf, and the Red Sea or
along the tortuous caravan routes of Asia or the Arabian peninsula, ending at the ports of the eastern
Mediterranean. Muslim middlemen exacted a heavy
toll en route. By the time the strange-smelling goods
reached Italian merchants at Venice and Genoa,
they were so costly that purchasers and profits alike
were narrowly limited. European consumers and
distributors were naturally eager to find a less
expensive route to the riches of Asia or to develop
alternate sources of supply.

Europeans Enter Africa
European appetites were further whetted when
footloose Marco Polo, an Italian adventurer,
returned to Europe in 1295 and began telling tales of
his nearly twenty-year sojourn in China. Though he
may in fact never have seen China (legend to the
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contrary, the hard evidence is sketchy), he must be
regarded as an indirect discoverer of the New World,
for his book, with its descriptions of rose-tinted
pearls and golden pagodas, stimulated European
desires for a cheaper route to the treasures of the
East.
These accumulating pressures brought a breakthrough for European expansion in the fifteenth
century. Before the middle of that century, European sailors refused to sail southward along the
coast of West Africa because they could not beat
their way home against the prevailing northerly
winds and south-flowing currents. About 1450, Portuguese mariners overcame those obstacles. Not
only had they developed the caravel, a ship that
could sail more closely into the wind, but they had
discovered that they could return to Europe by sailing northwesterly from the African coast toward the
Azores, where the prevailing westward breezes
would carry them home.
The new world of sub-Saharan Africa now came
within the grasp of questing Europeans. The northern shore of Africa, as part of the Mediterranean
world, had been known to Europe since antiquity.
But because sea travel down the African coast had
been virtually impossible, Africa south of the forbid-
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The World Known to Europe,
1492

ding Sahara Desert barrier had remained remote
and mysterious. African gold, perhaps two-thirds of
Europe’s supply, crossed the Sahara on camelback,
and shadowy tales may have reached Europe about
the flourishing West African kingdom of Mali in the
Niger River valley, with its impressive Islamic university at Timbuktu. But Europeans had no direct
access to sub-Saharan Africa until the Portuguese
navigators began to creep down the West African
coast in the middle of the fifteenth century.
The Portuguese promptly set up trading posts
along the African shore for the purchase of gold—
and slaves. Arab flesh merchants and Africans
themselves had traded slaves for centuries before
the Europeans arrived. They routinely charged
higher prices for slaves from distant sources, who
could not easily flee to their native villages nor be
easily rescued by their kin. Slave brokers also deliberately separated persons from the same tribes and
mixed unlike people together to frustrate organized
resistance. Thus from its earliest days, even before
Europeans arrived in Africa, slavery by its very
nature fostered the extinction of regional African
cultures and tribal identities.
The Portuguese adopted these Arab and African
practices. They built up their own systematic traffic
in slaves to work the sugar plantations that Portugal,
and later Spain, established on the African coastal
islands of Madeira, the Canaries, São Tomé, and
Principe. The Portuguese appetite for slaves was
enormous and dwarfed the modest scale of the preEuropean traffic. Slave trading became a big business. Some forty thousand Africans were carried
away to the Atlantic sugar islands in the last half of
the fifteenth century. Millions more were to be

wrenched from their home continent after the discovery of the Americas. In these fifteenth-century
Portuguese adventures in Africa were to be found
the origins of the modern plantation system, based
on large-scale commercial agriculture and the
wholesale exploitation of slave labor. This kind of
plantation economy would shape the destiny of
much of the New World.

European Trade and Exploration

13

P

PORTUGAL

Venic e

Genoa

P

Peking

SPAIN
Se

ranean
diter
Me

MADEIRA

Constantinople

a

PERSIA

CANARY
ISLANDS

Delhi

Alexandria

CHINA

INDIA

P

Timbuktu Nig

er

AFRICA

R.

MALI

Red
Sea

P

149

PRINCIPE

SPICE
ISLANDS

8

˜ TOME´
SAO
P

INDIAN OCEAN

EAST INDIES

P

MADAGASCAR
148

Northern route
Middle route

8

Southern route
Día z (Portuguese), 1 4 8 8

ATLANTIC
OCEAN

da Gama (Portuguese), 1 4 9 8

P
P

Prevailing winds

P

Trade Routes with the East Goods on the early routes passed through so many hands along the way that
their ultimate source remained mysterious to Europeans.

The seafaring Portuguese pushed still farther
southward in search of the water route to Asia. Edging cautiously down the African coast, Bartholomeu
Días rounded the southernmost tip of the “Dark
Continent” in 1488. Ten years later Vasco da Gama
finally reached India (hence the name “Indies,”
given by Europeans to all the mysterious lands of
the Orient), and returned home with a small but
tantalizing cargo of jewels and spices.
Meanwhile, the kingdom of Spain became
united—an event pregnant with destiny—in the late
fifteenth century. This new unity resulted primarily
from the marriage of two sovereigns, Ferdinand of
Aragon and Isabella of Castile, and from the brutal
expulsion of the “infidel” Muslim Moors from Spain
after centuries of Christian-Islamic warfare. Glorying
in their sudden strength, the Spaniards were eager to
outstrip their Portuguese rivals in the race to tap the
wealth of the Indies. To the south and east, Portugal
controlled the African coast and thus controlled the

gateway to the round-Africa water route to India.
Of necessity, therefore, Spain looked westward.

Columbus Comes upon a New World
The stage was now set for a cataclysmic shift in the
course of history—the history not only of Europe
but of all the world. Europeans clamored for more
and cheaper products from the lands beyond the
Mediterranean. Africa had been established as a
source of cheap slave labor for plantation agriculture. The Portuguese voyages had demonstrated the
feasibility of long-range ocean navigation. In Spain
a modern national state was taking shape, with the
unity, wealth, and power to shoulder the formidable
tasks of discovery, conquest, and colonization. The
dawn of the Renaissance in the fourteenth century
nurtured an ambitious spirit of optimism and
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decades thereafter explorers strove to get through it
or around it. The truth gradually dawned that
sprawling new continents had been discovered. Yet
Columbus was at first so certain that he had skirted
the rim of the “Indies” that he called the native peoples Indians, a gross geographical misnomer that
somehow stuck.
Columbus’s discovery would eventually convulse four continents—Europe, Africa, and the two
Americas. Thanks to his epochal voyage, an interdependent global economic system emerged on a
scale undreamed-of before he set sail. Its workings
touched every shore washed by the Atlantic Ocean.
Europe provided the markets, the capital, and the
technology; Africa furnished the labor; and the New
World offered its raw materials, especially its precious metals and its soil for the cultivation of sugar
cane. For Europeans as well as for Africans and
Native Americans, the world after 1492 would never
be the same, for better or worse.

When Worlds Collide

adventure. Printing presses, introduced about 1450,
facilitated the spread of scientific knowledge. The
mariner’s compass, possibly borrowed from the
Arabs, eliminated some of the uncertainties of sea
travel. Meanwhile, across the ocean, the unsuspecting New World innocently awaited its European
“discoverers.”
Onto this stage stepped Christopher Columbus.
This skilled Italian seafarer persuaded the Spanish
monarchs to outfit him with three tiny but seaworthy ships, manned by a motley crew. Daringly, he
unfurled the sails of his cockleshell craft and headed
westward. His superstitious sailors, fearful of venturing into the oceanic unknown, grew increasingly
mutinous. After six weeks at sea, failure loomed
when, on October 12, 1492, the crew sighted an
island in the Bahamas. A new world thus swam
within the vision of Europeans.
Columbus’s sensational achievement obscures
the fact that he was one of the most successful failures in history. Seeking a new water route to the
fabled Indies, he in fact had bumped into an enormous land barrier blocking the ocean pathway. For

Two ecosystems—the fragile, naturally evolved networks of relations among organisms in a stable
environment—commingled and clashed when
Columbus waded ashore. The reverberations from
that historic encounter echoed for centuries after
1492. The flora and fauna of the Old and New Worlds
had been separated for thousands of years. European explorers marveled at the strange sights that
greeted them, including exotic beasts such as iguanas and “snakes with castanets” (rattlesnakes).
Native New World plants such as tobacco, maize,
beans, tomatoes, and especially the lowly potato
eventually revolutionized the international economy as well as the European diet, feeding the rapid
population growth of the Old World. These foodstuffs were among the most important Indian gifts
to the Europeans and to the rest of the world. Perhaps three-fifths of the crops cultivated around the
globe today originated in the Americas. Ironically,
the introduction into Africa of New World foodstuffs
like maize, manioc, and sweet potatoes may have
fed an African population boom that numerically,
though not morally, more than offset the losses
inflicted by the slave trade.
In exchange the Europeans introduced Old
World crops and animals to the Americas. Columbus returned to the Caribbean island of Hispaniola

The Impact of Discovery

(present-day Haiti and the Dominican Republic) in
1493 with seventeen ships that unloaded twelve
hundred men and a virtual Noah’s Ark of cattle,
swine, and horses. The horses soon reached the
North American mainland through Mexico and in
less than two centuries had spread as far as Canada.
North American Indian tribes like the Apaches,
Sioux, and Blackfoot swiftly adopted the horse,
transforming their cultures into highly mobile,
wide-ranging hunter societies that roamed the
grassy Great Plains in pursuit of the shaggy buffalo.
Columbus also brought seedlings of sugar cane,
which thrived in the warm Caribbean climate. A
“sugar revolution” consequently took place in the
European diet, fueled by the forced migration of
millions of Africans to work the canefields and sugar
mills of the New World.
Unwittingly, the Europeans also brought other
organisms in the dirt on their boots and the dust on
their clothes, such as the seeds of Kentucky bluegrass, dandelions, and daisies. Most ominous of all,
in their bodies they carried the germs that caused
smallpox, yellow fever, and malaria. Indeed Old

World diseases would quickly devastate the Native
Americans. During the Indians’ millennia of isolation in the Americas, most of the Old World’s killer
maladies had disappeared from among them. But
generations of freedom from those illnesses had also
wiped out protective antibodies. Devoid of natural
resistance to Old World sicknesses, Indians died in
droves. Within fifty years of the Spanish arrival, the
population of the Taino natives in Hispaniola dwindled from some 1 million people to about 200.
Enslavement and armed aggression took their toll,
but the deadliest killers were microbes, not muskets.
The lethal germs spread among the New World peoples with the speed and force of a hurricane, swiftly
sweeping far ahead of the human invaders; most of
those afflicted never laid eyes on a European. In the
centuries after Columbus’s landfall, as many as 90
percent of the Native Americans perished, a demographic catastrophe without parallel in human history. This depopulation was surely not intended by
the Spanish, but it was nevertheless so severe that
entire cultures and ancient ways of life were extinguished forever. Baffled, enraged, and vengeful,
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The Columbian Exchange Columbus’s discovery initiated the kind of explosion in international commerce
that a later age would call “globalization.” (Source: Adapted from Out of Many: A History of the American
People, Third Edition, Combined Edition by Faragher, Buhle, Czitrom, and Armitage. Copyright © 1999. By
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Indian slaves sometimes kneaded tainted blood into
their masters’ bread, to little effect. Perhaps it was
poetic justice that the Indians unintentionally did
take a kind of revenge by infecting the early explorers
with syphilis, injecting that lethal sexually transmitted disease for the first time into Europe.

The Spanish Conquistadores
Gradually, Europeans realized that the American
continents held rich prizes, especially the gold and
silver of the advanced Indian civilizations in Mexico
and Peru. Spain secured its claim to Columbus’s discovery in the Treaty of Tordesillas (1494), dividing
with Portugal the “heathen lands” of the New World.
The lion’s share went to Spain, but Portugal received
compensating territory in Africa and Asia, as well as
title to lands that one day would be Brazil.
Spain became the dominant exploring and colonizing power in the 1500s. In the service of God, as
well as in search of gold and glory, Spanish conquistadores (conquerors) fanned out across the Caribbean and eventually onto the mainland of the
American continents (see “Makers of America: The
Spanish Conquistadores,” pp. 18–19). On Spain’s
long roster of notable deeds, two spectacular
exploits must be headlined. Vasco Nuñez Balboa,
hailed as the discoverer of the Pacific Ocean, waded

into the foaming waves off Panama in 1513 and
boldly claimed for his king all the lands washed by
that sea! Ferdinand Magellan started from Spain in
1519 with five tiny ships. After beating through the
storm-lashed strait off the tip of South America that
still bears his name, he was slain by the inhabitants
of the Philippines. His one remaining vessel creaked
home in 1522, completing the first circumnavigation of the globe.
Other ambitious Spaniards ventured into North
America. In 1513 and 1521, Juan Ponce de León
explored Florida, which he at first thought was an

Bartolomé de Las Casas (1474–1566), a
reform-minded Dominican friar, wrote
The Destruction of the Indies in 1542 to
chronicle the awful fate of the Native
Americans and to protest Spanish policies in
the New World. He was especially horrified
at the catastrophic effects of disease on the
native peoples:
“Who of those in future centuries will believe
this? I myself who am writing this and saw
it and know the most about it can hardly
believe that such was possible.”

Spanish Explorers and Conquerors

island. Seeking gold—and probably not the mythical
“fountain of youth”—he instead met with death by
an Indian arrow. In 1540–1542 Francisco Coronado,
in quest of fabled golden cities that turned out to be
adobe pueblos, wandered with a clanking cavalcade
through Arizona and New Mexico, penetrating as far
east as Kansas. En route his expedition discovered
two awesome natural wonders: the Grand Canyon of
the Colorado River and enormous herds of buffalo
(bison). Hernando de Soto, with six hundred armorplated men, undertook a fantastic gold-seeking
expedition during 1539–1542. Floundering through
marshes and pine barrens from Florida westward, he
discovered and crossed the majestic Mississippi
River just north of its junction with the Arkansas
River. After brutally mistreating the Indians with iron
collars and fierce dogs, he at length died of fever and
wounds. His troops secretly disposed of his remains
at night in the Mississippi, lest the Indians exhume
and abuse their abuser’s corpse.
Meanwhile in South America, the ironfisted
conqueror Francisco Pizarro crushed the Incas of
Peru in 1532 and added a huge hoard of booty to
Spanish coffers. By 1600 Spain was swimming in
New World silver, mostly from the fabulously rich
mines at Potosí in present-day Bolivia, as well as
from Mexico. This flood of precious metal touched
off a price revolution in Europe that increased consumer costs by as much as 500 percent in the hundred years after the mid-sixteenth century. Some
scholars see in this ballooning European money
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supply the fuel that fed the growth of the economic
system known as capitalism. Certainly, New World
bullion helped transform the world economy. It
swelled the vaults of bankers from Spain to Italy, laying the foundations of the modern commercial
banking system. It clinked in the purses of merchants in France and Holland, stimulating the
spread of commerce and manufacturing. And it
paid for much of the burgeoning international trade
with Asia, whose sellers had little use for any European good except silver.
The islands of the Caribbean Sea—the West
Indies as they came to be called, in yet another perpetuation of Columbus’s geographic confusion—
served as offshore bases for the staging of the
Spanish invasion of the mainland Americas. Here
supplies could be stored, and men and horses could
be rested and acclimated, before proceeding to the
conquest of the continents. The loosely organized
and vulnerable native communities of the West
Indies also provided laboratories for testing the
techniques that would eventually subdue the
advanced Indian civilizations of Mexico and Peru.
The most important such technique was the institution known as the encomienda. It allowed the government to “commend,” or give, Indians to certain
colonists in return for the promise to try to Christianize them. In all but name, it was slavery. Spanish
missionary Bartolomé de Las Casas, appalled by the
encomienda system in Hispaniola, called it “a moral
pestilence invented by Satan.”

Principal Early Spanish
Explorations and Conquests
Note that Coronado traversed
northern Texas and Oklahoma.
In present-day eastern Kansas, he
found, instead of the great golden
city he sought, a drab encampment, probably of Wichita Indians.

The military conquest of this vast region was
achieved by just ten thousand men, organized in a
series of private expeditions. Hernán Cortés, Francisco Pizarro, and other aspiring conquerors signed
contracts with the Spanish monarch, raised money
from investors, and then went about recruiting an
army. Only a small minority of the conquistadores—
leaders or followers—were nobles. About half were
professional soldiers and sailors; the rest comprised
peasants, artisans, and members of the middling
classes. Most were in their twenties and early thirties, and all knew how to wield a sword.
Diverse motives spurred these motley adventurers. Some hoped to win royal titles and favors by
bringing new peoples under the Spanish flag.
Others sought to ensure God’s favor by spreading
Christianity to the pagans. Some men hoped to
escape dubious pasts, and others sought the kind of
historical adventure experienced by heroes of classical antiquity. Nearly all shared a lust for gold. As
one of Cortés’s foot soldiers put it, “We came here to
serve God and the king, and also to get rich.” One
historian adds that the conquistadores first fell on
their knees and then fell upon the aborigines.
Armed with horses and gunpowder and preceded by disease, the conquistadores quickly over-

powered the Indians. But most never achieved their
dreams of glory. Few received titles of nobility, and
many of the rank and file remained permanently
indebted to the absentee investors who paid for
their equipment. Even when an expedition captured
exceptionally rich booty, the spoils were unevenly
divided: men from the commander’s home region
often received more, and men on horseback generally got two shares to the infantryman’s one. The
conquistadores lost still more power as the crown
gradually tightened its control in the New World. By
the 1530s in Mexico and the 1550s in Peru, colorless
colonial administrators had replaced the freebooting conquistadores.
Nevertheless, the conquistadores achieved a
kind of immortality. Because of a scarcity of Spanish women in the early days of the conquest, many
of the conquistadores married Indian women. The
soldiers who conquered Paraguay received three
native women each, and Cortés’s soldiers in Mexico—who were forbidden to consort with pagan
women—quickly had their lovers baptized into the
Catholic faith. Their offspring, the “new race” of
mestizos, formed a cultural and a biological bridge
between Latin America’s European and Indian
races.
19
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The Conquest of Mexico
In 1519 Hernán Cortés set sail from Cuba with sixteen fresh horses and several hundred men aboard
eleven ships, bound for Mexico and for destiny. On
the island of Cozumel off the Yucatan peninsula, he
rescued a Spanish castaway who had been enslaved
for several years by the Mayan-speaking Indians. A
short distance farther on, he picked up the female
Indian slave Malinche, who knew both Mayan and
Nahuatl, the language of the powerful Aztec rulers
of the great empire in the highlands of central Mexico. In addition to his superior firepower, Cortés
now had the advantage, through these two interpreters, of understanding the speech of the native
peoples whom he was about to encounter, including the Aztecs. Malinche eventually learned Spanish
and was baptized with the Spanish name of Doña
Marina.
Near present-day Vera Cruz, Cortés made his
final landfall. Through his interpreters he learned of
unrest within the Aztec empire among the peoples
from whom the Aztecs demanded tribute. He also
heard alluring tales of the gold and other wealth
stored up in the legendary Aztec capital of Tenochtitlán. He lusted to tear open the coffers of the Aztec

kingdom. To quell his mutinous troops, he boldly
burned his ships, cutting off any hope of retreat.
Gathering a force of some twenty thousand Indian
allies, he marched on Tenochtitlán and toward one
of history’s most dramatic and fateful encounters.
As Cortés proceeded, the Aztec chieftain
Moctezuma sent ambassadors bearing fabulous
gifts to welcome the approaching Spaniards. These
only whetted the conquistador’s appetite. “We Spanish suffer from a strange disease of the heart,”
Cortés allegedly informed the emissaries, “for which
the only known remedy is gold.” The ambassadors
reported this comment to Moctezuma, along with
the astonishing fact that the newcomers rode on
the backs of “deer” (horses). The superstitious
Moctezuma also believed that Cortés was the god
Quetzalcoatl, whose return from the eastern sea was
predicted in Aztec legends. Expectant yet apprehensive, Moctezuma allowed the conquistadores to
approach his capital unopposed.
As the Spaniards entered the Valley of Mexico,
the sight of the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlán amazed
them. With 300,000 inhabitants spread over ten
square miles, it rivaled in size and pomp any city in
contemporary Europe. The Aztec metropolis rose
from an island in the center of a lake, surrounded by
floating gardens of extraordinary beauty. It was con-

Cortés Conquers Mexico
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creating a distinctive culture of mestizos, people of
mixed Indian and European heritage. To this day
Mexican civilization remains a unique blend of the
Old World and the New, producing both ambivalence and pride among people of Mexican heritage.
Cortés’s translator Malinche, for example, has given
her name to the Mexican language in the word malinchista, or “traitor.” But Mexicans also celebrate
Columbus Day as the Dia de la Raza—the birthday
of a wholly new race of people.

The Spread of Spanish America

nected to the mainland by a series of causeways and
supplied with fresh water by an artfully designed
aqueduct.
Moctezuma treated Cortés hospitably at first,
but soon the Spaniards’ hunger for gold and power
exhausted their welcome. “They thirsted mightily
for gold; they stuffed themselves with it; they
starved for it; they lusted for it like pigs,” said one
Aztec. On the noche triste (sad night) of June 30,
1520, the Aztecs attacked, driving the Spanish down
the causeways from Tenochtitlán in a frantic, bloody
retreat. Cortés then laid siege to the city, and it
capitulated on August 13, 1521. That same year a
smallpox epidemic burned through the Valley of
Mexico. The combination of conquest and disease
took a grisly toll. The Aztec empire gave way to three
centuries of Spanish rule. The temples of Tenochtitlán were destroyed to make way for the Christian
cathedrals of Mexico City, built on the site of the
ruined Indian capital. And the native population of
Mexico, winnowed mercilessly by the invader’s diseases, shrank from some 20 million to 2 million people in less than a century.
Yet the invader brought more than conquest
and death. He brought his crops and his animals,
his language and his laws, his customs and his religion, all of which proved adaptable to the peoples of
Mexico. He intermarried with the surviving Indians,

Spain’s colonial empire grew swiftly and impressively. Within about half a century of Columbus’s
landfall, hundreds of Spanish cities and towns flourished in the Americas, especially in the great silverproducing centers of Peru and Mexico. Some
160,000 Spaniards, mostly men, had subjugated
millions of Indians. Majestic cathedrals dotted the
land, printing presses turned out books, and scholars studied at distinguished universities including
those at Mexico City and Lima, Peru, both founded
in 1551, eighty-five years before Harvard, the first
college established in the English colonies.
But how secure were these imperial possessions? Other powers were already sniffing around
the edges of the Spanish domain, eager to bite off
their share of the promised wealth of the new lands.
The upstart English sent Giovanni Caboto (known
in English as John Cabot) to explore the northeastern coast of North America in 1497 and 1498. The
French king dispatched another Italian mariner,
Giovanni da Verrazano, to probe the eastern
seaboard in 1524. Ten years later the Frenchman
Jacques Cartier journeyed hundreds of miles up the
St. Lawrence River.
To secure the northern periphery of their New
World domain against such encroachments and to
convert more Indian souls to Christianity, the Spanish began to fortify and settle their North American
borderlands. In a move to block French ambitions
and to protect the sea-lanes to the Caribbean, the
Spanish erected a fortress at St. Augustine, Florida,
in 1565, thus founding the oldest continually inhabited European settlement in the future United
States.
In Mexico the tales of Coronado’s expedition of
the 1540s to the upper Rio Grande and Colorado
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River regions continued to beckon the conquistadores’ interest northward. A dust-begrimed expeditionary column, with eighty-three rumbling wagons
and hundreds of grumbling men, traversed the bare
Sonora Desert from Mexico into the Rio Grande
valley in 1598. Led by Don Juan de Oñate, the
Spaniards cruelly abused the Pueblo peoples they
encountered. In the Battle of Acoma in 1599, the
Spanish severed one foot of each survivor. They proclaimed the area to be the province of New Mexico
in 1609 and founded its capital at Santa Fe the following year.
The Spanish settlers in New Mexico found a few
furs and precious little gold, but they did discover a
wealth of souls to be harvested for the Christian religion. The Roman Catholic mission became the central institution in colonial New Mexico until the
missionaries’ efforts to suppress native religious
customs provoked an Indian uprising called Popé’s
Rebellion in 1680. The Pueblo rebels destroyed
every Catholic church in the province and killed a
score of priests and hundreds of Spanish settlers. In

a reversal of Cortés’s treatment of the Aztec temples
more than a century earlier, the Indians rebuilt a
kiva, or ceremonial religious chamber, on the ruins
of the Spanish plaza at Santa Fe. It took nearly half a
century for the Spanish fully to reclaim New Mexico
from the insurrectionary Indians.
Meanwhile, as a further hedge against the everthreatening French, who had sent an expedition
under Robert de La Salle down the Mississippi River
in the 1680s, the Spanish began around 1716 to
establish settlements in Texas. Some refugees from
the Pueblo uprising trickled into Texas, and a few
missions were established there, including the one
at San Antonio later known as the Alamo. But for
at least another century, the Spanish presence
remained weak in this distant northeastern outpost
of Spain’s Mexican empire.
To the west, in California, no serious foreign
threat loomed, and Spain directed its attention
there only belatedly. Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo had
explored the California coast in 1542, but he failed
to find San Francisco Bay or anything else of much

Spain’s New World Empire

interest. For some two centuries thereafter, California slumbered undisturbed by European intruders.
Then in 1769 Spanish missionaries led by Father
Junipero Serra founded at San Diego the first of a
chain of twenty-one missions that wound up the
coast as far as Sonoma, north of San Francisco Bay.
Father Serra’s brown-robed Franciscan friars toiled
with zealous devotion to Christianize the three
hundred thousand native Californians. They gathered the seminomadic Indians into fortified missions and taught them horticulture and basic
crafts. These “mission Indians” did adopt Christianity, but they also lost contact with their native
cultures and often lost their lives as well, as the
white man’s diseases doomed these biologically
vulnerable peoples.

The misdeeds of the Spanish in the New World
obscured their substantial achievements and helped
give birth to the “Black Legend.” This false concept
held that the conquerors merely tortured and
butchered the Indians (“killing for Christ”), stole
their gold, infected them with smallpox, and left little but misery behind. The Spanish invaders did
indeed kill, enslave, and infect countless natives, but
they also erected a colossal empire, sprawling from
California and Florida to Tierra del Fuego. They
grafted their culture, laws, religion, and language
onto a wide array of native societies, laying the foundations for a score of Spanish-speaking nations.
Clearly, the Spaniards, who had more than a
century’s head start over the English, were genuine
empire builders and cultural innovators in the New
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Columbus, 1492
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Magellan, 1519–1522
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Spanish and Portuguese lands
Occupied by Spanish, 1492–1743
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Principal Voyages of Discovery
Spain, Portugal, France, and
England reaped the greatest
advantages from the New World,
but much of the earliest
exploration was done by Italians,
notably Christopher Columbus of
Genoa. John Cabot, another native
of Genoa (his original name was
Giovanni Caboto), sailed for
England’s King Henry VII. Giovanni
da Verrazano was a Florentine
employed by France.
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World. As compared with their Anglo-Saxon rivals,
their colonial establishment was larger and richer,
and it was destined to endure more than a quarter
of a century longer. And in the last analysis,
the Spanish paid the Native Americans the high

compliment of fusing with them through marriage and incorporating indigenous culture into
their own, rather than shunning and eventually
isolating the Indians as their English adversaries
would do.
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The Planting
of English America
!"!

1500–1733
. . . For I shall yet to see it [Virginia] an Inglishe nation.
SIR WALTER RALEIGH, 1602

A

three European powers planted three primitive outposts in three distant corners of the continent
within three years of one another: the Spanish at
Santa Fe in 1610, the French at Quebec in 1608, and,
most consequentially for the future United States,
the English at Jamestown, Virginia, in 1607.

s the seventeenth century dawned, scarcely a
hundred years after Columbus’s momentous
landfall, the face of much of the New World had
already been profoundly transformed. European
crops and livestock had begun to alter the very landscape, touching off an ecological revolution that
would reverberate for centuries to come. From
Tierra del Fuego in the south to Hudson Bay in the
north, disease and armed conquest had cruelly winnowed and disrupted the native peoples. Several
hundred thousand enslaved Africans toiled on
Caribbean and Brazilian sugar plantations. From
Florida and New Mexico southward, most of the New
World lay firmly within the grip of imperial Spain.
But North America in 1600 remained largely
unexplored and effectively unclaimed by Europeans. Then, as if to herald the coming century of
colonization and conflict in the northern continent,

England’s Imperial Stirrings
Feeble indeed were England’s efforts in the 1500s to
compete with the sprawling Spanish Empire. As
Spain’s ally in the first half of the century, England
took little interest in establishing its own overseas
colonies. Religious conflict, moreover, disrupted
England in midcentury, after King Henry VIII broke
with the Roman Catholic Church in the 1530s,
25
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launching the English Protestant Reformation.
Catholics battled Protestants for decades, and the
religious balance of power seesawed. But after the
Protestant Elizabeth ascended to the English throne
in 1558, Protestantism became dominant in England, and rivalry with Catholic Spain intensified.
Ireland, which nominally had been under
English rule since the twelfth century, became an
early scene of that rivalry. The Catholic Irish sought
help from Catholic Spain to throw off the yoke of the
new Protestant English queen. But Spanish aid
never amounted to much; in the 1570s and 1580s,
Elizabeth’s troops crushed the Irish uprising with
terrible ferocity, inflicting unspeakable atrocities
upon the native Irish people. The English crown
confiscated Catholic Irish lands and “planted” them
with new Protestant landlords from Scotland and
England. This policy also planted the seeds of the
centuries-old religious conflicts that persist in Ireland to the present day. Many English soldiers
developed in Ireland a sneering contempt for the
“savage” natives, an attitude that they brought with
them to the New World.

Elizabeth Energizes England
Encouraged by the ambitious Queen Elizabeth,
hardy English buccaneers now swarmed out upon
the shipping lanes. They sought to promote the twin
goals of Protestantism and plunder by seizing Spanish treasure ships and raiding Spanish settlements,
even though England and Spain were technically at
peace. The most famous of these semipiratical “sea
dogs” was the courtly Francis Drake. He plundered
his way around the planet, returning in 1580 with
his ship heavily ballasted with Spanish booty. The
venture netted profits of about 4,600 percent to his
financial backers, among whom, in secret, was
Queen Elizabeth. Defying Spanish protest, she
brazenly knighted Drake on the deck of his barnacled ship.
The bleak coast of Newfoundland was the scene
of the first English attempt at colonization. This
effort collapsed when its promoter, Sir Humphrey
Gilbert, lost his life at sea in 1583. Gilbert’s ill-starred
dream inspired his gallant half-brother Sir Walter
Raleigh to try again in warmer climes. Raleigh
organized an expedition that first landed in 1585 on
North Carolina’s Roanoke Island, off the coast of

Virginia—a vaguely defined region named in honor
of Elizabeth, the “Virgin Queen.” After several false
starts, the hapless Roanoke colony mysteriously
vanished, swallowed up by the wilderness.
These pathetic English failures at colonization
contrasted embarrassingly with the glories of the
Spanish Empire, whose profits were fabulously
enriching Spain. Philip II of Spain, self-anointed foe
of the Protestant Reformation, used part of his
imperial gains to amass an “Invincible Armada” of
ships for an invasion of England. The showdown
came in 1588, when the lumbering Spanish flotilla,
130 strong, hove into the English Channel. The
English sea dogs fought back. Using craft that were
swifter, more maneuverable, and more ably
manned, they inflicted heavy damage on the cumbersome, overladen Spanish ships. Then a devastating storm arose (the “Protestant wind”), scattering
the crippled Spanish fleet.
The rout of the Spanish Armada marked the
beginning of the end of Spanish imperial dreams,
though Spain’s New World empire would not fully
collapse for three more centuries. Within a few

England Prepares for Colonization

27

the world oceans—a fact of enormous importance
to the American people. Indeed England now had
many of the characteristics that Spain displayed on
the eve of its colonizing adventure a century earlier:
a strong, unified national state under a popular
monarch; a measure of religious unity after a protracted struggle between Protestants and Catholics;
and a vibrant sense of nationalism and national
destiny.
A wondrous flowering of the English national
spirit bloomed in the wake of the Spanish Armada’s
defeat. A golden age of literature dawned in this
exhilarating atmosphere, with Shakespeare, at its
forefront, making occasional poetical references to
England’s American colonies. The English were
seized with restlessness, with thirst for adventure,
and with curiosity about the unknown. Everywhere
there blossomed a new spirit of self-confidence, of
vibrant patriotism, and of boundless faith in the
future of the English nation. When England and
Spain finally signed a treaty of peace in 1604, the
English people were poised to plunge headlong into
the planting of their own colonial empire in the New
World.

England on the Eve of Empire

decades, the Spanish Netherlands (Holland) would
secure their independence, and much of the Spanish Caribbean would slip from Spain’s grasp. Bloated
by Peruvian and Mexican silver and cockily convinced of its own invincibility, Spain had overreached itself, sowing the seeds of its own decline.
England’s victory over the Spanish Armada also
marked a red-letter day in American history. It
dampened Spain’s fighting spirit and helped ensure
England’s naval dominance in the North Atlantic. It
started England on its way to becoming master of

England’s scepter’d isle, as Shakespeare called it,
throbbed with social and economic change as the
seventeenth century opened. Its population was
mushrooming, from some 3 million people in 1550
to about 4 million in 1600. In the ever-green English
countryside, landlords were “enclosing” croplands
for sheep grazing, forcing many small farmers into
precarious tenancy or off the land altogether. It was
no accident that the woolen districts of eastern and
western England—where Puritanism had taken
strong root—supplied many of the earliest immigrants to America. When economic depression hit
the woolen trade in the late 1500s, thousands of
footloose farmers took to the roads. They drifted
about England, chronically unemployed, often ending up as beggars and paupers in cities like Bristol
and London.
This remarkably mobile population alarmed
many contemporaries. They concluded that England was burdened with a “surplus population,”
though present-day London holds twice as many
people as did all of England in 1600.
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In the years immediately following the defeat
of the Spanish Armada, the English writer
Richard Hakluyt (1552?–1616) extravagantly
exhorted his countrymen to cast off their
“sluggish security” and undertake the
colonization of the New World:
“There is under our noses the great and
ample country of Virginia; the inland whereof
is found of late to be so sweet and
wholesome a climate, so rich and abundant
in silver mines, a better and richer country
than Mexico itself. If it shall please the
Almighty to stir up Her Majesty’s heart to
continue with transporting one or two
thousand of her people, she shall by God’s
assistance, in short space, increase her
dominions, enrich her coffers, and reduce
many pagans to the faith of Christ.”

At the same time, laws of primogeniture decreed that only eldest sons were eligible to inherit
landed estates. Landholders’ ambitious younger
sons, among them Gilbert, Raleigh, and Drake, were
forced to seek their fortunes elsewhere. Bad luck
plagued their early, lone-wolf enterprises. But by the
early 1600s, the joint-stock company, forerunner of
the modern corporation, was perfected. It enabled a
considerable number of investors, called “adventurers,” to pool their capital.
Peace with a chastened Spain provided the
opportunity for English colonization. Population
growth provided the workers. Unemployment, as
well as a thirst for adventure, for markets, and for
religious freedom, provided the motives. Joint-stock
companies provided the financial means. The stage
was now set for a historic effort to establish an
English beachhead in the still uncharted North
American wilderness.

England Plants the Jamestown Seedling
In 1606, two years after peace with Spain, the hand
of destiny beckoned toward Virginia. A joint-stock
company, known as the Virginia Company of Lon-

don, received a charter from King James I of England for a settlement in the New World. The main
attraction was the promise of gold, combined with a
strong desire to find a passage through America to
the Indies. Like most joint-stock companies of the
day, the Virginia Company was intended to endure
for only a few years, after which its stockholders
hoped to liquidate it for a profit. This arrangement
put severe pressure on the luckless colonists, who
were threatened with abandonment in the wilderness if they did not quickly strike it rich on the company’s behalf. Few of the investors thought in terms
of long-term colonization. Apparently no one even
faintly suspected that the seeds of a mighty nation
were being planted.
The charter of the Virginia Company is a significant document in American history. It guaranteed
to the overseas settlers the same rights of Englishmen that they would have enjoyed if they had
stayed at home. This precious boon was gradually
extended to subsequent English colonies, helping to
reinforce the colonists’ sense that even on the far
shores of the Atlantic, they remained comfortably
within the embrace of traditional English institu-

Sources of the Puritan “Great Migration” to New England,
1620–1650 The dark green areas indicate the main sources
of the migration.

Virginia’s Beginnings

King James I (1566–1625) had scant
enthusiasm for the Virginia experiment,
partly because of his hatred of tobacco
smoking, which had been introduced into
the Old World by the Spanish discoverers.
In 1604 he published the pamphlet A
Counterblast to Tobacco:
“A custom loathsome to the eye, hateful to
the nose, harmful to the brain, dangerous to
the lungs, and in the black stinking fume
thereof, nearest resembling the horrible
Stygian smoke of the pit [Hades] that is
bottomless.”

tions. But ironically, a century and a half later, their
insistence on the “rights of Englishmen” fed the hot
resentment of the colonists against an increasingly
meddlesome mother country and nourished their
appetite for independence.
Setting sail in late 1606, the Virginia Company’s
three ships landed near the mouth of Chesapeake
Bay, where Indians attacked them. Pushing on up
the bay, the tiny band of colonists eventually chose
a location on the wooded and malarial banks of the
James River, named in honor of King James I. The
site was easy to defend, but it was mosquitoinfested and devastatingly unhealthful. There, on
May 24, 1607, about a hundred English settlers, all
of them men, disembarked. They called the place
Jamestown.
The early years of Jamestown proved a nightmare for all concerned—except the buzzards. Forty

would-be colonists perished during the initial voyage in 1606–1607. Another expedition in 1609 lost its
leaders and many of its precious supplies in a shipwreck off Bermuda. Once ashore in Virginia, the settlers died by the dozens from disease, malnutrition,
and starvation. Ironically, the woods rustled with
game and the rivers flopped with fish, but the greenhorn settlers, many of them self-styled “gentlemen”
unaccustomed to fending for themselves, wasted
valuable time grubbing for nonexistent gold when
they should have been gathering provisions.
Virginia was saved from utter collapse at the
start largely by the leadership and resourcefulness
of an intrepid young adventurer, Captain John
Smith. Taking over in 1608, he whipped the goldhungry colonists into line with the rule, “He who
shall not work shall not eat.” He had been kidnapped in December 1607 and subjected to a mock
execution by the Indian chieftain Powhatan, whose
daughter Pocahontas had “saved” Smith by dramatically interposing her head between his and the war
clubs of his captors. The symbolism of this ritual
was apparently intended to impress Smith with
Powhatan’s power and with the Indians’ desire for
peaceful relations with the Virginians. Pocahontas
became an intermediary between the Indians and
the settlers, helping to preserve a shaky peace and
to provide needed foodstuffs.
Still, the colonists died in droves, and living
skeletons were driven to desperate acts. They were
reduced to eating “dogges, Catts, Ratts, and Myce”
and even to digging up corpses for food. One hungry man killed, salted, and ate his wife, for which
misbehavior he was executed. Of the four hundred
settlers who managed to make it to Virginia by 1609,
only sixty survived the “starving time” winter of
1609–1610.

The Tudor Rulers of England*
Name, Reign

Relation to America

Henry VII, 1485–1509
Henry VIII, 1509–1547
Edward VI, 1547–1553
“Bloody” Mary, 1553–1558
Elizabeth I, 1558–1603

Cabot voyages, 1497, 1498
English Reformation began
Strong Protestant tendencies
Catholic reaction
Break with Roman Catholic Church final;
Drake; Spanish Armada defeated

*See p. 53 for a continuation of the table.
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imposed a harsh military regime on the colony, and
soon undertook aggressive military action against
the Indians.
Disease continued to reap a gruesome harvest
among the Virginians. By 1625 Virginia contained
only some twelve hundred hard-bitten survivors of
the nearly eight thousand adventurers who had
tried to start life anew in the ill-fated colony.

Cultural Clash in the Chesapeake

Diseased and despairing, the remaining
colonists dragged themselves aboard homewardbound ships in the spring of 1610, only to be met at
the mouth of the James River by a long-awaited
relief party headed by a new governor, Lord De La
Warr. He ordered the settlers back to Jamestown,

The authorities meted out harsh discipline in
the young Virginia colony. One Jamestown
settler who publicly criticized the governor
was sentenced to
“be disarmed [and] have his arms broken and
his tongue bored through with an awl [and]
shall pass through a guard of 40 men and
shall be butted [with muskets] by every one
of them and at the head of the troop kicked
down and footed out of the fort.”

When the English landed in 1607, the chieftain
Powhatan dominated the native peoples living in
the James River area. He had asserted supremacy
over a few dozen small tribes, loosely affiliated in
what somewhat grandly came to be called Powhatan’s Confederacy. The English colonists dubbed
all the local Indians, somewhat inaccurately, the
Powhatans. Powhatan at first may have considered
the English potential allies in his struggle to extend
his power still further over his Indian rivals, and he
tried to be conciliatory. But relations between the
Indians and the English remained tense, especially
as the starving colonists took to raiding Indian food
supplies.
The atmosphere grew even more strained after
Lord De La Warr arrived in 1610. He carried orders
from the Virginia Company that amounted to a declaration of war against the Indians in the Jamestown
region. A veteran of the vicious campaigns against
the Irish, De La Warr now introduced “Irish tactics”
against the Indians. His troops raided Indian villages, burned houses, confiscated provisions, and
torched cornfields. A peace settlement ended this
First Anglo-Powhatan War in 1614, sealed by the
marriage of Pocahontas to the colonist John Rolfe—
the first known interracial union in Virginia.
A fragile respite followed, which endured eight
years. But the Indians, pressed by the land-hungry
whites and ravaged by European diseases, struck
back in 1622. A series of Indian attacks left 347 settlers dead, including John Rolfe. In response the Virginia Company issued new orders calling for “a
perpetual war without peace or truce,” one that
would prevent the Indians “from being any longer
a people.” Periodic punitive raids systematically
reduced the native population and drove the survivors ever farther westward.
In the Second Anglo-Powhatan War in 1644, the
Indians made one last effort to dislodge the Virgini-
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pox and measles raced mercilessly through their villages. The Powhatans also—despite the apparent
cohesiveness of “Powhatan’s Confederacy”—lacked
the unity with which to make effective opposition to
the comparatively well-organized and militarily disciplined whites. Finally, unlike the Indians whom
the Spaniards had encountered to the south, who
could be put to work in the mines and had gold and
silver to trade, the Powhatans served no economic
function for the Virginia colonists. They provided no
reliable labor source and, after the Virginians began
growing their own food crops, had no valuable commodities to offer in commerce. The natives therefore could be disposed of without harm to the
colonial economy. Indeed the Indian presence frustrated the colonists’ desire for a local commodity
the Europeans desperately wanted: land.

The Indians’ New World

ans. They were again defeated. The peace treaty of
1646 repudiated any hope of assimilating the native
peoples into Virginian society or of peacefully coexisting with them. Instead it effectively banished the
Chesapeake Indians from their ancestral lands and
formally separated Indian from white areas of settlement—the origins of the later reservation system.
By 1669 an official census revealed that only about
two thousand Indians remained in Virginia, perhaps
10 percent of the population the original English
settlers had encountered in 1607. By 1685 the
English considered the Powhatan peoples extinct.
It had been the Powhatans’ calamitous misfortune to fall victim to three Ds: disease, disorganization, and disposability. Like native peoples throughout the New World, they were extremely susceptible
to European-borne maladies. Epidemics of small-

The fate of the Powhatans foreshadowed the destinies of indigenous peoples throughout the continent as the process of European settlement went
forward. Native Americans, of course, had a history
well before Columbus’s arrival. They were no
strangers to change, adaptation, and even catastrophe, as the rise and decline of civilizations such as
the Mississippians and the Anasazis demonstrated.
But the shock of large-scale European colonization
disrupted Native American life on a vast scale,
inducing unprecedented demographic and cultural
transformations.
Some changes were fairly benign. Horses—
stolen, strayed, or purchased from Spanish
invaders—catalyzed a substantial Indian migration
onto the Great Plains in the eighteenth century. Peoples such as the Lakotas (Sioux), who had previously
been sedentary forest dwellers, now moved onto the
wide-open plains. There they thrived impressively,
adopting an entirely new way of life as mounted
nomadic hunters. But the effects of contact with
Europeans proved less salutary for most other native
peoples.
Disease was by far the biggest disrupter, as Old
World pathogens licked lethally through biologically
defenseless Indian populations. Disease took more
than human life; it extinguished entire cultures and
occasionally helped shape new ones. Epidemics
often robbed native peoples of the elders who preserved the oral traditions that held clans together.
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Benjamin Franklin (1706–1790) in a 1753
letter to Peter Collinson commented on the
attractiveness of Indian life to Europeans:
“When an Indian child has been brought up
among us, taught our language and
habituated to our customs, yet if he goes to
see his relations and make one Indian ramble
with them, there is no persuading him ever
to return. [But] when white persons of either
sex have been taken prisoners by the
Indians, and lived awhile among them,
though ransomed by their friends, and
treated with all imaginable tenderness to
prevail with them to stay among the English,
yet in a short time they become disgusted
with our manner of life, and the care and
pains that are necessary to support it, and
take the first good opportunity of escaping
again into the woods, from whence there is
no reclaiming them.”

Devastated Indian bands then faced the daunting
task of literally reinventing themselves without benefit of accumulated wisdom or kin networks. The
decimation and forced migration of native peoples
sometimes scrambled them together in wholly new
ways. The Catawba nation of the southern piedmont
region, for example, was formed from splintered
remnants of several different groups uprooted by the
shock of the Europeans’ arrival.
Trade also transformed Indian life, as traditional
barter-and-exchange networks gave way to the
temptations of European commerce. Firearms, for
example, conferred enormous advantages on those
who could purchase them from Europeans. The
desire for firearms thus intensified competition
among the tribes for access to prime hunting
grounds that could supply the skins and pelts that
the European arms traders wanted. The result was
an escalating cycle of Indian-on-Indian violence,
fueled by the lure and demands of European trade
goods.
Native Americans were swept up in the expanding Atlantic economy, but they usually struggled in
vain to control their own place in it. One desperate

band of Virginia Indians, resentful at the prices
offered by British traders for their deerskins, loaded
a fleet of canoes with hides and tried to paddle to
England to sell their goods directly. Not far from the
Virginia shore, a storm swamped their frail craft.
Their cargo lost, the few survivors were picked up by
an English ship and sold into slavery in the West
Indies.
Indians along the Atlantic seaboard felt the most
ferocious effects of European contact. Farther
inland, native peoples had the advantages of time,
space, and numbers as they sought to adapt to the
European incursion. The Algonquians in the Great
Lakes area, for instance, became a substantial
regional power. They bolstered their population by
absorbing various surrounding bands and dealt
from a position of strength with the few Europeans
who managed to penetrate the interior. As a result, a
British or French trader wanting to do business with
the inland tribes had little choice but to conform to
Indian ways, often taking an Indian wife. Thus was
created a middle ground, a zone where both Europeans and Native Americans were compelled to
accommodate to one another—at least until the
Europeans began to arrive in large numbers.

Virginia: Child of Tobacco
John Rolfe, the husband of Pocahontas, became
father of the tobacco industry and an economic savior of the Virginia colony. By 1612 he had perfected
methods of raising and curing the pungent weed,
eliminating much of the bitter tang. Soon the European demand for tobacco was nearly insatiable. A
tobacco rush swept over Virginia, as crops were
planted in the streets of Jamestown and even
between the numerous graves. So exclusively did
the colonists concentrate on planting the yellow leaf
that at first they had to import some of their foodstuffs. Colonists who had once hungered for food
now hungered for land, ever more land on which to
plant ever more tobacco. Relentlessly, they pressed
the frontier of settlement up the river valleys to the
west, abrasively edging against the Indians.
Virginia’s prosperity was finally built on tobacco
smoke. This “bewitching weed” played a vital role in
putting the colony on firm economic foundations.
But tobacco—King Nicotine—was something of a

Slavery and Democracy in Early Virginia

tyrant. It was ruinous to the soil when greedily
planted in successive years, and it enchained the
fortunes of Virginia to the fluctuating price of a
single crop. Fatefully, tobacco also promoted the
broad-acred plantation system and with it a brisk
demand for fresh labor.
In 1619, the year before the Plymouth Pilgrims
landed in New England, what was described as a
Dutch warship appeared off Jamestown and sold
some twenty Africans. The scanty record does not
reveal whether they were purchased as lifelong
slaves or as servants committed to limited years of
servitude. However it transpired, this simple com-
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The wife of a Virginia governor wrote to her
sister in England in 1623 of her voyage:
“For our Shippe was so pestered with people
and goods that we were so full of infection
that after a while we saw little but throwing
folkes over board: It pleased god to send me
my helth till I came to shoare and 3 dayes
after I fell sick but I thank god I am well
recovered. Few else are left alive that came
in that Shippe. . . .”

mercial transaction planted the seeds of the North
American slave system. Yet blacks were too costly
for most of the hard-pinched white colonists to
acquire, and for decades few were brought to Virginia. In 1650 Virginia counted but three hundred
blacks, although by the end of the century blacks,
most of them enslaved, made up approximately 14
percent of the colony’s population.
Representative self-government was also born
in primitive Virginia, in the same cradle with slavery
and in the same year—1619. The London Company
authorized the settlers to summon an assembly,
known as the House of Burgesses. A momentous
precedent was thus feebly established, for this
assemblage was the first of many miniature parliaments to flourish in the soil of America.
As time passed, James I grew increasingly hostile to Virginia. He detested tobacco, and he distrusted the representative House of Burgesses,
which he branded a “seminary of sedition.” In 1624
he revoked the charter of the bankrupt and beleaguered Virginia Company, thus making Virginia a
royal colony directly under his control.

Maryland: Catholic Haven
Maryland—the second plantation colony but the
fourth English colony to be planted—was founded
in 1634 by Lord Baltimore, of a prominent English
Catholic family. He embarked upon the venture
partly to reap financial profits and partly to create a
refuge for his fellow Catholics. Protestant England
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was still persecuting Roman Catholics; among
numerous discriminations, a couple seeking wedlock could not be legally married by a Catholic
priest.
Absentee proprietor Lord Baltimore hoped that
the two hundred settlers who founded Maryland at
St. Marys, on Chesapeake Bay, would be the vanguard of a vast new feudal domain. Huge estates
were to be awarded to his largely Catholic relatives,
and gracious manor houses, modeled on those of
England’s aristocracy, were intended to arise amidst
the fertile forests. As in Virginia, colonists proved
willing to come only if offered the opportunity to
acquire land of their own. Soon they were dispersed
around the Chesapeake region on modest farms,
and the haughty land barons, mostly Catholic, were
surrounded by resentful backcountry planters,
mostly Protestant. Resentment flared into open
rebellion near the end of the century, and the Baltimore family for a time lost its proprietary rights.
Despite these tensions Maryland prospered.
Like Virginia, it blossomed forth in acres of tobacco.
Also like Virginia, it depended for labor in its early
years mainly on white indentured servants—penniless persons who bound themselves to work for a
number of years to pay their passage. In both

colonies it was only in the later years of the seventeenth century that black slaves began to be
imported in large numbers.
Lord Baltimore, a canny soul, permitted unusual
freedom of worship at the outset. He hoped that he
would thus purchase toleration for his own fellow
worshipers. But the heavy tide of Protestants threatened to submerge the Catholics and place severe
restrictions on them, as in England. Faced with
disaster, the Catholics of Maryland threw their support behind the famed Act of Toleration, which was
passed in 1649 by the local representative assembly.
Maryland’s new religious statute guaranteed
toleration to all Christians. But, less liberally, it
decreed the death penalty for those, like Jews and
atheists, who denied the divinity of Jesus. The law
thus sanctioned less toleration than had previously
existed in the settlement, but it did extend a temporary cloak of protection to the uneasy Catholic
minority. One result was that when the colonial era
ended, Maryland probably sheltered more Roman
Catholics than any other English-speaking colony in
the New World.

The West Indies: Way Station
to Mainland America
While the English were planting the first frail colonial shoots in the Chesapeake, they also were busily
colonizing the West Indies. Spain, weakened by military overextension and distracted by its rebellious
Dutch provinces, relaxed its grip on much of the
Caribbean in the early 1600s. By the mid-seventeenth century, England had secured its claim to
several West Indian islands, including the large prize
of Jamaica in 1655.
Sugar formed the foundation of the West Indian
economy. What tobacco was to the Chesapeake,
sugar cane was to the Caribbean—with one crucial
difference. Tobacco was a poor man’s crop. It could
be planted easily, it produced commercially marketable leaves within a year, and it required only simple processing. Sugar cane, in contrast, was a rich
man’s crop. It had to be planted extensively to yield
commercially viable quantities of sugar. Extensive
planting, in turn, required extensive and arduous
land clearing. And the cane stalks yielded their sugar
only after an elaborate process of refining in a sugar

English Colonization in the Caribbean
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diaspora—the vast scattering of African peoples
throughout the New World in the three and a half
centuries following Columbus’s discovery.
To control this large and potentially restive population of slaves, English authorities devised formal
“codes” that defined the slaves’ legal status and

mill. The need for land and for the labor to clear it
and to run the mills made sugar cultivation a capitalintensive business. Only wealthy growers with abundant capital to invest could succeed in sugar.
The sugar lords extended their dominion over
the West Indies in the seventeenth century. To work
their sprawling plantations, they imported enormous numbers of African slaves—more than a
quarter of a million in the five decades after 1640. By
about 1700, black slaves outnumbered white settlers
in the English West Indies by nearly four to one, and
the region’s population has remained predominantly black ever since. West Indians thus take their
place among the numerous children of the African

African slaves destined for the West Indian
sugar plantations were bound and branded
on West African beaches and ferried out in
canoes to the waiting slave ships. An English
sailor described the scene:
“The Negroes are so wilful and loth to leave
their own country, that have often leap’d out
of the canoes, boat and ship, into the sea,
and kept under water till they were drowned,
to avoid being taken up and saved by our
boats, which pursued them; they having a
more dreadful apprehension of Barbadoes
than we can have of hell.”
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The Barbados slave code (1661) declared,
“If any Negro or slave whatsoever shall offer
any violence to any Christian by striking or
the like, such Negro or slave shall for his or
her first offence be severely whipped by the
Constable. For his second offence of that
nature he shall be severely whipped, his nose
slit, and be burned in some part of his face
with a hot iron. And being brutish slaves,
[they] deserve not, for the baseness of their
condition, to be tried by the legal trial of
twelve men of their peers, as the subjects of
England are. And it is further enacted and
ordained that if any Negro or other slave
under punishment by his master
unfortunately shall suffer in life or member,
which seldom happens, no person
whatsoever shall be liable to any fine
therefore.”

masters’ prerogatives. The notorious Barbados slave
code of 1661 denied even the most fundamental
rights to slaves and gave masters virtually complete
control over their laborers, including the right
to inflict vicious punishments for even slight
infractions.
The profitable sugar-plantation system soon
crowded out almost all other forms of Caribbean
agriculture. The West Indies increasingly depended
on the North American mainland for foodstuffs and
other basic supplies. And smaller English farmers,
squeezed out by the greedy sugar barons, began to
migrate to the newly founded southern mainland
colonies. A group of displaced English settlers from
Barbados arrived in Carolina in 1670. They brought
with them a few African slaves, as well as the model
of the Barbados slave code, which eventually
inspired statutes governing slavery throughout the
mainland colonies. Carolina officially adopted a
version of the Barbados slave code in 1696. Just as
the West Indies had been a testing ground for the
encomienda system that the Spanish had brought to
Mexico and South America, so the Caribbean

islands now served as a staging area for the slave
system that would take root elsewhere in English
North America.

Colonizing the Carolinas
Civil war convulsed England in the 1640s. King
Charles I had dismissed Parliament in 1629, and
when he eventually recalled it in 1640, the members
were mutinous. Finding their great champion in the
Puritan-soldier Oliver Cromwell, they ultimately
beheaded Charles in 1649, and Cromwell ruled England for nearly a decade. Finally, Charles II, son of the
decapitated king, was restored to the throne in 1660.
Colonization had been interrupted during this
period of bloody unrest. Now, in the so-called
Restoration period, empire building resumed with
even greater intensity—and royal involvement. Carolina, named for Charles II, was formally created in
1670, after the king granted to eight of his court
favorites, the Lords Proprietors, an expanse of
wilderness ribboning across the continent to the
Pacific. These aristocratic founders hoped to grow
foodstuffs to provision the sugar plantations in Barbados and to export non-English products like wine,
silk, and olive oil.
Carolina prospered by developing close economic ties with the flourishing sugar islands of the
English West Indies. In a broad sense, the mainland
colony was but the most northerly of those out-

The “Restoration Colonies”

posts. Many original Carolina settlers in fact had
emigrated from Barbados, bringing that island’s
slave system with them. They also established a vigorous slave trade in Carolina itself. Enlisting the aid
of the coastal Savannah Indians, they forayed into
the interior in search of captives. The Lords Proprietors in London protested against Indian slave trading in their colony, but to no avail. Manacled
Indians soon were among the young colony’s major
exports. As many as ten thousand Indians were dispatched to lifelong labor in the West Indian canefields and sugar mills. Others were sent to New

England. One Rhode Island town in 1730 counted
more than two hundred Indian slaves from Carolina
in its midst.
In 1707 the Savannah Indians decided to end
their alliance with the Carolinians and to migrate to
the backcountry of Maryland and Pennsylvania,
where a new colony founded by Quakers under
William Penn promised better relations between
whites and Indians. But the Carolinians determined
to “thin” the Savannahs before they could depart. A
series of bloody raids all but annihilated the Indian
tribes of coastal Carolina by 1710.

The Thirteen Original Colonies
Name

Founded by

Year

1. Virginia

London Co.

1607

2. New Hampshire

1623

3. Massachusetts
Plymouth
Maine
4. Maryland

John Mason
and others
Puritans
Separatists
F. Gorges
Lord Baltimore

5. Connecticut

Charter

{

1606
1609
1612
1679

Made Royal

1775 Status
Royal (under the crown)

1624
1679

1629
None
1639
1632

———

Mass. emigrants

1635

1662

———

Mass. emigrants

1638

None

6. Rhode Island

R. Williams

1636

7. Delaware

Swedes

1638

8. N. Carolina

Virginians

1653

1663

1729

9. New York

Dutch
Duke of York
Berkeley and
Carteret
Eight nobles

c. 1613
1664
1664

1664
None

1685
1702

Royal
Royal

1670

1663

1729

1681
1733

1681
1732

———
1752

Royal (separated formally
from N.C., 1712)
Proprietary
Royal

10. New Jersey
11. Carolina
12. Pennsylvania
13. Georgia

William Penn
Oglethorpe and
others

{

1644
1663
None

1691

Royal (absorbed by Mass.,
1641–1679)
Royal
(Merged with Mass., 1691)
(Bought by Mass., 1677)
Proprietary (controlled by
proprietor)
Self-governing (under
local control)
(Merged with Conn.,
1662)
Self-governing

c. 1628
1620
1623
1634

New Haven

37

———
———

Proprietary (merged with
Pa., 1682; same governor,
but separate assembly,
granted 1703)
Royal (separated informally
from S.C., 1691)
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After much experimentation, rice emerged as
the principal export crop in Carolina. Rice was then
an exotic food in England; no rice seeds were sent
out from London in the first supply ships to Carolina. But rice was grown in Africa, and the Carolinians were soon paying premium prices for West
African slaves experienced in rice cultivation. The
Africans’ agricultural skill and their relative immunity to malaria (thanks to a genetic trait that also,
unfortunately, made them and their descendants
susceptible to sickle-cell anemia) made them ideal
laborers on the hot and swampy rice plantations. By
1710 they constituted a majority of Carolinians.
Moss-festooned Charles Town—also named for
the king—rapidly became the busiest seaport in the
South. Many high-spirited sons of English landed
families, deprived of an inheritance, came to the
Charleston area and gave it a rich aristocratic flavor.
The village became a colorfully diverse community,
to which French Protestant refugees and others
were attracted by religious toleration.
Nearby, in Florida, the Catholic Spaniards
abhorred the intrusion of these Protestant heretics.
Carolina’s frontier was often aflame. Spanishincited Indians brandished their tomahawks, and
armor-clad warriors of Spain frequently unsheathed
their swords during the successive Anglo-Spanish
wars. But by 1700 Carolina was too strong to be
wiped out.

Early Carolina and Georgia Settlements
VIRGINIA
James R.
Jamestown
1607

NORTH
CAROLINA
1712 Newbern

Roanoke
Island
1585
Cape Hatteras

1710

SOUTH
CAROLINA
1670
GEORGIA
1733

Charleston
1670
Savannah
1733

SPANISH
FLORIDA

Added to Georgia 1763

The Emergence of North Carolina
The wild northern expanse of the huge Carolina
grant bordered on Virginia. From the older colony
there drifted down a ragtag group of povertystricken outcasts and religious dissenters. Many of
them had been repelled by the rarefied atmosphere
of Virginia, dominated as it was by big-plantation
gentry belonging to the Church of England. North
Carolinians, as a result, have been called “the quintessence of Virginia’s discontent.” The newcomers,
who frequently were “squatters” without legal right
to the soil, raised their tobacco and other crops on
small farms, with little need for slaves.
Distinctive traits developed rapidly in North
Carolina. The poor but sturdy inhabitants, regarded
as riffraff by their snobbish neighbors, earned a reputation for being irreligious and hospitable to
pirates. Isolated from neighbors by raw wilderness
and stormy Cape Hatteras, “graveyard of the
Atlantic,” the North Carolinians developed a strong
spirit of resistance to authority. Their location
between aristocratic Virginia and aristocratic South
Carolina caused the area to be dubbed “a vale of
humility between two mountains of conceit.” Following much friction with governors, North Carolina was officially separated from South Carolina in
1712, and subsequently each segment became a
royal colony.
North Carolina shares with tiny Rhode Island
several distinctions. These two outposts were the
most democratic, the most independent-minded,
and the least aristocratic of the original thirteen
English colonies.
Although northern Carolina, unlike the colony’s
southern reaches, did not at first import large numbers of African slaves, both regions shared in the
ongoing tragedy of bloody relations between Indians and Europeans. Tuscarora Indians fell upon the
fledgling settlement at Newbern in 1711. The North
Carolinians, aided by their heavily armed brothers
from the south, retaliated by crushing the Tuscaroras in battle, selling hundreds of them into slavery
and leaving the survivors to wander northward to
seek the protection of the Iroquois. The Tuscaroras
eventually became the Sixth Nation of the Iroquois
Confederacy. In another ferocious encounter four
years later, the South Carolinians defeated and dispersed the Yamasee Indians.

The Colonial South

With the conquest of the Yamasees, virtually all
the coastal Indian tribes in the southern colonies
had been utterly devastated by about 1720. Yet
in the interior, in the hills and valleys of the
Appalachian Mountains, the powerful Cherokees,
Creeks, and Iroquois (see “Makers of America: The
Iroquois,” pp. 40–41) remained. Stronger and more
numerous than their coastal cousins, they managed
for half a century more to contain British settlement
to the coastal plain east of the mountains.

Late-Coming Georgia:
The Buffer Colony
Pine-forested Georgia, with the harbor of Savannah
nourishing its chief settlement, was formally
founded in 1733. It proved to be the last of the thirteen colonies to be planted—126 years after the
first, Virginia, and 52 years after the twelfth, Pennsylvania. Chronologically Georgia belongs elsewhere, but geographically it may be grouped with its
southern neighbors.
The English crown intended Georgia to serve
chiefly as a buffer. It would protect the more valuable Carolinas against vengeful Spaniards from
Florida and against the hostile French from
Louisiana. Georgia indeed suffered much buffeting,
especially when wars broke out between Spain and
England in the European arena. As a vital link in
imperial defense, the exposed colony received monetary subsidies from the British government at the
outset—the only one of the “original thirteen” to
enjoy this benefit in its founding stage.
Named in honor of King George II of England,
Georgia was launched by a high-minded group of
philanthropists. In addition to protecting their
neighboring northern colonies and producing silk
and wine, they were determined to carve out a haven
for wretched souls imprisoned for debt. They were
also determined, at least at first, to keep slavery out
of Georgia. The ablest of the founders was the
dynamic soldier-statesman James Oglethorpe, who
became keenly interested in prison reform after one
of his friends died in a debtors’ jail. As an able military leader, Oglethorpe repelled Spanish attacks. As
an imperialist and a philanthropist, he saved “the
Charity Colony” by his energetic leadership and by
heavily mortgaging his own personal fortune.
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The hamlet of Savannah, like Charleston, was a
melting-pot community. German Lutherans and
kilted Scots Highlanders, among others, added color
to the pattern. All Christian worshipers except
Catholics enjoyed religious toleration. Many missionaries armed with Bibles and hope arrived in
Savannah to work among debtors and Indians.
Prominent among them was young John Wesley,
who later returned to England and founded the
Methodist Church.
Georgia grew with painful slowness and at the
end of the colonial era was perhaps the least populous of the colonies. The development of a plantation economy was thwarted by an unhealthful
climate, by early restrictions on black slavery, and
by demoralizing Spanish attacks.

The Plantation Colonies
Certain distinctive features were shared by England’s southern mainland colonies: Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia.
Broad-acred, these outposts of empire were all in
some degree devoted to exporting commercial
agricultural products. Profitable staple crops were
the rule, notably tobacco and rice, though to a
lesser extent in small-farm North Carolina. Slavery
was found in all the plantation colonies, though
only after 1750 in reform-minded Georgia. Immense acreage in the hands of a favored few fostered a strong aristocratic atmosphere, except in
North Carolina and to some extent in debtor-tinged
Georgia. The wide scattering of plantations and
farms, often along stately rivers, retarded the
growth of cities and made the establishment of
churches and schools both difficult and expensive.
In 1671 the governor of Virginia thanked God that
no free schools or printing presses existed in his
colony.
All the plantation colonies permitted some religious toleration. The tax-supported Church of England became the dominant faith, though weakest of
all in nonconformist North Carolina.
These colonies were in some degree expansionary. “Soil butchery” by excessive tobacco growing
drove settlers westward, and the long, lazy rivers
invited penetration of the continent—and continuing confrontation with Native Americans.

being the honored matriarch. When a man married,
he left his childhood hearth in the home
of his mother to join the longhouse of his wife.
Men dominated in Iroquois society, but they owed
their positions of prominence to their mothers’
families.
As if sharing one great longhouse, the five
nations joined in the Iroquois Confederacy but kept
their own separate fires. Although they celebrated
together and shared a common policy toward outsiders, they remained essentially independent of
one another. On the eastern flank of the league, the
Mohawks, known as the Keepers of the Eastern Fire,
specialized as middlemen with European traders,
whereas the outlying Senecas, the Keepers of the
Western Fire, became fur suppliers.
After banding together to end generations of
violent warfare among themselves, the Five Nations
vanquished their rivals, the neighboring Hurons,
Eries, and Petuns. Some other tribes, such as the
Tuscaroras from the Carolina region, sought peaceful absorption into the Iroquois Confederacy. The
Iroquois further expanded their numbers by means
of periodic “mourning wars,” whose objective was
the large-scale adoption of captives and refugees.
But the arrival of gun-toting Europeans threatened
Iroquois supremacy and enmeshed the confederacy
in a tangled web of diplomatic intrigues. Through-

out the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, they
allied alternately with the English against the
French and vice versa, for a time successfully working this perpetual rivalry to their own advantage.
But when the American Revolution broke out, the
confederacy could reach no consensus on which
side to support. Each tribe was left to decide independently; most, though not all, sided with the
British. The ultimate British defeat left the confederacy in tatters. Many Iroquois, especially the
Mohawks, moved to new lands in British Canada;
others were relegated to reservations in western
New York.
Reservation life proved unbearable for a proud
people accustomed to domination over a vast territory. Morale sank; brawling, feuding, and alcoholism became rampant. Out of this morass arose a
prophet, an Iroquois called Handsome Lake. In 1799
angelic figures clothed in traditional Iroquois garb
appeared to Handsome Lake in a vision and warned
him that the moral decline of his people must end if
they were to endure. He awoke from his vision to
warn his tribespeople to mend their ways. His
socially oriented gospel inspired many Iroquois to
forsake alcohol, to affirm family values, and to
revive old Iroquois customs. Handsome Lake died
in 1815, but his teachings, in the form of the Longhouse religion, survive to this day.
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1619–1700
God hath sifted a nation that he might send
Choice Grain into this Wilderness.
WILLIAM STOUGHTON [OF MASSACHUSETTS BAY], 1699

A

lthough colonists both north and south were
bound together by a common language and a
common allegiance to Mother England, they established different patterns of settlement, different
economies, different political systems, and even different sets of values—defining distinctive regional
characteristics that would persist for generations.
The promise of riches—especially from goldenleaved tobacco—drew the first settlers to the southern colonies. But to the north, in the fertile valleys of
the middle Atlantic region and especially along the
rocky shores of New England, it was not worldly
wealth but religious devotion that principally
shaped the earliest settlements.

that he was shaping the destiny of a yet unknown
nation. Denouncing the authority of priests and
popes, Luther declared that the Bible alone was the
source of God’s word. He ignited a fire of religious
reform (the “Protestant Reformation”) that licked its
way across Europe for more than a century, dividing
peoples, toppling sovereigns, and kindling the spiritual fervor of millions of men and women—some of
whom helped to found America.
The reforming flame burned especially brightly
in the bosom of John Calvin of Geneva. This somber
and severe religious leader elaborated Martin
Luther’s ideas in ways that profoundly affected the
thought and character of generations of Americans
yet unborn. Calvinism became the dominant
theological credo not only of the New England
Puritans but of other American settlers as well,
including the Scottish Presbyterians, French
Huguenots, and communicants of the Dutch Reformed Church.
Calvin spelled out his basic doctrine in a
learned Latin tome of 1536, entitled Institutes of the
Christian Religion. God, Calvin argued, was all-

The Protestant
Reformation Produces Puritanism
Little did the German friar Martin Luther suspect,
when he nailed his protests against Catholic doctrines to the door of Wittenberg’s cathedral in 1517,
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powerful and all-good. Humans, because of the
corrupting effect of original sin, were weak and
wicked. God was also all-knowing—and he knew
who was going to heaven and who was going to
hell. Since the first moment of creation, some
souls—the elect—had been destined for eternal
bliss and others for eternal torment. Good works
could not save those whom “predestination” had
marked for the infernal fires.
But neither could the elect count on their predetermined salvation and lead lives of wild,
immoral abandon. For one thing, no one could be
certain of his or her status in the heavenly ledger.
Gnawing doubts about their eternal fate plagued
Calvinists. They constantly sought, in themselves
and others, signs of “conversion,” or the receipt of
God’s free gift of saving grace. Conversion was
thought to be an intense, identifiable personal
experience in which God revealed to the elect their
heavenly destiny. Thereafter they were expected
to lead “sanctified” lives, demonstrating by their
holy behavior that they were among the “visible
saints.”
These doctrines swept into England just as King
Henry VIII was breaking his ties with the Roman
Catholic Church in the 1530s, making himself the
head of the Church of England. Henry would have
been content to retain Roman rituals and creeds,
but his action powerfully stimulated some English
religious reformers to undertake a total purification
of English Christianity. Many of these “Puritans,” as
it happened, came from the commercially depressed woolen districts (see p. 28). Calvinism, with
its message of stark but reassuring order in the
divine plan, fed on this social unrest and provided
spiritual comfort to the economically disadvantaged. As time went on, Puritans grew increasingly
unhappy over the snail-like progress of the Protestant Reformation in England. They burned with
pious zeal to see the Church of England wholly
de-catholicized.
The most devout Puritans, including those who
eventually settled New England, believed that only
“visible saints” (that is, persons who felt the stirrings of grace in their souls and could demonstrate
its presence to their fellow Puritans) should be
admitted to church membership. But the Church of
England enrolled all the king’s subjects, which
meant that the “saints” had to share pews and communion rails with the “damned.” Appalled by this
unholy fraternizing, a tiny group of dedicated Puri-

tans, known as Separatists, vowed to break away
entirely from the Church of England.
King James I, a shrewd Scotsman, was head of
both the state and the church in England from 1603
to 1625. He quickly perceived that if his subjects
could defy him as their spiritual leader, they might
one day defy him as their political leader (as in fact
they would later defy and behead his son, Charles I).
He therefore threatened to harass the more bothersome Separatists out of the land.

The Pilgrims End Their
Pilgrimage at Plymouth
The most famous congregation of Separatists, fleeing royal wrath, departed for Holland in 1608. During the ensuing twelve years of toil and poverty, they
were increasingly distressed by the “Dutchification”
of their children. They longed to find a haven where
they could live and die as English men and
women—and as purified Protestants. America was
the logical refuge, despite the early ordeals of
Jamestown, and despite tales of New World cannibals roasting steaks from their white victims over
open fires.
A group of the Separatists in Holland, after
negotiating with the Virginia Company, at length
secured rights to settle under its jurisdiction. But
their crowded Mayflower, sixty-five days at sea,
missed its destination and arrived off the stony
coast of New England in 1620, with a total of 102
persons. One had died en route—an unusually short
casualty list—and one had been born and appropriately named Oceanus. Fewer than half of the entire
party were Separatists. Prominent among the nonbelongers was a peppery and stocky soldier of fortune, Captain Myles Standish, dubbed by one of his
critics “Captain Shrimp.” He later rendered indispensable service as an Indian fighter and negotiator.
The Pilgrims did not make their initial landing
at Plymouth Rock, as commonly supposed, but
undertook a number of preliminary surveys. They
finally chose for their site the shore of inhospitable
Plymouth Bay. This area was outside the domain of
the Virginia Company, and consequently the settlers
became squatters. They were without legal right to
the land and without specific authority to establish
a government.

Massachusetts Bay Colony

Before disembarking, the Pilgrim leaders drew
up and signed the brief Mayflower Compact.
Although setting an invaluable precedent for later
written constitutions, this document was not a constitution at all. It was a simple agreement to form a
crude government and to submit to the will of the
majority under the regulations agreed upon. The
compact was signed by forty-one adult males, eleven
of them with the exalted rank of “mister,” though not
by the servants and two seamen. The pact was a
promising step toward genuine self-government,
for soon the adult male settlers were assembling to
make their own laws in open-discussion town meetings—a great laboratory of liberty.
The Pilgrims’ first winter of 1620–1621 took a
grisly toll. Only 44 out of the 102 survived. At one
time only 7 were well enough to lay the dead in their
frosty graves. Yet when the Mayflower sailed back to
England in the spring, not a single one of the courageous band of Separatists left. As one of them wrote,
“It is not with us as with other men, whom small
things can discourage.”
God made his children prosperous, so the Pilgrims believed. The next autumn, that of 1621,
brought bountiful harvests and with them the first
Thanksgiving Day in New England. In time the frail
colony found sound economic legs in fur, fish, and
lumber. The beaver and the Bible were the early
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mainstays: the one for the sustenance of the body,
the other for the sustenance of the soul. Plymouth
proved that the English could maintain themselves
in this uninviting region.
The Pilgrims were extremely fortunate in their
leaders. Prominent among them was the cultured
William Bradford, a self-taught scholar who read
Hebrew, Greek, Latin, French, and Dutch. He was
chosen governor thirty times in the annual elections. Among his major worries was his fear that
independent, non-Puritan settlers “on their particular” might corrupt his godly experiment in the

William Bradford (1590–1657) wrote in Of
Plymouth Plantation,
“Thus out of small beginnings greater things
have been produced by His hand that made
all things of nothing, and gives being to all
things that are; and, as one small candle
may light a thousand, so the light here
kindled hath shone unto many, yea in some
sort to our whole nation.”

Settling the Northern Colonies, 1619–1700

wilderness. Bustling fishing villages and other settlements did sprout to the north of Plymouth, on
the storm-lashed shores of Massachusetts Bay,
where many people were as much interested in cod
as God.
Quiet and quaint, the little colony of Plymouth
was never important economically or numerically.
Its population numbered only seven thousand by
1691, when, still charterless, it merged with its giant
neighbor, the Massachusetts Bay Colony. But the
tiny settlement of Pilgrims was big both morally and
spiritually.
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The Bay Colony Bible Commonwealth
The Separatist Pilgrims were dedicated extremists—
the purest Puritans. More moderate Puritans sought
to reform the Church of England from within.
Though resented by bishops and monarchs, they
slowly gathered support, especially in Parliament.
But when Charles I dismissed Parliament in 1629
and sanctioned the anti-Puritan persecutions of the
reactionary Archbishop William Laud, many Puritans saw catastrophe in the making.
In 1629 an energetic group of non-Separatist
Puritans, fearing for their faith and for England’s
future, secured a royal charter to form the Massachusetts Bay Company. They proposed to establish
a sizable settlement in the infertile Massachusetts
area, with Boston soon becoming its hub. Stealing a
march on both king and church, the newcomers
brought their charter with them. For many years
they used it as a kind of constitution, out of easy
reach of royal authority. They steadfastly denied
that they wanted to separate from the Church of
England, only from its impurities. But back in England, the highly orthodox Archbishop Laud snorted
that the Bay Colony Puritans were “swine which
rooted in God’s vineyard.”
The Massachusetts Bay enterprise was singularly blessed. The well-equipped expedition of 1630,
with eleven vessels carrying nearly a thousand
immigrants, started the colony off on a larger scale
than any of the other English settlements. Continuing turmoil in England tossed up additional
enriching waves of Puritans on the shores of Massachusetts in the following decade (see “Makers of
America: The English,” pp. 50–51). During the “Great
Migration” of the 1630s, about seventy thousand

The Great English Migration, c. 1630–1642
Much of the early history of the United States was written by
New Englanders, who were not disposed to emphasize the
larger exodus of English migrants to the Caribbean islands.
When the mainland colonists declared independence in 1776,
they hoped that these island outposts would join them, but the
existence of the British navy had a dissuading effect.

refugees left England. But not all of them were Puritans, and only about twenty thousand came to
Massachusetts. Many were attracted to the warm
and fertile West Indies, especially the sugar-rich
island of Barbados. More Puritans came to this
Caribbean islet than to all of Massachusetts.
Many fairly prosperous, educated persons
immigrated to the Bay Colony, including John
Winthrop, a well-to-do pillar of English society, who
became the colony’s first governor. A successful
attorney and manor lord in England, Winthrop
eagerly accepted the offer to become governor of
the Massachusetts Bay Colony, believing that he had
a “calling” from God to lead the new religious experiment. He served as governor or deputy governor for
nineteen years. The resources and skills of talented
settlers like Winthrop helped Massachusetts prosper, as fur trading, fishing, and shipbuilding blossomed into important industries, especially fish and
ships. Massachusetts Bay Colony rapidly shot to the
fore as both the biggest and the most influential of
the New England outposts.
Massachusetts also benefited from a shared
sense of purpose among most of the first settlers.

Religion in the Bay Colony

“We shall be as a city upon a hill,” a beacon to
humanity, declared Governor Winthrop. The Puritan
bay colonists believed that they had a covenant with
God, an agreement to build a holy society that
would be a model for humankind.

Building the Bay Colony
These common convictions deeply shaped the
infant colony’s life. Soon after the colonists’ arrival,
the franchise was extended to all “freemen”—adult
males who belonged to the Puritan congregations,
which in time came to be called collectively
the Congregational Church. Unchurched men
remained voteless in provincial elections, as did
women. On this basis about two-fifths of adult
males enjoyed the franchise in provincial affairs, a
far larger proportion than in contemporary England. Town governments, which conducted much
important business, were even more inclusive.
There all male property holders, and in some cases
other residents as well, enjoyed the priceless boon
of publicly discussing local issues, often with much
heat, and of voting on them by a majority-rule show
of hands.
Yet the provincial government, liberal by the
standards of the time, was not a democracy. The
able Governor Winthrop feared and distrusted the
“commons” as the “meaner sort” and thought that
democracy was the “meanest and worst” of all forms
of government. “If the people be governors,” asked
one Puritan clergyman, “who shall be governed?”
True, the freemen annually elected the governor
and his assistants, as well as a representative assembly called the General Court. But only Puritans—the
“visible saints” who alone were eligible for church
membership—could be freemen. And according to
the doctrine of the covenant, the whole purpose of
government was to enforce God’s laws—which
applied to believers and nonbelievers alike. Moreover, nonbelievers as well as believers paid taxes for
the government-supported church.
Religious leaders thus wielded enormous influence in the Massachusetts “Bible Commonwealth.”
They powerfully influenced admission to church
membership by conducting public interrogations of
persons claiming to have experienced conversion.
Prominent among the early clergy was fiery John
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Cotton. Educated at England’s Cambridge University, a Puritan citadel, he emigrated to Massachusetts to avoid persecution for his criticism of the
Church of England. In the Bay Colony he devoted
his considerable learning to defending the government’s duty to enforce religious rules. Profoundly
pious, he sometimes preached and prayed up to six
hours in a single day.
But the power of the preachers was not
absolute. A congregation had the right to hire and
fire its minister and to set his salary. Clergymen
were also barred from holding formal political
office. Puritans in England had suffered too much at
the hands of a “political” Anglican clergy to permit
in the New World another unholy union of religious
and government power. In a limited way, the bay
colonists thus endorsed the idea of the separation of
church and state.
The Puritans were a worldly lot, despite—or
even because of—their spiritual intensity. Like John
Winthrop, they believed in the doctrine of a “calling”
to do God’s work on earth. They shared in what was
later called the “Protestant ethic,” which involved
serious commitment to work and to engagement in
worldly pursuits. Legend to the contrary, they also
enjoyed simple pleasures: they ate plentifully, drank
heartily, sang songs occasionally, and made love
monogamously. Like other peoples of their time in
both America and Europe, they passed laws aimed
at making sure these pleasures stayed simple by
repressing certain human instincts. In New Haven,
for example, a young married couple was fined
twenty shillings for the crime of kissing in public,
and in later years Connecticut came to be dubbed
“the Blue Law State.” (It was so named for the blue
paper on which the repressive laws—also known as
“sumptuary laws”—were printed.)
Yet life was serious business, and hellfire was
real—a hell where sinners shriveled and shrieked in
vain for divine mercy. An immensely popular poem
in New England, selling one copy for every twenty
people, was clergyman Michael Wigglesworth’s
“Day of Doom” (1662). Especially horrifying were
his descriptions of the fate of the damned:

They cry, they roar for anguish sore,
and gnaw their tongues for horrour.
But get away without delay,
Christ pitties not your cry:
Depart to Hell, there may you yell,
and roar Eternally.
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Trouble in the Bible Commonwealth
The Bay Colony enjoyed a high degree of social harmony, stemming from common beliefs, in its early
years. But even in this tightly knit community, dissension soon appeared. Quakers, who flouted the
authority of the Puritan clergy, were persecuted
with fines, floggings, and banishment. In one
extreme case, four Quakers who defied expulsion,
one of them a woman, were hanged on the Boston
Common.
A sharp challenge to Puritan orthodoxy came
from Anne Hutchinson. She was an exceptionally
intelligent, strong-willed, and talkative woman, ultimately the mother of fourteen children. Swift and
sharp in theological argument, she carried to logical

extremes the Puritan doctrine of predestination.
She claimed that a holy life was no sure sign of salvation and that the truly saved need not bother to
obey the law of either God or man. This assertion,
known as antinomianism (from the Greek, “against
the law”), was high heresy.
Brought to trial in 1638, the quick-witted
Hutchinson bamboozled her clerical inquisitors for
days, until she eventually boasted that she had
come by her beliefs through a direct revelation from
God. This was even higher heresy. The Puritan magistrates had little choice but to banish her, lest she
pollute the entire Puritan experiment. With her family, she set out on foot for Rhode Island, though
pregnant. She finally moved to New York, where she
and all but one of her household were killed by Indians. Back in the Bay Colony, the pious John
Winthrop saw “God’s hand” in her fate.
More threatening to the Puritan leaders was a
personable and popular Salem minister, Roger
Williams. Williams was a young man with radical
ideas and an unrestrained tongue. An extreme Separatist, he hounded his fellow clergymen to make a
clean break with the corrupt Church of England. He
also challenged the legality of the Bay Colony’s charter, which he condemned for expropriating the land
from the Indians without fair compensation. As if all
this were not enough, he went on to deny the
authority of civil government to regulate religious
behavior—a seditious blow at the Puritan idea of
government’s very purpose.
Their patience exhausted by 1635, the Bay
Colony authorities found Williams guilty of disseminating “newe & dangerous opinions” and ordered
him banished. He was permitted to remain several
months longer because of illness, but he kept up his
criticisms. The outraged magistrates, fearing that he
might organize a rival colony of malcontents, made
plans to exile him to England. But Williams foiled
them.

The Rhode Island “Sewer”
Aided by friendly Indians, Roger Williams fled to the
Rhode Island area in 1636, in the midst of a bitter
winter. At Providence the courageous and farvisioned Williams built a Baptist church, probably the
first in America. He established complete freedom of
religion, even for Jews and Catholics. He demanded
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The smiling valley of the Connecticut River, one of
the few highly fertile expanses of any size in all New
England, had meanwhile attracted a sprinkling of
Dutch and English settlers. Hartford was founded in
1635. The next year witnessed a spectacular beginning of the centuries-long westward movement
across the continent. An energetic group of Boston
Puritans, led by the Reverend Thomas Hooker,
swarmed as a body into the Hartford area, with the
ailing Mrs. Hooker carried on a horse litter.
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no oaths regarding religious beliefs, no compulsory
attendance at worship, no taxes to support a state
church. He even sheltered the abused Quakers,
although disagreeing sharply with their views.
Williams’s endorsement of religious tolerance made
Rhode Island more liberal than any of the other
English settlements in the New World, and more
advanced than most Old World communities as well.
Those outcasts who clustered about Roger
Williams enjoyed additional blessings. They exercised simple manhood suffrage from the start,
though this broad-minded practice was later narrowed by a property qualification. Opposed to special privilege of any sort, the doughty Rhode
Islanders managed to achieve remarkable freedom
of opportunity.
Other scattered settlements soon dotted Rhode
Island. They consisted largely of malcontents and
exiles, some of whom could not bear the stifling theological atmosphere of the Bay Colony. Many of
these restless souls in “Rogues’ Island,” including
Anne Hutchinson, had little in common with Roger
Williams—except being unwelcome anywhere else.
The Puritan clergy back in Boston sneered at Rhode
Island as “that sewer” in which the “Lord’s debris”
had collected and rotted.
Planted by dissenters and exiles, Rhode Island
became strongly individualistic and stubbornly
independent. With good reason “Little Rhody” was
later known as “the traditional home of the otherwise minded.” Begun as a squatter colony in 1636
without legal standing, it finally established rights to
the soil when it secured a charter from Parliament
in 1644. A huge bronze statue of the “Independent
Man” appropriately stands today on the dome of the
statehouse in Providence.
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Seventeenth-Century New England Settlements
The Massachusetts Bay Colony was the hub of New England.
All earlier colonies grew into it; all later colonies grew out of it.

Three years later, in 1639, the settlers of the new
Connecticut River colony drafted in open meeting a
trailblazing document known as the Fundamental
Orders. It was in effect a modern constitution,
which established a regime democratically controlled by the “substantial” citizens. Essential features of the Fundamental Orders were later
borrowed by Connecticut for its colonial charter
and ultimately for its state constitution.
Another flourishing Connecticut settlement
began to spring up at New Haven in 1638. It
was a prosperous community, founded by Puritans
who contrived to set up an even closer churchgovernment alliance than in Massachusetts. Although only squatters without a charter, the
colonists dreamed of making New Haven a bustling
seaport. But they fell into disfavor with Charles II as
a result of having sheltered two of the judges who
had condemned his father, Charles I, to death. In
1662, to the acute distress of the New Havenites, the
crown granted a charter to Connecticut that merged
New Haven with the more democratic settlements
in the Connecticut Valley.

The English

D

uring the late Middle Ages, the Black Death and
other epidemics that ravaged England kept the
island’s population in check. But by 1500 increased
resistance to such diseases allowed the population
to soar, and a century later the island nation was
bursting at the seams. This population explosion,
combined with economic depression and religious
repression, sparked the first major European migration to England’s New World colonies.
Some of those who voyaged to Virginia and
Maryland in the seventeenth century were independent artisans or younger members of English gentry
families. But roughly three-quarters of the English
migrants to the Chesapeake during this period
came as servants, signed to “indentures” ranging
from four to seven years. One English observer

described such indentured servants as “idle, lazie,
simple people,” and another complained that many
of those taking ship for the colonies “have been pursued by hue-and-cry for robberies, burglaries, or
breaking prison.”
In fact, most indentured servants were young
men drawn from England’s “middling classes.”
Some fled the disastrous slump in the cloth trade in
the early seventeenth century. Many others had
been forced off the land as the dawning national
economy prompted landowners in southwestern
England to convert from crop fields to pasture and
to “enclose” the land for sheep grazing. Making their
way from town to town in search of work, they eventually drifted into port cities such as Bristol and
London. There they boarded ship for America,
where they provided the labor necessary to cultivate
the Chesapeake’s staple crop, tobacco.
Some 40 percent of these immigrants of the
mid-seventeenth century died before they finished
their terms of indenture. (Because of the high death
rate and the shortage of women, Chesapeake society was unable to reproduce itself naturally until the
last quarter of the seventeenth century.) The survivors entered Chesapeake society with only their
“freedom dues”—usually clothing, an ax and hoe,
and a few barrels of corn.
Nevertheless, many of those who arrived early
in the century eventually acquired land and moved
into the mainstream of Chesapeake society. After
1660, however, opportunities for the “freemen”
declined. In England the population spurt ended,
and the great London fire of 1666 sparked a building
boom that soaked up job seekers. As the supply of
English indentured servants dried up in the late
seventeenth century, southern planters looking for
laborers turned increasingly to black slaves.
Whereas English immigration to the Chesapeake was spread over nearly a century, most
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Land Use in Rowley, Massachusetts, c. 1650
The settlers of Rowley brought from their native Yorkshire the
practice of granting families very small farming plots and
reserving large common fields for use by the entire
community. On the map, the yellow areas show private land;
the green areas show land held in common.

English voyagers to New England arrived within a
single decade. In the twelve years between 1629 and
1642, some twenty thousand Puritans swarmed to
the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Fleeing a sustained
economic depression and the cruel religious repression of Charles I, the Puritans came to plant a godly
commonwealth in New England’s rocky soil.
In contrast to the single indentured servants
of the Chesapeake, the New England Puritans
migrated in family groups, and in many cases whole
communities were transplanted from England to
America. Although they remained united by the
common language and common Puritan faith they
carried to New England, their English baggage was
by no means uniform. As in England, most New
England settlements were farming communities.
But some New England towns re-created the specialized economies of particular localities in England. Marblehead, Massachusetts, for example,
became a fishing village because most of its settlers
had been fishermen in Old England. The townsfolk
of Rowley, Massachusetts, brought from Yorkshire in
northern England not only their town name but also
their distinctive way of life, revolving around textile
manufacturing.
Political practices, too, reflected the towns’ variegated English roots. In Ipswich, Massachusetts,

settled by East Anglian Puritans, the ruling selectmen served long terms and ruled with an iron hand.
By contrast, local politics in the town of Newbury
were bitter and contentious, and officeholders were
hard pressed to win reelection; the town’s founders
came from western England, a region with little tradition of local government. Although the Puritans’
imperial masters in London eventually circumscribed such precious local autonomy, this diverse
heritage of fiercely independent New England
towns endured, reasserting itself during the American Revolution.
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Far to the north, enterprising fishermen and fur
traders had been active on the coast of Maine for a
dozen or so years before the founding of Plymouth.
After disheartening attempts at colonization in
1623 by Sir Ferdinando Gorges, this land of lakes
and forests was absorbed by Massachusetts Bay
after a formal purchase in 1677 from the Gorges
heirs. It remained a part of Massachusetts for
nearly a century and a half before becoming a separate state.
Granite-ribbed New Hampshire also sprang
from the fishing and trading activities along its narrow coast. It was absorbed in 1641 by the grasping
Bay Colony, under a strained interpretation of the
Massachusetts charter. The king, annoyed by this
display of greed, arbitrarily separated New Hampshire from Massachusetts in 1679 and made it a
royal colony.

Puritans Versus Indians
The spread of English settlements inevitably led to
clashes with the Indians, who were particularly
weak in New England. Shortly before the Pilgrims
had arrived at Plymouth in 1620, an epidemic, probably triggered by contact with English fishermen,
had swept through the coastal tribes and killed
more than three-quarters of the native people.
Deserted Indian fields, ready for tillage, greeted the
Plymouth settlers and scattered skulls and bones
provided grim evidence of the impact of the disease.
In no position to resist the English incursion,
the local Wampanoag Indians at first befriended the
settlers. Cultural accommodation was facilitated by
Squanto, a Wampanoag who had learned English
from a ship’s captain who had kidnapped him some
years earlier. The Wampanoag chieftain Massasoit
signed a treaty with the Plymouth Pilgrims in 1621
and helped them celebrate the first Thanksgiving
after the autumn harvests that same year.
As more English settlers arrived and pushed
inland into the Connecticut River valley, confrontations between Indians and whites ruptured these
peaceful relations. Hostilities exploded in 1637
between the English settlers and the powerful
Pequot tribe. Besieging a Pequot village on Connecticut’s Mystic River, English militiamen and their
Narragansett Indian allies set fire to the Indian wigwams and shot the fleeing survivors. The slaughter

wrote a brutal finish to the Pequot War, virtually
annihilated the Pequot tribe, and inaugurated four
decades of uneasy peace between Puritans and
Indians.
Lashed by critics in England, the Puritans made
some feeble efforts at converting the remaining
Indians to Christianity, although Puritan missionary
zeal never equaled that of the Catholic Spanish and
French. A mere handful of Indians were gathered
into Puritan “praying towns” to make the acquaintance of the English God and to learn the ways of
English culture.
The Indians’ only hope for resisting English
encroachment lay in intertribal unity—a pan-Indian
alliance against the swiftly spreading English settle-

Indians and Colonists in New England

ments. In 1675 Massasoit’s son, Metacom, called
King Philip by the English, forged such an alliance
and mounted a series of coordinated assaults on
English villages throughout New England. Frontier
settlements were especially hard hit, and refugees
fell back toward the relative safety of Boston. When
the war ended in 1676, fifty-two Puritan towns had
been attacked, and twelve destroyed entirely. Hundreds of colonists and many more Indians lay dead.
Metacom’s wife and son were sold into slavery; he
himself was captured, beheaded, and drawn and
quartered. His head was carried on a pike back to
Plymouth, where it was mounted on grisly display
for years.
King Philip’s War slowed the westward march of
English settlement in New England for several
decades. But the war inflicted a lasting defeat on New
England’s Indians. Drastically reduced in numbers,
dispirited, and disbanded, they thereafter posed only
sporadic threats to the New England colonists.

Seeds of Colonial
Unity and Independence
A path-breaking experiment in union was launched
in 1643, when four colonies banded together to
form the New England Confederation. Old England
was then deeply involved in civil wars, and hence
the colonists were thrown upon their own resources. The primary purpose of the confederation
was defense against foes or potential foes, notably
the Indians, the French, and the Dutch. Purely intercolonial problems, such as runaway servants and
criminals who had fled from one colony to another,

also came within the jurisdiction of the confederation. Each member colony, regardless of size,
wielded two votes—an arrangement highly displeasing to the most populous colony, Massachusetts Bay.
The confederation was essentially an exclusive
Puritan club. It consisted of the two Massachusetts
colonies (the Bay Colony and bantam-sized Plymouth) and the two Connecticut colonies (New
Haven and the scattered valley settlements). The
Puritan leaders blackballed Rhode Island as well as
the Maine outposts. These places, it was charged,
harbored too many heretical or otherwise undesirable characters. Shockingly, one of the Maine towns
had made a tailor its mayor and had even sheltered
an excommunicated minister of the gospel.
Weak though it was, the confederation was the
first notable milestone on the long and rocky road
toward colonial unity. The delegates took tottering
but long-overdue steps toward acting together on
matters of intercolonial importance. Rank-and-file
colonists, for their part, received valuable experience in delegating their votes to properly chosen
representatives.
Back in England the king had paid little attention to the American colonies during the early years
of their planting. They were allowed, in effect, to
become semiautonomous commonwealths. This
era of benign neglect was prolonged when the
crown, struggling to retain its power, became
enmeshed during the 1640s in civil wars with the
parliamentarians.
But when Charles II was restored to the English
throne in 1660, the royalists and their Church of
England allies were once more firmly in the saddle.
Puritan hopes of eventually purifying the old

The Stuart Dynasty in England*
Name, Reign

Relation to America

James I, 1603–1625
Charles I, 1625–1649
(Interregnum, 1649–1660)
Charles II, 1660–1685
James II, 1685–1688
William & Mary, 1689–1702
(Mary died 1694)

Va., Plymouth founded; Separatists persecuted
Civil wars, 1642–1649; Mass., Md. founded
Commonwealth; Protectorate (Oliver Cromwell)
The Restoration; Carolinas, Pa., N.Y. founded; Conn. chartered
Catholic trend; Glorious Revolution, 1688
King William’s War, 1689–1697

*See p. 29 for predecessors; p. 110 for successors.
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English church withered. Worse, Charles II was
determined to take an active, aggressive hand in the
management of the colonies. His plans ran headlong against the habits that decades of relative independence had bred in the colonists.
Deepening colonial defiance was nowhere more
glaringly revealed than in Massachusetts. One of the
king’s agents in Boston was mortified to find that
royal orders had no more effect than old issues of
the London Gazette. Punishment was soon forthcoming. As a slap at Massachusetts, Charles II gave
rival Connecticut in 1662 a sea-to-sea charter grant,
which legalized the squatter settlements. The very
next year the outcasts in Rhode Island received a
new charter, which gave kingly sanction to the most
religiously tolerant government yet devised in

America. A final and crushing blow fell on the stiffnecked Bay Colony in 1684, when its precious charter was revoked by the London authorities.

Andros Promotes the
First American Revolution
Massachusetts suffered further humiliation in 1686,
when the Dominion of New England was created by
royal authority. Unlike the homegrown New England Confederation, it was imposed from London.
Embracing at first all New England, it was expanded
two years later to include New York and East and
West Jersey. The dominion also aimed at bolstering

Confederation and Dominion in New England

colonial defense in the event of war with the Indians
and hence, from the imperial viewpoint of Parliament, was a statesmanlike move.
More importantly, the Dominion of New England was designed to promote urgently needed efficiency in the administration of the English
Navigation Laws. Those laws reflected the intensifying colonial rivalries of the seventeenth century.
They sought to stitch England’s overseas possessions more tightly to the motherland by throttling
American trade with countries not ruled by the
English crown. Like colonial peoples everywhere,
the Americans chafed at such confinements, and
smuggling became an increasingly common and
honorable occupation.
At the head of the new dominion stood autocratic Sir Edmund Andros, an able English military
man, conscientious but tactless. Establishing headquarters in Puritanical Boston, he generated much
hostility by his open affiliation with the despised
Church of England. The colonists were also outraged by his noisy and Sabbath-profaning soldiers,
who were accused of teaching the people “to drink,
blaspheme, curse, and damn.”

Early Settlements in the Middle Colonies, with Founding
Dates
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Andros was prompt to use the mailed fist. He
ruthlessly curbed the cherished town meetings; laid
heavy restrictions on the courts, the press, and the
schools; and revoked all land titles. Dispensing with
the popular assemblies, he taxed the people without
the consent of their duly elected representatives. He
also strove to enforce the unpopular Navigation
Laws and suppress smuggling. Liberty-loving
colonists, accustomed to unusual privileges during
long decades of neglect, were goaded to the verge of
revolt.
The people of old England, likewise resisting
oppression, stole a march on the people of New
England. In 1688–1689 they engineered the memorable Glorious (or Bloodless) Revolution. Dethroning the despotic and unpopular Catholic James II,
they enthroned the Protestant rulers of the Netherlands, the Dutch-born William III and his English
wife, Mary, daughter of James II.
When the news of the Glorious Revolution
reached America, the ramshackle Dominion of New
England collapsed like a house of cards. A Boston
mob, catching the fever, rose against the existing
regime. Sir Edmund Andros attempted to flee in
woman’s clothing but was betrayed by boots protruding beneath his dress. He was hastily shipped
off to England.
Massachusetts, though rid of the despotic
Andros, did not gain as much from the upheaval as
it had hoped. In 1691 it was arbitrarily made a royal
colony, with a new charter and a new royal governor. The permanent loss of the ancient charter was a
staggering blow to the proud Puritans, who never
fully recovered. Worst of all, the privilege of voting,
once a monopoly of church members, was now to
be enjoyed by all qualified male property holders.
England’s Glorious Revolution reverberated
throughout the colonies from New England to the
Chesapeake. Inspired by the challenge to the crown
in old England, many colonists seized the occasion
to strike against royal authority in America. Unrest
rocked both New York and Maryland from 1689 to
1691, until newly appointed royal governors
restored a semblance of order. Most importantly,
the new monarchs relaxed the royal grip on colonial
trade, inaugurating a period of “salutary neglect”
when the much-resented Navigation Laws were
only weakly enforced.
Yet residues remained of Charles II’s effort to
assert tighter administrative control over his
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empire. More English officials—judges, clerks, customs officials—now staffed the courts and strolled
the wharves of English America. Many were incompetent, corrupt hacks who knew little and cared less
about American affairs. Appointed by influential
patrons in far-off England, by their very presence
they blocked the rise of local leaders to positions of
political power. Aggrieved Americans viewed them
with mounting contempt and resentment as the
eighteenth century wore on.

Old Netherlanders at New Netherland
Late in the sixteenth century, the oppressed people
of the Netherlands unfurled the standard of rebellion against Catholic Spain. After bloody and
protracted fighting, they finally succeeded, with
the aid of Protestant England, in winning their
independence.
The seventeenth century—the era of Rembrandt and other famous artists—was a golden age
in Dutch history. This vigorous little lowland nation
finally emerged as a major commercial and naval
power, and then it ungratefully challenged the

supremacy of its former benefactor, England. Three
great Anglo-Dutch naval wars were fought in the
seventeenth century, with as many as a hundred
ships on each side. The sturdy Dutch dealt blows
about as heavy as they received.
The Dutch Republic also became a leading
colonial power, with by far its greatest activity in the
East Indies. There it maintained an enormous and
profitable empire for over three hundred years. The
Dutch East India Company was virtually a state
within a state and at one time supported an army of
10,000 men and a fleet of 190 ships, 40 of them menof-war.
Seeking greater riches, this enterprising company employed an English explorer, Henry Hudson.
Disregarding orders to sail northeast, he ventured
into Delaware Bay and New York Bay in 1609 and
then ascended the Hudson River, hoping that at last
he had chanced upon the coveted shortcut through
the continent. But, as the event proved, he merely
filed a Dutch claim to a magnificently wooded and
watered area.
Much less powerful than the mighty Dutch East
India Company was the Dutch West India Company,
which maintained profitable enterprises in the
Caribbean. At times it was less interested in trading

The Dutch Plant New York

than in raiding and at one fell swoop in 1628 captured a fleet of Spanish treasure ships laden with
loot worth $15 million. The company also established outposts in Africa and a thriving sugar industry in Brazil, which for several decades was its
principal center of activity in the New World.
New Netherland, in the beautiful Hudson River
area, was planted in 1623–1624 on a permanent
basis. Established by the Dutch West India Company for its quick-profit fur trade, it was never more
than a secondary interest of the founders. The company’s most brilliant stroke was to buy Manhattan
Island from the Indians (who did not actually “own”
it) for virtually worthless trinkets—twenty-two
thousand acres of what is now perhaps the most
valuable real estate in the world for pennies per
acre.
New Amsterdam—later New York City—was a
company town. It was run by and for the Dutch
company, in the interests of the stockholders. The
investors had no enthusiasm for religious toleration, free speech, or democratic practices; and the
governors appointed by the company as directorsgeneral were usually harsh and despotic. Religious
dissenters who opposed the official Dutch
Reformed Church were regarded with suspicion,
and for a while Quakers were savagely abused. In

57

response to repeated protests by the aggravated
colonists, a local body with limited lawmaking
power was finally established.
This picturesque Dutch colony took on a
strongly aristocratic tinge and retained it for generations. Vast feudal estates fronting the Hudson River,
known as patroonships, were granted to promoters
who agreed to settle fifty people on them. One
patroonship in the Albany area was slightly larger
than the later state of Rhode Island.
Colorful little New Amsterdam attracted a cosmopolitan population, as is common in seaport
towns. A French Jesuit missionary, visiting in the
1640s, noted that eighteen different languages were
being spoken in the streets. New York’s later babel of
immigrant tongues was thus foreshadowed.

Friction with English
and Swedish Neighbors
Vexations beset the Dutch company-colony from
the beginning. The directors-general were largely
incompetent. Company shareholders demanded
their dividends, even at the expense of the colony’s
welfare. The Indians, infuriated by Dutch cruelties,
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was the golden age of Sweden, during and following
the Thirty Years’ War of 1618–1648, in which its brilliant King Gustavus Adolphus had carried the torch
for Protestantism. This outburst of energy in Sweden caused it to enter the costly colonial game in
America, though on something of a shoestring.
Resenting the Swedish intrusion on the
Delaware, the Dutch dispatched a small military
expedition in 1655. It was led by the ablest of the
directors-general, Peter Stuyvesant, who had lost a
leg while soldiering in the West Indies and was
dubbed “Father Wooden Leg” by the Indians. The
main fort fell after a bloodless siege, whereupon
Swedish rule came to an abrupt end. The colonists
were absorbed by New Netherland.
New Sweden, never important, soon faded
away, leaving behind in later Delaware a sprinkling
of Swedish place names and Swedish log cabins (the
first in America), as well as an admixture of Swedish
blood.

Dutch Residues in New York

retaliated with horrible massacres. As a defense
measure, the hard-pressed settlers on Manhattan
Island erected a stout wall, from which Wall Street
derives its name.
New England was hostile to the growth of its
Dutch neighbor, and the people of Connecticut
finally ejected intruding Hollanders from their verdant valley. Three of the four member colonies of
the New England Confederation were eager to wipe
out New Netherland with military force. But Massachusetts, which would have had to provide most of
the troops, vetoed the proposed foray.
The Swedes in turn trespassed on Dutch preserves, from 1638 to 1655, by planting the anemic
colony of New Sweden on the Delaware River. This

Lacking vitality, and representing only a secondary
commercial interest of the Dutch, New Netherland
lay under the menacing shadow of the vigorous
English colonies to the north. In addition, it was
honeycombed with New England immigrants.
Numbering about one-half of New Netherland’s ten
thousand souls in 1664, they might in time have
seized control from within.
The days of the Dutch on the Hudson were
numbered, for the English regarded them as intruders. In 1664, after the imperially ambitious Charles
II had granted the area to his brother, the Duke of
York, a strong English squadron appeared off the
decrepit defenses of New Amsterdam. A fuming
Peter Stuyvesant, short of all munitions except
courage, was forced to surrender without firing a
shot. New Amsterdam was thereupon renamed New
York, in honor of the Duke of York. England won a
splendid harbor, strategically located in the middle
of the mainland colonies, and a stately Hudson
River penetrating the interior. With the removal of
this foreign wedge, the English banner now waved
triumphantly over a solid stretch of territory from
Maine to the Carolinas.

The Quakers in Pennsylvania

The conquered Dutch province tenaciously
retained many of the illiberal features of earlier
days. An autocratic spirit survived, and the aristocratic element gained strength when certain corrupt
English governors granted immense acreage to their
favorites. Influential landowning families—such as
the Livingstons and the De Lanceys—wielded disproportionate power in the affairs of colonial New
York. These monopolistic land policies, combined
with the lordly atmosphere, discouraged many
European immigrants from coming. The physical
growth of New York was correspondingly retarded.
The Dutch peppered place names over the land,
including Harlem (Haarlem), Brooklyn (Breuckelen), and Hell Gate (Hellegat). They likewise left
their imprint on the gambrel-roofed architecture. As
for social customs and folkways, no other foreign
group of comparable size has made so colorful a
contribution. Noteworthy were Easter eggs, Santa
Claus, waffles, sauerkraut, bowling, sleighing, skating, and kolf (golf)—a dangerous game played with
heavy clubs and forbidden in settled areas.
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Penn’s Holy Experiment in Pennsylvania
A remarkable group of dissenters, commonly known
as Quakers, arose in England during the mid-1600s.
Their name derived from the report that they
“quaked” when under deep religious emotion. Officially they were known as the Religious Society of
Friends.
Quakers were especially offensive to the authorities, both religious and civil. They refused to support the established Church of England with taxes.
They built simple meetinghouses, congregated
without a paid clergy, and “spoke up” themselves in
meetings when moved. Believing that they were all
children in the sight of God, they kept their broadbrimmed hats on in the presence of their “betters”
and addressed others with simple “thee”s and
“thou”s, rather than with conventional titles. They
would take no oaths because Jesus had com-
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manded, “Swear not at all.” This peculiarity often
embroiled them with government officials, for “test
oaths” were still required to establish the fact that a
person was not a Roman Catholic.
The Quakers, beyond a doubt, were a people of
deep conviction. They abhorred strife and warfare
and refused military service. As advocates of passive
resistance, they would turn the other cheek and
rebuild their meetinghouse on the site where their
enemies had torn it down. Their courage and devotion to principle finally triumphed. Although at
times they seemed stubborn and unreasonable,
they were a simple, devoted, democratic people,
contending in their own high-minded way for religious and civic freedom.
William Penn, a wellborn and athletic young
Englishman, was attracted to the Quaker faith in
1660, when only sixteen years old. His father, disapproving, administered a sound flogging. After various adventures in the army (the best portrait of the
peaceful Quaker has him in armor), the youth firmly
embraced the despised faith and suffered much
persecution. The courts branded him a “saucy” and
“impertinent” fellow. Several hundred of his less fortunate fellow Quakers died of cruel treatment, and

thousands more were fined, flogged, or cast into
dank prisons.
Penn’s thoughts naturally turned to the New
World, where a sprinkling of Quakers had already
fled, notably to Rhode Island, North Carolina, and
New Jersey. Eager to establish an asylum for his people, he also hoped to experiment with liberal ideas
in government and at the same time make a profit.
Finally, in 1681, he managed to secure from the king
an immense grant of fertile land, in consideration of
a monetary debt owed to his deceased father by the
crown. The king called the area Pennsylvania
(“Penn’s Woodland”) in honor of the sire. The modest son, fearing that critics would accuse him of
naming it after himself, sought unsuccessfully to
change the name.
Pennsylvania was by far the best advertised of
all the colonies. Its founder—the “first American
advertising man”—sent out paid agents and distributed countless pamphlets printed in English,
Dutch, French, and German. Unlike the lures of
many other American real estate promoters, then
and later, Penn’s inducements were generally truthful. He especially welcomed forward-looking spirits
and substantial citizens, including industrious car-

Colonial Pennsylvania

penters, masons, shoemakers, and other manual
workers. His liberal land policy, which encouraged
substantial holdings, was instrumental in attracting
a heavy inflow of immigrants.

Quaker Pennsylvania
and Its Neighbors
Penn formally launched his colony in 1681. His task
was simplified by the presence of several thousand
“squatters”—Dutch, Swedish, English, Welsh—who
were already scattered along the banks of the
Delaware River. Philadelphia, meaning “brotherly
love” in Greek, was more carefully planned than
most colonial cities and consequently enjoyed wide
and attractive streets.
Penn farsightedly bought land from the Indians,
including Chief Tammany, later patron saint of New
York’s political Tammany Hall. His treatment of the
native peoples was so fair that the Quaker “broad
brims” went among them unarmed and even
employed them as baby-sitters. For a brief period,
Pennsylvania seemed the promised land of amicable Indian-white relations. Some southern tribes
even migrated to Pennsylvania, seeking the Quaker
haven. But ironically, Quaker tolerance proved the
undoing of Quaker Indian policy. As non-Quaker
European immigrants flooded into the province,
they undermined the Quakers’ own benevolent policy toward the Indians. The feisty Scots-Irish were
particularly unpersuaded by Quaker idealism.
Penn’s new proprietary regime was unusually
liberal and included a representative assembly
elected by the landowners. No tax-supported state
church drained coffers or demanded allegiance.

In a Boston lecture in 1869, Ralph Waldo
Emerson (1803–1882) declared,
“The sect of the Quakers in their best
representatives appear to me to have come
nearer to the sublime history and genius of
Christ than any other of the sects.”
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Freedom of worship was guaranteed to all residents,
although Penn, under pressure from London, was
forced to deny Catholics and Jews the privilege of
voting or holding office. The death penalty was
imposed only for treason and murder, as compared
with some two hundred capital crimes in England.
Among other noteworthy features, no provision
was made by the peace-loving Quakers of Pennsylvania for a military defense. No restrictions were
placed on immigration, and naturalization was
made easy. The humane Quakers early developed a
strong dislike of black slavery, and in the genial glow
of Pennsylvania some progress was made toward
social reform.
With its many liberal features, Pennsylvania
attracted a rich mix of ethnic groups. They included
numerous religious misfits who were repelled by the
harsh practices of neighboring colonies. This
Quaker refuge boasted a surprisingly modern
atmosphere in an unmodern age and to an unusual
degree afforded economic opportunity, civil liberty,
and religious freedom. Even so, “blue laws” prohibited “ungodly revelers,” stage plays, playing cards,
dice, games, and excessive hilarity.
Under such generally happy auspices, Penn’s
brainchild grew lustily. The Quakers were shrewd
businesspeople, and in a short time the settlers were
exporting grain and other foodstuffs. Within two
years Philadelphia claimed three hundred houses
and twenty-five hundred people. Within nineteen
years—by 1700—the colony was surpassed in population and wealth only by long-established Virginia
and Massachusetts.
William Penn, who altogether spent about four
years in Pennsylvania, was never fully appreciated
by his colonists. His governors, some of them
incompetent and tactless, quarreled bitterly with
the people, who were constantly demanding greater
political control. Penn himself became too friendly
with James II, the deposed Catholic king. Thrice
arrested for treason, thrust for a time into a debtors’
prison, and afflicted by a paralytic stroke, he died
full of sorrows. His enduring monument was not
only a noble experiment in government but also a
new commonwealth. Based on civil and religious
liberty, and dedicated to freedom of conscience and
worship, it held aloft a hopeful torch in a world of
semidarkness.
Small Quaker settlements flourished next door
to Pennsylvania. New Jersey was started in 1664,
when two noble proprietors received the area from
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the Duke of York. A substantial number of New Englanders, including many whose weary soil had
petered out, flocked to the new colony. One of the
proprietors sold West New Jersey in 1674 to a group
of Quakers, who here set up a sanctuary even before
Pennsylvania was launched. East New Jersey was
also acquired in later years by the Quakers, whose
wings were clipped in 1702 when the crown combined the two Jerseys in a royal colony.
Swedish-tinged Delaware consisted of only
three counties—two at high tide, the witticism
goes—and was named after Lord De La Warr, the
harsh military governor who had arrived in Virginia
in 1610. Harboring some Quakers, and closely associated with Penn’s prosperous colony, Delaware was
granted its own assembly in 1703. But until the
American Revolution, it remained under the governor of Pennsylvania.

The Middle Way
in the Middle Colonies
The middle colonies—New York, New Jersey,
Delaware, and Pennsylvania—enjoyed certain features in common.
In general, the soil was fertile and the expanse
of land was broad, unlike rock-bestrewn New England. Pennsylvania, New York, and New Jersey came
to be known as the “bread colonies,” by virtue of
their heavy exports of grain.
Rivers also played a vital role. Broad, languid
streams—notably the Susquehanna, the Delaware,
and the Hudson—tapped the fur trade of the interior and beckoned adventuresome spirits into the
backcountry. The rivers had few cascading waterfalls, unlike New England’s, and hence presented little inducement to milling or manufacturing with
water-wheel power.
A surprising amount of industry nonetheless
hummed in the middle colonies. Virginal forests
abounded for lumbering and shipbuilding. The
presence of deep river estuaries and landlocked
harbors stimulated both commerce and the growth
of seaports, such as New York and Philadelphia.
Even Albany, more than a hundred miles up the
Hudson, was a port of some consequence in colonial days.

The middle colonies were in many respects
midway between New England and the southern
plantation group. Except in aristocratic New York,
the landholdings were generally intermediate in
size—smaller than in the big-acreage South but
larger than in small-farm New England. Local
government lay somewhere between the personalized town meeting of New England and the diffused
county government of the South. There were fewer
industries in the middle colonies than in New England, more than in the South.
Yet the middle colonies, which in some ways
were the most American part of America, could
claim certain distinctions in their own right. Generally speaking, the population was more ethnically
mixed than that of other settlements. The people
were blessed with an unusual degree of religious toleration and democratic control. Earnest and devout
Quakers, in particular, made a compassionate contribution to human freedom out of all proportion to
their numbers. Desirable land was more easily
acquired in the middle colonies than in New England or in the tidewater South. One result was that a
considerable amount of economic and social
democracy prevailed, though less so in aristocratic
New York.
Modern-minded Benjamin Franklin, often
regarded as the most representative American personality of his era, was a child of the middle
colonies. Although it is true that Franklin was born a
Yankee in puritanical Boston, he entered Philadelphia as a seventeen-year-old in 1720 with a loaf of
bread under each arm and immediately found a
congenial home in the urbane, open atmosphere of
what was then North America’s biggest city. One
Pennsylvanian later boasted that Franklin “came to
life at seventeen, in Philadelphia.”
By the time Franklin arrived in the City of Brotherly Love, the American colonies were themselves
“coming to life.” Population was growing robustly.
Transportation and communication were gradually
improving. The British, for the most part, continued
their hands-off policies, leaving the colonists to
fashion their own local governments, run their own
churches, and develop networks of intercolonial
trade. As people and products crisscrossed the
colonies with increasing frequency and in increasing volume, Americans began to realize that—far
removed from Mother England—they were not
merely surviving, but truly thriving.
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VARYI N G VIEWPOINTS
Europeanizing America or Americanizing Europe?

T

he history of discovery and colonization raises
perhaps the most fundamental question about
all American history. Should it be understood as the
extension of European civilization into the New
World or as the gradual development of a uniquely
“American” culture? An older school of thought
tended to emphasize the Europeanization of America. Historians of that persuasion paid close attention to the situation in Europe, particularly England
and Spain, in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.
They also focused on the exportation of the values
and institutions of the mother countries to the new
lands in the western sea. Although some historians
also examined the transforming effect of America
on Europe, this approach, too, remained essentially
Eurocentric.

More recently, historians have concentrated on
the distinctiveness of America. The concern with
European origins has evolved into a comparative
treatment of European settlements in the New
World. England, Spain, Holland, and France now
attract more attention for the divergent kinds of
societies they fostered in America than for the way
they commonly pursued Old World ambitions in the
New. The newest trend to emerge is a transatlantic
history that views European empires and their
American colonies as part of a process of cultural
cross-fertilization affecting not only the colonies
but Europe and Africa as well.
This less Eurocentric approach has also
changed the way historians explain the colonial
development of America. Rather than telling the

Varying Viewpoints

story of colonization as the imposition of
European ways of life through “discovery” and “conquest,” historians increasingly view the colonial
period as one of “contact” and “adaptation”
between European, African, and Native American
ways of life. Scholars including Richard White,
Alfred Crosby, William Cronon, Karen Kupperman,
and Timothy Silver have enhanced understanding
of the cultural as well as the physical transformations that resulted from contact. An environment of
forests and meadows, for example, gave way to a
landscape of fields and fences as Europeans sought
to replicate the agricultural villages they had known
in Europe. Aggressive deforestation even produced
climatic changes, as treeless tracts made for colder
winters, hotter summers, and earth-gouging floods.
Ramon Gutierrez’s When Jesus Came, the Corn
Mothers Went Away (1991) has expanded the colonial stage to include interactions between Spanish
settlers and Native Americans in the Southwest.
The variety of American societies that emerged
out of the interaction of Europeans and Native
Americans has also become better appreciated.
Early histories by esteemed historians like Perry
Miller exaggerated the extent to which the New England Puritan experience defined the essence of
America. Not only did these historians overlook
non-English experiences, they failed to recognize
the diversity in motives, methods, and consequences that existed even within English colonization. The numbers alone tell an interesting story. By
1700 about 220,000 English colonists had emigrated
to the Caribbean, about 120,000 to the southern
mainland colonies, and only about 40,000 to the
middle Atlantic and New England colonies
(although by the mid-eighteenth century, those
headed for the latter destination would account for
more than half the total). Studies such as Richard S.
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Dunn’s Sugar and Slaves (1972) emphasize the
importance of the Caribbean in early English colonization efforts and make clear that the desire for
economic gain, more than the quest for religious
freedom, fueled the migration to the Caribbean
islands. Similarly, Edmund S. Morgan’s American
Slavery, American Freedom (1975) stresses the role of
economic ambition in explaining the English peopling of the Chesapeake and the eventual importation of African slaves to that region. Studies by
Bernard Bailyn and David Hackett Fisher demonstrate that there was scarcely a “typical” English
migrant to the New World. English colonists
migrated both singly and in families, and for economic, social, political, and religious reasons.
Recent studies have also paid more attention to
the conflicts that emerged out of this diversity in
settler populations and colonial societies. This perspective emphasizes the contests for economic and
political supremacy within the colonies, such as the
efforts of the Massachusetts Bay elite to ward off the
challenges of religious “heretics” and the pressures
that an increasingly restless lower class put on
wealthy merchants and large landowners. Nowhere
was internal conflict so prevalent as in the ethnically diverse middle colonies, where factional
antagonisms became the defining feature of public
life.
The picture of colonial America that is emerging
from all this new scholarship is of a society
unique—and diverse—from inception. No longer
simply Europe transplanted, American colonial
society by 1700 is now viewed as an outgrowth
of many intertwining roots—of different European
and African heritages, of varied encounters with
native peoples and a wilderness environment, and
of complicated mixtures of settler populations, each
with its own distinctive set of ambitions.
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then be quiet and you’ll be revered and esteemed. Jay Heinrichs’s superb modern manual on rhetoric shows the extent to which we are what we say—and how.
Ah, the mysteries of the tongue!”
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ew people can say that John Quincy Adams changed their lives. Those
who can are wise to keep it to themselves. Friends tell me I should also
avoid writing about my passion for rhetoric, the three-thousand-year-old art
of persuasion.
John Quincy Adams changed my life by introducing me to rhetoric.
Sorry.
Years ago, I was wandering through Dartmouth College’s library for no
particular reason, flipping through books at random, and in a dim corner
of the stacks I found a large section on rhetoric, the art of persuasion.
A dusty, maroon-red volume attributed to Adams sat at eye level. I flipped it
open and felt like an indoor Coronado. Here lay treasure.
The volume contained a set of rhetorical lectures that Adams taught
to undergraduates at Harvard College from 1805 to 1809, when he was a
United States senator commuting between Massachusetts and Washington. In his first class, the paunchy, balding thirty-eight-year-old urged his
goggling adolescents to “catch from the relics of ancient oratory those
unresisted powers, which mould the mind of man to the will of the speaker,
and yield the guidance of the nation to the dominion of the voice.” To me
that sounded more like hypnosis than politics, which was sort of cool in a
Manchurian Candidate way.
In the years since, while reading all I could of rhetoric, I came to realize something: Adams’s language sounded antique, but the powers he
described are real. Rhetoric means more than grand oratory, more than
“using words . . . to influence or persuade,” as Webster’s defines it. It teaches
us to argue without anger. And it offers a chance to tap into a source of
social power I never knew existed.
You could say that rhetoric talked me into itself.

F

P R E FAC E

!

— H O R AC E

Concordia discors
Harmony in discord

INTRODUCTION

—david hume

t is early in the morning and my seventeen-year-old son eats breakfast,
giving me a narrow window to use our sole bathroom. I wrap a towel
around my waist and approach the sink, avoiding the grim sight in the mirror; as a writer, I don’t have to shave every day. (Marketers despairingly call
a consumer like me a “low self-monitor.”) I do have my standards, though,
and hygiene is one. I grab toothbrush and toothpaste. The tube is empty.
The nearest replacement sits on a shelf in our freezing basement, and I’m
not dressed for the part.
“George!” I yell. “Who used all the toothpaste?”
A sarcastic voice answers from the other side of the door. “That’s not the
point, is it, Dad?” George says. “The point is how we’re going to keep this
from happening again.”
TRY THIS IN A MEETING
He has me. I have told him countless times how
Answer someone who
the most productive arguments use the future
expresses doubt over
your idea with “Okay,
tense, the language of choices and decisions.
let’s tweak it.” Now focus
“You’re right,” I say. “You win. Now will you
the argument on revising
your idea as if the group
please get me some toothpaste?”
had already accepted it.
“Sure.” George retrieves a tube, happy that he
This move is a form of
concession—rhetorical
beat his father at an argument.
jujitsu that uses your
Or did he? Who got what he wanted? In reality,
opponent’s moves to
by conceding his point, I persuaded him. If I simply
your advantage.
said, “Don’t be a jerk and get me some toothpaste,”
George might stand there arguing. Instead I made him feel triumphant,
triumph made him benevolent, and that got me exactly what I wanted.

I

Truth springs from argument among friends.

A personal tale of unresisted persuasion

THE INVISIBLE ARGUMENT

!

1. Open Your Eyes

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

What kind of father manipulates his own son? Oh, let’s not call it manipulation. Call it instruction. Any parent should consider rhetoric, the art of
argument, one of the essential R’s. Rhetoric is the
" Useful Figure
art of influence, friendship, and eloquence, of
The syncrisis (Greek for
“alternative judgment”)
ready wit and irrefutable logic. And it harnesses
reframes an argument
the most powerful of social forces, argument.
by redefining it. “Not
Whether you sense it or not, argument surmanipulation—instruction.”
You’ll find a whole chapter
rounds you. It plays with your emotions, changes
on figures later on, as well
your attitude, talks you into a decision, and goads
as a glossary in the back.
you to buy things. Argument lies behind political
labeling, advertising, jargon, voices, gestures, and guilt trips; it forms a reallife Matrix, the supreme software that drives our social lives. And rhetoric
serves as argument’s decoder. By teaching the tricks we use to persuade one
another, the art of persuasion reveals the Matrix in
" Persuasion Alert
all its manipulative glory.
It’s only fair to show my
The ancients considered rhetoric the essential
rhetorical cards—to tell
you when I use devices
skill of leadership—knowledge so important that
to persuade you. The
they placed it at the center of higher education. It
Matrix analogy serves as
more than a pop culture
taught them how to speak and write persuasively,
reference; it also appeals
produce something to say on every occasion, and
to the reader’s acceptance of invisible wheels
make people like them when they spoke. After the
within wheels in modern
ancient Greeks invented it, rhetoric helped create
existence, from computer software to quanthe world’s first democracies. It trained Roman ortum physics. Rhetoric
ators like Julius Caesar and Marcus Tullius Cicero
calls this shared attitude
and gave the Bible its finest language. It even ina “commonplace”; as
you shall see, it is one of
spired William Shakespeare. Every one of Amerthe building blocks of
ica’s founders studied rhetoric, and they used its
persuasion.
principles in writing the Constitution.
Rhetoric faded in academia during the 1800s, when social scientists dismissed the notion that an individual could stand up to the inexorable

The Matrix, Only Cooler

I achieved the height of persuasion: not just an agreement, but one that
gets an audience—a teenaged one at that—to do my bidding.
No, George, I win.
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forces of history. Who wants to teach leadership when academia doesn’t
believe in leaders? At the same time, English lit replaced the classics, and
ancient thought fell out of vogue. Nonetheless, a few
" Persuasion Alert
remarkable people continued to study the art. DanHere I yank you from
iel Webster picked up rhetoric at Dartmouth by joinWebster to Animal
House, not just to
ing a debating society, the United Fraternity, which
encapsulate rhetoric’s
had an impressive classical library and held weekly
decline but to make
you unconsciously
debates. Years later, the club changed its name to
vote for my side of the
Alpha Delta and partied its way to immortality by
argument. Whose side
are you on, Webster’s
inspiring the movie Animal House. To the brothers’
or John Belushi’s? The
credit, they didn’t forget their classical heritage entechnical term for this
shotgun marriage of
tirely; hence the toga party.
contrasting thoughts
Scattered colleges and universities still teach
is antithesis, meaning
“opposing idea.”
rhetoric—in fact, the art is rapidly gaining popularity among undergraduates—but outside academia
we forgot it almost entirely. What a thing to lose. Imagine stumbling upon
Newton’s law of gravity and meeting face-to-face with the forces that drive
the universe. Or imagine coming across Freud for the first time and suddenly becoming aware of the unconscious, where your Id, Ego, and Superego conduct their silent arguments.
I wrote this book for that reason: to lead you through this ill-known
world of argument and welcome you to the Persuasive Elect. Along the
way you’ll enhance your image with Aristotle’s three
traits of credible leadership: virtue, disinterest, and
TRY THIS IN A
PRESENTATION
practical wisdom. You’ll find yourself using logic as a
The Romans were
convincing tool, smacking down fallacies and buildusing the “But wait,
there’s more” pitch
ing airtight assertions. Aristotle’s principles will also
a couple of millennia
help you decide which medium—e-mail? phone? skybefore infomercials.
They gave it a delecwriting?—works best for each message. You will distable name: dirimens
cover a simple strategy to get an argument unstuck
copulatio, meaning “a
joining that interrupts.”
when it bogs down in accusation and anger.
It’s a form of amplifiAnd that’s just the beginning. The pages to come
cation, an essential
rhetorical tactic that
contain more than a hundred “argument tools” borturns up the volume as
rowed from ancient texts and adapted to modern
you speak. In a presentation, you can amplify
situations, along with suggestions for trying the techby layering your points:
niques at home, school, work, or in your community.
“Not only do we have
You will see when logic works best, and when you
this, but we also . . .”

OPEN YOUR EYES

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

To see just how pervasive argument is, I recently attempted a whole day
without persuasion—free of advertising, politics, family squabbles, or any
psychological manipulation whatsoever. No one would persuade me, and I
would avoid persuading them. Heck, I wouldn’t even let myself persuade
myself. Nobody, not even I, would tell me what to do.
If anyone could consider himself qualified for the experiment, a confirmed hermit like me could. I work for myself; indeed, having dropped out
of a career in journalism and publishing, I work by myself, in a cabin a considerable distance from my house. I live in a tiny village in northern New
England, a region that boasts the most persuasion-resistant humans on the
planet. Advertisers have nightmares about people like me: no TV, no cell
phone, no BlackBerry, dial-up Internet. I’m commercial-free, a walking
NPR, my own individual, persuasion-immune man.
As if.
My wristwatch alarm goes off at six. I normally use it to coax myself out

Ooh, Baby, Stir Harder

should lean on an emotional strategy. You’ll acquire mind-molding figures of
speech and ready-made tactics, including Aristotle’s irresistible enthymeme,
a neat bundle of logic that I find easier to use than pronounce.
By the end of the book you will have mastered the rhetorical tricks for
making an audience eager to listen. People still love a well-delivered talk;
the top professional speakers charge more per person than a Rolling
Stones concert. I devote a whole chapter to Cicero’s elegant five-step
method for constructing a speech—invention, arrangement, style, memory, and delivery—a system that has served the greatest orators for the past
two thousand years.
Great argument does not always mean elaborate speech, though. The
most effective rhetoric disguises its art. And so I’ll reveal a rhetorical device
for implanting opinions in people’s heads through sheer sleight of tongue.
Besides all these practical tools, rhetoric offers a grander, metaphysical
payoff: it jolts you into a fresh new perspective on the human condition.
After it awakens you to the argument all around, the world will never seem
the same.
I myself am living proof.
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of bed, but now I ignore it. I stare up at the ceiling, where the smoke detector blinks reassuringly. If the smoke alarm detected smoke, it would alarm,
rousing the heaviest sleeper. The philosopher Aristotle would approve of
the smoke detector’s rhetoric; he understood the power of emotion as a
motivator.
For the time being, the detector has nothing to say. But my cat does. She
jumps on the bed and sticks her nose in my armpit. As reliable as my watch
and twice as annoying, the cat persuades remarkably well for ten dumb
pounds of fur. Instead of words she uses gesture and tone of voice—potent
ingredients of argument.
I resist stoically. No cat is going to boss me around this morning.
The watch beeps again. I wear a Timex Ironman, whose name comes
from a self-abusive athletic event; presumably, if the watch works for a
masochist who subjects it to two miles of swimming, a
TRY THIS IN A
hundred miles of biking, and 26.2 miles of running all in
PROPOSAL
If your idea has
one day, it would work for someone like me who spends
been used elsehis lunch hour walking strenuously down to the brook to
where, describe its
success in vivid
see if there are any fish. The ancient Romans would call
detail as though
the Ironman’s brand appeal argumentum a fortiori, “arguthe audience itself
had accomplished
ment from strength.” Its logic goes like this: If something
it. Show how
works the hard way, it’s more likely to work the easy way.
much more skill
Advertisers favor the argument from strength. Years ago,
and resources
your plan dediLife cereal ran an ad with little Mikey the fussy eater. His
cates to the idea.
two older brothers tested the cereal on him, figuring
Then feel free to
use your favorite
that if Mikey liked it, anybody would. And he liked it! An
cliché, e.g., “It’s a
argumentum a fortiori cereal ad. My Ironman watch’s own
slam dunk.”
argument from strength does not affect me, however. I
bought it because it was practical. Remember, I’m advertising-immune.
But its beeping is driving me crazy. Here I’m not even up yet and I
already contemplate emotional appeals from a cat and a smoke detector
along with a wristwatch argument from strength. Wrenching myself out of
bed, I say to the mirror what I tell it every morning: “Don’t take any crap
from anyone.”
The cat bites me on the heel. I grab my towel and go fix its breakfast.
Five minutes later I’m out of toothpaste and arguing with my son. Not
a good start to my experiment, but I’ll chalk it up to what scientists
euphemistically call an “artifact” (translation: boneheaded mistake) and

OPEN YOUR EYES

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

We live in a tangled, dark (I almost added
“moist”) world of persuasion. A used car salesman once seduced me out of fifteen grand. My
family and I had just moved to Connecticut, and
I needed cheap transportation. It had been a
tough move; I was in ill sorts. The man at the
car lot had me pegged before I said a word. He
pointed to a humble-looking Ford Taurus sedan,

emeril lagasse: In go the bananas. Oh,
yeah, babe. Get ’em happy right now.

rachael ray: Lentils poof up big when
you cook ’em. They just suck up all the
liquid as they get nice and tender.

emotion trumps logic.
A famous Roman orator
proved this by using strategic pornography to defend
a beautiful priestess of
the Temple of Aphrodite
charged with prostitution.
When the trial appeared to
be going badly, the orator
made the young woman
stand in the middle of the
Roman Forum, where he
tore off her clothes. It
worked. Moved by this
zaftig agent of the goddess of love, the (all-male)
jury acquitted her. The
same technique helped
Sharon Stone get away
with murder in Basic
Instinct.

BLIND: Aristotle said that

WHEN JUSTICE WASN’T

move on. I make coffee, grab a pen, and begin writing ostentatiously in a
notebook. This does little good in the literary sense—I can barely read my
own scribble before coffee—but it produces wonderful rhetorical results;
when my wife sees me writing, she often brings me breakfast.
Did I just violate my own experiment? Shielding the notebook from
view, I write a grocery list. There. That counts as writing.
Dorothy returned to full-time work a year and a half
TRY THIS AT HOME
ago, after I quit my job. The deal was that I would take
If you’re appalled at
over the cooking, but she loves to see her husband as
the notion of manipulating your loved
the inspired author and herself as the able enabler. My
ones, try using pure
wife is a babe, and many babes go for inspired authors.
logic—no emotions,
no hidden tactics, no
Of course, she might be persuading me: by acting as the
references to your
kind
of babe who goes for inspired authors, she turns
authority or the sacrifices you make. Do
me on. Seduction underlies the most insidious, and enit for a whole day,
joyable, forms of argument.
and you may be
surprised by a rising
Seduction is not just for sex, either. Writer Frederlevel of anger in your
ick Kaufman recently showed in Harper’s Magazine how
family. Seduction is a
great pacifier.
the Food Network uses techniques identical to that of
the porn industry—overmiked sound, very little plot,
good-looking characters, along with lavish closeups of firm flesh and flowing juices.
" Tips from the Ancients
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Meanwhile my experiment gets more dubious by the moment. I’m leaving
the bathroom when Dorothy puts a plate of eggs on the table, shrugs into
her suit jacket, and kisses me good-bye. “Don’t forget, I’ll be home late—
I’m having heavy hors d’oeuvres at the reception tonight,” she says, and
leaves for her fund-raising job at a law school. (Fund-raising and law. Could
it get more rhetorical?)
I turn to George. “So, want to have dinner with me or on campus

Birds Do It . . .

suggested a test drive, and as soon as I buckled in he said, “Want to see
P. T. Barnum’s grave?” Of course I did.
The place was awesome. We had to stop for peacocks, and brilliantgreen feral Peruvian parrots squawked in the branches of a huge fir tree.
Opposite Barnum’s impressive monument stood Tom Thumb’s marker
with a life-sized statue of the millionaire midget. Enthralled by our test
drive, I did everything else the salesman suggested, and he suggested I buy
the Ford. It was a lemon.
He sized me up and changed my mood; he seduced me, and to tell you
the truth, I enjoyed it. I had some misgivings the next morning, but no
regrets. It was a consensual act.
Which leads us to argument’s grand prize: the consensus. It means
more than just an agreement, much more than a compromise. The consensus represents an audience’s commonsense thinking. In fact it is a common sense, a shared faith in a choice—the decision or action you want.
And this is where seduction comes in. As Saint Augustine knew, faith requires emotion.
Seduction is manipulation, manipulation is half of
TRY THIS AT WORK
You can use
argument, and therefore many of us shy from it. But seseduction—the
duction offers more than just consensual sex. It can
nonsexual kind—in
a presentation. Will
bring you consensus. Even Aristotle, that logical old
your plan increase
soul, believed in the curative powers of seduction. Logic
efficiency? Get
your audience to
alone will rarely get people to do anything. They have to
lust after it; paint a
desire the act. You may not like seduction’s manipulative
vision of actually
taking lunch hours
aspects; still, it beats fighting, which is what we usually
and seeing their
mistake for an argument.
families more.

OPEN YOUR EYES

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

tonight?” George attends a boarding school as a day student. He hates the
food there.
“I don’t know,” he says. “I’ll call you from school.”
I want to work late and don’t feel like cooking, but I’m loath to have
George think my work takes priority over him. “Okay,” I say, adding with as
much enthusiasm as I can fake, “we’ll have stew!”
“Ugh,” says George, right on cue. He hates my stew
TRY THIS AFTER
even
more than school food. The odds of my cooking
YOU’RE PUT ON HOLD
This works with most
tonight have just gone way down.
bureaucrats. Pretend
Oops, as that fine rhetorician Britney Spears put it.
you have all the time
in the world, and
I did it again.
present your choice
And so goes my day. In my cabin office, I e-mail edias the lesser of two
evils. They either cut
tors with flattering explanations for missing their
you a break, or waste
deadlines. (I’m just trying to live up to their high stanmore time with you.
Functionaries, like
dards!) I put off calling Sears to complain about a
water, follow the path
$147 bill for replacing a screw in our oven. When I do
of least resistance.
call eventually, I’ll take my time explaining the situation. Giving me a break on the bill will cost less than dealing with me any
further.
At noon, I grab some lunch and head outside for a walk. A small pile of
fox scat lies atop a large granite rock. “Mine,” the fox says with the scat. “This
spot belongs to me.” Territorial creatures, such as foxes and suburbanites,
use complicated signals to mark off terrain and discourage intruders—
musk, fences, scat, marriage licenses, footprints, alarm systems . . . Argument
is in our nature, literally.
A mockingbird sings a pretty little tune that warns rivals off its turf.
Without a pause it does the same thing in reverse, rendering a figure of
speech called chiasmus. This crisscross figure repeats a phrase with its mirror image: “You can take a boy out of the counTRY THIS IN A PRESENTATION
try, but you can’t take the country out of a boy.”
Present a decision with a
chiasmus by using a mirror
“I wasted time, and now time doth waste me.”
image of your first choice:
Our culture underrates figures, but only because
“Either we control expenses
most of us lack the rhetorical savvy to wield them.
or let expenses control us.”
They can yield surprising power. John F. Kennedy deployed a chiasmus during a televised address—“Ask not what your
country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country”—and thousands joined the Peace Corps. I fell in love with figures, and even launched

10
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" Persuasion Alert
a Web site, Figarospeech.com, devoted to them. FigWhoa, there. A presiures add polish to a memo or paper, and in day-todential chiasmus
day conversation they can supply ready wit to the
drove people into the
Peace Corps? I use
most tedious conversations.
one of the more perThe phone is ringing when I get back to my cabin.
suasive ways to cheat
in logic—because B
It’s George calling to say he plans to eat at school.
follows A, A caused
(Yes!) So I work late, rewarding myself now and then
B. I call it the Chanticleer fallacy, after the
by playing computer pinball. I find I can sit still for
rooster who thought
longer stretches with game breaks. Is this persuasion?
his crowing made the
sun come up.
I suppose it is. My nonrhetorical day turned out to be
pretty darn rhetorical, but nonetheless agreeable.
I finally knock off work and head back to the house for a shower and
shave, even though this isn’t a shaving day. My wife deals with a lot of goodlooking, well-dressed men, and now and then I like to make a territorial
call, through grooming and clothing, to convince her she did not marry a
bum. I pull on a cashmere sweater that Dorothy says makes my eyes look
“bedroomy” and meet her at the door with a cold gin and tonic.
Let the seduction begin.

OPEN YOUR EYES

OFFENSE

ack in 1974, National Lampoon published a parody comic-book version
of Plato’s Republic. Socrates stands around talking philosophy with a
few friends. Each time he makes a point, another guy concedes, “Yes,
Socrates, very well put.” In the next frame you see an explosive “POW!!!”
and the opponent goes flying through the air. Socrates wins by a knockout. The Lampoon’s Republic has some historical validity; ancient Greeks,
like argumentative nerds throughout the ages, loved to imagine themselves
as fighters. But even they knew the real-life differ"Meanings
ence between fighting and arguing. We should, too.
“Debate” and “battle”
share the same Latin
We need to distinguish rhetorical argument from the
root. Typical of those
blame-shifting, he-said-she-said squabbling that depugnacious Romans.
fines conflict today. In a fight, each disputant tries to
win. In an argument, they try to win over an audience—which can comprise
the onlookers, television viewers, an electorate, or each other.
This chapter will help you distinguish between an argument and a fight,
and to choose what you want to get out of an argument. The distinction can
determine the survival of a marriage, as the celebrated research psychologist John Gottman proved in the eighties and nineties. Working out of his
“love lab” at the University of Washington, he and his assistants videotaped
hundreds of married couples over a period of nine years, poring over every
tape and entering every perceived emotion and logical point into a database. They watched hours and days and months of arguments, of couples

B

Aphrodite spoke and loosened from her bosom the embroidered girdle of many colors
into which all her allurements were fashioned. In it was love and in it desire and in
—homer
it blandishing persuasion which steals the mind even of the wise.

Change the audience’s mood, mind, or willingness to act.

CICERO’S LIGHTBULB

!

2. Set Your Goals

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

glaring at each other and revealing embarrassing things in front of the
camera. It was like a bad reality show.
When Gottman announced his findings in 1994, though, rhetoricians
around the country tried not to look smug, because the data confirmed
what rhetoric has claimed for several millennia. Gottman found that
couples who stayed married over those nine years argued about as much as
those who ended up in divorce. However, the successful couples went about
their arguments in a different way, and with a different purpose. Rhetoricians would say they instinctively followed the basic tenets of argument.
When some of the videotapes appeared on network television, they
showed some decidedly uncomfortable moments, even among the happy
couples. One successfully married husband admitted he was pathologically
lazy, and his wife cheerfully agreed. Nonetheless, the couples who stayed
married seemed to use their disputes to solve problems and work out differences. They showed faith in the outcome. The doomed couples, on the
other hand, used their sessions to attack each other. Argument was a problem for them, not a means to a solution. The happy ones argued. The unhappy ones fought.
Much of the time, I’m guessing that the happy ones also seduced—they
manipulated one another. That’s a good thing. While our culture tends
to admire straight shooters, the ones who follow
TRY THIS WITH YOUR CAREER
their gut regardless of what anyone thinks, those
The growing profession of
people rarely get their way in the end. Sure,
“leadership branding coaches”
teaches CEO wannabes how
aggressive loudmouths often win temporary victo embody their company.
tories through intimidation or simply by talking
The ideal trait? Not aggression, not brains, but the ability
us to exhaustion; but the more subtle, eloquent
to tell a compelling life story
approaches lead to long-term commitment. Corand make yourself desirable.
Later on, you’ll see how storyporate recruiters will confirm this theory. There
telling is critical to emotional
are a few alpha types in the business world who
persuasion.
live to bully their colleagues and stomp on the
competition; but if you ask headhunters what they look for in executive
material, they describe a persuader and team builder, not an aggressor.
You succeed in an argument when you persuade your audience. You win
a fight when you dominate the enemy. A territorial dispute in the backseat
of a car fails to qualify as argument, for example, unless each child makes
the unlikely attempt to persuade instead of scream. (“I see your point, sister.
However, have you considered the analogy of the international frontier?”)
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The basic difference between an argument and a
fight: an argument, done skillfully, gets people to
want to do what you want. You fight to win; you argue
to achieve agreement.
That may sound wimpy. Under some circumstances, though, argument can take a great deal of

Daughter screaming at her parents: fight.
Business proposal: argument.
Howard Dean saying of Republicans, “A lot of
them have never made an honest living in
their lives”: fight.
Yogi Berra saying, “It’s not the heat, it’s the
humility”: argument.

"

Persuasion Alert
The ancients hated
arguing through
books, partly because
an author cannot see
his audience. If I
could speak to you
personally, I probably
wouldn’t veer from
my son to Dick
Cheney to George
Foreman to Homer
Simpson to Mariah
Carey. I would know
which case appeals
to you the most. Still,
the wildly varied
examples make a
point all their own:
You can’t escape
argument.

At the age of two, my son, George, became a devotee of what rhetoricians call “argument by the stick”; when words failed him, he used his fists.
After every fight I would ask him: “Did you get the other kid to agree with
you?” For years he considered that to be a thoroughly stupid question, and
maybe it was. But eventually it made sense to him: argument by the stick—
fighting—is no argument. It never persuades, it only inspires revenge or
retreat.
In a fight, one person takes out his aggression on another. Vice President Dick Cheney was fighting when he urged U.S. senator Pat Leahy to
commit an autoerotic act on the Senate floor. Cheney said this spleen venting made him “feel better,” but it wasn’t an argument. (It would have been
one if Cheney really wanted Leahy to do what he suggested, God forbid.)
On the other hand, when George Foreman tries to sell you a grill, he
makes an argument: persuasion that tries to change your mood, your mind,
or your willingness to do something.
Homer Simpson offers a legitimate argument when he demonstrates
our intellectual superiority to dolphins: “Don’t forget—we invented computers, leg warmers, bendy straws, peel-and-eat shrimp, the glory hole, and
the pudding cup.”
Mariah Carey pitches an argument when she sings, “We belong together,” to an assumed ex-boyfriend; she tries to change his mind (and
judging by all the moaning in the background, get some action).

SET YOUR GOALS

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

What’s wrong, Officer?
Did you know that the speed limit here is fifty?
How fast was I going?
Fifty-five.

And indeed the satisfaction might be worth the speeding ticket and risk
of arrest. But rewind the scene and pause it where the cop says “fifty-five.”
Now set your personal goal. What would you like to accomplish in this
situation?
Perhaps you would like to make the cop look like an idiot. Your snappy
answer accomplishes that, especially if you have passengers for an audi-

you: Whoa, lock me up!

The temptation to reply with a snappy answer is awful.

you:
cop:
you:
cop:

A police patrol stops you on the highway and you roll your window down.

How to Seduce a Cop

courage. It can even determine a nation’s fate. Ancient rhetoricians dreaded
most the kind of government led by a demagogue, a power-mad dictator
who uses rhetorical skills for evil. The last century shows how right the ancients were. But the cure for the dark side of persuasion, they said, is the
other side. Even if the stakes aren’t quite as high—if the evildoer is a rival
at work or a wacky organization on campus—your rhetorical skills can balance the equation.
But rhetoric offers a more selfish reason for arguTRY THIS IN A
ing. Learn its tools and you’ll become the face to
POLITICAL ARGUMENT
watch, the rising star. You’ll mold the minds of men
If you actually get
someone to agree
and women to your will, and make any group yield to
with you, test her
the dominion of your voice. Even more important,
commitment to your
point. Ask, “Now what
you’ll get them to want to yield, to commit to your plan,
do you think you’ll say
and to consider the result a consensus. You will make
if someone brings up
them desire what you desire—seduce them into a conthis issue?”
sensual act.
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Argument Tool
THE GOAL: Ask yourself what you want at
the end of an argument. Change your
audience’s mind? Get
it to do something
or stop doing it? If it
works, then you’ve
won the argument,
regardless of what
your opponent thinks.

Chances are, this kind of cop won’t care if your wife is having triplets all
over the living room floor. But if the excuse works, you win.

you: My wife’s in labor! I need to get her to the hospital stat!
cop: You’re driving alone, sir.
you: Oh my God! I forgot my wife!

1. Win the argument with a bombproof excuse.

It’s unlikely that your opponent knows any rhetoric, however. He probably thinks that the sole point of an argument is to humiliate you or get you
to admit defeat. This cognitive dissonance can be useful; your opponent’s
aggressiveness makes a wonderful argument tool. Does he
" Meanings
want to score points? Let him score points. All you want
Rhetoric has
to do is win—to get your audience to accept your choice or
a name for
debating
do what you want it to do. People often win arguments on
that seeks to
points, only to lose the battle. Although polls showed that
win points:
eristic.
people thought John Kerry won the presidential debates
against President Bush, the president’s popularity actually
improved. The audience liked Kerry’s logic, but they preferred Bush—not
the words but the man. Kerry won on points; Bush won the election.
Even if your argument includes only you and another person, with
no one else looking on, you still have an audience: the other person. In
that case, there are two ways to come out on top: either by winning the
argument—getting your opponent to admit defeat—or by “losing” it. Let’s
try both strategies on your cop.

To win a deliberative argument, don’t try to outscore your
opponent. Try instead to get your way.

ence. Good for you. Of course, the cop is unlikely to
respond kindly, the result will be a fight, and you are
the likely loser. How about getting him to apologize
for being a martinet bastard? Sorry. You have to set a
realistic goal. F. Lee Bailey and Daniel Webster combined could not get this cop to apologize. Instead,
suppose we set as your personal goal the avoidance
of a ticket. Now, how are we to do that?

SET YOUR GOALS

you: I’m sure you’re right, Officer. I should have
been watching my speedometer more.

Now what do you think is most likely to happen? I can tell you what
won’t happen. The cop won’t order you out of the car. He won’t tell you to
stand spread-eagled against it while he pats you down. He won’t call for
backup, or even yell at you. You took the anger out of
TRY THIS IN A
the argument, which these days is no mean accomPOLITICAL ARGUMENT
plishment. And if he actually does let you off with a
Practice your rhetorical
jujitsu with a variation
warning, congratulations. You win. The cop may not
on the rhetorical quesrecognize it, but you have just notched the best kind
tion “With friends like
that, who needs eneof win. He leaves happy, and so do you.
mies?” Opponent: “The
The easiest way to exploit your opponent’s desire
Democrats are now the
reform party.” You:
to score points is to let him. Concede a point that will
“With reformers like
not damage your case irreparably. When your kid
that, who needs
crooks?”
says, “You never let me have any fun,” you say, “I sup-

cop: You can start by driving under the speed limit. Then you
won’t have to watch your speedometer so much.
you: Well, that’s true, I could. I’ve been tailgated a lot when I
do that, but that’s their problem, isn’t it?
cop: Right. You worry about your own driving.
you: I will. This has helped a lot, thanks.

This approach appeals to the cop’s expertise. It might work, as long as you
keep any sarcasm out of your voice. But assume that the appeal needs a
little more sweetening.

you: I must have been watching the road too closely. Can you
suggest a way for me to follow my speedometer without
getting distracted?

the formal
name for
concession.
Concede your
opponent’s
point in order
to win what
you want.

CONCESSIO,

2. Play the good citizen you assume the cop wants you to be. Concede
his point.
" Argument Tool

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Good. You just let the cop win on points. Now get him
to let you off easy.
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you: Know what would really liven things up,

If your partner-to-be shows reluctance, however,
the direct approach is unlikely to succeed. You
would have a better chance with a mild argument:

you: Voulez-vous couchez avec moi?

I do it for art. Seduction
is the rhetorical opposite of fighting; and it’s
a wonderful tool for
teaching rhetoric. Some
of the standard topics
for practicing speeches
in Roman schools were
extremely racy.

Having decided what you want out of an argument, you can determine how
your audience must change for you to achieve
" Tips from the Ancients
The playwright Aristophanes
that goal. Maybe all you need to do is alter a
said that persuasion can make
person’s mood, as in, say, seduction. Or you
“the lesser side appear the
greater.” Plato thought that
want to change someone’s mind—to promote
was a bad thing; but throughyou instead of a rival, for instance. Or you
out history, ninety-pound
want your audience to do something concrete
weaklings have applauded.
for you.
Actually, the seductive argument often entails more than just a mood
change. Suppose your goal is a little lovemaking. If
" Persuasion Alert
both of you are in the mood already, then you need
I risk offending some
readers with talk of sex.
no persuasion. As Lord Nelson said, never mind maBut like an actor perneuvers, go straight at ’em.
forming a nude scene,

How to Manipulate a Lover

pose I don’t.” When a coworker says, “That’ll never work,” you say, “Hmm,
maybe not.” Then use that point to change her mood or her mind.
In other words, one way to get people to agree with
" Persuasion Alert
you is to agree with them—tactically, that is. Agreeing
Pretty agreeable
of me, yes? The
up front does not mean giving up the argument. Inancient Greeks
stead, use your opponent’s point to get what you want.
gave a name to
this kind of anticiPractice rhetorical jujitsu by using your opponent’s own
patory concesmoves to throw him off balance. Does up-front agreeing
sion, agreeing in
advance to what
seem to lack in stand-up-for-yourself-ishness? Yes, I supthe other person
pose it does. But wimps like us shall inherit the rhetoriis likely to say:
prolepsis, meancal earth. While the rest of the world fights, we’ll argue.
ing “anticipation.”
And argument gets you what you want more than fighting does.

SET YOUR GOALS

have been more
seductive in the
forum than in bed.
After divorcing his
wife of thirty years,
the sixty-year-old
wedded a teenager.
When asked what
he was doing
marrying a young
girl, Cicero smirked.
“She’ll be a woman
tomorrow.” Citizens
throughout the
republic were
heard to say, “Ick.”

BRIDE: Cicero may

BARELY LEGAL

Classic Hits

Start by changing its mood. Make the bulb
feel how scary it is to sit in the dark. This
turns it into a receptive audience, eager
to hear your solution.
Then change its mind. Convince the bulb
that a replacement is the best way to get
some light in here.
Finally, fill it with the desire to act. Show the
bulb that changing is a cinch, and inspire

You don’t need a strong
emotion to get an audience to change its
mind; attentiveness may
be the best mood for a
rational talk. Instead of
a joke, use mild surprise.
“I brought some prepared remarks, but after
meeting some of you
today I’ve decided to
speak from the heart.”

TRY THIS IN A SPEECH

Sometimes it takes all three goals to get some action. For some reason this reminds me of the tired old
joke “How many psychiatrists does it take to screw in a
lightbulb?”
First, the punch line says, the bulb has to want to change. How inefficient!
How long will that take? Twenty years of therapy? And once the bulb decides to change, what will compel it to carry out the job? A rhetorician
would go about this much more simply—by persuading the lightbulb. The
task would require three persuasive steps:

Stimulate your audience’s emotions.
Change its opinion.
Get it to act.

"

you: Let me pour you some more wine. The music? Oh, just
Barry White. Wow, by candlelight you look like a movie
star.

But easiest of all would be to change your audience’s mood.

relationship-wise? If we did that role-playing game. Which
one of us should wear the maid’s costume?

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

That, at least, is how history’s greatest orator, Marcus Tullius Cicero, would say to do it. He came up with
three goals for persuading people, in order of increasing difficulty:
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Changing the mood is the easiest goal, and usually the one you work on first.
Saint Augustine, a onetime rhetoric professor and one of the fathers of the
Christian Church, gave famously boffo sermons. The
TRY THIS AT HOME
secret, he said, was not to be content merely with seizTo see whether people
actually do the thing
ing the audience’s sympathetic attention. He was never
you ask them to—
satisfied until he made them cry. (Augustine could
whether they desire
the acts—create a
not have been invited to many parties.) As one of the
“commitment ratio”:
great sermonizers of all time, he converted pagans to
divide the number of
“Okays” and “Yes,
Christianity through sheer emotional pyrotechnics.
dears” by the number
By changing your audience’s emotion, you make them
of times they followed
through. I achieved a
more vulnerable to your argument—put them in the
70 percent rate over
mood to listen.
three days—a passing
grade. (You may do
Wringing tears from an audience is easy compared
better if you don’t
to goal number two, making them decide what you want.
have children.)
Henry Kissinger used a classic persuasive method
when he served as Nixon’s national security adviser. He would lay out five
alternatives for the president to choose from, listing the most extreme
choices first and last, and putting the one Kissinger preferred in the middle.
Nixon inevitably chose the “correct” option, according to Kissinger. (Not

The Seduction Diet

Stimulating emotions puts the other goals within range. When Frank
Capra directed It’s a Wonderful Life, he had a problem persuading a shy
Jimmy Stewart to kiss Donna Reed. Stewart kept making excuses to put off
the scene. Capra finally threw away the script, which had the two actors listening over separate extensions to the girl’s asinine boyfriend. Instead, the
director made the couple share the same phone. The physical contact did
the trick; you can almost see a hormonal miasma hanging over the World
War II vet and the lovely young actress. Stewart did his duty with obvious
pleasure, completing in a single take one of the great screen kisses of all time.
Capra won over his audience—Stewart—through surrogate seduction. In
the resulting consensus, everybody made out very well (so to speak).

it with a vision of lightness. This requires stronger emotions
that turn a decision into a commitment.

SET YOUR GOALS

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

And then I felt guilty about losing my patience, which, though she denies it,
may have been Dorothy Junior’s strategy all along. We ate at her usual
place. She won, using my guilt as her emotional goal. Dorothy couldn’t
have done better if she had prepared a Ciceronian speech in advance.
Cicero might even approve: the most effective rhetoric disguises itself, he
said. Dorothy knew this instinctively. She has a biting tongue but knows how
to restrain it to win an argument. Still, Dorothy had it relatively easy. We
were going to dinner one way or another. All she had to do was pull me
toward her choice.

me: We could still eat Indian, but someplace more upscale.
dorothy jr.: Sure.
me: So do you know of any?
dorothy jr.: Oh, London’s full of them.
me: Uh-huh. So do you know of any in particular?
dorothy jr. [vaguely]: Oh, yeah.
me: Any near here?
dorothy jr.: Not really.
me: So you’d rather eat at your usual place.
dorothy jr.: If you want to, sure.
me: I don’t want to!

Like Kissinger, retailers
use the Goldilocks
technique all the time,
offering lower-priced
junk and high-end
goods to make their
best-selling items
seem just right. Next
time you buy, say, an
electronic gadget, ask
the sales staff to show
you the midpriced
version first. Then go
up or down in price
depending on your
desires and budget.

TRY THIS IN A STORE

exactly the most subtle tactic, but I’ve seen it used successfully in corporate PowerPoint presentations.)
Usually, since most arguments take place between
two people, most of the time you deal with just two
choices—yours and your opponent’s. My daughter,
Dorothy Junior, makes an especially difficult adversary. Although she enjoys argument much less than
her brother does, she can be equally persuasive. She
launches an argument so gently you fail to realize
you’re in one.
I recently visited her in London, where she was
spending a term as a college student. My first evening
there, she proposed dinner at a low-price Indian
restaurant. I wanted to play the generous dad and take her someplace
fancier. Guess who won.
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Goal number three—in which you get an audience to do something or to
stop doing it—is the most difficult. It requires a different, more personal
level of emotion. Suppose I didn’t want to go to dinner at all. Dorothy would
have had a lot more arguing to do to get me out the door. That’s like getting a horse to drink, to use an old expression. You can give the horse salt
to stimulate its desire for water (arousing its emotions,
TRY THIS IN A
if you will); you can persuade it to follow you to a
WRITTEN PROPOSAL
stream (the choice part); but getting it to commit to
After you outline the
document, jot down
drinking poses the toughest rhetorical problem.
a two-part inventory
Get-out-the-vote campaigns for young people are
of your goal: (1) Have
you thought of all the
notoriously bad at this. The kids flock to rock concerts
benefits and weighed
and grab the free T-shirts; they get all charged up and
them against the
maybe even register as Democrats or Republicans—
alternatives? (2) How
doable is it? How
a triumph of persuasion, as far as emotions and choice
cheap or easy comare concerned. But showing up at the polls on elecpared to the other
choices? Now check
tion day is something else altogether. Youth turns
off those points in
stubborn at the getting-to-drink part. (I meant that
your outline. Did you
cover everything?
metaphorically.)
Besides using desire to motivate an audience, you
need to convince it that an action is no big deal—that
" Persuasion Alert
whatever you want them to do won’t make them sweat.
Self-deprecating
humor is an acceptA few years ago, when I was an editorial director at the
able way to brag.
Rodale publishing company, I heard that some people
Mentioning a
moment of bonein another division were working on a diet book. God,
headedness at my
I thought, another diet, as if there weren’t enough alformer company
beats the far more
ready. Plus, the title they planned for the book made
obnoxious “I was a
no sense to me. It referred to a particular neighborhigh-level manager
at a publishing
hood in a major city, a place most Americans probably
company that had
had never heard of. The author, a cardiologist, haptwenty-three million customers the
pened to live there. But who would buy a book called
year I left.” But I’m
The South Beach Diet?
still bragging.
So I’m a lousy prognosticator of best sellers; but in
retrospect I can explain why the title was not such a bad idea after all.
“South Beach” conjures an image of people—you —in bathing attire. It says
vacation, one of the chief reasons people go on a diet. The Rodale editors
stimulated an emotion by making readers picture a desirable and highly

SET YOUR GOALS

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

•

•

Set your personal goal.
Set your goals for your audience. Do you want to change their
mood, their mind, or their willingness to carry out what you want?

This chapter gave you basic devices to determine the outcome of an argument:

The Tools

personal goal: you, in a bathing suit, looking great. So much for the desire
part. The book’s subtitle employs the no-big-deal tactic: The Delicious, DoctorDesigned, Foolproof Plan for Fast and Healthy Weight Loss. No suffering, perfectly
safe, instant results . . . they hit all the buttons except for So You Can Eat Like
a Glutton and Get Hit on by Lifeguards. People took action in droves. At this
writing, the book has sold nearly five million copies.
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SIMPSONS

"

blame, values, choice.

THE THREE CORE ISSUES:

Argument Tool

Who moved my cheese? This, of course, is a
blame issue. Whodunit?
Should abortion be legal? Values. What’s
morally right or wrong about letting a
woman choose whether or not to end the
budding life inside her own body? (My
choice of words implies the values each
side holds—a woman’s right to her own
body, and the sanctity of life.)
Should we build a plant in Oaxaca? Choice: to
build or not to build, Oaxaca or not
Oaxaca.
"

Persuasion Alert
What’s missing from
my list? How about
capital-T Truth? Can’t
you argue about truth
and falsity? You can,
but that wouldn’t be
persuasion. Absolute
Truth demands a different kind of argument, one the
philosophers called
“dialectic.” It seeks to
discover things, not
talk people into them.

You can slot any kind of issue involving persuasion into one of these
categories.

Blame
Values
Choice

ou have your personal goal (what you want out of the argument) and
your audience goals (mood, mind, action). Now, before you begin arguing, ask yourself one more question: What’s the issue? According to Aristotle, all issues boil down to just three (the Greeks were crazy about that
number):

Y

marge: Homer, it’s very easy to criticize . . .
homer: And fun, too!

The three basic issues of rhetoric have to do with time.

O R P H A N A N N I E ’ S L AW

!

3. Control the Tense

Should Brad and Jen have split up? Values—not moral ones, necessarily, but what you and your interlocutor value. Were they just too
cute to separate?
Did O.J. do it? Blame.
Shall we dance? Choice: to dance or not to dance.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

If you find an argument spinning out of control, try switching the tense.
To pin blame on the cheese thief, use the past tense. To get someone to
believe that abortion is a terrible sin, use the present tense. The future,
though, is the best tense for getting peace and quiet in the living room.

Blame = Past
Values = Present
Choice = Future

It’s hard to make a positive choice about turning the volume knob when
you argue about a past noise violation and the existential qualities of
“Free Bird.”
The examples I gave of the core issues—blame, values, and choice—
show a certain pattern. The blame questions deal with the past. The values
questions are in the present tense. And the choice questions have to do
with the future.

Blame: You’re the one who set the volume last.
Values: So that’s what this is about. You hate my music.

What does she want out of this argument? Quiet. It’s a choice issue. She
wants him to choose to turn the music down. But instead of choices, the argument turns to blame, then values.

she: Can you turn that down a little?
he: You’re the one who set the volume last.
she: Oh, really? Then who was it blasting “Free Bird” all over
the place this afternoon?
he: So that’s what this is about. You hate my music.

Why should you care which question slots into which core issue? It matters because you will never meet your goals if you argue around the wrong
core issue. Watch a couple in their living room, reading books and listening
to music:
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Most office backstabbing uses the
past or present
tense. (“He’s the
one who screwed
up that bid.” “She’s
a total jerk.”) If you
find yourself a victim, refocus the
issue on future
choices. “How is
blaming me going
to help us get the
next contract?”
“Whether you think
I’m a jerk or not,
let’s figure out a
way for you and me
to get along.”

TRY THIS AT WORK
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he: So that’s what this is about. You hate my music.

If you want to try someone on charges of volume
abuse (not to mention bad taste), you’re in the right
tense. Forensic argument helps us determine whodunit,
not who’s-doing-it or who-will-do-it. Watch Law and
Order and you’ll notice that most of the dialogue is in the past tense. It
works great for lawyers and cops, but a loving couple should be wary of the
tense. The purpose of forensic rhetoric is to determine guilt and mete out
punishment; couples who get in the habit of punishing each other suffer
the same fate as the doomed marriages in Dr. Gottman’s love lab.
How about the present tense? Is that any better? It can
" Persuasion Alert
be. The rhetoric of the present handles praise and conIf this seems to
demnation, separating the good from the bad, distinhint at an agenda,
you’re right. The
guishing groups from other groups and individuals
Democrats and
from each other. Aristotle reserved the present for deRepublicans love
the present tense.
scribing people who meet a community’s ideals or fail
It’s a great way to
to live up to them. It is the communal language of comstir up the base,
and a lousy way
mencement addresses, funeral orations, and sermons. It
to conduct a
celebrates heroes or condemns a common enemy. It
democracy. More
on this in the last
gives people a sort of tribal identity. (We’re great, terchapter.
rorists are cowards). When a leader has trouble confronting the future, you hear similar tribal talk.
Aristotle’s term for this kind of language is “demonstrative” rhetoric, because ancient orators used it to demonstrate their fanciest techniques. Our
argumentative couple uses it to divide each other.

he: You’re the one who set the volume last.
she: Then who was it blasting “Free Bird”?

Aristotle, who devised a form of rhetoric for each of
the tenses, liked the future best of all.
The rhetoric of the past, he said, deals with issues of
justice. This is the judicial argument of the courtroom.
Aristotle called it “forensic” rhetoric, because it covers
forensics. Our music-challenged couple uses the past
tense for blaming each other.

CONTROL THE TENSE
Meanings
Aristotle’s Greek word
for demonstrative
rhetoric is epideictic,
but the only people
who use that unpronounceable term are
academic rhetoricians.
They’re just being
demonstrative.

You might say that the man bears sole blame for
switching tenses from past to present. But let’s not
get all forensic on each other, okay? The man may be
right, after all; perhaps the argument has to do with
the guy’s thing for Lynyrd Skynyrd and not the volume knob. In any case, their dialogue has suddenly
turned tribal: I like my music, you hate it. If the man
happened to be a politician he would find it hard to
resist adding, “And that’s just wrong!” We use the
present tense to talk about values: That is wrong.
This is right. Detesting “Free Bird” is morally wrong.
If you want to make a joint decision, you need to
focus on the future. This is the tense that Aristotle
saved for his favorite rhetoric. He called it “deliberative,” because it argues about choices and helps us
decide how to meet our mutual goals. Deliberative
argument’s chief topic is “the advantageous,” according to Aristotle. This is the most pragmatic kind of
rhetoric. It skips right and wrong, good and bad, in
favor of expedience.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Wait. Shouldn’t he say, “I’ll be happy to”? I will, not I would? Well, sure,
you’re probably right. He could. But by using the conditional mood—
“would” instead of “will”—he leaves himself an opening.

she: Can you turn that down a little?
he: Sure, I’d be happy to.

Our poor couple remains stranded in the present tense, so let’s rewind
their dialogue and make them speak deliberatively—in the future tense,
that is.

Present-tense (demonstrative) rhetoric tends to finish with people
bonding or separating.
Past-tense (forensic) rhetoric threatens punishment.
Future-tense (deliberative) argument promises a payoff. You can
see why Aristotle dedicated the rhetoric of decision making to
the future.

If you’re competing
against a superior company or candidate (or
suitor of any kind), use
the future tense against
your opponent. “You’ve
heard a lot of bragging
about past accomplishments and how great
my opponent is, but
let’s talk about the
future: what do you
want done?”

TRY THIS IN A PITCH

"
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Persuasion Alert
I presumably didn’t
dash this book off in
one draft, so what
excuse do I have for
straying off topic?
Cicero used digressions to change the
tone and rhythm of
an argument, and
so do I. By describing a persuasive
trick in the middle
of my description
of tenses, I hope to
show how these
tools work on all
sorts of occasions.

Lawrence it is. Which happens to be the movie he wanted in the first place.
The distinctions between the three forms of rhetoric can determine the

she: Okay.

He knows she would prefer a different movie—the desert just isn’t her
thing—but it doesn’t sound that bad after the first choice.

he: Well, then, how about Lawrence of Arabia?

As he well knows. This is a little off topic, but I
can’t resist giving you another rhetorical trick: propose an extreme choice first. It will make the one you
want sound more reasonable. I used the technique
myself in getting my wife to agree to name our son
after my uncle George. I proposed lots of alternatives—my personal favorite was Herman Melville
Heinrichs—until she finally said, “You know, ‘George’
doesn’t really sound that bad.” I kissed her and told
her how much I loved her, and notched another argument on my belt.
Back to our couple.

she: What do you have in mind?
he: We haven’t seen Terminator 2 in ages.
she: Terminator 2 ?! I hate that movie.

By turning the argument back to choices, the man keeps it from getting
too personal—and possibly keeps her off balance, making her a bit more
vulnerable to persuasion.

he: Something more elevatorish, you mean? That doesn’t
really turn me on. Want to watch a movie?

Ouch! He plays nice, and she insults the entire classic rock genre. That
makes him feel justified to retaliate; but he does it moderately.

he: But is the music too loud, or do you want me to play
something else?
she: Well, now that you mention it, I’d prefer something a
little less hairbandy.

CONTROL THE TENSE

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Persuasion Alert
A good persuader
anticipates the audience’s objections.
Ideally, you want to
produce them even
before the audience
can think to. The technique makes your listeners more malleable.
They begin to assume
you’ll take care of all
their qualms, and they
lapse into a bovine
state of persuadability.
(Oh, wait. You’re the
audience here. Scratch
“bovine.”)

Bet your bottom dollar
That tomorrow
There’ll be sun!

Hold on. The future sounds lovely, but isn’t civil discourse supposed to be about sticking to the facts? The
future has no facts, right? Doesn’t it simply speculate?
Correct. Facts do not exist in the future. We can
know that the sun came up yesterday, and that it
shines now; but we can only predict that the sun will
come up tomorrow. When Little Orphan Annie sings
that godawful Tomorrow song, she doesn’t make a factbased argument, she bets. Like a proper Aristotelian,
Annie even admits the case.

Consider “What
should we do about
it?” and “How can
we keep it from
happening again?”
as rhetorical versions of WD-40
lubricant. The past
and present can
help you make a
point, but any argument involving a
decision eventually
has to turn to the
future.

TRY THIS WHEN
ARGUING TURNS
TO FIGHTING

Annie concedes that the sunrise has not yet become a fact. Call it Orphan Annie’s Law: The sun only may come up tomorrow. A successful argument, like anything about the future, cannot stick to the facts.
Deliberative argument can use facts, but it must not limit itself to them.
While you and I can disagree about the capital of Burkina Faso, we’re not
arguing deliberatively; we simply dispute a fact. Neither of us can decide to
make it Ouagadougou. We merely look it up. (I just looked it up.)

"

Annie’s Pretty Sure Bet

Sarcasm aside, the kid deserves credit for switching
the rhetoric from past to future—from forensic to deliberative. He put the argument in decision-making
mode. What choice will give us the best advantage for
stocking an endless supply of toothpaste?

me: Who used all the toothpaste?
george: That’s not the question, is it, Dad? The
question is, how are we going to keep it from
happening again?

success of a democracy, a business, or a family. Remember the argument I had with my son, George?
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In each case the argument has to rely on morals and metaphysics. And it takes place mostly in
the present tense, the language of demonstrative
rhetoric. It can be particularly maddening in a
marital dispute, because it comes across as preachy.
(Demonstrative rhetoric is the rhetoric of preachers, after all.) Besides, it is far more difficult to

Is there a God?
Is homosexuality immoral?
Is capitalism bad?
Should all students know the Ten
Commandments?

When you argue about values, you use demonstrative rhetoric, not deliberative. If you rely on a
cosmic authority—God, or Bono—then the audience has no choice to make.
Eternal truths will answer these:

"

could have turned this
into a political argument
by asking whether Bush’s
policies will get what we
want in Iraq. Instead, he
went all tribal: She’s not
one of us! Tribal talk deals
with present questions—
who’s in and who’s out?
Political talk deals with
the future: what’s to our
best advantage?

WHAT’S WRONG: The host

Caller: I don’t know much
about the Democrats,
but George Bush is a
jerk!
Next Caller: I’m unbelievably angry at that
caller. If she saw what
Bush is doing for our
boys in Iraq, she’d shut
her mouth!
Host: Put her in a burkha,
baby.

What’s Wrong with This
Argument?

Beach, or mountains, this summer?
Should your company replace its computers, or hire a
competent tech staff ?
Will Frodo come out as a gay Hobbit?
Should we invade Iraq?

Instead of helping us to find some elusive truth, deliberative argument
deliberates, weighing one choice against the other, considering the circumstances.
Choices:

marge: Homer, I don’t want you driving around in a car you
built yourself.
homer: You can sit there complaining, or you can knit me
some seat belts.

All we have for the future is conjecture or choices, not facts. When
Homer Simpson argues with his wife in the future tense of deliberative
argument, facts have nothing to do with it:

CONTROL THE TENSE

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Deliberation is the rhetoric of choice, literally. It deals with decisions,
and decisions depend on particular circumstances, not eternal truths and
cold facts. If life were free of contingencies, then we could live by a few
rules written in stone that would apply to all our decisions. Every baby

ned flanders: You ugly, hate-filled man.
moe: Hey. I may be ugly, and I may be hate-filled, but . . .
uh . . . what was the last thing you said?

And it might not. Choices are full of these what-if scenarios, and deliberative discourse deals with their probabilities. In The Simpsons—an endless
source of rhetorical material—Ned Flanders, a born-again Christian, attacks Moe the bartender with demonstrative, present-tense rhetoric, and
Moe makes a weak attempt at the conjectural language of deliberative
rhetoric.

father: Our kid could break her neck on those old monkey
bars.
mother: On the other hand, she may not. Besides, the coordination she learns might prevent future accidents.

If you reply, “That’s just wrong!” to an argument, you use demonstrative,
values rhetoric. If you reply, “On the other hand,” then your argument has
a chance of making a choice.

Should the state legislature raise taxes to fund decent schools?
Should you raise your kid’s allowance?
When should your company release its newest product?

change someone’s values than to change her mind. After all, eternal truths
are supposed to be . . . eternal.
Practical concerns, on the other hand, are open to deliberative debate.
Because deliberation has to do with choices, everything about it depends—
on the circumstances, the time, the people involved, and whatever “public”
you mean when you talk about public opinion. Deliberative argument relies on public opinion to resolve questions, not a higher power.
The audience’s opinion will answer these:
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Is there a right choice? Maybe. But they don’t know
what it is and have to make a decision nonetheless. These
questions deal with probabilities, not facts or values.
Suppose your uncle Randy decides to divorce your

she: Straight teeth will be good for his selfesteem.
he: Yeah, but if we put the money into a college
fund, we’ll have a debt-free college graduate.
she: A bucktoothed college graduate.

The same couple argues over whether to provide
orthodontia for their ten-year-old.
Hold your tongue
until well into the
discussion. If an
argument bogs
down in the past
or present tense,
switch it to the
future. “You’re all
making good
points, but how
are we going
to . . . ?” Make
sure that question defines the
issue in a way
that’s favorable
to your side.

TRY THIS IN A
MEETING

he: My dad always said blue chips are the way to go. That’s
the right kind of investment.
she: Well, that’s just wrong. My astrologer says blue chips are
evil.

Why argue? Because they can’t predict the economic future. They can
only take their best guess today. What would that argument look like in the
present tense?

he: Let’s get aggressive with growth stocks.
she: The experts predict the market will tank this year. I say
we stay conservative.

Girl Versus Turkey

It’s what is permanent,
necessary, or undeniably
true. If you think your
opponent is wrong—if
it ain’t necessarily so—
then try to assess what
the audience believes.
You can challenge a
belief; but deliberative
argument prefers to use
beliefs to persuasion’s
advantage.

SPOT THE INARGUABLE:

Argument Tool

The Tools

Which prediction is true? Neither of you has a
clue. But Uncle might persuade you that he has
good practical reasons for remarrying. Will he ever
convince you that he is morally in the right? Not
a chance. Morals are inarguable in deliberative
rhetoric.
Argument’s Rule Number One: Never debate
the undebatable. Instead, focus on your goals. The
next chapter will tell you how to achieve them.

We expect our arguments to accomplish something. You want a debate to
settle an issue, with everyone walking away in agreement—with you. This is
hard to achieve if no one can get beyond who is right or wrong, good or
bad. Why do so many arguments end up in accusation and name-calling?
The answer may seem silly, but it’s crucial: most arguments take place
in the wrong tense. Choose the right tense. If you want your audience to
make a choice, focus on the future. Tenses are so important that Aristotle
assigned a whole branch of rhetoric to each one. We’ll get into tenses in

"

you: She’ll leave you within the year, and you’ll be lonely and
miserable forever.
uncle: No she won’t. And a young woman will make me feel
younger, which means I’ll live longer.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

A husband and wife debate over whether to invest more in stocks, or in bonds.
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aunt on their thirtieth anniversary so he can marry a surfing instructor he
met at Club Med. You have two issues here, one moral and the other practical. The moral issue is inarguable by our definition. Your uncle is either
wrong or right. You could remind him that he is breaking a wonderful
woman’s heart, but you would be sermonizing, not arguing. You could
threaten to bar him from Thanksgiving dinner, but that would be coercion,
not argument—assuming he would prefer your turkey to a cruise buffet
with his Club Med hottie.
The practical, debatable issue in your uncle’s case deals with the likely
consequences of ditching your aunt for the trophy wife.
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would come with an operating manual, the same guide that worked for her
older brother. Every rule of thumb would apply to every situation. The early
bird would always catch the worm, everything would be cheaper by the
dozen, and the world would come in two colors: black and white. But alas,
it doesn’t. Sometimes, under some circumstances (say, jumping out of an
airplane for the first time), it’s a very bad idea to look before you leap.
Sometimes the enemy of your enemy makes a terrible friend.

CONTROL THE TENSE
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Control the issue. Do you want to fix blame? Define who meets
or abuses your common values? Or get your audience to
make a choice? The most productive arguments use choice
as their central issue. Don’t let a debate swerve heedlessly
into values or guilt. Keep it focused on choices that solve a
problem to your audience’s (and your) advantage.
Control the clock. Keep your argument in the right tense. In a
debate over choices, make sure it turns to the future.

much greater detail in the chapters to come. You’ll see how you can use values to win an argument about choices, and how tribal speech can help
mightily in an otherwise rational debate. Meanwhile, remember these
tools:

CONTROL THE TENSE

—saint augustine

But he just looked at me with tears in his eyes. Next, I tried reasoning
with him, using argument by logic.

me: You have to wear pants, and that’s final.
george: Why?
me: Because I told you to, that’s why.

In this chapter you will see how each of these tools works, and you’ll
gain some techniques—the persuasive use of decorum, argument jujitsu,
tactical sympathy—that will put you well on the way to becoming an argument adept.
The first thing I used on George was argument by character: I gave him
my stern father act.

Argument by character
Argument by logic
Argument by emotion

t the age of seven, my son, George, insisted on wearing shorts to school
in the middle of winter. We live in icy New Hampshire, where playground snow has all the fluffy goodness of ground glass. My wife launched
the argument in the classic family manner: “You talk to him,” she said.
So I talked to him. Being a student of rhetoric, I employed Aristotle’s
three most powerful tools of persuasion:

A

Audi partem alteram.
Hear the other side.

The strangely triumphant art of agreeability

CHARACTER, LOGIC, EMOTION

!

4. Soften Them Up
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I used my best arguments by character, logic, and emotion. So, how did
George still manage to beat me? By using the same tools. I did it on purpose, and he did it instinctively. Aristotle called them logos, ethos, and pathos;

Aristotle’s Big Three

He happily fetched his snow pants, and I called
the school. A few weeks later the principal declared
George’s birthday Shorts Day; she even showed up in
culottes herself. It was mid-February. Was that a good
idea? For the sake of argument, and agreement, I
believe it was.

it was.”) form a figure
of speech called a
hypophora, which
asks a rhetorical question and then immediately answers it. The
hypophora allows you
to anticipate the audience’s skepticism and
nip it in the bud.

me: All right. You can wear shorts in school if your mother
and I can clear it with the authorities. But you have to put
your snow pants on when you go outside.
" Useful Figure
Deal?
These two sentences
(“Good idea? I believe
george: Deal.

Superior vocabulary and all, I seemed to be losing my case. Besides,
George was making his first genuine attempt to argue instead of cry. So I
decided to let him win this one.

me: Doh-de-doh, look at me, here I go off to work wearing
shorts . . . Don’t I look stupid?
george: Yes. (Continues to pull shorts on.)
me: So why do you insist on wearing shorts yourself ?
george: Because I don’t look stupid. And they’re my legs. I
don’t mind if they get chaffed.
me: Chapped.

So I resorted to manipulating his emotions. Following Cicero, who
claimed that humor was one of the most persuasive of all rhetorical passions, I hiked up my pant legs and pranced around.

me: Pants will keep your legs from chapping. You’ll feel a lot
better.
george: But I want to wear shorts.

SOFTEN THEM UP

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

His logos also canceled mine out, even if his medical terminology didn’t:

me: You have to wear pants because I told
you to.
george: They’re my legs.

commitment out of the
meeting, take stock of
your proposal’s logos,
pathos, and ethos: Do
my points make logical
sense? Will the people
in the room trust what
I say? How can I get
them fired up for my
proposal at the end?

and so will I, because their meanings are richer than the English versions.
Together they form the three basic tools of rhetoric.
Logos is argument by logic. If arguments were chil" Argument Tool
dren, logos would be the brainy one, the big sister who
LOGOS: argument
gets top grades in high school. It doesn’t just follow the
by logic.
logical rules; instead, its techniques use what the audience itself is thinking.
Ethos, or argument by character, employs the persuader’s personality,
reputation, and ability to look trustworthy. (While logos sweats over its GPA,
ethos gets elected class president.) In rhetoric, a sterling
" Argument Tool
reputation is more than just good; it’s persuasive. I
ETHOS: argument
by character.
taught my children that lying isn’t just wrong, it’s unpersuasive. An audience is more likely to believe a trustworthy persuader, and to accept his argument. “A person’s life persuades better
than his word,” said one of Aristotle’s contemporaries. This remains true
today. Rhetoric shows how to shine a flattering light on your life.
Then you have pathos, or argument by emotion,
" Argument Tool
the sibling the others disrespect but who gets away
PATHOS: argument
by emotion. Pathos
with everything. Logicians and language snobs hate
forms the root of the
pathos, but Aristotle himself—the man who invented
word “sympathy”; a
successful persuader
logic—recognized its usefulness. You can persuade
must learn how to
someone logically, but as we saw in the last chapter,
read the audience’s
emotions.
getting him out of his chair to act on it takes something more combustible.
Logos, ethos, and pathos appeal to the brain, gut, and heart of your audience. While our brain tries to sort the facts, our gut tells us whether we can
trust the other person, and our heart makes us want to do something about
it. They form the essence of effective persuasion.
TRY THIS BEFORE AN
George instinctively used all three to counter my
IMPORTANT MEETING
own arguments. His ethos put mine in check:
If you want to get a
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So what if his legs looked like rhubarbs when he came home? While I
was moderately concerned about the state of his skin, and more apprehensive about living up to Dorothy’s expectations, neither had much to do with
my personal goal: to raise persuasive children. If George was willing to put
all he had into an argument, I was willing to concede. That time, I like to
think, we both won. (Today he expresses his individuality in the opposite
way: he wears ties to school. And pants, even.)
Logos, pathos, and ethos usually work together to win an argument, debates with argumentative seven-year-olds excepted. By using your opponent’s logic and your audience’s emotion, you can win over your audience
with greater ease. You make them happy to let you control the argument.

dorothy: Then why is he wearing shorts?
george: We made a deal!
dorothy: A deal. Which somehow allows him to wear shorts
to school.
me: I told you, I handled it.

George picked that moment to walk into the room with his shorts on.

dorothy: So did you talk to him?
me: Yeah, I handled it.

Finally, I found his pathos irresistible. When he was little, the kid would
actually stick his lower lip out when he tried not to cry. Cicero loved this
technique—not the lip part, but the appearance of struggling for selfcontrol. It serves actually to amplify the mood in the room. Cicero also said
a genuine emotion persuades more than a faked one; and George’s tears
certainly were genuine. Trying not to cry just made his eyes well up more.
I wish I could say my pathos was as effective, but George failed to think it
funny when I hiked my pants up. He just agreed that I looked stupid. I had
been studying rhetoric pretty intensively at that point, and to be thrown
to the mat by a seven-year-old was humiliating. So was facing my wife
afterward.

me: Pants will make your legs feel better.
george: I don’t mind if they get chaffed.

SOFTEN THEM UP

Logos: Use the Logic in the Room

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Aristotle said that
every point has its
flip side. That’s the
trick to concession.
When a spouse says,
“We hardly ever go
out anymore,” the
wise mate does not
spew examples of
recent dates; he
says, “That’s because I want you all
to myself.” This
response will at least
buy him time to
think up a credible
change in tense:
“But as a matter of
fact, I was going to
ask if you wanted
to go to that new
Korean restaurant.”

TRY THIS AT HOME

me: Our research shows that readers love beautiful covers without a lot of type.
boss: Beautiful covers. Sure.
me: I know that clean covers violate the usual rules for selling
magazines on the newsstand, but we should test dual covers: half of them will be crammed with the usual headlines, and half of them with a big, bold image—very little
type.

Clever boy. Perched atop a homicidal bike, he still
manages to gain control of the argument. By agreeing
that he’s tense, he shifts the issue from nerves to peril,
where he has a better argument.
Salespeople love to use concession to sell you stuff.
I once had a boss who came from a sales background.
He proved that old habits die hard. The guy never disagreed with me, yet half the time he got me to do the
opposite of what I proposed.

dad: Look, Calvin. You’ve got to relax a little.
Your balance will be better if you’re loose.
calvin: I can’t help it! Imminent death makes
me tense! I admit it!

Later on, we’ll get into rhetoric’s more dramatic logical tactics and show
how to bowl your audience over with your eloquence. First, though, let’s
master the most powerful logos tool of all, concession. It seems more Jedi
knight than Rambo, involving more self-mastery than brute force, but it lies
closer to the power center of logos than rhetoric’s more grandiloquent
methods. Even the most aggressive maneuvers allow room for the opponent’s ideas and the audience’s preconceptions. To persuade people—to
make them desire your choice and commit to the action you want—you
need all the assets in the room, and one of the best resources comes
straight from your opponent’s mouth.
Calvin concedes effectively in the comic strip Calvin and Hobbes when his
dad tries to teach him to ride a bike:
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Politics makes an excellent test of concession, in part because
the tactic is so refreshing. See if you can go
through an entire discussion without overtly
disagreeing with your
opponent. She: “I’m
willing to give up a
little privacy so the
government can keep
me safe.” You: “Safety’s
important.” She: “Not
that they’re going to
tap my phone.” You:
“No, you’d never rock
the boat.” She: “Of
course, I’ll speak up if
I disagree with what’s
going on.” You: “I know
you will. And let the
government keep a file
on you.”

TRY THIS IN A
POLITICAL ARGUMENT

little girl: I lost my balloon!
you: Awww, did you?
(Little Girl cries louder.)

Sympathize—align yourself with your listener’s pathos. You don’t have to
share the mood; when you face an angry man, it doesn’t help to mirror that
anger. Instead, rhetorical sympathy shows its con" Argument Tool
SYMPATHY: Share your
cern, proving, as George H. W. Bush put it, “I care.”
listeners’ mood.
So when you face that angry man, look stern and
concerned; do not shout, “Whoa, decaf!” When a little girl looks sad, sympathy means looking sad, too; it does not mean chirping, “Cheer up!”
This reaction to the audience’s feelings can serve as a baseline, letting
them see your own emotions change as you make your point. Cicero hinted
that the great orator transforms himself into an emotional role model,
showing the audience how it should feel.

Pathos: Start with the Audience’s Mood

My covers never got tested. If a circle in Hell is reserved for this kind of salesman, it’s a pretty darn
pleasant one. And despite myself, I never stopped liking the guy. Arguments with him never felt like arguments; I would leave his office in a good mood after
losing every point, and he was the one who did all the
conceding.

boss: Clean covers. Great idea. How’ll that affect your budget?
me: It’ll cost a lot. I’m gambling on selling
more magazines.
boss: So you haven’t budgeted for it.
me: Uh, no. But I tell you, boss, I’m pretty
confident about this.
boss: Sure. I know you are. Well, it’s a great
idea. Let’s circle back to it at budget time.
me: But that’s nine months from—
boss: So what else is on your agenda?

SOFTEN THEM UP

you (still trying to look sad while yelling over the crying): What’s
that you’re holding?
little girl: My mom gave me a dinosaur.
you (cheering up): A dinosaur!

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

“Thus use your frog,” Izaak Walton says in The Compleat Angler. “Put your
hook through his mouth, and out at his gills . . . and in so doing use him
as though you loved him.” That pretty much sums up this chapter, which

The Tools

She agreed with me so much that I found
myself siding with my lousy employers. I believe
her sympathy was genuine, but its effect was the
same as if she had applied all her rhetorical skill
to make me feel better. And I did feel better, if a
bit sheepish.
And then there’s the concession side of ethos,
called decorum. This is the most important jujitsu
of all, which is why the whole next chapter is devoted to it.

Oversympathizing makes
someone’s mood seem
ridiculous without actually
ridiculing it. When a staffer
complains about his workspace, say, “Let’s take this
straight to the top.” Watch his
mood change from whiny to
nervous. Of course, you could
have an Alice’s Restaurant–
style backfire. Arlo Guthrie
yelled, “I wanna kill! Kill!”
when he registered for the
draft, and they pinned a
medal on him. You’ll see more
of this technique, called the
“backfire,” later on.

dorothy: Not a thing? Not even a group e-mail congratulating you?
me: No . . .
dorothy: They have no idea what a good thing they have in
you.
me: Well . . .
dorothy: An e-mail wouldn’t be enough! They should give
you a bonus.
TRY THIS AT WORK
me: It wasn’t that big an award.

Being a naturally sympathetic type, my wife is especially good at conceding moods. She has a way of playing my emotion back so intensely that I’m
embarrassed I felt that way. I once returned home from work angry that my
employer had done nothing to recognize an award my magazine had won.
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Argument by logic, emotion, and character are the megatools of rhetoric. You’re about to learn specific ways to wield each one. Read on.

Logos: Argument by logic. The first logical tactic we covered was
concession, using the opponent’s argument to your own
advantage.
Pathos: Argument by emotion. The most important pathetic tactic
is sympathy, registering concern for your audience’s emotions
and then changing the mood to suit your argument.
Ethos: Argument by character. Aristotle called this the most important appeal of all—even more than logos.

teaches you to use your audience as though you loved it. All of these
tools require understanding your opponent and sympathizing with your
audience.

SOFTEN THEM UP

n agreeable ethos matches the audience’s expectations for a leader’s
tone, appearance, and manners. The ancient Romans coined a word
to describe this kind of character-based agreeability: decorum. The concept
is far more interesting than the mandatory poli" Argument Tool
tesse of Emily Post and Miss Manners. Rhetorical
DECORUM: Your audiences
find you agreeable if you
decorum is the art of fitting in—not just in polite
meet their expectations.
company but everywhere, from the office to the
neighborhood bar. This is why salespeople wear terrific shoes, and why a sixteen-year-old girl will sneak out of the house to get a navel ring. She fits herself into a social microhabitat that happens to exclude her mortified parents.
Actually, the Latin word decorum meant “fit,” as in “suitable.” In argument, as in evolution, survival belongs to the fittest. The elite of every society large and small, from the playground to the
" Meanings
boardroom, are the product of survival of the
Ethos in Greek originally
decorous.
meant “habitat”—the environment animals and people
Decorum tells the audience, “Do as I say and
live in. This makes no sense
as
I
do.” The speaker should sound like the coluntil you think about the
meaning of “ethics” (a
lective voice of his audience, a walking, talking
direct etymological descenconsensus. To show proper decorum, act the
dant of ethos). An ethical
person fits her audience’s
way your audience expects you to act—not necesrules and values the same
sarily
like your audience. Parents sometimes
way a penguin fits the peculiar habitat of an iceberg.
make this mistake when they deal with groups of
Ethos has to do with a perchildren. Talking baby talk to a three-year-old
son’s ability to fit in with a
does not just look idiotic to fellow adults; the
group’s expectations.

A

He who is unable to live in society, or who has no need because he is sufficient for
himself, must be either a beast or a god.
—aristotle

The agreeable side of ethos

EMINEM’S RULES OF DECORUM
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Burke wrote that in 1950, by the way—back when it was perfectly decorous to refer to a person as “a man,” a usage that most people today would
consider rude. Does that mean we grow more polite every year? Few people
over eighteen seem to think so. But that doesn’t mean we have grown
ruder, either. Every era has its rules; humans continuously adapt those rules
to changes in the social environment. Men used to wear coat and tie to the
movies, but they also smoked in them.
Speaking of movies, my mother was fourteen when Gone with the Wind
came to the local theater in Wayne, Pennsylvania. Rhett Butler’s profanity
was all the buzz back then. Mom was looking forward to hearing someone
actually curse in a movie, but when the time came for “Frankly, my dear, I
don’t give a damn,” the audience gasped and whispered so much that she
never heard it. “The line was quite a shocker,” she said many years later.
These days every middle school student talks like a sailor. Score one for
the superior politeness of my mother’s generation. On the other hand,
when Mom watched Gone with the Wind, she had to sit in the balcony; she
went with the family’s cook, who was black. Even in suburban Philadelphia,
back in 1939, while Gone with the Wind reminisced about the chivalrous
South, theaters banned “coloreds” from the good seats.
What are manners but the ways we treat one another? People who

You persuade a man only insofar as you can talk his language by
speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, attitude, idea, identifying
your ways with his.

three-year-old also sees you as an idiot. The ultimate fashion crime is to
dress like your own teenager. Whenever I spot a do-rag or baggy pants on
someone over forty, I want to shoot them and put them out of their kids’
misery.
We think of decorum as a fussy, impractical art, but the manuals the ancients wrote on decorum—covering voice control, gestures, clothing, and
timing, as well as manners—touted the same themes as a modern best
seller, combining the contents of How to Dress for Success, Martha Stewart,
Emily Post, and The One-Minute Manager. A couple of thousand years after
the Romans invented it, modern rhetorician Kenneth Burke declared that
decorum is “perhaps the simplest case of persuasion.” He went on to offer a
good inventory of decorous skills:

GET THEM TO LIKE YOU

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

complain about “political correctness” may just be lamenting inevitable
change in the social environment. Sure, some people love to enforce manners; every culture has its bluenoses who take decorum to the point of rudeness—bluenoses on the left who get offended at an ethnic joke, and
bluenoses on the right who practically faint when someone wishes them
“Happy Holidays” instead of “Merry Christmas.” But more than manners
are at stake here. We’re talking about a critical persuasive tool.
Decorum follows the audience’s rules. If you
TRY THIS IN AN INVASION
find
yourself in a fundamentalist church, you do
It may seem obvious that
discretion is the better
not lecture the parishioners about the etymology
part of decorum, but
of “holiday”; you wish them a Merry Christmas. If
someone should have told
the Pentagon. It didn’t
you attend a faculty meeting on an Ivy League cambegin training substantial
pus, you do not roll your eyes and snort when
numbers of officers in
Iraqi decorum until three
somebody refers to “people of color.” You sit there
years after the Iraq invaand look pious. Of course, no law says you have to
sion. Force let us win on
points, but it failed to win
be decorous. Away from talk radio and the more
native commitment.
diversity-mad college campuses, it’s a free country.
Go ahead and tell it like it is. But you cannot be indecorous and persuasive
at the same time. The two are mutually exclusive.
Deliberative argument is not about the truth, it’s about choices, and
persuasive decorum changes to match the audience. When in Rome, do as
the Romans do; but when you’re not in Rome, doing as the Romans do
might get you in trouble. Decorum can make the difference between persuading an audience and getting thrown out by it.
One of the greatest decorum scenes in movie history graces the climax
of 8 Mile, Eminem’s semiautobiography. He gets talked into a competition
at a dance club in downtown Detroit where hip-hop artists (orators, if you
will) take turns insulting each other. The audience chooses the winner by
applause. Eventually, the contest comes down to two people: Eminem and
a sullen-looking black guy. (Well, not as sullen as Eminem. Nobody can be
that sullen.) Enimem wears proper attire: stupid skullcap, clothes a few
sizes too big, and as much bling as he can afford. If he showed up dressed
like Cary Grant, he would look terrific—to you and me. But the dance club
crowd would find him wildly indecorous.
Clothing is the least of his decorum problems, though. He happens to be
white, and everyone else in the room is black. Eminem nonetheless manages to devastate his adversary by revealing a nasty little secret: this putative
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new editor: I can’t believe they complained about it!
me: Yeah, I know. But you’ve been living in the South for
years. You know the culture better than I do.
n.e.: It’s a freedom of speech issue!
me: No, actually, it’s not . . .
n.e.: I have the right to put anything I want on my car.
me: That’s true.
n.e. (uneasily): Right.
me: But if you can’t get along with people here, the company

As Cicero said, decorum that works for one persuader may not work for
another, even in front of the same people. Before you begin to argue, ask
yourself, What do they expect?—and mean it. To
move people away from their current opinion, you
TRY THIS WITH A
STRANGE CROWD
need to make them feel comfortable with you.
Before you walk in front
This is more difficult than it sounds. When I
of people of a different
culture or social group,
worked in Greensboro, North Carolina, I carried a
try to reach a member
coffee mug with large black type that said “Piss Off.”
of the audience a few
days before. Ask, “What
People loved it in New York, but it didn’t get the
are the five stupidest
same reception in Greensboro. No one said anything
things you’d expect a
person like me to do?”
until I started gesturing with it in a meeting with poIf they expect a badly
tential clients. Luckily they thought it was funny, but
dressed faux pas
spewer, then you might
my boss told me to switch cups. Not so funny was the
try the unexpected.
bumper sticker of an entry-level editor I hired right
A white woman, for
example, would win
out of college. The sticker advertised a local rock
propers—respect—in a
band by claiming that it violated “Your Honor Stutraditional black church
if she wore a great hat.
dent.” Some employees complained. When I casually
Traditionalist Africanadvised the young woman to ditch the bumper sticker,
American women love
high-class headgear.
her reaction surprised me.

Was My Fly Down?

gangbanger attended a prep school! All the poor guy’s hip-hop manners are
pointless, because the audience finds them phony. Eminem, that foulmouthed master of decorum, blends in better with an inner-city crowd than
his black opponent does.

GET THEM TO LIKE YOU

has the right to fire you. You own the car, but it owns
your job.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

anyone above you dress
casually?” I asked. “No,”
she said. “Then don’t go
casually,” I said. “Always
dress one step above
your rank.” It worked.
Within eighteen months
she was promoted to
vice president.

She said it matter-of-factly, without any apparent rancor, the way one
might say, “No thanks,” to a Hare Krishna. I’ve never stopped wondering
what happened. John and I look alike—same build, same hair. At any rate,
it couldn’t have been my looks, because she never looked at me. Did John

me: Here ya go, doll.
woman: Go to hell.

Maybe he was onto something. “Wait here,” I
told him, and I jaywalked back across the street and bought another rose
from the Hare Krishna just as the light changed and a crowd of bar hoppers
came toward me, including several young women. I picked out a stunning
blond and thrust the rose at her just as John had done. I even tried to imitate his tone.

john: What?
me: How did you do that?
john: Do what? Give a girl a flower?
me: You called her “doll.”
john: Yeah. She was cute.

She never removed the sticker. She didn’t have to; someone removed it
for her that afternoon.
It isn’t always easy to adapt your decorum to the circumstances, even if
you want to. Back when I was single and living in D.C., my younger brother
came to visit me. One evening in Georgetown, center of Washington’s
nightlife, we crossed M Street to hit a few bars when a Hare Krishna approached us with some scraggly-looking roses for sale. John bought one
and gave it to the first pretty woman he saw, saying, “Here you go, doll.”
Here you go, doll? Who did he think he was, Dean Martin?
Instead of smacking him, the woman said, “Oh,
TRY THIS IN A NEW JOB
thank you!” She looked as if she wanted to kiss him,
When my wife resumed
her career, she asked me
but her girlfriends dragged her across the street.
what she should wear on
I stared at John in astonishment.
casual Fridays. “Does
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Romans wore togas, so Cicero offers little relevant advice for us on how
to dress decorously. But the decorum rule of thumb applies to dress as well
as everything else: look the way you think your audience will want you to
look. When in doubt, use camouflage. Dress the way
TRY THIS WHEN YOU
the average audience member dresses. Is black the
RUN FOR OFFICE
common color in your office? Wear black. You want
If you find it difficult
to blend in with your
to dress slightly above your rank—wearing a jacket on
audience, delight in
a casual Friday, for instance—but not too far above (a
it. Because Jimmy
Carter’s presidency
Friday tie makes you look like a jerk in many offices).
didn’t go so well, we
And if you’re in a persuasive situation, don’t let your
forget what a great
campaigner he was.
clothes make a statement unless your audience will
He would wear conagree with it. A camo tie might be a witty fashion
servative suits and
sweeten them with his
accessory in the offices of the People for the Ethical
broad smile. Decorum
Treatment of Animals, but the PETA people may not
is an aspect of sympathy. You don’t have
enjoy your indecorum.
to be your audience;
In all honesty, I’m not the best one to give fashjust be deeply sympathetic to it.
ion advice. I once found myself in a job that had me

Captain Kangaroo’s Fashion Tip

" Persuasion Alert
have a homing instinct for the type of female who
We have been taught
liked being called “doll”?
that a successful perMore likely, the one I approached sensed my emsuader never admits
ignorance, but the
barrassment. John is the kind of irony-free, straightRomans saw doubt
ahead guy who attracts women. I’m not, apparently.
as a rhetorical device.
They called it aporia:
Cicero would nod his head. He taught that you can’t
wonder openly or
assume a character that strays too far from your own.
admit you cannot
fathom a reason, and
What works for one can wreak disaster for the other.
the audience will
“Indeed,” said Cicero, “such diversity of character
unconsciously start
reasoning for you.
carries with it so great significance that suicide may
Without even knowbe for one man a duty, for another (under the same
ing it, they comfortably get inside your
circumstances) a crime.”
head.
Speak for yourself, C-man. But we get the point.
Decorum is the art of the appropriate, and an ethos that fails to fit your
actual personality is usually indecorous. People pick up on it.

GET THEM TO LIKE YOU

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

"

Useful Figure
The this-not-that
figure is called a
dialysis: “Don’t buy
the shoes. Buy the
colors.” People
take your wisdom
more seriously if
you put it cryptically; it’s the idiot
savant approach.
But perhaps you
don’t wish to be
an idiot savant.

I bought it. But when I gave Joe my credit
card I looked down at the Captain’s shoes.
They were terrible—some sort of loafer deal.
The suit turned out okay, but I never wanted

than one audience, make two
outlines: one for the contents,
and the other for the occasions.
List the people who should be
at each one, with a chart for
what they believe and expect.
Adjust your speech accordingly.

captain kangaroo: Wondering whether to buy it?
(I nod, suddenly feeling five.)
captain: Well, if you’d be willing to wear that suit every
single day for a year without getting
TRY THIS IN A PRESENTATION
tired of it, then buy it.
If you have to address more

Every man should have a clothier like Joe. He became my fashion consultant for years, even though he
rocked my confidence by including Captain Kangaroo
among his clients. I’m not joking. While looking at a
suit in the mirror, I saw Bob Keeshan—the Captain—
enter the store. He had the kids’ show when I was little,
and he hadn’t changed much in forty years. Same bad
haircut, even. Bad hair is decorous on a kiddie show,
but not in a clothing store.

joe: Look for the guy with the best shoes, but
don’t buy the shoes. Buy the colors.

speaking in front of business execs as well as fellow editors. Up to that point
I considered corduroy the height of male fashion. So I went to the best
men’s store I could afford in New Hampshire and introduced myself to a
salesman named Joe, a natty dresser who looked like the businessmen I was
meeting. I said I wanted to equip myself minimally—enough for a two-day
trip—but that I’d be back once I had observed enough successful men and
got a clue about what I was supposed to wear.
As it happened, Joe had the wisdom of a Zen master. He told me to look
for guys wearing the most expensive-looking shoes—not so I could imitate
the shoes, mind you; I couldn’t afford them. Their suits would also be out
of my reach. But he said I could mimic the colors and patterns in their
shirts and ties.
Actually, I’m paraphrasing. Joe put it more cryptically.
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Besides knowing how to dress, a decorous persuader has to know how to
adapt her language to the particular occasion. This is especially important
in business. A PowerPoint presentation needs a sophisticated sense of decorum, because the speaker may be delivering versions of it to several different audiences.
First, she might give it to her department head, while sitting on the edge
of the conference table and talking blue, with phrases like “If this doesn’t
work, we’re screwed” or “The bleeps in accounting need to support us on
this.”
Next comes the presentation to the vice president. Some blunt or even
crude language might be appropriate, but sitting on the edge of the table
isn’t. She sits at the table, establishing eye contact before looking up at the
screen and hitting the buttons of her remote.
When she speaks to the COO, she stands, wearing her best suit and speaking as though she doesn’t see the big boss check messages on his cell phone
and flip through the paper “leave-behind” version of the presentation.
On each occasion she behaves appropriately, the way the people in the
room expect her to behave—not necessarily the way the audience itself
behaves. If our presenter acted as rudely as the COO, she would get pinkslipped in no time.
Naturally, the same adaptive rule applies to poliTRY THIS WITH YOUR
WRITING
tics. A good politician changes his language, behavBesides checking your
ior, and even his dress to suit the expectations of
spelling and grammar,
go over your e-mails and
particular audiences. But decorum is a lot trickier in
memos for decorum. Are
politics than in business. A businesswoman can keep
you meeting your audience’s expectations?
her life private, while for a politician the personal is
Exceeding them? In later
definitely political. The public doesn’t expect the
chapters, you’ll learn
specific ways to size up
president of the United States to canoodle with an
those expectations.
intern; up until recently, it was scandalous even to
get a divorce.

Basketball Decorum in Afghanistan

to wear it daily. The Captain was wrong. So was the comte de Buffon,
the man who first said, “Style makes the man.” It doesn’t. Style makes the
occasion.

GET THEM TO LIKE YOU
THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Senator Bob Packwood learned the personal-is-political lesson the hard
way, with a decorum disaster that wrecked his career. One of the most effective feminists on Capitol Hill, the Oregon Republican championed women’s
rights legislation. But in 1992 word got out that he was chasing female staff
around his desk; the civil rights hero turned out to be a total horn dog.
Although he was a great public servant for women, his lack of decorum
showed how he really felt about them. Persuasion requires sympathy. His
rotten behavior made him unpersuasive. In politics, persuasion is power;
so, bereft of political capital, he eventually resigned. Packwood may have
been true to himself. Maybe, deep down, he was a horn dog. But persuasion
doesn’t depend on being true to yourself. It depends on being true to your
audience.
That may sound dishonest and cynical, especially in our society. We
celebrate indecorous behavior. Because we undervalue persuasion, decorum seems to put us at a disadvantage. When everyone around us acts like
a jerk, why should we behave? As we have seen, though, decorum—rightly
understood—is a source of rhetorical strength, not weakness. It gives
people a sense of group identity, a resource that rhetoric loves to exploit.
Get the group to identify with you and you have won half the persuasive
battle.
Besides, being true to your audience can be downright noble. Decorum
counts even more in the Senate than it does in other places, because so
much is at stake. When one person addresses the other as “the distinguished senator from the commonwealth of Massa" Persuasion Alert
chusetts,” he is not merely following tradition; he is
I risk sounding preachy
here, which would be
maintaining a high state of decorum so that a minor
extremely indecorous.
violation won’t end up in a political squabble or—
But I need to counter
the attitude most of us
what the founders feared most—civil war.
bring to persuasion.
You will find exceptional decorum in places
“The last thing we need
these days is manipulawhere the consequences of indecorous behavior are
tion,” people often say
the most dire. Anthropologists say that basketball in
to me. So I throw
Afghans and senators
the more remote parts of Afghanistan, where misinto the mix to show
sionaries introduced it long ago, may be the politest
argument’s civic virtue.
It results in peace, love,
game on earth. Personal fouls are virtually unheard
freedom, and mastery of
of, because touching another man could lead to a
your fellow beings. What
more could you want?
blood feud.
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Decorum: Argument by character starts with your audience’s love.
You earn it through decorum, which Cicero listed first among
the ethical tactics.

We now get to the meat of ethos—the tools that turn you into a credible
leader. In the next chapter, you’ll learn how to define your character for an
audience. But the first step is fitting in.

The Tools

In short, people who stick to their guns are the ignoble ones. Decorum
is the better part of valor.

GET THEM TO LIKE YOU

Assuming that you think I’m a good person who knows what he talks
about and whose only desire is to make you more persuasive, let’s take a

" Argument Tool
Virtue—the audience believes you share their
THE THREE TRAITS
values
of persuasive
Practical wisdom, or street smarts—you appear
leadership: virtue,
practical wisdom,
to know the right thing to do on every
disinterest
occasion
Selflessness, or disinterest—the audience’s interest seems to be
your sole concern

icero said you want your audience to be receptive—sitting still and
not throwing anything at you. Beyond that, they should be attentive—
willing to listen closely to what you have to say. And most
" Argument Tool
important of all, they should like and trust you. All three
THE PERFECT
AUDIENCE: receprequire argument by character. This chapter will delve
tive, attentive,
deeper into the techniques of ethos.
and well disposed
According to Aristotle, people have to be able to
toward you
trust your judgment as well as your essential goodness.
They may think you’re a terrific person, but they won’t follow you if they
think you will lead them off a cliff. Likable knuckleheads make bad leaders.
Your audience also has to consider you a good person who wants to do the
right thing and will not use them for your own nefarious purposes.
All of which boils down to Aristotle’s three essential qualities of a persuasive ethos:

C

The argument which is made by a man’s life is of more weight than that which is
furnished by words.
—isocrates

Converting character into a tool of persuasion

THE LINCOLN GAMBIT

!

6. Make Them Listen

Edit your résumé
by ethos instead of
chronology. Think
of the company
you would most
want to work for,
and list the values
you share (virtue),
your relevant
knowledge and
experience (practical wisdom), and
how your ambitions match the
company’s goals
(disinterest). Now
redo it chronologically. It should be
ethically persuasive now.

TRY THIS WITH
YOUR RÉSUMÉ
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What defines a virtuous woman (assuming anyone still
uses “virtuous” and “woman” in the same sentence)?
Self-sacrificing loyalty to husband and children? Inviolate chastity? No wonder you rarely hear “virtue” mentioned in daily conversation. Now, a virtuous man, on
the other hand, is . . .
Hey, pal, who are you calling virtuous? The word connotes weakness and dependency—a sexist’s idea of femininity. In rhetorical terms, though, virtue means
" Persuasion Alert
anything but. It continues to play a big role in argument;
Interrupting yourself (“Hey, pal. . . .”)
we just avoid using the term. Instead, we talk about “valto address a differues.” That’s because a person who upholds the values of
ent audience, even
a virtual one, keeps
a group is rhetorically virtuous. This kind of persuasive
your original audivirtue does not require purity of soul and universal
ence on its toes.
It’s an old trick;
goodness. You don’t even have to do what your heart
the Greeks played
knows is right; you simply must be seen to have the “right”
many variations
values—your audience’s values, that is. Jesus Christ had
on this theme.
the pure kind of virtue, while Julius Caesar’s was decidedly rhetorical. The audience for each man considered him virtuous.
This is where values come in to deliberative argument—not as a subject
of debate but as a tool of ethos. Values change from audience to audience; pop culture, for example, favors " Useful Figure
The litotes (“didn’t
youth, money, good looks, and a body enhanced by gym
appreciate”)
and surgeon—which makes Janet Jackson a paragon of
understates a
point ironically. It
virtue to her fans. She lost virtue only when her audihas fallen out of
ence expanded to include people who didn’t appreciate
favor in our hyperbolic times, but
exposed nipples on network television.
makes for a more
Members of the same family can have different ideas
sophisticated kind
of speech.
of virtue. Dorothy Junior proved that on a family hike

Janet Jackson’s Impeccable Virtue

closer look at those three traits. We begin with that
strange, highly subjective quality called virtue. As you
shall see, persuasive virtue strays from the virtue of Mom
and Dad—or Moses and Abraham, for that matter.

MAKE THEM LISTEN

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

She unlocked the car, because she saw me say, “I’m sorry.” It was probably for the best; an apology was the only way I could get her to let us in,
other than a credible threat—the rhetorical “argument by the stick.” There
was no persuading her any other way; lacking her idea of virtue, I wasn’t
persuasive. In her eyes, I was just wrong.
Families are bad enough. When values differ, another group’s behavior
can seem downright bizarre. The House of Representatives mystified Europeans when it impeached Bill Clinton simply because he dallied with an in-

me: Fun’s over. Unlock the car.
dorothy junior (mouthing over the music): Say you’re sorry.
me: I’m sorry?! You’re the one who . . .

When we arrived at the car half an hour later, Dorothy Junior was happily locked inside with the stereo blasting. I knocked on the window.

me: She knows she’s not supposed to do that.
dorothy senior: It’s only a mile, and she has the best sense
of direction in the family. Now, if you were to run ahead,
I’d be worried.
me: Very funny. But my pack has her raingear, and it’s already
starting to drizzle. She’ll just have to stand there freezing
in the parking lot until we come. Serves her right.
dorothy senior: Not really.
me: Why?
dorothy senior: She has the car keys.

some years ago. The forest road on the way to the trailhead had washed out
in a recent storm, lengthening an already long hike by two miles. My
daughter values comfort and sense above all else; George and I believe that
meeting a pointless challenge outweighs her values.
" Meanings
(Dorothy Senior puts herself on Dorothy Junior’s side,
“Virtue” may sound
but she hikes nonetheless because she likes it.) We
schoolmarmish to
our ears. But the
voted on whether to turn around at the washout, and
Roman virtus meant
Dorothy Junior lost. She went along as gracefully as an
“manliness”—good
sportsmanship,
independent twelve-year-old can, until we were a mile
respect for values,
from our car, when she suddenly ran ahead and disand all-around
appeared around a turn.
nobility.
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" Persuasion Alert
tern and lied about it. Shortly before the impeachment
If attaching values to
hearings, both the wife and the mistress of François
audiences sounds like
Mitterrand had attended the former French presirelativism, you’re in
good philosophical
dent’s funeral. The French didn’t understand Americompany; Plato cercans’ insistence on sexual loyalty in a leader; to the
tainly thought it did.
But the point of rhetFrench, an affair adds to a powerful man’s ethos. And
oric isn’t to transform
lying about your mistress is an affaire d’honneur.
you into a better person—or a worse one,
What seems ethical to you, in other words, can
for that matter—but
hurt a person’s ethos. Atticus Finch, the Southern
to make you argue
more effectively.
lawyer in To Kill a Mockingbird, seems utterly virtuous
when we watch him on DVD. The townsfolk in the
movie think he is, too, until he strays from the values of 1930s white Southern culture by defending a black man charged with raping a white woman.
While we consider Finch even more virtuous for that selfless act of pro
bono lawyering (my wife almost swoons when Gregory Peck leans in toward
the jury), the more Finch does the right thing, the more his rhetorical
virtue declines. Without the respect of many townsfolk, he loses persuasive
power, along with the case.
What could he have done differently? Maybe nothing. But a clue lies in
the informal language Lincoln used before he won the presidency. Friends
said he loved darkie jokes and even saw fit to use
" Try This with a Bigot
the N-word now and then. That sounds terrible now,
You can’t talk a prejudiced person directly
but keep in mind the culture at the time. Only the
out of a prejudice. But
most extreme liberal whites took offense at racist
you can dissuade him
from its harmful results.
jokes, and Lincoln’s opposition to slavery put him
If he says, “All foreign
in a small minority. To stop its expansion and evenArabs in the U.S. should
have their green cards
tually end it altogether, he needed to win over
taken away,” talk about
more than a few racists. He did that with rhetorical
a specific person who
would be affected, and
virtue—he talked the audience’s talk. Many disdescribe values that
liked his party’s antislavery platform, but they liked
you all have in common.
him. Whether Lincoln actually was a racist or not
doesn’t matter rhetorically; his outward attitude was an effective ethos gambit.
Here we find ourselves back in the realm of decorum, but of a special
kind; this decorum has nothing to do with clothing or table manners. It has
to do with the ability to match the audience’s beliefs. Lincoln made his audience well disposed toward him; emancipation was easier to accept coming
from a racist than from one of those insufferable abolitionists up in liberal

MAKE THEM LISTEN

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING
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Classical Hits
AYE CANDY: In
Rome, political candidates symbolized
their pure virtue
by wearing white
togas; candidus
means “white” in
Latin, which is why
“candidates” and
“candy” (made of
white sugar) share
the same “candid”
root. “Candid,” in
fact, used to mean
“openminded.”
The Federalist
often addresses the
“candid reader.”

Admittedly, it would take thousands of Lincolnesque arguments like
that to stop an Enron. But what little persuasive virtue you display within

you: Let’s not wait for the regulators to screw us up. They’ll
come in sooner or later. We should get the accountants in
here right away and straighten this thing out. Do it ourselves.

In the workplace, values tend toward money and
growth. Show a single-minded dedication to profit, and
you gain business virtue. If the boss is a law-abiding
type who values playing by the rules, then a straitlaced
ethical approach to profit makes you even more rhetorically virtuous. But if you worked for Enron during
the nineties, obeying the law would have made you unvirtuous. The top brass considered cutting ethical corners to be perfectly kosher. Not that you should have broken the law
yourself, of course. But an atmosphere like that requires a Lincolnesque
kind of virtue right at the start of the wrongdoing—talking the talk while
tripping up the bad guys.

you: How about giving me a chance to play my
own music? Do you like Lynyrd Skynyrd?

Otherwise, you could appeal directly to a different
value, the passion that most kids have for fairness:

you: Would you mind turning that down? Or would you
rather switch to headphones?

Massachusetts. If he had sermonized about racial equality the way they did,
he never would have become president.
Clearly, if you want to pack your own ethos with persuasive virtue, you
need to determine your audience’s values and then appear to live up to
them—even if your audience comprises a single sullen teenager. Suppose
you want the living room music turned down, only this time your adversary
is a sixteen-year-old instead of a spouse. A kid that age values independence
more than anything; if you simply issued an order, your ethos would do nothing for you, because you would simply prove to the kid that you never let
him make his own choices. To dodge that rap, you could give him a choice:

60

Now I think I get it. While I valued profit and
service to the readers, he valued scholarship and flattering the faculty. If I had treated my job more rhetorically and published an occasional research paper,
on-campus scholars would have found me more virtuous. My pay probably would have improved. And the
magazine would have been read by tens and tens of
alumni.

me: Why German?
dean: To send a message.
me: But what if hardly anyone can read the message?
dean: You don’t get it, do you?

the company has to start with the company’s idea of
virtue. At Enron, following your conscience or the
laws would have lost you your audience. It is indecorous to stand in judgment of the very people you
want to persuade. You don’t want to stand apart from
them. You want the audience to consider you the
epitome of the company “Us.” So you turn the regulators into “Them”—the judgmental types who’ll screw
everything up.
This isn’t so easy. Virtue is complicated. You may
find yourself trying to persuade two audiences at the
same time, each with different values. Many years ago,
I took over a college alumni magazine and turned a
deficit into a profit by increasing advertising revenue. I never received a raise beyond cost-of-living
increases. I couldn’t understand what I was doing
wrong until I saw the situation rhetorically: what was
virtuous in a private company didn’t help in academia. I was acting businesslike, while academics valued
scholarship. My magazine, with its class notes and stories about life on campus, definitely wasn’t scholarly.
The values clashed when a faculty dean asked me to
publish a professor’s article in German.

MAKE THEM LISTEN
"

Write down a personal mission statement. Why are you
working? What are
your motives, both
selfish and noble?
Now compare your
mission statement
with your employer’s
(or write your employer’s yourself if
his is meaningless).
Is it a reasonably
close match? Otherwise, follow the
directions on p. 57
for redoing your
résumé.

TRY THIS WITH
YOUR EMPLOYER

Persuasion Alert
A common if hamhanded ethos enhancer: Overwhelm
the audience with
examples of your
erudition. An easily
cowed audience will
take your word for
it rather than challenge your individual
points. But I have a
different motive for
tossing you all these
tools. Rhetoric is as
much about awareness and attitude as
it is about technique.
Don’t worry about
knowing each tool.
(At any rate, you’ll
find a list at the end
of each chapter and
in the back of the
book.) Just read on,
and you’ll gain an
instinct for persuasion that will take you
further than any set
of tools.
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The Eddie Haskell Ploy

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Job backs right down. You don’t mess with God’s ethos. He has virtue
to spare; in fact, he constitutes virtue. Unless you happen to be a god,
though—or at least someone with enough power to give a State of the
Union address—reciting your résumé is not the most effective way to enhance your ethos.
Aristotle said that character references beat your own bragging. John

god: Answer me this. Where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth? Can you rule the heavens? And the
whale: who do you think made it? What makes you think
you even know enough to argue with me?

It may have been the bravest thing ever said by a man with raging
dermatitis. But then a whirlwind appears out of nowhere and speaks in
God’s voice.

job: Why are you punishing me? At least let me argue my
case. If you do, you’ll have to stop with the killing and the
boils.

It’s not hard to pump up your rhetorical virtue for a particular audience.
I will give you a few ideas, but the essential point is to fashion yourself into
an exemplar of their values. You want to look like a good person—“good,”
that is, in their eyes.
The most red-blooded American technique is simply to brag about all
the good things you have done. Or you can get someone to brag for you.
You can arouse sympathy by revealing an appealing flaw (we’ll get to that).
Or, when you find yourself on the wrong side, you can switch.
While bragging is the easiest way to show how great you are, it doesn’t
always work. God, for his part, bragged to great effect in the book of Job.
Satan bets Jehovah that the most worshipful man on
" Argument Tool
BRAGGING: Use it
earth would curse God’s name if his life were miserable.
only if your audiYou’re on, says God, who wipes out Job’s cow and sheence appreciates
asses, kills his ten children, and, when Job continues to
boastful hyperbole in the mode
praise his name, allows Satan to give him loathsome sores
of Muhammad Ali.
from head to foot. Job finally yells to heaven.
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Get others to do your
bragging for you.

CHARACTER REFERENCE:

Argument Tool
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"

TACTICAL FLAW: Reveal
a weakness that wins
sympathy or shows the
sacrifice you have
made for the audience.

Argument Tool

Suppose your group
decided to revamp its
Web site and give it
powerful new features.
You worked at a dot-com
briefly and would love to
take over the Web content. Instead of bragging
about your experience,
use a shill. Get an ally to
ask you in the meeting,
“Didn’t you work with
the Internet?”

TRY THIS IN A MEETING

"

Of course, this strategy risks the loathing of the rest of your staff, but it
might work on an impressionable boss.

you: Sorry, my bad. I wrote it late last night and didn’t want
to wake the others to check the facts.

The men burst into tears and swore their fealty to the chief. It was a sentimental time. And it was George Washington, for crying out loud. His officers considered him to be God and Caesar rolled up in one.
Though you probably don’t happen to be the
TRY THIS IF YOU’RE SHORT
father of your country, you can use the same techWhen a microphone is too
high for you, don’t lower it
nique to recover from a mistake. Turn it into a
yourself. Get someone else
tactical flaw by attributing your error to someto do it, then say, “The
great thing about being
thing noble. Imagine you sent a memo to everyshort is you get good at
one in your office, only to find that you screwed
making people do things
up your figures by a decimal point or two.
for you.”

washington: Forgive me, gentlemen, for my eyes have grown
dim in the service of my country.

Then there is the tactical flaw: reveal some defect
that shows your dedication to the audience’s values.
George Washington was the unequaled master of
this device. Late in the Revolutionary War, his officers grew frustrated by the Continental Congress’s
delays in paying them, and they threatened mutiny.
Washington requested a meeting and showed up
with a congressional resolution that assured immediate pay. He pulled the document from his pocket
and then fumbled with his spectacles.

father: Mind turning that down?
kid: You never let me play my music!
mother: Your father gave you that stereo.

McCain rarely talks about his heroism as a prisoner
in Vietnam. But there are plenty of others who will.
Similarly, a couple who make a pact to tag-team
their teenager gain a mutually enhanced ethos. Have
one talk up the other’s virtue.

MAKE THEM LISTEN

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

The Eddie Haskell Ploy
can work in reverse.
Your sister, a ballroom
dance instructor, offers
to teach your son for
free. You turn her
down; you couldn’t pay
him to dance the
rumba. You tell your
son, “Aunt Sally said
she’d give you free lessons, and I told her you
weren’t the type.”

TRY THIS AT HOME

"

Make an inevitable
decision against
you look like a willing sacrifice on
your part.

HASKELL PLOY:

THE EDDIE

Argument Tool

Julius Caesar’s ethos was so great, Shakespeare said,
that he could say something normally offensive, and

The Tools

The kid had never seen Leave It to Beaver, yet she
could do a dead-on Eddie Haskell. Even though I saw
through the ruse, I admired it. Her virtue went way
up in my eyes.

dorothy jr.: I’ve been invited to a big party
this weekend.
me: Where?
dorothy jr.: Just some kid’s house. But I’ve decided not to go. His parents won’t be there
and (looking dramatically serious) there’ll probably be alcohol.

You can also polish your virtue by heartily supporting what the audience
is for, even when that means changing your position. This technique can be
tricky, so you had better use it sparingly. To avoid
" Argument Tool
OPINION SWITCH: When
looking like a waffler, show how your opponent—
an argument is doomed
or, better, the audience itself—gave you new inforto go against you,
heartily support the
mation or compelling logic that made the switch
other side.
inevitable to anyone with an unbiased mind. Those
who stick to your former opinion in the face of such overwhelming reasons
aren’t, well, reasonable.
Otherwise, if you can get away with it, simply pretend you were for your
new stand all along. George W. Bush made a smooth switch in opposing the
Department of Homeland Security and then fighting for it when its creation seemed inevitable. He never apologized, never looked back, and few
people called him a waffler.
My own daughter used a more subtle variation of the switching-sides
technique when she was in high school. Friends invited her to an unsupervised party. Aware that we would try to call the parents and then forbid her
to go, Dorothy Junior decided to use the occasion to bolster her standing
with us—a sort of rhetorical sacrifice fly.
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Brag.
Get a witness to brag for you.
Reveal a tactical flaw.
Switch sides when the powers that be do. A variation is the
Eddie Haskell Ploy, which throws your support behind the
inevitable. When you know you will lose, preempt your
opponent by taking his side.

Among the ways to pump up your rhetorical virtue, we covered four:

Virtue. Rhetorical virtue is the appearance of virtue. It can spring
from a truly noble person or be faked by the skillful rhetorician.
Rhetoric is an agnostic art; it requires more adaptation than
righteousness. You adapt to the values of your audience.
“Values” take on a different meaning in rhetoric as well. Rhetorical values do not necessarily represent “rightness” or “truth”;
they merely constitute what people value—honor, faith, steadfastness, money, toys. Support your audience’s values, and you
earn the temporary trustworthiness that rhetoric calls virtue.

“his countenance, like richest alchemy,” would change his rhetoric “to
virtue and to worthiness.” The tools in this chapter are an alchemist’s tools;
use them to change your basest words into gold.

MAKE THEM LISTEN

—aristotle

bluto: I’m not gonna take this. Wormer, he’s a dead man!
Marmalard, dead!

He runs from the room, and nobody moves. How come? While it could
use some fact checking, the speech is not so bad. Bluto uses several timetested logical and emotional devices: the good old rhetorical question, the
popular if well-worn chiasmus (“When the going gets tough . . .”), and a
rousing call to action. So why does it fail?
The three traits of ethos—virtue, practical wisdom, and goodwill—show
why the speech bombs. Bluto is the classic likable knucklehead; he lacks
practical wisdom, the appearance of knowing what to do. He offers no idea
about what should happen after he runs out. So why follow him? (He leaves
a wiser character, Otter, to propose “a really futile and stupid gesture.”)
Bluto’s ethos is not all bad, however. His interest is their interest, particularly their interest for revenge.

bluto: Was it over when the Germans bombed Pearl Harbor?
Hell no! And it ain’t over now. ’Cause when the goin’ gets
tough . . . the tough get goin’! Who’s with me? Let’s go!

ow that we have mastered virtue and its main tool, decorum, we can
move on to the second major element of ethos: practical wisdom. I can
think of no better way to illustrate this streetwise rhetorical knowledge
than Animal House. After Dean Wormer expels the fraternity, John Belushi’s
Bluto addresses his brothers with a passionate oration.

N

They should rule who are able to rule best.

The tactics of practical wisdom—the rhetorical kind

T H E B E LU S H I PA R A D I G M

!

7. Show Leadership
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He wants what they want, and once Otter gives them a plan, they all pull
together to sabotage the homecoming parade—a successful consensus.
(According to the credits, Bluto eventually becomes a U.S. senator, understandably.) In short, he has plenty of selfless goodwill; Otter makes up for
Bluto’s lack of practical wisdom; and as for virtue, well, as you saw with
decorum, almost anything can seem good and proper, depending on the
occasion.
You have seen how much depends on the audience. The persuader
must recognize what they believe, sympathize with their feelings, and fit in
with their expectations—characteristics of logos, pathos, and ethos. All right,
so Bluto clearly believes in what his brothers believe: nothing. Well, anarchy
at any rate. He has the same feeling of wounded pride and injustice. He not
only fits in, he personally bestowed names on each of the freshmen. He has
the whole package of logos, pathos, and ethos, right?
Not exactly. He suffers a major ethos malfunction here. It’s not enough
simply to blend in with the brothers. Before they follow Bluto, they have to
consider him worth following.
When you seem to share your audience’s values, they believe you will
apply them to whatever choice you help them make. If evangelical Protestants think you want to do what Jesus would do, they probably will find you
trustworthy. If an environmentalist considers you earth-centric, she will respect your thinking about the proposed new power plant. But sharing your
audience’s values is not sufficient. They also have to believe that you know
the right thing to do at that particular moment. While an evangelical Christian will respect you for trying to do what Jesus would do, he still won’t let
you remove his appendix.
" Argument Tool
This kind of trust is where practical wisdom comes
PRACTICAL WISDOM:
in. The audience should consider you a sensible perThe audience thinks
son, as well as sufficiently knowledgeable to deal with
you know how to
solve the problem
the problem at hand. When you remove an appendix,
at hand. Aristotle’s
a medical degree proves your practical wisdom more
word for this kind of
wisdom is phronesis.
than your knowledge of the Bible.
Practical wisdom entails the sort of common sense
that can get things done. A persuader who shows it tends to be more
Edison than Einstein, more Han Solo than Yoda. Look at past presidents,
and you can see what Aristotle meant. John Adams, Herbert Hoover, and
Jimmy Carter were among our most intellectually endowed presidents.

SHOW LEADERSHIP

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

They were also among the least effective, being gifted with more IQ than
street smarts.
Practical wisdom does not entail looking up decisions in books, or sticking to universal truths. It’s an instinct for making the right decision on every
occasion. Pure eggheads lack it. When we think of the Apollo space program,
we rarely picture the rocket scientists. We remember a failed mission—
Apollo 13 —when three guys jury-rigged their spaceship and got back to
earth alive. They were among the most highly trained people ever to leave
the ground, but they had little training in the repair of carbon dioxide
scrubbers. Still, they were able to combine instructions from the ground
with their skill as first-class tinkerers. That’s practical wisdom: flexibly wise
leadership. All great heroes have it.
Strict rule followers lack it. Straitlaced Captain William Bligh’s command of the Bounty was mediocre, to put it mildly; but after mutineers left
him and eighteen men in a twenty-three-foot launch, he pulled off one of
the greatest feats of navigation in history, steering an open boat more than
thirty-six hundred nautical miles to safety. When he led by following rules,
he failed; when he applied his navigational skills to solve a practical problem, he became a hero. He finally showed practical wisdom.
To get an audience to trust your decision, you can use three tools.
Show off your experience. If you debate a war and you’re a veteran
yourself, bring it up. “I’ve been in battle,” you say. “I know what it’s like.” In
an argument, experience usually trumps book learning. And it is fine to
brag about experiences, rather than yourself.
TRY THIS WITH SOMEONE
Even God did that with Job. Rather than call himIN AUTHORITY
Chances are, when you ask
self a great guy, God mentioned all the feats he
the person in charge for
carried out, like inventing the whale.
something special, she’ll
recite the rules and tell you
Bend the rules. Be Captain Bligh the navigashe can’t make exceptions.
tor, not Captain Bligh the martinet. If the rules
Instead, start the conversation by praising her practidon’t apply, don’t apply them—unless ignoring
cal wisdom. “I’ve heard
the rules violates the audience’s values. Indiana
wonderful things about
you. They say you treat
Jones showed some practical wisdom when a maseveryone as an individual,
ter swordsman attacked him with a scimitar. The
not as some dough in a
cookie cutter.” Even if she
man advanced with all the complex skill of a
sees right through your
fencer, and Jones wearily shot him with his pistol.
flattery, she’ll be reluctant
The rules didn’t apply.
to contradict it.
How does that work in real life?
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bad parent: Okay, time for bed. Chop-chop!
kid: But it’s nine o’clock! I usually stay up till ten on Fridays.

Nonetheless, you’re the one showing the street smarts. Of course, if the
decision proves a disaster, then you may want to check your practical wisdom.
Seem to take the middle course. The ancient Greeks had far more respect for moderation than our culture does. But humans in every era instinctively prefer a decision that lies midway between
TRY THIS WITH A
PROPOSAL
extremes. In an argument, it helps to make the audiEvery proposal should
ence think your adversary’s position is an extreme one.
have three parts (not
necessarily in this
(I once heard a congressional candidate call his oppoorder): payoffs,
nent an “extreme moderate,” whatever that means.) If
doability, superiority.
the school board wants to increase the education
Describe the benefits
of your choice; make
budget by 8 percent, and opponents say taxes are
it seem easy to do;
already too high, you can gain credibility by proposand show how it beats
the other options. You
ing a 3 percent increase.
might even keep your
Presidents use the middle-course tactic when they
audience in suspense,
not telling them your
choose a running mate with more extreme opinions
choice until you have
than their own—Nixon with Agnew, Clinton with
dealt with the alternatives. Rhetoric is
Gore, Bush with Cheney. Their vice presidents almost effective when
lowed them to look moderate even when their own
it leads an audience
to make up their
politics strayed from the center of American opinion.
own minds.
Cheney’s aggressive stance on cruel and inhumane
treatment of suspected terrorists, for example, gave Bush some breathing
room on the Iraq war.
If you have children, you can use the middle-course technique by playing good parent–bad parent. Suppose bedtime has slid later and later on
weekends, and you want to get the kid to bed a half hour earlier.

spouse: This book says that after three months we shouldn’t
let the baby sleep in our bed.
you: Too bad. The kid wants it. We want it.
spouse: Yeah, but the writer says the separation will just get
more difficult later.
you: So we should kick the kid out to make things easier?
spouse: When do you think she should sleep in her own crib?
you: When she’s old enough to reason with.
spouse: You’re still not old enough to reason with.

SHOW LEADERSHIP

good parent: Custom’s a pretty weak reason. Got a better
argument?
kid: I wake up later on Saturdays. I’ll get just as much sleep.
good parent: All right, that’s legitimate. We’ll let you stay up
a half hour later.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

She knows I love a smart aleck. Nonetheless, Machiavelli said that inconsistency is a useful leadership tool—it keeps the ruler’s subjects off guard. I
had my reasons; girls mature more quickly than boys do, and I doubted that
George was ready to sit without adults. But Machiavelli was not just being
cynical. My children knew they could count on me to make decisions, not
just enforce rules. That made them listen more closely, if only because they
had no idea what would come out of my mouth. While I lacked much virtue
in their eyes, they saw me as practically wise in anything that didn’t involve
moving parts.

dorothy jr.: May I sit by my friends at the football game?
dorothy sr.: I guess so. Let’s meet up at halftime, though.
george: Can I sit with my friends?
me: May I . . .
george: May I sit with my friends?
me: No.
george: But you let Dorothy . . .
me: She’s older.
george: You let her sit with her friends when she was my age.
It’s unfair!
me: It certainly is. But consistency is the hobgoblin of little
minds.
dorothy jr.: Then you should be consistent.

The kid may not like it, but she may well put up with the decision.
All three techniques—touting your experience, bending the rules, and
taking the middle course—can help if you have more than one child. My
wife and I made a pact with each other when our kids were little: we would
not try to treat them equally. We would love them equally but avoid applying
the rules consistently. We’d deal with each situation separately. At least the
kids might learn practical wisdom on their own.
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Show off your experience.
Bend the rules.
Appear to take the middle course.

We’re still talking about the ways to use the appearance of wisdom to persuade. The practically wise rhetorician seems to have the right combination
of book learning and practical experience, both knowledge and know-how.
Tools for enhancing your practical wisdom:

The Tools

SHOW LEADERSHIP

—christoph martin wieland

he third ethos asset, which Aristotle called “disinterested goodwill,”
combines selflessness and likability. Think of a friend picking up the
dinner tab. The benevolent persuader shares everything with his audience:
riches, effort, values, and mood. He feels their pain and makes them believe he has nothing personal at stake. In other words, he shows himself to
be “disinterested”—free of any special interest.
Most people use “disinterest” and “uninterest” interchangeably today. But
in earlier times, a reputation for selflessness determined whether a politician
got elected. In The Federalist, Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John
Jay not only wrote anonymous letters in favor of the proposed new Constitution; they were so eager to disguise their “interest”
" Meanings
that they pretended they had never attended the ConLibertas originally
meant both freedom
vention in the first place. Hamilton and colleagues
and frankness. Free
would have wondered at our preference for billionpeople—those who
aires; the founders considered rich people the most
weren’t beholden to
a source of income—
“interested” of all. Eighteenth-century leaders were
could speak freely
extremely anxious to show their disinterest; a number
because they were
“disinterested.”
of them even gave away their fortunes and bankrupted themselves. This passion for disinterest continued through the early nineteenth century, when politicians clamored to
claim an impoverished childhood in a log cabin. The up-by-the-bootstraps
story showed a man’s ability to make it on his own, beholden to no one.
Although our society has mostly forgotten the original meaning of the
word, disinterest can still work for you. I’ll show some tricks, but the main

T

To be not as eloquent would be more eloquent.

Using selflessness for personal gain

QUINTILIAN’S USEFUL DOUBT

!

8. Win Their Trust
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"

Act as though
you felt compelled to reach
your conclusion,
despite your
own desires.

CONCLUSION:

THE RELUCTANT

Argument Tool

What a fair-minded person you are! You once believed what your
opponent believed, but found yourself overwhelmed by sheer logic. This

he: I’m against capital punishment. The government shouldn’t
be in the death business.
you: Yeah, I was against capital punishment, too, because of
the chance of executing an innocent person. But now that
DNA testing has become almost universal, I’m convinced
that we could avoid that problem.

Excellent goodwill, kid. Your interest lies in walking, not driving; you
make it your dad’s interest to loan you his car. If Dad isn’t a complete fool,
he’ll laugh at this ruse—and lend you the car. Either way, you move the
issue away from interest to the girl’s safety.
You can apply the same method yourself. Simply claim you used to hold
your opponent’s position.

kid: You know, I’d just as soon walk my date to the movie.
The theater is only three miles from her house, and there
are sidewalks at least a third of the way. But her dad
says no.
father: So you want to borrow my car.
kid: No, I want you to call her father. Tell him I can protect
her against gangs of rapists, and I’ll have a cell phone in
case she’s hit by a truck.

Make it sound as if you reached your opinion only
after confronting overwhelming evidence. This is what
Hamilton and Madison did in The Federalist. It also works
for a teenager who wants to borrow his father’s car.

Seem to deal reluctantly with something you are
really eager to prove.

point is make your audience believe in your selflessness—by seeming either
wholly objective or nobly self-sacrificing.
Cicero mentioned an excellent tactic to hype your objectivity.

WIN THEIR TRUST

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

How Bluto Became a U.S. Senator

you: Look, kid, I hate brussels sprouts, too. But I’ve learned
to eat them because they make me smart.

Look at leadership breakdowns in real life and you see the same ethos principles, or lack of them.
Jimmy Carter: In speaking of a “national malaise,” he failed in rhetorical
virtue. Carter went against his nation’s values. This is America. The French
have malaises, not us. We don’t even have problems—
" Persuasion Alert
they’re opportunities!
Can I really place
Carter and Nixon in
Richard Nixon: Another virtue failure. Watergate vithe same unvirtuous
olated the American notion of fair play.
boat? Sure. In rhetorical terms, both
Herbert Hoover: Failure of practical wisdom. He folmen lacked virtue.
lowed the rules of traditional economics and tried to
balance the budget during a depression. Roosevelt
" Persuasion Alert
showed practical wisdom when he broke the old
I’m making a double
rules, promoted deficit spending, and became a hero.
point here. Marie
Antoinette didn’t
Marie Antoinette: Major goodwill breakdown. Inactually say, “Let
stead
of making her constituents believe that their inthem eat cake”; her
enemies planted the
terest was her sole concern, she let her ethos suffer
quote. But her lousy
with that quote about cake.
ethos made it believable. An argument
Hamlet: No practical wisdom whatever. He follows
rests on what the
a
ghost’s
directions. No wonder his girlfriend cops it.
audience believes,
not on what is true.
Your ethos counts more than any other aspect of

Or:

you: The company probably won’t give me credit for this
idea, boss, but I’m still willing to put in the hours to make
it work. It’s just too good to ignore.

Act as if the choice you advocate hurts you personally.

approach helps you disguise changing the issue from a values question to a
practical one—from government-sponsored killing to avoiding mistakes.
Another disinterest technique:
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" Argument Tool
The Romans called the technique dubitatio, as in
DUBITATIO: Don’t
“dubious.” Abraham Lincoln was a wizard at dubitatio.
look tricky. Seem
He used it to help him get elected president. A lawyer
to be in doubt
about what to say.
and two-term former congressman who had lost a race
for a Senate seat, Lincoln was a political nobody in the
winter of 1860, when he traveled east to explore a bid for the presidency.
What he lacked in background, he made worse in appearance: freakishly
big hands, aerodynamic cheeks, a Western rube’s accent; and when he

A speaker might choose to feign helplessness by pretending to be
uncertain how to begin or proceed with his speech. This makes
him appear, not so much as a skilled master of rhetoric, but as an
honest man.

One of the chief rhetoricians of the early Roman Empire, a Spaniard
named Quintilian, explained.

Make it seem you have no tricks.

While your audience must think you have these noble attributes, that does
not mean you must have them in reality. Even if you are chock-full of virtue,
street smarts, and selflessness, if your audience doesn’t believe that you are,
then you have a character problem. Your soul may rise to heaven but your
ethos sucks. On the other hand, every character has its flaws, which is where
the rhetorical trickery comes in. The best trick of all:

Honest Abe’s Shameless Trick

rhetoric because it puts your audience in the ideal state of persuadability.
Cicero said you want them to be attentive, trusting, and willing to be persuaded. They’re more likely to be interested if they find you worth their attention. The trusting part goes with the ethical territory of virtue, practical
wisdom, and goodwill. As for their willingness to be persuaded, you want
them to consider you a role model—the essence of leadership. And where
does this attitude come from? The same perceived traits: virtue, practical
wisdom, and goodwill.

WIN THEIR TRUST

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

addressed New York’s elite in its premier athenaeum,
the Cooper Union, he did nothing to raise expectaDon’t try to calm your
tions. Speaking in his characteristic harsh whine, he
butterflies; use them.
Keep in mind that an
warned the crowd that they weren’t about to hear
audience will sympaanything new. Absolutely brilliant.
thize with a clumsy
speaker—it’s a firstWhat was brilliant? The speech, for one thing.
rate tactical flaw. And
It
segued
into a first-class summary of the nation’s
employ just one technique: gradually speak
problems and how to fix them. It was rational and
louder. You will sound
lawyerly. His dubious opening set his highbrow audias if you’re gaining
confidence from the
ence up, not just by lowering expectations but also
sheer rightness of your
by conveying absolute sincerity. The speech was a
speech’s contents.
I have used this tool
smash. Without it, Lincoln likely “would never have
myself (sometimes out
been nominated, much less elected, to the presidency
of sheer stage fright),
and it works.
that November,” according to Lincoln scholar Harold Holzer.
Modern persuasion research confirms Quintilian’s dubious theory: a
knowledgeable audience tends to sympathize with a clumsy speaker and
even mentally argue his case for him. Dubitatio also lowers expectations and
causes opponents to “misunderestimate” you, as Bush (a master of dubitatio) puts it. Lincoln’s country-bumpkin image disguised a brilliant political
analyst who could speak lucidly about the issues. His ethos made the audience trust his sincerity while doubting his intellect—until he showed them
his intellect.
You can use the same technique without being a Lincoln. When you
give a talk to a group, begin hesitantly, and gradually get smoother as you
go. Speakers often think they have to grab the audience’s attention right
off the bat. Not necessarily; most people start with an attention span of at
least five minutes. Just make sure your pauses don’t stretch too far; legend
has it that a Dartmouth president known for his thoughtful silences gave a
speech at MIT with such a long hiatus that the host finally felt compelled to
nudge him. He promptly fell to the floor; the podium apparently had been
propping him up. He wasn’t thoughtful, he was dead. Still, as long as you
and your audience have a heartbeat, a slow beginning works better than the
classic opening joke.
You can use a subtler form of dubitatio in a one-on-one argument. It
works like this: When your partner finishes talking, look down. Speak softly
TRY THIS IF YOU’RE A
NERVOUS SPEAKER
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Ethos works best when it disguises its own trickery, even to the point of
deliberate ineptness. Blue-staters laugh at Bush’s Bushisms, and that makes
red-staters love him all the more. (In fact, a lot more
" Classic Hits
goes on with the president than mere syntactical
BUSH TALKS LIKE A
clumsiness, as you shall see in a few chapters.) For
GREEK: Literati of
every generation
your own ethos to be credible, your audience must
have bemoaned the
not notice your rhetoric’s inner workings. This does
decline of fine language. But even in
not mean just “being yourself.” It may require the opancient Greece, audiposite. In argument, you don’t rest on your personalences trusted plainspoken leaders more
ity and reputation, you perform them. Ethos is not
than skilled ones.
karma; you can start afresh with your virtue, practical
They said that fancy
talk made a speaker
wisdom, and selflessness in every argument.
sound “Asian,” and
Does this seem unethical? Not in the original
preferred the “pure”
Greek of Athens.
sense of ethos. Paying attention to the attitude of your
audience, sharing its trials and values, makes you
agreeable—both literally and figuratively. You’re not manipulating . . . well,
all right, you are manipulating them. But you’re also sharing. In the next
chapter, where we deal with pathos, we’re into big-time caring.
Rhetorical caring, that is—like real caring, only better.

george: I tried that thing you told me about.
me: What thing?
george: That—I forget what you called it. The thing where
you look down until you make your point and, blam! Stare
into her eyes.
me: Her eyes? What were you telling her?
george: None of your business.
me: None of my . . . ?
george: We were just talking politics, Dad. You have a dirty
mind.

and slowly until you’re ready to make your main point. Then stare intensely
into the eyes of the other person. Get the technique right, and it can convey passionate sincerity. My son will testify to this form of personal dubitatio.
I had described it to him a year or so back when I was researching Quintilian, and forgot I ever mentioned it; then, several weeks ago, he came home
from school looking pleased with himself.

WIN THEIR TRUST

The Tools

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

The reluctant conclusion: Act as if you reached your conclusion only
because of its overwhelming rightness.
The personal sacrifice: Claim that the choice will help your audience
more than it will help you; even better, maintain that you’ll
actually suffer from the decision.
Dubitatio: Show doubt in your own rhetorical skill. The plainspoken, seemingly ingenuous speaker is the trickiest of them
all, being the most believable.

The single best word for Aristotle’s selfless goodwill is “disinterest,” the
appearance of having only the best interest of your audience at heart—
even to the point of sacrificing for the good of the others. Its tools:
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Back when people knew their rhetoric, “pathetic” was a compliment; my
daughter knew that the persuader bears the burden not just of proof but of

lady: But did you say she wasn’t pathetic enough?
me (lamely): That’s a technical term. It worked, didn’t it?

f you know an imperfect child, you may find this familiar: just as I was
withdrawing money in the lobby of a Hanover, New Hampshire, bank, my
three-year-old daughter chose to throw a temper tantrum, screaming and
writhing on the floor while a couple of matrons
" Meanings
Pathos means more
looked on in disgust. (Their children had been perthan just “feelings” in
fect, apparently.) I forget what triggered the outburst
the emotional sense.
It also has to do with
by Dorothy Junior—now a self-directed college junphysical sensations—
ior who aspires to med school—but I gave her a diswhat a person feels
appointed look and said, “That argument won’t
or, more precisely,
suffers. (The Greeks
work, sweetheart. It isn’t pathetic enough.”
were into suffering.)
She blinked a couple of times and picked herself
Hence the medical
term pathology, the
off the floor.
study of diseases.
“What did you say to her?” one of the ladies asked.
I explained that I was a passionate devotee of classical rhetoric. Dorothy had learned almost from birth that a good persuader doesn’t merely
express her own emotions; she manipulates the feelings of her audience.
Me, in other words.

I

The Oratour may lead his hearers which way he list, and draw them to what affection
he will: he may make them to be angry, to be pleased, to laugh, to weepe, and lament:
—henry peacham
to loue, to abhorre, and loath.

The most persuasive emotions, at your service

THE AQUINAS MANEUVER

!

9. Control the Mood

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Done properly, the ancient Sophists said, pathos affects an audience’s judgment. Recent neurological research has confirmed their theory; the seat of
the emotions, the limbic system, tends to overpower the more rational parts
of the brain. As Aristotle observed, reality looks different under different
emotions; a change for the better, for example, can look bad to a depressed
man. Protagoras, a famous Sophist, said that food tastes bitter to an invalid
and the opposite to a healthy person. “While the doctor makes changes
with drugs,” he said, “the Sophist does it with words.”
Words can indeed act like a drug, though to paraphrase Homer Simpson, what works even more like a drug is drugs. Aristotle, that rational old
soul, preferred to modify people’s emotions through
" Classic Hits
their beliefs. Emotions actually come from belief, he
IT’LL FEEL GREAT
WHEN I STOP HITTING
said—about what we value, what we think we know,
YOU: We don’t count
and what we expect. Aristotle didn’t separate pathos
physical hurt as an
emotion these days,
entirely from rhetorical logic. It may sound strange
but many Greeks
to combine the emotional with the rational, but rhetthought that pain
was the secret to all
oric does precisely that.
emotions. The good
Take fear. Suppose I made you believe that your
passions, like joy,
heart might stop right now, even while you read this.
were the absence of
pain. This fun bunch
It could happen; in the susceptible victim, the slightcalled themselves the
est fear could trigger an arrhythmia that sets off an
Stoics.
electrochemical storm within your heart muscle. It
could start to beat wildly out of sync, destroying critical tissue and causing
you to clutch your chest and die.
That didn’t scare you, did it? Your disbelief kept you from fear. Emotion comes from experience and expectation—what your audience believes has happened, or will take place in the future. The more vividly you
give the audience the sensations of an experience, the greater the emotion you can arouse.

Matt Damon’s Pathetic Joke

emotion as well. As long as she tried to persuade me, her feelings didn’t
count. Only mine did. An argument can’t be rhetorically pathetic unless it’s
sympathetic.
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will: You know, I was on this plane once. And I’m sittin’ there
and the captain comes on and is like, “We’ll be cruising at
thirty-five thousand feet,” and does his thing, then he puts

" Argument Tool
Don’t call names. Don’t rant. Aristotle said that one of
STORYTELLING:
the most effective mood changers is a detailed narrative.
The best way to
The more vivid you make the story, the more it seems like
change an audience’s mood.
a real experience, and the more your audience will think
Make it directly
it could happen again. You give them a vicarious experiinvolve you or
your audience.
ence, and an expectation that it could happen to them.
Storytelling works for every kind of emotion, including humor. A joke sounds funnier if you pretend you were there. Matt
Damon’s character in Good Will Hunting uses the technique when he talks
to his therapist, played by Robin Williams.

When you want to change someone’s mood, tell a story.

That would make me angry at the neighbor. You re-created a dramatic
scene, making me see it through your eyes. This works much better than
name-calling. You made me believe the woman did something mean to an
innocent little boy.

you: She called the Boy Scouts a fascist organization.
me: Well, she’s entitled to her—
you: On Halloween? When my little boy comes to her stoop
wearing his older brother’s uniform?
me: How do you—
you: I was there. When he started to cry, she said, “If you turn
out to be gay, you’ll be glad you met me.” Then she looked
straight at me and slammed the door.

Suppose you wanted to make me angry at your next-door neighbor. You
could tell me what a jerk she is—that she flirts in front of her husband and
watches bad TV. None of this would make me angry at her. You describe
her personality, not an experience. To make me angry, give me a vivid description of a specific outrage.

CONTROL THE MOOD

the mike down but forgets to turn it off.
Then he says, “Man, all I want right now is
[insert unmentionable sex act here] and a
cup of coffee.” So the stewardess goes runnin’ up towards the cockpit to tell him the
mike’s still on, and this guy in the back of
the plane goes, “Don’t forget the coffee!”
sean: You’ve never been on a plane.
will: I know, but the joke’s better if I tell it
in the first person.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

You already know that
audiences love anecdotes.
But if you want to put
them in a particular
mood, don’t just tell a
personal story; tell one
that gives them a thrill of
recognition. Suppose you
advocate a new senior
center. Invoke guilt by
talking about a lonely
elderly relative who lost
her husband; she begs
you to visit more often,
but you have a full-time
job and home responsibilities. Say, “This may sound
familiar.” Comedians use
this technique all the
time, because emotions
are linked to the familiar.

TRY THIS IN FRONT OF
AN AUDIENCE

Besides storytelling, pathos depends on self-control. A persuader who apparently struggles to hold back her emotions will get better results than one
who displays her emotions all over the floor of a bank. My daughter’s temper tantrum showed the danger of pouring it on too much; she already

How Webster Made the Chief Justice Cry

Sam succeeds in changing the mood of his mistress, though not the way
he wants. She thinks the tape shows a murder. Still, the more imminent your
audience thinks an event will be, the more that belief will affect their mood.

sam: I know why you sent me this tape, honey. And you know
what I’m gonna do? I’m gonna do the same damn thing
with you. And you, too, could scream your brains out, because no one’s gonna hear.

The same technique works for seduction. To
get someone in the mood, describe in detail what
you plan—champagne, soft music, unmentionable
stuff, and the evening’s activities. Your story takes
place in the future. Provide enough details, and
your mate will be yours. The anecdote is a powerful
tool. Use it responsibly. In the movie Ruthless People, the nasty “spandex
miniskirt king” played by Danny DeVito calls his mistress after she sends
him a sex tape.
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You might prefer to follow a skilled rhetorician like
TRY THIS WITH A
BAD EMPLOYEE
Daniel Webster. We remember him as a blowhard, but
If you’re angry at an
his contemporaries considered him the most persuasive
underling—say, you
caught him badperson in the country. He prosecuted a case in Massamouthing you to
chusetts where a well-known ship captain—a Captain
higher-ups—call him
into your office and
White, no less—had been murdered in his sleep. It was
keep your heat
the O. J. Simpson case of its day. The suspect was a farm
inside. Speak more
softly than usual,
boy with no prior record, and people wondered how
don’t gesture with
such a nice young man could commit something so
your hands, and
let your eyes betray
heinous. Webster stood before the jury and, looking as
your cold fury. The
though he could barely contain his outrage, narrated
overall effect can
terrify the most
the murder in ordinary, everyday terms, making the
blasé employee.
crime sound like a farm chore to this twisted soul and
anticipating In Cold Blood by more than a century. The jury hanged the boy.
Holding your emotions in check also means taking your time to use
them. Pathos tends to work poorly in the beginning of an argument, when
you need to make the audience understand what you want and trust your
character; that’s the bailiwick of logos and ethos. Let emo" Argument Tool
THE PATHETIC
tion build gradually. Aristotle said that you can turn it up
ENDING: Emotion
loudest in a speech before a large crowd; logos and ethos
works best at
the end.
are your main strengths in a one-on-one argument, he

b. t. barlow: Mr. Mayor, I have a question for you. . . . what if
YOU came home one night to find your family tied up and
gagged, with SOCKS in their mouths? They’re screaming.
You’re trying to get in but there’s too much BLOOD on
the knob!!!!!
mayor quimby: What is your question about?
b. t. barlow: It’s about the budget, sir.

" Argument Tool
knew Cicero’s dictum that good pathetic argument is
EMOTIONAL VOLUME
understated. When you argue emotionally, speak simCONTROL: Don’t visply. People in the middle of a strong emotion rarely
ibly exaggerate your
emotions. Let your
use elaborate speech. The most emotional words of all
audience do that
have just four letters. Less is more, and in pathetic
for you.
terms, less evokes more.
The conservative talk show host in The Simpsons commits a rhetorical
error when he forgets his pathetic volume control at a town meeting:

CONTROL THE MOOD

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Even at that age she knew me well enough to
expect that answer. So, if she was well prepared, she’d
be ready with her peroration—a silent peroration.
She could simply have looked up at me and let the
tears well up; not a tough feat for a kid denied a
cone. Both Aristotle and Cicero listed compassion as
a useful emotion, and it works for a besotted father at
least as well as for a Supreme Court justice. If tears
failed her, she could have resorted to humor, giving
me the long-lashed open stare that my kids called
“Bambi eyes.” It cracked me up every time. The odds
in favor of ice cream would have soared.

While rhetoricians
encourage you to start
quietly and turn up
the volume gradually,
a veteran adman told
me he did the opposite, lowering his voice
more and more so that
people would have to
lean in to hear what he
was saying. Then he
ended with an emotional crescendo. The
soft voice made the
peroration that much
more dramatic, he said.

TRY THIS IN A
PRESENTATION

dorothy jr.: Daddy, can I have an ice cream cone?
me: May I have an ice cream cone.
dorothy jr.: May I have an ice cream cone?
me: No.

said. But even when you harangue a political convention, your emotions
will work best in gradually increasing doses.
When you speak before a small group—say, the Supreme Court—pathos
can work, but only if you use it subtly. Some years after the Captain White
affair, Webster argued a case before the Supremes on behalf of Dartmouth
College, his alma mater. The state of New Hampshire
" Persuasion Alert
We live in a much
was trying to take it over and turn it into a university.
more ironic time. I’m
At the end of two days of rational argument, Webster
compelled to use an
ironic comment to
came to his peroration—an apt time for pathos. Fightdistance myself from
ing tears, he turned to Chief Justice John Marshall.
Webster’s pathetic
“It is, sir, as I have said, a small college.” His voice
appeal, lest you think
the “small college”
cracked a little. “And yet, there are those who love
shtick makes me cry,
her.” A witness at the hearing said Justice Marshall’s
too. That works only
on the more zealous
own eyes misted over. It was the most pathetic thing.
Dartmouth alums.
Webster won the case, and Dartmouth—an Ivy League
university with engineering, business, and medical schools—remains Dartmouth College.
How does this work in real life? Suppose the reason for my daughter’s
bank fit was a sudden yen for ice cream. Instead of prostrating herself, she
could have begun quietly:
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Humor ranks above all the other emotions in persuasiveness, in part because it works the best at improving your ethos. A sense of humor not only
calms people down, it makes you appear to stand above petty squabbles.
The problem with humor, though, is that it is perfectly awful at motivating
anyone into any sort of action. When people laugh, they rarely want to do
anything else. Humor can change their emotions and their minds, but the
persuasion stops there.
" Persuasion Alert
Aristotle, who was as close to a psychologist as an
We talked about fear
ancient Greek could get, said that some emotions—
earlier, but Aristotle
such as sorrow, shame, and humility—can prevent
called its use a fallacy—
argument by the stick—
action altogether. These feelings make people ineven if the speaker
trospective. They draw a bath, listen to Billie Holiisn’t the one doing
the threatening. Fear
day, and feel sorry for themselves.
compels people to
Other emotions—such as joy, love, esteem, and
act, and compulsion
precludes a choice.
compassion—work better, Aristotle said. Some
No argument there,
people tend to revel in them, while others start
only naked instinct.
fund drives. Hurricane Katrina showed the power
of compassion, but a disaster carries more force than an argument. When
you want action to come out of argument, your most useful emotions arouse
people’s tribal instincts—exploiting their insecurities about where they

Other Passion Plays

I believe she meant “pathetic” in the modern, unrhetorical sense.

dorothy jr.: When you got really mad, you sort of got funny.
me: What do you mean, funny?
dorothy jr.: You did this, you know, Yosemite Sam thing.
me: Well, if you just treated your father with a little—
dorothy jr. (laughing): Yeah, like that! It was when you
talked quietly and let your eyes get all scary—that was
frightening.
me (making scary eyes): Like this?
dorothy jr.: No, Dad. That’s just pathetic.

Now grown up, Dorothy Junior tells me that losing my temper never
worked on her.

CONTROL THE MOOD

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

stand in a group, and how much they belong to it. I mentioned in an earlier
chapter that you want the audience to identify with you and, through you,
the action you promote. We will delve further into identification in a later
chapter. But it’s enough to know that action requires identification. This is
why Aristotle listed anger, patriotism, and emulation among emotions that
can get an audience out of its seats and make it do what you want.
A person who desires something is especially susceptible to anger. Frustrate her ability to assuage that desire, Aristotle said, and you have an angry
person. (Try withholding ice cream from a feisty daughter.) Young people
have more desires than old people, so they rouse to anger more easily. Ditto
the poor and the sick.
The easiest way to stimulate anger, Aristotle went on, is to belittle that
desire. Keep in mind that he lived in a culture that re" Argument Tool
sembles the modern street gang—macho, violent, and
THE BELITTLEMENT
sensitive to any slight. Disrespect an ancient Greek or
CHARGE: Show
your opponent
an ancient Greek’s woman, and you should be predissing your audipared to hop the next trireme. But for the purposes of
ence’s desires.
persuasion, the kind of anger that comes from belittlement is especially useful. If you want a hospital patient to sue a doctor, convince the patient that the doc neglected to take her problem seriously. Most
personal lawsuits arise out of this sense of belittleTRY THIS IN A PROTEST
ment. It’s an identification thing: people who feel
If you want to stir up
themselves being cast out by the elite will go to great
the masses, don’t just
promote your cause or
lengths to restore their status.
attack its opponents;
A few weeks after writing this, I am scheduled
portray the enemy as
to testify before the New Hampshire legislature on
belittling your cause.
“The president calls
broadband Internet access in rural areas. I like to tell
you and me softpeople that my dial-up connection here is so slow, a
headed on global
warming. Our glaciers
stamped envelope gets delivered faster than e-mail.
are melting! Coral reefs
(That literally happened once.) The problem is the
are dying! And what
does the president do?
phone company, which holds a monopoly in this
He calls for more
state. Its lobbyists oppose any plan that would create
research! He’s laughing
all the way to the lab!”
competition; on the other hand, the company does
nothing to bring broadband to my area. Which of
these two statements has the best chance of getting a law that forces the
company to provide statewide broadband?
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TRY THIS WITH
Actually, both might work, and I might use them.
RECRUITING
But which argument will make the representatives anTo show you how well
Aristotle knew his
griest at the phone company? I vote for number two;
stuff, look at the techas Aristotle would say, the state reps will feel personnique that managers
use to pry a star
ally belittled.
employee away from
On the other hand, I may play down the pathos in
a rival company:
“You’re doing all this,
my testimony. Anger gets the fastest action, which is a
and you’re still makreason why most political advertising tries to make you
ing that crummy
mad. The problem is, while angry people are quick on
salary?” “If you’d
been working for us,
the trigger, they tend not to think far ahead; hence the
you’d have had your
crime of passion. So anger isn’t the best emotion for
own parking space
ages ago.” The mandeliberative argument, where we make decisions about
ager gets the recruit
the future. The Greeks reserved it for courtroom rhetangry by making him
believe his company
oric, when they wanted someone to hang.
belittles him.
Patriotism does a much better job of looking into
the future. This rhetorical group loyalty doesn’t have
" Argument Tool
to be all about country. You can be patriotic for a high
PATRIOTISM: Rouse
your audience’s
school, a British soccer team, or—rarely these days—a
group feelings by
company. Do not confuse it with idealism, which is not
showing a rival
group’s success.
an emotion. Soldiers have died for democracy and freedom, indeed, but their patriotism burns for a country,
not an idea—the stars and bars, not the Constitution. An effective argument against flag burning is bound to be emotional, because it’s all about
zeal for country. An argument to allow flag burning must use logos more
than pathos, because it emphasizes ideals more than patriotism.
Few colonists supported the founders’ democratic notions when the
Revolution started, which is understandable from a rhetorical perspective.
Not until the British began stomping over the countryside did Americans’
patriotism rouse them to join the cause of independence. In the same light,

me: The company has mocked this legislature for years, saying,
“Sure, we’ll provide broadband, leave it to us,” and then
forgetting you the moment it leaves this hearing room.

me: The company shows it couldn’t care less about rural customers like me.

CONTROL THE MOOD

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Where patriotism often gets triggered by something negative—you get
patriotic when your group is under threat—emulation works the opposite
way. We find it hard to see emulation as an emotion;
the ancients were much bigger on imitation than we
" Argument Tool
EMULATION: Provide
were. But emulation makes sense in modern times
only the kind of role
when we view it as an emotional response to a role
model your audience
already admires.
model. A kid sees the Three Stooges on cable and
gives his younger brother a noogie: that’s emulation.
It also comes out of our atavistic need to belong.
Unfortunately, parents and children tend to choose different role models. For emulation to work, you need to start with a model the audience
already looks up to, which is not always easy. A mother wants her daughter

parent: I hear that Mary got into Harvard early decision.
kid: Yeah.
parent: You don’t like her much, do you?
kid: She thinks too much of herself.
parent: Smart kid, though. Works hard.
kid: Not as smart as me.
parent: Mmm, maybe not. Hard worker, though.

the Patriot Act has little to do with defending AmerTRY THIS WITH ANY
INSTITUTION
ican ideals; it’s about defending America. This is paWhen managers talk
triotism—pathos, not logos.
about “pride,” they really
mean patriotism, an
On a somewhat less profound level, Dartmouth
essentially competitive
College showed its patriotism when it built its own
emotion. If you want that
win-one-for-the-Gipper
expensive ski area. The impetus was provided by
attitude, focus on a
Middlebury College, a school in next-door Vermont
single rival. “Their church
raised twenty percent
that had opened a “snow bowl.” Middlebury was
more for disaster relief
smaller than Dartmouth and, unlike Dartmouth, did
than our church, and
they don’t even kneel
not belong to the Ivy League; of course Dartmouth
during Communion!”
had to build a ski area. It was an act of patriotism—
not so much a rational decision as an emotional one.
You can use patriotism to your own advantage: show how a rival is besting your own group. The old suburban phenomenon of keeping up with
the Joneses is a matter of patriotism; they have a statusmobile, and we’re at
least as good as they are. Patriotism has its personal side, as a form of competitive jealousy.
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By giving me advance warning of an emotion, George inoculated me
from it. But he was unprepared to get mad himself. It’s amazing how much
fun it is to manipulate emotions.

george: I heard something today that’s going to make you
really mad.
me: No it won’t.
george: How do you know?
me: It won’t make me mad if I’m prepared for it.
george: Will you let me talk?
me: Sure. I just won’t get mad.
george: Dad, just shut up!
dorothy sr.: Don’t speak to your father that way.

to emulate the head of the honor society, while the
TRY THIS WITH
PUBLICATIONS
daughter dreams of wearing a leather jacket and ridIf you publish a
ing a Suzuki motorcycle like her older cousin. Imagine
newsletter or run a
Web site that has
a nineteen-year-old who wants to see the world, views a
reader participation,
documentary about the World Trade Center attack,
edit brutally. People
will imitate what they
and watches his high school quarterback enlist—that
see, and soon you
kid will be especially susceptible to an army recruiter.
won’t have to edit
much at all. I learned
All of the most persuasive emotions—humor, anger,
this in magazines:
patriotism, and emulation—work best in a group setwhen readers see
short, witty letters to
ting. TV sitcoms invented that marvel of rhetorical
the editor, they write
humor, the laugh track, for this very reason. Aristotle
short, witty letters.
noted that a big crowd expects big drama in a speech.
When your audience is only one person, though, you had better know your
logos. And you don’t want to overplay your emotions.
That goes for announcing them as well as projecting them. Emotions
should sneak up on people, especially if your audience doesn’t already feel
them. For that reason, never announce the mood you
foster. Anyone who has ever told a joke knows not to
" Argument Tool
THE UNANNOUNCED
proclaim its humor in advance. As they say in writing
EMOTION: Don’t
classes, show, don’t tell. Yet people still hype emotions
advertise a mood.
Invoke it.
before they introduce them. My son was guilty of this
just the other day, when he came home in a bad mood
and found me in a perverse one.

CONTROL THE MOOD

The Tools

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Belief: To stir an emotion, use what your audience has experienced
and what it expects to happen.
Storytelling: A well-told narrative gives the audience a virtual experience—especially if it calls on their own past experiences, and
if you tell it in the first person.
Volume control: You can often portray an emotion most effectively
by underplaying it, in an apparent struggle to contain yourself.
Even screaming demagogues like Hitler almost invariably began
a speech quietly and then turned up the volume.
Simple speech: Don’t use fancy language when you get emotional.
Ornate speech belongs to ethos and logos; plain speaking is more
pathetic.
Anger often arises from a sense of belittlement. You can direct an
audience’s fury at someone by portraying his lack of concern
over their problems.
Patriotism attaches a choice or action to the audience’s sense of
group identity. You can stir it by comparing the audience with a
successful rival.
Emulation responds emotionally to a role model. The greater your
ethos, the more the audience will imitate you.
Unannounced emotion lets you sneak up on your audience’s mood.
Don’t tip them off in advance. They’ll resist the emotion.

Rhetorical tradition has it that when Cicero spoke, people said, “What a
great speech.” When the fiery Athenian orator Demosthenes spoke, people
said, “Let’s march!” The Greek spoke more pathetically than the Roman;
emotion makes the difference between agreement and commitment. Use
the tools of pathos to rouse your audience to action.
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—aristophanes

Perhaps molecular machines appear to look
designed because they really are designed.

something yourself.
Elected officials who
say, “Mistakes were
made,” don’t win votes.

his talk of pathetic manipulation will make the argument-squeamish
uncomfortable. If only the world could follow formulas and conduct its
affairs scientifically. But in actuality, even scientists
" Argument Tool
THE PASSIVE VOICE:
regularly employ a pathetic trick. Their writing uses a
Pretend that things
thousands-year-old rhetorical device to calm the pashappened on their
own. You didn’t track
sions, the passive voice. “The experiment was conmud across the living
ducted upon thirty domestic rhesus monkeys,” says
room floor. Mud was
the researcher who did the experiment on monkeys.
tracked across the
living room floor.
When you think about it, scientists seem almost childish pretending their work somehow just happened.
TRY THIS WITH AN
They behave like the golfer who looks away innoANGRY BOARD
cently as he nudges his ball toward the hole. The
The passive voice can
help you describe
technique works to calm the emotions because it diswrongdoing by a friend
embodies the speaker and removes the actors, as if
or coworker while
calming the audience:
whatever happened was what insurers piously call an
“The account got
“act of God.” Of course, it also can serve as a political
fouled up,” not, “Marcia
fouled up the account.”
subterfuge.
Just don’t use the pasCreationists use the passive voice as a sneaky
sive voice when you are
the culprit. If your audiweapon against science. Lehigh University biologist
ence sees through your
Michael Behe, a leading proponent of intelligent
ruse, you want them
thinking you’re just
design, argues that some biological phenomena are
defending a coworker,
too complex for Darwinism to explain.
not weaseling out of

T

Even if you persuade me, you won’t persuade me.

Transforming anger into receptiveness

THE SCIENTIST’S LIE

!

10. Turn the Volume Down

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

A backfire inspires sympathy through a mea
culpa routine that exaggerates the emotions the
audience feels. It works in just about any setting
except politics. (Bids for sympathy won’t help you
get elected unless you’re the widow of a popular,
and recently dead, incumbent.)
Early in my publishing career, I worked for a
small magazine that had no fact checkers. When
Mount Saint Helens erupted for the first time, I
wrote a short news piece in which I cluelessly

artie: Do me a favor. Just kick my ass, okay?
Kick this ass for a man, that’s all. Kick
my ass. Enjoy. Come on. I’m not asking,
I’m telling with this. Kick my ass.

A caveat: the backfire
works best one-on-one,
with someone you know
and like. Strangers may
take your dramatic statement at face value. If you
have a good client, use a
screwup to strengthen
the relationship. Say you
wanted to be the one to
tell her, detail what you
have done to fix the problem, and mention how
angry you are at yourself
for not living up to your
usual standards. If you have
the right kind of client,
she’ll defend you, and think
the better of you.

TRY THIS WITH A CLIENT

Suppose your audience has already worked itself into an emotional state,
and that state happens to be raging anger—against you. The passive voice
may not be enough here. A dose of mild humor could reduce the tension,
as you will see in a bit. Anything that neutralizes an acidic mood with a little
basic calm can’t hurt.
But a riskier, sneakier, and far more enjoyable technique does just the
opposite: set a backfire. Artie Fufkin, the publicist in This Is Spinal Tap,
does a superb backfire defense when no one shows up for a record signing.

Kick My Ass or I’ll Tell a Joke

By whom? Steve Jobs? The intelligent design crowd presents a difficult
target. They don’t have to defend their Designer in Chief, because they
have taken care not to drag him into the argument. With God out of the
picture, molecular machines “were created.” (It would be uncharacteristic
for the Old Testament Jehovah to use the passive voice himself.)
The passive voice encourages passivity. It calms the audience, which
makes it a great pathos trick. That hardly argues for its users’ objectivity.
Still, you have to applaud scientists for at least trying to be objective. Science determines facts, and emotions would only get in the way. But as we
have seen, deliberative argument has a touchier relationship with the facts.
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If she weren’t such a good person, I’d say she talked her way out of giving me a backrub.
Use the backfire only if you’re willing to risk a blaze that gets out of

me (wincing): This firewood is heavier than I thought.
dorothy sr.: Is your back okay?
me: It hurts a little. (Thinking fast) I could use a backrub.
dorothy sr.: Sure. Let’s get you some ibuprofen first, and
I’ll heat up a compress in the microwave. Lie on the bed.
me: I was about to go swimming.
dorothy sr.: You’re not going anywhere with your back in
that condition!
me: I’m fine.
dorothy sr.: I thought you said your back hurt.
me: It doesn’t hurt anymore.

Only later did I tell him that the first reader to point out the mistake was
Dixy Lee Ray, the governor of Washington. She said her state wanted its volcano back.
My wife uses the backfire constantly; she loves to oversympathize with
my mood.

me (looking stricken): I’ve got bad news, Bill. Really bad news.
bill: What?
me: It was sloppy and stupid and I swear, boss, it’ll never happen again.
bill: What will?
me: I put Mount Saint Helens in the wrong state.
bill: It’s in Washington, right?
me: I put it in Oregon. I’m dying over this one.
bill: Hey, don’t be so hard on yourself. These things happen. Just write a correction for the next issue.
me (handing him the correction): Done.
bill: Well, great. Lesson learned. Let’s put this behind us.

placed the volcano in Oregon. I didn’t realize my mistake until after the
magazine was published and a reader pointed it out to me. I walked into
the editor’s office and closed the door.

TURN THE VOLUME DOWN

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Get it? “To wax” is the opposite of “to wane,” and
men have to wax their legs in order to play women. A
double pun! That’s urbane humor, though my family
failed to appreciate it. It is the only kind of humor that

dorothy sr.: Would John Wayne?
me: No, he would wax.

Having explained the
difference between
deliberative rhetoric
and the verbal fighting called eristic,
I suggested calling
talk show hosts
“eristicrats.” I’m sure
I saw at least two
people smile.

hand. This is one instance where agreement may not serve you; tell someone to kick your ass, and the danger is that they might comply.
Humor is much safer—provided that you use the right kind. Sigmund
Freud said that making people laugh “relieves anxiety” by releasing impulses in a disciplined manner. The wisest rhetoricians
" Argument Tool
knew that you can’t teach it; Cicero noted that the
HUMOR: the best
calming device for
Greeks put out several manuals on humor, all unintenmost emotions—
tionally funny. Freud should have learned that lesson.
except anger.
If you ever get a chance, take a look at his book Jokes
(Der Witz). It’s hilariously full of unfunny jokes. (Prisoner on his way to the
gallows: “Well, this is a good beginning to the week.”)
Although the rhetoricians found it hard to teach, they had a good time
codifying it. One type of humor may work better for you than the others.
Urbane humor depends on an educated audience; it relies on word
play. When British general Charles Napier captured the Indian province of
Sind in 1843, he alerted his superiors with a one-word
" Persuasion Alert
I devote more
telegram: peccavi. Every educated Brit knew that pecspace to humor
cavi is Latin for “I have sinned.” Damned droll, that
than to any other
Napier chap.
emotion, because
that’s what Cicero
Urbanity has fallen out of favor. A good pun gets a
did. I try to practice
groan these days; but wordplay, like a mind, is a terrible
what he preached;
this book is full of
thing to waste. You don’t force this kind of humor. Just
my attempts at wit.
be ready for any opportunity. The
Humor relaxes the
TRY THIS AT A
more fearful emoother day, as my family sat around
PROFESSIONAL
tions and, I hope,
MEETING
the dinner table discussing Transmakes you less
One way to inject
wary of my arguamerica, a movie about a transsexurbane humor into a
ment for argument.
talk is to invent a
ual, the conversation turned to the
neologism that only
actors we would most want to see playing transsexual
your audience would
understand. I did this
roles, and whether the actors would ever agree to playonce while lecturing
ing them.
on political rhetoric.
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Your mama’s so fat, when she hauls ass she
has to make two trips.
Man, that snap was staler than your breath.
Your mama’s so ugly, her birth certificate
was an apology letter from the condom
company.
Well, your mama’s idea of safe sex is locking
the car doors.
Hey, I don’t have a mama. Me and my dad
just use yours.

"

was Cicero’s favorite
kind of humor. While
he was famously
quick with a comeback, though, not
everyone appreciated his talent. One
of the many victims
of his ridicule put a
hit on him. Cicero
literally bantered
himself to death.

THE FAVOR: Banter

AND THEY RETURNED

CICERO KILLED ’EM,

Classic Hits

you can teach yourself. If you lack a sense of humor otherwise, the urbane
version makes a reasonable substitute.
Wit isn’t ha-ha funny either, just mildly amusing. Its humor is drier than
urbanity, and instead of wordplay, it plays off the situation. When Chief Justice John Roberts worked for Ronald Reagan, the White House asked his
advice on whether the president should send the Irish ambassador a Saint
Patrick’s Day greeting on stationery printed with An Teach Ban (Gaelic for
“The White House”). Roberts said he saw no legal problem, but he encouraged the staff to fact-check the Gaelic. “For all I know it means ‘Free the
I.R.A.,’ ” he wrote. Not ha-ha-funny. But rather witty.
Facetious humor, which covers most jokes, is supposed to make you
laugh. That is its sole purpose. Rhetoricians through the ages have frowned
on this kind of funny. If your ethos is on par with Calvin Coolidge’s, joke
telling could win you the sympathy of your audience—but only if you have
a staff of professional yuck scribes, as Laura Bush did before her famous
send-up of her husband at the White House Correspondents Dinner in
2005. The former school librarian told what ABC News claimed to be “the
first public joke ever by a First Lady about the president of the United
States engaged in intimate contact with a randy male horse.” The crowd
went wild, and the president’s own ratings got a boost.
A joke can defuse a touchy argument, if only through sheer distraction.
If it’s funny enough, people will forget what they were talking about.
Banter is a form of attack and defense consisting of clever insults
and snappy comebacks. The traditional African-American game of snaps offers the most competitive banter today. The object is to out-insult your
opponent.

TURN THE VOLUME DOWN

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Talking Head: America is
a faith-based culture.
Dorothy Jr.: Right. It takes
faith to believe an ape
like you has a culture.

Admittedly, it’s not easy to
perform a bantering concession well. My children
have made themselves
alarmingly good at it by
practicing with the television. They banter with
the ads and talking heads.

TRY THIS WITH YOUR
CHILDREN

You have seen the advantages of rhetorical jujitsu already. Combine concession with wit, and you get banter. If you find an opportunity to follow
up with a great retort, go for it. You might disarm your
" Tips from the
opponent. But make sure you’re capable of this rapidAncients
TWO CORPSES
response humor. Frankly, I’m hit-or-miss, which is why
WALK INTO A BAR:
I try to entertain my unappreciative family with puns.
Cicero helpfully
advised Romans
Otherwise you can limit your banter to slower forms
not to make jokes
of
communication,
such as snail mail, to allow more
about a shocking
crime or a pitiful
time for cleverness. In an old Cold War joke, the Soviet
victim. ApparUnion places an order for 20 million sixteen-inch-long
ently, they needed
to be told that.
condoms from the United States, just to mess with our

lady astor: Winston, if you were my husband I’d flavor your
coffee with poison.
churchill: Madam, if I were your husband, I should drink it.

The young man accepted the elder’s point:
maybe I am a dog. Then he used it right back at his
opponent. There is a technique to this. First, accept
your adversary’s statement at face value, then follow its logic to a ridiculous conclusion; or simply
throw it back with a twist. Kids often use a crude
version of this concession: Yeah? Well, if I’m a [insert
insult], then that makes you a [insert worse insult]. In
deliberative argument, though, banter works best
in defense, conceding a point to your advantage.
No one did this better than Winston Churchill;
witness his famous reply.

elder: What you are barking at, pup?
young man: I see a thief.

But that’s demonstrative rhetoric. When you use deliberative argument,
you might prefer to banter with concession, agreeing with a point only to
use it against your opponent. Cicero cited an example during a trial in the
Forum, when a brash young man used concession to rebut an elder:
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Passive voice: If you want to direct an audience’s anger away from
someone, imply that the action happened on its own. The chair
got broken, not Pablo broke the chair.
Backfire: You can calm an individual’s emotion in advance by overplaying it yourself. This works especially well when you screw up
and want to prevent the wrath of an authority.
Humor: Laughter is a wonderful calming device, and it can
enhance your ethos if you use it properly. Urbane humor plays
off a word or part of speech. Wit is situational humor. Facetious
humor is joke telling, a relatively ineffective form of persuasion.
Banter, the humor of snappy answers, works best in rhetorical
defense. It uses concession to throw the opponent’s argument
back at him.

The Tools

minds. We Americans comply, sending 20 million condoms in packages
marked “small.” That’s banter—not live banter, but postal.

TURN THE VOLUME DOWN

doc: I have good news and bad news.
man: Give me the bad news first.
doc: You have a rare and incurable illness, with less than
twenty-four hours to live.
man: My God! What’s the good news?
doc: You know that nurse who took your blood pressure, the
one with the huge . . .
man: Yeah, so?
doc: We’re having an affair.

—isocrates

Nice bedside manner, dude. It sums up the prevailing enough-aboutyou-let’s-talk-about-me mind-set. People often pitch an argument that sounds
persuasive to themselves, not to their listeners. This rhetorical mistake can
be fatal, because messages that appeal only to the
" Argument Tool
speaker have a tendency to boomerang. You saw how
THE ADVANTAGEOUS:
Base your argument
important sympathy is in argument by emotion; the
on what’s good for the
same thing goes with argument by logic. In deliberaaudience, not for you.
tive argument, you need to convince your audience
that the choice you offer is the most “advantageous”—to the advantage of
the audience, that is, not you. This brings us back to values. The advantageous is an outcome that gives the audience what it values.
If you can persuade a two-year-old that eating her oatmeal is to her

A

man feels sick, so he goes to a clinic.

Speech is the leader of all thoughts and actions.

How to use your audience’s point of view

A R I S T O T L E ’ S FAV O R I T E T O P I C

!

11. Gain the High Ground
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annie: So, Kath, who are you going to vote for
in November?
kathy: Oh, I’ll vote for Bush, I guess.
annie: Kathy, you need to know some reasons
why I think that would be a mistake.

If you believe in military action to depose
violent dictators, for
example, argue the
morals of your side;
but spend more time
showing how your
country would benefit.
You’re more likely to
win your point.

While your argument may seem morally dubious—
" Classic Hits
HE WOULD HAVE
and from the brother’s point of view, personally objecLOVED GITMO: In
tionable—at least it does what an argument is supposed
reality, Aristotle
would have caned
to do. Aristotle maintained that the person most affected
the kid. He was a
by a decision makes the best judge of it. The diner is
great believer in
corporal punishmore qualified to judge a dish than the chef, he said,
ment; he said a
meaning that the girl outweighs you rhetorically. While
slave’s testimony
was invalid except
the decision is up to the audience, the burden of proof
under torture.
is on you. To prove your point, start with something your
audience believes or wants.
Unfortunately, most parents base their arguments on what they want—
such as strong bones and healthy bodies. That sounds like Esperanto to
two-year-old ears. You want strong bones. She doesn’t. What does the kid
want? What is to her advantage? And is it worth the trouble of choking
down a bowl of oatmeal? That’s the stuff of logos.
My friend Annie had a logos problem during the 2004 presidential campaign. Annie grew up in Ohio and now lives on the
TRY THIS IN A
East Coast. A passionate Democrat, she called all the
POLITICAL ARGUMENT
Ohioans she knew to try and tilt the state to Kerry.
Many debates divide
between morals and
Her former college roommate turned out to be her
the advantageous. In
toughest customer. After chatting about the weather
politics, the advantageous usually wins in
and their families (weather is Topic One in the Midthe long run (statewest), Annie segued into politics.
craft is a selfish art).

you: Eat half your oatmeal and you can fling the bowl at your
brother’s head.

advantage, for example, then she may actually comply. Suppose the toddler
holds the value that older brothers should be taken down a peg.

GAIN THE HIGH GROUND

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Before you begin an argument, first determine what your audience is thinking. You need to know its beliefs and values, the views it holds in common. The common sense of your audience is square
" Argument Tool
one—the beginning point of your argument. To shift
THE COMMONPLACE:
Use it as the jumpingpeople’s point of view, start from their position, not
off point of your
yours. In rhetoric, we call this spot a commonplace—
argument.
a viewpoint your audience holds in common. You
can use it as your argument’s jumping-off point.
We equate a commonplace with a cliché, but the term once had a
broader connotation. The rhetorical commonplace is a short-form expression of common sense or public opinion. It can range from a political belief (all people are created equal) to a practical matter (it’s cheaper to buy
in bulk). Commonplaces represent beliefs or rules of thumb, not facts;
people are created equal only if you agree on the definitions for “created”

Cracking Good Clichés

An unpersuadable audience tends to repeat the same rationale over
and over. Is it a good rationale? Doesn’t matter. Kathy has made her mind
up. She can’t be persuaded.
Or can she?

kathy: I don’t want my taxes to go up.
annie: But those tax cuts are causing the deficit to spin out
of control!
" Argument Tool
kathy: I just don’t want my taxes to go up.
BABBLING: “Babbling”
is what Aristotle calls
annie: But they won’t go up. All the Demoan arguer’s tendency
crats want is to let the tax cuts on the rich
to repeat himself over
and over. This reveals
expire. Let’s face it, Kathy, you’re married
the bedrock of your
to a lawyer who makes a godawful amount
audience’s opinion.
of money.
kathy (doing perfect stone wall impression): If Kerry gets elected,
my taxes will go up. And I just don’t want them to.

She ran through a list of problems with Bush. Annie was well-prepared
for this call: logical, concise . . .
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You probably would avoid a cliché like the early
bird except to annoy your children. Fine. A commonplace doesn’t need a cliché. The concept—rising
early holds moral and practical superiority over rising late—constitutes a commonplace on its own.
When most CEOs discuss their schedule, they brag
about getting up early more than they do about working late. American
public opinion strongly favors early rising, making it a commonplace.
Filmmakers use commonplaces, clichéd and otherwise, as a shorthand to
express character without unnecessary dialogue or explication. A two-day

People who get out of bed earlier than the average
Joe tend to have more success in life blah blah blah.

Suppose you want to
encourage students
graduating from an
elite private liberal arts
college to enlist in the
military. Use the audience’s commonplaces,
not the military’s.
Instead of “A strong
nation is a peaceful
nation,” say, “Our
armed forces can use
independent, critical
thinkers.”

" Meanings
and “equal,” and it’s not always cheaper to buy in bulk.
Rhetoric loves
A commonplace is not just anything that pops into a
geographical
person’s head, however. “I’m hungry” does not repremetaphors.
Besides the comsent a commonplace. But “When I’m hungry, I eat right
monplace, there’s
away” is a commonplace, as is “When I’m hungry, that’s
the topic. The
word comes from
good; it means I’m burning fat.” Different groups (such
the Greek word
as dieters and healthy eaters) have different commontopos, meaning
“place.” “Topic”
places. In fact, people identify with their groups through
and “topography”
the groups’ commonplaces. These attitudes, beliefs,
share this same
root; both offer
and values also determine a person’s self-identity—the
points of view.
assumptions and outlook on the world that define an
individual. We will delve into identity later; right now, let’s look at the commonplace as the starting point of rhetorical logic.
A commonplace takes advantage of the way humans process information. When you spot your friend Bob, your nervous system fires up common
networks of synapses. This neural shortcut saves your brain from having to
identify Bob’s hair, then his eyes, then his nose, then his mouth. When the
signals come in for Bob’s face, the set of neurons associated with that face
all light up at once. Bob! A commonplace works the same way. I say, “The
early bird catches the worm,” and you instantly know that I refer to the habit
of waking up before most people. It’s an argument
TRY THIS IN A
shortcut that skips what prevailing wisdom already
COMMENCEMENT
ADDRESS
agrees with:

GAIN THE HIGH GROUND

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

beard and a glass of whiskey connote an alcoholic. A
movie hero will take a beating stoically and then wince
Rhetorical labeling
when a woman dabs him with antiseptic—an efficient
is all about commonplaces. If you
way of showing the big lug’s sensitive side. We make fun
can define an issue
of devices like these, and they can betray lazy directing;
in language that’s
familiar and combut by playing to shared assumptions about people and
fortable to your
things, the director can establish a movie’s characters
audience, you will
capture the higher
and themes without taxing our attention span.
ground. What does
Conversational commonplaces offer the same effiyour audience hold
most dear: Safety,
ciency; they let us cut to the topical chase and bring us
or risk? Lifestyle,
closer as a group. In my family, for instance, we value
or savings? Education, or instinct?
an occasional obscenity, so long as one utters it skillfully.
Instead of saying, “Yes,” or, “Well, all right,” to my children, I say sweetly, “You do whatever the hell you want, sweetheart.” My
children picked it up at an early age. That was our commonplace, and—
bizarre as it would seem to a family with more conventional verbal taboos—
it raised a smile whenever one of us said it. Of course, there are those outside
our family who object to that sort of thing; one of them was Dorothy Junior’s
nursery school teacher, who informed me that my daughter had answered
a request to share a toy, “You do whatever the hell you want, sweetheart.”
It was a Heinrichs commonplace, not one shared by the nursery school.
Not every commonplace is all that benign (assuming you think teaching
vulgarities to small children is benign). An evil twin lies in the stereotype.
“Three black guys came up to me last night” will spark a different image in
most Americans’ minds from “Three Frenchwomen came up to me last
night.” We should also recognize commonplaces that corporations and
campaigns use on us. Ancient rhetoricians would applaud most of the labels the Bush White House attached to policies and
" Argument Tool
legislation: No Child Left Behind. Operation Iraqi
THE COMMONPLACE
Freedom. Clear Skies. Healthy Forests Initiative.
LABEL: When politicians speak of labeling,
Culture of Life. Marriage Protection. Each of these
they really mean the
phrases represented a prefab consensus. Our culapplication of commonplaces to legislature loves the idea of an even playing field where
tion, bumper stickers,
every kid gets a shot at a future, for instance, and
and talk radio.
anyone opposing a bill titled No Child Left Behind
would seem to oppose that basic American value. Similarly, who would
argue against freedom, clear skies, healthy forests, life, or marriage? All
TRY THIS WITH A
PUBLIC ISSUE
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To persuade an audience, it helps to know the commonplaces it already
uses. Suppose you want a group of conservatives to support low-cost housing
in your city. “Marriage needs protection” would be an excellent commonplace to start. Keep the family together and foster the culture of ownership.
(Another commonplace!)
Listen for the commonplaces. If your audience refers to her volunteer
work as a “journey,” then you know she views the ordinary activities of life in
terms of adventure and growth (and that she will not shrink from a cliché).
If she refers to “kids these days,” it is extremely unlikely that your audience enjoys rap music.

We Got Commonplaces in River City

these are commonplaces: our shared notions of what’s advantageous for
our society. They help define our peculiar culture and our identity as enlightened twenty-first-century citizens.
The same phrases may not have worked in a different setting. The ancient Spartans, who practiced infanticide, may have objected to “No Child
Left Behind.” Politicians would have had to rewrite it as something like “No
Healthy Male Spartan Child Left Behind.” Britons might not have endorsed “Iraqi Freedom” when the empire was at its height. Iraq was part
of that empire. And the French would wonder what we were “protecting
marriage” against. Those are American commonplaces. They help define
Americans as Americans. And any politician who fails to get on board risks
looking un-American.
The right seems better at this game than the left. The antiabortion movement’s Pro Life, for example, trumped Pro Choice; conservatives knew instinctively that “life” has more pathetic value than the murkier “choice.”
But commonplaces represent opinion, not truth, and every one has a potential counter-commonplace. Liberals would have done better if they had
countered the Republicans’ labels. Match Culture of Life with Culture of
Freedom. Marriage Protection with Family Protection (“Because Gays Have
Families Too”). Propose replacing the Patriot Act with the Courage Act
(“Take Courage Not Cover”). Instead, liberals came up with the “Safe Act,”
implying they would rather be safe than patriotic. Commonplaces are powerful weapons. Do not aim them at your foot.

GAIN THE HIGH GROUND

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

annie: You know what, though? Mine are high
and we have a Republican governor and legislature. They’re all alike, aren’t they, Kath?

Here she jumps onto the commonplace instead
of running away from it. Next, she expands her argumentative territory by adding the politicians-are-allalike truism.

annie: Oh, I know what you mean. The taxes I
pay are unbelievable!

What if she chose to agree with it instead?

annie: The Republicans will increase the deficit! The Democrats won’t raise taxes!

"

Useful Figure
The anadiplosis
(“She will stand her
ground, and that
ground . . .”) builds
one thought on top
of another by taking
the last word of a
clause and using it
to begin the next
clause. Ben Franklin
uses it famously:
“For want of a shoe
the horse was lost,
for want of a rider
the battle was
lost . . .” It turns your
argument into an
unstoppable juggernaut of logic.

An audience’s commonplaces are easy to find, because you hear them frequently. When someone rejects your argument, she usually does it with a
commonplace. Take Kathy, for instance. Hers is hard to miss: Democrats
raise taxes. Taxes taxes taxes. She favors Bush because
" Argument Tool
THE REJECTION: An
she believes his promise to keep taxes down. Indeed,
audience will often
Democrats tend to be more pro-tax than Republisay no in the form
cans—a commonplace in politics. If you’re a Demoof a commonplace.
You now have
crat, you doubtless have a great rebuttal, but that
your new starting
doesn’t matter. The audience, Kathy, believes Bush will
ground—provided
you can continue
keep taxes down, while Kerry will raise them. She will
the argument.
stand her ground, and that ground is her commonplace. Annie made a mistake when she argued against it.

We got trouble in River City.

If she says, “It’s not PC to say this, but . . . ,” then she probably holds cultural nuance in low regard.
Do you share these opinions? If not, no rhetorical rule says you have to
pretend to. But every commonplace offers a potential jumping-off point.
Professor Harold Hill stood on the “kids these days” platform to sell band
instruments in The Music Man. Playing off parents’ concern about wayward
youth, Hill coined a slogan:
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DIDN’T BLOG: Starting with the Renaissance, students
kept commonplace
books—collections
of practical wisdom
that they could use
in arguments. Rhetoricians taught
how to organize
the material, which
could be original or
copied from someone else’s wisdom.
Thomas Jefferson
kept commonplace
books all his life,
and they nicely
reveal the public
attitudes of his day.

WHY JEFFERSON

Tips from the
Ancients

When you do your
Web research on a
prospective employer,
don’t just delve into
facts and history.
Google the CEO and
write down the catchwords he uses. Now
try to think up a few
bumper stickers using
these catchwords as
commonplaces. (“Hire
Mary for Value-Driven
Management”). You’ll
get a feel for the
company’s lingo and
tone, even if you don’t
blatantly repeat the
phrases themselves.

TRY THIS BEFORE A
JOB INTERVIEW
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Not everyone subscribes to the prevailing maxims. Almost half of Americans would have been happy to switch presidents in midstream, and

Americans have a right to privacy in their own home.

After four years without a major terrorist attack on
the homeland, however, we increasingly heard a
maxim about putting limits on security.

Don’t switch horses in midstream.

Would that work? Maybe. Pitching it in terms of a
personal favor can’t hurt. A phone call out of the blue
may not be the right occasion to launch a political discussion, but at least it would be a discussion, instead of
the yes-it-is, no-it-isn’t kind of squabble they actually
had. With a little deft rhetoric, when they hang up,
they remain friends.
Commonplaces are the sort of things everybody
knows. What makes them clichés is that they get repeated until we’re sick of them. Nonetheless, commonplaces are useful to track. When you stop hearing
one, you know that the common ground of public
opinion is beginning to shift. If you want to keep close
track of maxims that serve politics, just follow the
opinion polls. After 9/11, you heard a lot of political
language with “safety” and “security” in it, and the
election turned on a cautious maxim.

annie: I’ll tell you what, Kathy. Both Bush and
Kerry promise they won’t raise taxes. I want
you to do something for me. I’ll e-mail you
a link to a Web site that talks about what the
deficit will do to your taxes. Will you look at
it for me?

Having established her proof, Annie can now push
a little bit.

GAIN THE HIGH GROUND

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Again, Google the boss
to get a sense of her
commonplaces. Now
place them side by
side with her predecessor’s commonplaces.
Put “value-driven
management” next to
“employee-empowered
management,” for example. The comparison
will tell you a lot about
the changes the new
boss will bring in values
and style—and give you
logical ammunition in
future meetings.

TRY THIS WITH A
NEW BOSS

Public opinion “is held in reverence,” said Mark Twain. “It settles everything. Some think it is the Voice of God.” The original definition of “audience” had the same pious tone. It meant a “hearing” before a king or
nobleman. The first audience, in the other words, was a judge. According

The Tools

—meaning, I sure as heck can tell you who to sock it
to, and I’m lobbying Congress to criminalize socking
it to the wrong people. Libertarian stock went down,
and puritan stock went up. And so it will go forever—
with any luck.
When commonplaces clash, arguments begin.

It’s about values.

That was a solid-gold maxim a few decades ago, an
age that saw soaring crime, abortion, and divorce
rates. By the early nineties (1990s, that is), understandably, it wasn’t your thing anymore. Doing what
you wanted to do was not accepted wisdom. Instead,
people began to use an opposing maxim—

It’s your thing. Do what you want to do.
I can’t tell you who to sock it to.

Still, maxims help you follow trends in values, such as puritanism versus libertarianism. You can almost set your epochal clock by this particular values pendulum. Who but aging hippies say, “It’s your thing” anymore?
Remember the song?

We’re at war.

supporters of a ramped-up Patriot Act counter the right-to-privacy commonplace with
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The Advantageous: This is the über-topic of deliberative argument,
persuasion that deals with choices and the future. The other
forms of rhetoric cover right and wrong, good and bad.
Deliberative argument talks about what is best for the audience.
That is where persuasion comes in; you make the audience
believe your own choice to be the advantageous one.
The Commonplace: Any cliché, belief, or value can serve as your
audience’s boiled-down public opinion. This is the starting point
of your argument, the ground the audience currently stands on.
Logos makes it think that your own opinion is a very small step
from their commonplace.
Babbling: When your audience repeats the same thing over and
over, it is probably mouthing a commonplace.
The Commonplace Label: Apply a commonplace to an idea, a
proposal, or a piece of legislation; anyone who opposes it will
risk seeming like an outsider.
The Rejection: Another good commonplace spotter. When your
audience turns you down, listen to the language it uses; chances
are, you will hear a commonplace. Use it when the argument
resumes.

to Aristotle, it still is. Your audience judges whether your opinion is the
right one.
But we’re talking deliberative argument, not a court of law. So the statute
books don’t determine the outcome; the audience’s own beliefs, values,
and naked self-interest do. To persuade them, you offer a prize: the advantageous, which is the promise that your choice will give the judges what
they value.
In order to convince them, you have to start with what they believe,
value, or desire. You begin, in other words, with the commonplace.

GAIN THE HIGH GROUND

second, and so on.

’ve stopped arm-wrestling my son. He no longer finds me much of a challenge, and I get tired of feeling my arm bend the wrong way and slam
against the table. Up until a year or so ago, however, we were closely
matched—even though he got stronger than I long before that. I was better because I knew the right kind of grip: subtle enough that he didn’t feel
me squirm for advantage, while enclosing enough of his hand to allow full
use of my arm muscles. The moment he learned the same technique, I
didn’t stand a chance.
This is exactly how the persuasive strategy of definition works: as a
rhetorical method for getting a favorable grip on an argument. In this
chapter you will learn the technique of top lawyers and political strategists:
the ability to define the terms and the issue in a way that stacks an argument in your favor.
The ancients listed “definition” as the tool to fall
" Argument Tool
STANCE: The technical
back on when the facts are against you, or when you
name is “status thelack a good grasp of them. If you want, you can harory.” Status is Latin for
“stance.” It comes from
ness definition to win an argument without using
the stance wrestlers
any facts at all. Facts and definitions are part of a
would take at the
beginning of a match.
larger overall strategy called stance. It was originally
The technique is a falldesigned for defense, but it works offensively as well.
back strategy: fact,
definition, quality, releBefore you begin to argue, or when you find yourvance. If the first won’t
self under attack, take your stance:
work, fall back on the

I

mr. burns: Oh, meltdown. It’s one of those annoying buzzwords. We prefer to call
it an unrequested fission surplus.
—THE SIMPSONS

How to define the issue in your favor

W H AT “ I S ” I S

!

12. Persuade on Your Terms
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Use fact, definition, quality, and relevance in descending order. The
facts work best; fall back through definition, quality, and relevance until
one works for you.
Suppose a father catches his kid smuggling a candy bar into her room
before dinner. The kid takes me on as counsel for the defense. What do I
advise her?
The facts don’t work for her. She was caught red-handed.
She could try to redefine the issue by saying she was not smuggling
candy, exactly, but hiding it from her brother before he grabbed it for dessert. Suppose she doesn’t have a brother, though. Plus, any lame excuse
risks an angry parent. So she has to fall back again.
The quality defense would have her admit she smuggled the candy. But
she would argue that it wasn’t as big an offense as you might think. Maybe
she hadn’t had time to eat lunch, and was faint with hunger. With luck, the
father lectures her on proper nutrition and lets her off without punishment. The quality defense just might work.
If it doesn’t, relevance remains as her last fallback. In a real trial, the
relevance tactic entails arguing that the court has no jurisdiction in the
matter. In the girl’s case, it would mean claiming that Dad has no right
to judge her. Didn’t she see him pop a cookie into his mouth when he
came home from work? And is his customary predinner whiskey good
for him?
You can see why relevance is the last position you want to take. It carries big risks. But you normally won’t have to fall back that far. Most of
the time, defining the issue wins the day. Definition is such a great tool,
actually, that you may want to use it even when the facts are on your side.

If facts work in your favor, use them. If they don’t (or you don’t
know them), then . . .
Redefine the terms instead. If that won’t work, accept your
opponent’s facts and terms but . . .
Argue that your opponent’s argument is less important than it
seems. And if even that isn’t to your advantage . . .
Claim the discussion is irrelevant.

PERSUADE ON YOUR TERMS

Tax-and-Spend Labelers

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

"

Don’t automatically accept
the meaning
your opponent
attaches to a
word. Redefine
it in your favor.

REDEFINITION:

Argument Tool

Now, when I talk about defining the terms, I don’t necessarily mean
choosing which of The Oxford English Dictionary’s eight definitions of “marriage” to use. The dictionary simply offers the literal meaning of the word,
its denotation. Wayne does something different. He redefines the connotation of the word—the unconscious thoughts that the term sparks in people’s
minds. Garth has teased Wayne by asking whether he plans to marry his

wayne: Garth, marriage is punishment for shoplifting in some
countries.

Don’t accept your opponent’s definition. Come up with
your own instead. That way you sound as though you agree
with your opponent’s argument even while you cut the legs
out from under it. For most lawyers, redefining is a matter
of instinct. When President Clinton told the special prosecutor, “That depends on what your definition of ‘is’ is,” he was redefining a term—in the
slickest, most lawyerly way, unfortunately. Wayne in the movie Wayne’s World
does better.

One of the best ways to define the terms is to
redefine them.

you: If “lazy” means frantically shooting aliens on a computer, then he’s lazy.

Or you can redefine them.

you: No, I don’t think he’s lazy. He’s bored.

Or you can change the terms.

spouse: That kid of ours is plenty smart. He’s just lazy.
you: Yes, he’s lazy. So how do we motivate him?

Let’s start with the terms. You can accept the words your opponent uses.
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When you’re on your best definition game, you can
spike any label that comes your way, slamming it back
at your opponent with double the power. In fact, this is
one instance where the best offense is a good defense.
(That is not the case when you define whole issues instead of people and individual concepts.)
Obviously, you want to avoid giving your opponent

you: If talking like an egghead means knowing
what I’m talking about, then I’m talking like
an egghead.
Arguments don’t
just attach labels to
people; they also
label everything you
do at home or work.
If a coworker labels
your idea “unoriginal,” say, “Sure, in
the sense that it’s
been used successfully.” Better to
employ your opponent’s language than
to deny it. “Sure”
trumps “No, it’s not.”

TRY THIS IN THE
OFFICE

If that definition fails to suit your argument perfectly, change it, or redefine it.

sibling: You’re just talking like an egghead.
you: Yes, I’m talking like an egghead. I am an egghead.

Definition tactics can serve you just as well at home and in the office.
They can help you fend off labeling—the rhetorical practice of attaching
a pejorative term to a person or concept. The defini" Argument Tool
tion tactic gives you an effective instant retort. Do you
DEFINITION JUJITSU:
accept your opponent’s definition, or not?
Accept your opponent’s term and its
You may find that your opponent’s insult actually
connotation, then
favors you, presenting an opportunity for argument
defend it as a positive thing.
jujitsu.

conservative: My opponent is another tax-and-spend liberal.
liberal: “Liberal” doesn’t mean tax-and-spend. That’s just a
nasty label. “Liberal” means caring about working-class
families. My opponent is a conservative, which means robbing from the working class and giving to the rich.

girlfriend; to Garth, marriage connotes something adult and mushy. Wayne’s
reply erases whatever marital image Garth has in his mind and replaces it
with criminal justice.
Redefinition works well in politics, where candidates try to stick labels
on each other.

PERSUADE ON YOUR TERMS

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Now we’re ready to begin defining entire issues. It works like the definition
tactics we just talked about, except on a grander scale. Defining an issue
means attaching words to it—making those words stick to the issue whenever it pops up in the audience’s heads. The politicians’ glue of choice is
repetition. In the 1980s, conservatives called up the image of the “welfare
cheat” who claims nonexistent children and lives high on the government
dole. They repeated this message in speeches and ads until it was difficult
for many Americans to see welfare as anything but a rip-off. More recently,

My Word Versus Theirs

you: So let’s talk in simple terms how we’re going to pay for
Mom’s insurance.

At this point you can feel free to switch the argument to the future tense
and win the day.

you: Using obscure words doesn’t show you’re educated.

Now you have your opponent on the defensive, and you can bear down.

you: You’re just talking like an egghead—showing off with
fancy jargon.
sibling: I’m not showing off! I’m using words that any educated person would know.

Whoa, what went wrong? You defined “egghead” neatly—as showing off
with fancy jargon—but then you dropped another term, “educated,” without defining it. Better just to stick with:

you: You’re just talking like an egghead—using fancy jargon
to show everybody how educated you are.
sibling: So I’m educated. If you’re insecure about your own
lack of knowledge, don’t go attacking me.

an easy label to spike. Make sure the definitions you start with work in your
favor. Suppose you’re the one who accuses a sibling of talking like an egghead. Make sure you include an airtight definition.
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I don’t mean trashing them to the airline executives, " Argument Tool
DEFINITION JUDO:
calling them sissy intellectuals and making fun of their
Use contrasting
(terrific) shoes. Nor am I going to maintain that profesterms that make
your opponents
sionalism and editorial talent are bad. Instead, our team
look bad.
will pitch a magazine around one simple-sounding word:
“fun.” The airline uses that word frequently in its materials. It likes to convey a spirit of egalitarian informality. So my clients and I will pitch a fun
magazine—one filled with humor and pleasant surprises. Because the airline doesn’t offer movies, we’ll provide an “in-flight cinema” right in the
magazine: tiny flip-book images that animate when you flip the pages’ lower
right corner.

negatives.

Make your opponent’s most positive words look like

" Useful Figure
President Bush promoted tort reform by referring
The periphrasis
over and over to “frivolous lawsuits.” Opponents of
swaps a description
tort reform—particularly the Democratic Party, which
for a name—good
for labeling a person
receives a big chunk of money from trial lawyers—
or an issue. A more
have had a hard time redefining the issue as a citizen’s
general word for this
is “circumlocution.”
right to a day in court. That’s a less vivid label than
“frivolous.” They might do better with “the right to
sue bad doctors and corporate crooks.” A personalized definition usually
beats an impersonal one.
You don’t have to repeat yourself to attach a label to an issue. Just define
your side with a term that contrasts with your opponent’s. Let me give you a
personal example. I’m currently consulting with a publishing company that
is bidding for the privilege of doing a major airline’s in-flight magazine.
Several other publishers are competing with my client; one of them puts
out a highly respected general interest magazine that sells on newsstands.
Its editors are some of the brightest in the business—well educated, imaginative, with a thorough knowledge of magazines. My client, on the other
hand, has only one editor dedicated to the project, besides me. I’ll help
hire a staff only if my client wins the bid.
I can picture walking into a conference room after the well-dressed,
articulate rival team has finished its brilliant presentation. Gulp. What rhetorical device could I use to beat it?

PERSUADE ON YOUR TERMS

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

You want to choose terms that favor you while putting your opponent in a
bad light. That means using words that already carry a big emotional throw
weight with your audience. Let’s call them commonplace words—the key
words that form commonplaces.
Look at the quotation at the beginning of this chapter. Mr. Burns is the
owner of a nuclear power plant that has had an accident. He tries to define
the issue by replacing “meltdown” with “unrequested fission surplus.” “Melt-

Nuclear Commonplaces

See what I’m doing? The competition defines a
good
magazine as “professional”—an approach that
If you want to attack
favors them. But I redefine the issue as “fun,” using the
a person’s reputation
without appearing
corporation’s commonplace and moving the argument
to, say, “I’m not here
to an arena where I have a fighting chance—while
to make personal
attacks; I just want
making the competition’s professionalism actually work
to . . . ,” then name
against them.
the opposite of your
opponent’s weakImagine the discussion in the following days, when
ness. For instance, if
the
airline’s execs try to decide who should get the bid.
you’re debating a
college professor
They sit around the table with mock-ups of each bidwho has a tendency
der’s proposed magazine. “I really liked the professionto overtheorize, say,
“I’m not got going to
alism of that team that does that great magazine,” says
get personal; I just
one exec. Everyone nods. Meanwhile, several of them
want to talk about
the practicalities.”
thumb through our mock-up and watch the little flipbook flower spit out the bee. They fill in the space for
“competitive doodling.” (We’ll give prizes for the best doodles sent in.)
And they quietly show one another our funny plot summaries of current
(real) movies. With any luck, “professionalism” will sound like a bad thing.
And pop will go our rival’s beautifully made balloon.
Will the technique win us the bid? Well, more goes into a pitch than
that. But look how well defining the terms worked for Antony in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar. In his “I’ve come to bury Caesar, not to praise him”
speech, Antony calls Brutus “an honorable man” so many times in the context of Caesar’s assassination that “honorable” begins to sound like an accusation. The crowd is ready to tear Brutus from limb to limb for his
honorableness.
TRY THIS AT A
PUBLIC MEETING
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All of the italicized words reflect certain attitudes and come with varying emotional charges—all positive except for the last one. Don’t call your
new plan innovative if you hear the word “aggressive” repeatedly. Call it
aggressive. Refer to your plan as a team effort that changes the paradigm. Of
course, you don’t have to speak like a cliché-programmed humanoid. I
exaggerate for effect. Just remember to spot the key words and use them
to define the issue.

We need to be more aggressive.
Welcome to the team.
If we work smarter, we’ll win.
I like him. He has a good heart.
We need to change the paradigm.
I can’t relate to her way of working.
Chalk it up to a learning experience.
He was traumatized in his last job.

" Persuasion Alert
down” is a commonplace word, heavily laden with emoI’m trying to make
tion; he swaps it for jargonistic terms that don’t show
my own issue, rhetup in any commonplace. They have almost no emooric, appeal to as
broad an audience
tional effect. While we might object to his new terms,
as possible. So when
his dislike of “meltdown” is understandable. The term
I talk about “defining” and “labeling”—
is burdened with so much connotative baggage that
terms that carry
Burns feels compelled to swap it out. The words
negative emotional
baggage for many
“chemicals” and “logging” have a similar negative conreaders—I emphanotation—unfairly in many cases. Where would we be
size defense over
offense. Notice how
without chemicals and wood? Yet you would have a
I use spare, oh-byhard time redefining either of these words for just
the-way language
when I refer to
about any audience except chemists and loggers.
attacking with comYour job as a persuader is to find the commonmonplace words.
The technical name
place words that appeal most to your audience—or if
for this technique
you’re on the attack, repel them. Politicians use focus
of skipping over an
groups to test terms like “reform” and “protection,”
awkward subject is
metastasis. It’s one
which resonate with American voters—for now. Attach
of the more manipu“reform” to enough pork legislation, though, and polilative figures.
ticians may find themselves stuck with a negative commonplace word. You don’t need focus groups to deal with smaller audiences.
Just listen to the expressions people use, and spot the key persuasive words.

PERSUADE ON YOUR TERMS

Get Out of a Tough Scrape

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Political consultants—and just about everybody else these days—call
this kind of issue definition “framing.” A framing consultant lurks behind
almost every candidate, and universities offer courses in the subject. But
framing essentially follows the same rhetorical principles we have been talking about.
" Argument Tool
First, look for the most popular commonplaces
FRAMING: The same
thing as defining an
among the persuadable audience—the undecideds
issue. Find the perand moderates. You might call this the bumper sticker
suadable audience’s
commonplaces.
phase of an argument. As always, the most persuadDefine the issue in
able audience is the one in the middle. If you happen
the broadest context. Then deal with
to debate abortion, your most persuadable audience
the specific probis the one that wants neither to ban all abortions nor
lem at hand, using
to allow them without restriction. A good pro choice
the future tense.

Abortion: A baby’s right to live, or a woman’s right to her own
body.
Gun control: Our increasingly violent society, or a citizen’s right
to protect himself.
Borrowing the car: A privilege, or a matter of fairness (big sister
got to borrow it last week).

An issue doesn’t have to entail big, overarching political fights or global
concerns. An issue is simply what your argument is about. The words
people use to sum up an argument constitute the issue’s definition: “It’s
about values.” “It’s about getting things done.” “This is really about wanting
to go out Saturday night.” The rhetorical tenet that there are two sides to
everything applies to issues as well: there are two descriptions to every issue.
Suppose you returned your rental car with big scrapes down each side.
(I actually did this in Nice, France.) What’s the issue? The agency will obviously call it an “operator error.” The driver (me) can try to redefine the
issue to one of “wrong equipment.” What did the company mean by renting me a car too big for the Riviera’s narrow, walled streets? That issue favored me. (Fortunately, I didn’t have to use it. The worker in the return lot
took one look at the car, gave a Gallic shrug, and sent me on my way.)
Look at other issues and their two-sided descriptions.
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slogan might be “An Egg Is Not a Chicken” or “Make Abortions Safe and
Rare.” (Hillary Clinton and her husband, Bill, have been fond of the second one.) While “An Egg Is Not a Chicken” isn’t exactly a household rule
of thumb, it still counts as a commonplace in Aristotle’s book, because it
appeals to the commonsense notion that you can’t make an omelet out of a
chicken. The slogan also works to convey the image of an embryo as an egg
and not something that moves and responds to you.
TRY THIS AT WORK
Once you have your commonplaces nailed down,
A broad context
you want to make sure that the issue covers as broad a
trumps a narrow one
in a political situation;
context as possible—appealing to the maximum numthis includes office
ber of people with the widest ideological and institupolitics. Suppose the
tional diversity.
company wants to
merge your departTo continue with the abortion example: the pro
ment with one headed
life movement did a wonderful job of attaching “culby an idiot. How
should you define the
ture of life” to the issue. This definition welcomed
issue? In terms of fairinto the pro-lifers’ big ideological tent everyone who
ness? The manager’s
competence? Or your
happened to be alive. (Of course, the commonplace
department’s ability
may cause some political discomfort among pro-lifers
to produce more as an
independent entity?
who also support the death penalty. Executing crimProductivity is the
inals has its political merits, but fostering a culture of
broadest of the three
issues, because it
life isn’t one of them.)
appeals to the widest
The pro choice side likes to define the issue as one
array of company
managers.
of government intrusion. That’s fairly broad—many
Americans are concerned about government intrusion—but still not as broad as “culture of life.” Besides, the antiabortion
movement managed to define the issue in positive terms (pro choice; pro
culture of life), while the pro-abortion-rights crowd got stuck with a negative issue (antigovernment intrusion). In politics, “pro” usually beats “con.”
What’s a poor advocate to do?
A wise one would separate the “rights” part of the equation from the
“abortion” part. Rights are a positive thing, and a substantial majority of
voters are indeed for abortion rights. Abortion, though, is a negative; and
the same polls show that most voters are uncomfortable with it. So the most
effective way to keep abortions legal is, paradoxically, to oppose them. The
Clintons did just that with their slogan “Abortions Should Be Safe, Legal,
and Rare.” (Personally, I would leave out the “legal” part, since “safe” already implies it. But that’s quibbling.) The issue turns from government

PERSUADE ON YOUR TERMS

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

After you choose your commonplaces and define the issue in a way that
directly concerns the largest audience, switch the tense. Commonplaces
deal with values, and values get expressed in the present tense. To make
a decision, your audience needs to turn to the future. This isn’t hard; just
deal with the specific issue. Say you want abortions to be safe and rare. Now
what? If you are a politician, you might want to support a ban on third-

Now Switch Tenses

interference to making abortions theoretically unnecessary. And when your
audience thinks your stand will make abortions unnecessary, you have not
just broadened the issue, you’ve solved it.
Am I just saying that activists appeal to a larger number when they moderate their stands? No, I’m saying that they expand their appeal when
people see them as moderate. In the late 1990s, the proTRY THIS AT HOME
You can frame a
life movement abandoned most of its overt efforts to
family issue broadly
outlaw abortion altogether; instead, it worked around
by appealing to the
the edges, fighting late-term abortion and requiring
values you know
everyone shares.
parental permission for minors. The pro-lifers appealed
If your kids accuse
to the commonplace that abortion is a bad thing, while
you of working late
too often, don’t say,
avoiding the pitfall of rights. Meanwhile, some of the
“That’s what puts
most prominent pro-choicers insisted on portraying
the meat on the
table.” The alternaabortion as another form of contraception. While neitive, starvation, is
ther side actually moderated its views—the pro choice
probably unimaginable to well-fed chilpeople continued to oppose any restrictions on abordren. Say instead,
tion, while most pro life organizations opposed any
“I’m working late so
we can go to Disney
form of abortion—the choice crowd portrayed itself as
World.”
extreme while the pro-lifers looked relatively moderate.
You can understand why the decade from 1995 to 2005 saw a steady erosion
of abortion rights, with clinics shutting down across the country.
But then it was the pro life movement’s turn to look extreme. South Dakota passed a draconian law banning all abortions regardless of the mother’s
health or circumstances. A twelve-year-old girl raped by her father would
have no choice under state law but to bear the child. Big rhetorical—and
political—mistake.
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Term changing: Don’t accept the terms your opponent uses. Insert
your own.
Redefinition: Accept your opponent’s terms while changing their
connotation.
Definition jujitsu: If your opponent’s terms actually favor you, use
them to attack.
Definition judo: Use terms that contrast with your opponent’s,
creating a context that makes them look bad.

Defining an argument’s terms and issues is like doing the reverse of a psychologist’s word association test. You want to attach favorable words and
connotations to people and concepts—a practice politicians call “labeling.”
When you define a whole issue, then you’re “framing”—placing the whole
argument within the bounds of your own rhetorical turf.
Here are the specific techniques for labeling:

The Tools

trimester abortions while allowing the “morning after” pill. On the other
hand, a pro-life politician might advocate abstinence. Both positions deal
with specifics of the issue, with concrete steps, and they take place in the
future.
Advocates who give rhetoric its due—working the commonplaces, defining the issue in the broadest context, and switching from values to the
future—increase their batting average. The country benefits as well. Out of
sheer political self-interest, the advocates find themselves on the middle
ground. Suddenly, an intractable, emotional, values-laden issue like abortion begins to look politically arguable. Making abortions rare is to the nation’s advantage, as Aristotle would say. Now, what are the most effective
(and politically popular) ways to make abortions rare? The answers might
give the extremes of both sides a lot to swallow; on the left, pro-choicers
would have to agree that abortion is a distasteful form of contraception. On
the right, pro-lifers would have to allow some abortions.
Of course, they don’t have to. They can stick to their guns. And remain
unpersuasive.

PERSUADE ON YOUR TERMS

First, find audience commonplace words that favor you.
Next, define the issue in the broadest context—one that appeals to
the values of the widest audience.
Then, deal with the specific problem or choice, making sure you
speak in the future tense.

Here are the framing techniques:

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Facts
Definition
Quality
Relevance.

The definition tools fall under the strategy of stance, the position you
take at the beginning of an argument. If the facts don’t work for you, define
(or redefine) the issue. If that won’t work, belittle the importance of what’s
being debated. If that fails, claim the whole argument is irrelevant. In sum,
stance comes down (in descending order) to
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—ben jonson
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Persuasion Alert
I bring in Homer
Simpson so often
because The
Simpsons satirizes
America’s social
fallacies; its humor
relies on twists of
logic. You couldn’t
find a better set of
examples in Plato.

The passage is doubly notable, for its logical use of commonplaces and
its bold unconcern for the facts. If you want your streets to be safe and
your nerds to be cherished, Homer says, don’t hit your kids. (Whether
Australians actually want their nerds to be cherished, and whether safe
streets are an outcome of unhit kids, lie beyond our discussion at the moment.) Homer dangles before them the Advantageous Prize that every rational persuader should offer, and he struts confidently through the dark
alley of his own ignorance.

In America we stopped using corporal punishment
and things have never been better. The streets are
safe. Old people strut confidently through the darkest
alleys. And the weak and nerdy are admired for their
computer programming abilities. So, like us, let your
children run wild and free, because as the saying
goes, “Let your children run wild and free.”

nough with the care and feeding of your audience. You made it think
you’re a Boy Scout, insinuated yourself into its mood, put it in an ingenuous state, offered it the rich rewards of its own advantage, and plucked
the beliefs and desires from its mind. Now let’s use that audience to your
own advantage. It’s time to apply some logos and win our own goals.
The commonplace gives us our starting point. Homer Simpson employs
a pair of them—the value of safe streets and his audience’s presumed affection for the weak and nerdy—in a speech he gives to a group of Australians.

E

A fool may talk, but a wise man speaks.

Logos, inside out

HOMER SIMPSON’S CANONS OF LOGIC

!

13. Control the Argument

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

For many of us, the most frustrating thing about an argument is the feeling that we don’t know enough about an issue. That happens to be where
logos shines, because it allows us to skip the facts when we have to, focusing
instead on rational strategy, definition, and subtle tactics of manipulation.
Logos also works well in defense, since you don’t have time to fact-check
every argument. What do you say to a kid who swears she has finished her
homework? How should you respond to a television commercial that attacks a candidate’s war record? Is there any way to listen to talk radio and
separate fact from fiction? The nastiest political ads, the most underhanded
sales pitches, and the stupidest human mistakes all rely on our ignorance of
logic.
Bad logic wastes time, and it ruins our health and our budgets. Children
use it to torture their parents (“All the other kids get to”). Parents respond
with bad logic (“If your friends told you to go jump in a
" Persuasion Alert
lake . . .”). Doctors kill patients with it (“There’s nothHyperbole is an
ing wrong with you; the tests came back negative”). It
incredibly useful
figure (to coin a
can make you fat (“Eat all of it—children are starving in
hyperbole); to
Africa”). Candidates base their campaigns on it ( John
make it easier to
swallow, start
Kerry: “Every American family has to live within their
small and work
means. Their government should, too”). We even wage
your way up—
budget and diet,
wars over bad logic (“If we pull out now, our soldiers will
life and death,
have died in vain”). Push polls—fake surveys with loaded
and the future of
humanity. One Ivy
questions—are bad logic (“Do you support governmentLeague slogan—
financed abortions and a woman’s right to choose?”).
“God, man, and
Yale”—got it backThese are no mere logical punctilios. We’re talking
ward. But perhaps
credit lines and waistlines, life and death, the future of
they thought
otherwise.
human existence!
Excuse the hyperbole—which, by the way, is not
necessarily illogical, despite what you learned in school or on Star Trek. My
own logical education before college consisted entirely of Mr. Spock, who
led me to believe that anything tainted by emotion or values was “illogical”
and that my status as an Earthling got me off the hook. Vulcans could be
logical; the rest of us were hopeless. This was fine with me, because his kind
of logic was a one-man date repellant. But in rhetoric—and among some
branches of formal logic—emotions do not a fallacy make. Mr. Spock, it
turns out, was no philosopher. He was just a stiff.
The elementary logic taught in school is a step up from Star Trek, but it
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You can already see that logos means more than just logic. Bible translators
interpret it as “word.” But the Greeks also applied logos to logic, conversation, delivering a speech, and all the words and strategy that go into an argument. The tools of logos let you apply facts (if you have them), values, and
attitudes to a particular problem.
Rhetorical logic works differently than the logic
" Meanings
taught in philosophy classes, thank God. Rhetoric is
The gospel of John,
written in Greek,
much less boring, for one thing, and far, far more
begins, “In the beginpersuasive. While philosophy scorns public opinion,
ning was logos”—
in rhetoric, the audience’s beliefs are at least as imin the beginning was
the word. You could
portant as the facts. For persuasive purposes, the
also translate the
opinion of your audience is as good as what it knows;
sentence as, “In the
beginning was the
and what it thinks is true counts the same as the truth.
plan.” The early
To show you how rhetorical logic works, I have to
Renaissance philosopher and rhetorician
give you a brief—very brief—summary of the philoDesiderius Erasmus
sophical kind of logic, starting with that torturous
chose, “In the beginning was the speech.”
device, the syllogism. You may have suffered from sylErasmus, who uncovlogisms sometime during your education. They’re a
ered many of Cicero’s
writings in old librarwidely used introduction to logic, and almost entirely
ies and monasteries,
useless in day-to-day conversation. Aristotle himself
thought it perfectly
natural for the Creaseemed committed to make the syllogism as boring
tor to talk, or even
as possible. Here’s an example he himself used to
persuade, the world
into being.
illustrate it:

Socrates and Sports Cars

fails to apply to many real-life situations. One reason is that, while rhetoric
helps us understand how humans communicate, formal logic has little use
on this planet. Strictly logical argument, called dialectic, is mathematical
and formulaic. While it trains the mind and can help you learn to spot fallacies, dialectic is too rule-bound to help you in daily conversation. In fact,
some arguments that count as fallacies in formal logic are perfectly kosher
in rhetoric.
In this chapter, we’ll deal with formal logic—not formulaically, but in a
way you can actually use. In the next two chapters, we’ll get into specific
fallacies and rhetorical fouls that bollix up our arguments.

CONTROL THE ARGUMENT

All men are mortal.
Socrates is a man.
Therefore, Socrates is mortal.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

That’s formal logic. Start with something true, follow it with another
truth, and you reach a conclusion that also must be true. The rhetorical version works a little differently, since it concerns decisions instead of “the
truth.” Assumptions or beliefs—commonplaces—work just as well as facts.
Our Priapic marketers could use the commonplace “Babes go for guys with
the newest sports cars.”

If most men aged twenty-five to forty read “lad” magazines, and
If ads in these magazines sell lots of cars,
Then we should advertise the Priapic in lad mags.

Many syllogisms have this “Well, duh” quality to them, but they make
more sense if you see them thrown up on a screen. Marketers use a kind
of syllogism all the time in Venn diagrams—those interlocking circles in
PowerPoint presentations. Suppose the automotive designers at Ford came
out with a new muscle car called the Priapic, designed to appeal to
testosterone-challenged men aged twenty-five to forty. What’s the size of the
potential market? The Priapic marketing team pulls the stats and projects
them as circles at the next managers’ meeting. The biggest circle contains
the annual number of car buyers; the second circle contains all twenty-fiveto forty-year-old men; and the third shows the number of households with
incomes that can afford a Priapic. The target is the overlap between
youngish men and affluent households. The three circles form a syllogism:
things slotted into categories to reach a conclusion.
Similarly, you could convert Aristotle’s syllogism about Socrates into a
Venn diagram. Make a big circle representing all mortals, place the circle
for men inside it, and then a dot for Socrates within the men’s circle. The
market size of male mortals named Socrates totals one. Logicians call this
sort of reasoning “categorical” thinking. Most political labeling falls under
this kind of logic, with candidates trying to shove one another like sumo
wrestlers into unflattering Venn circles. All Democrats are tax-and-spend
liberals; my opponent is a Democrat; therefore, my opponent is a tax-andspend liberal.
A second kind of syllogism comes from “if-then” thinking:
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a commonplace—
something in the
audience’s mind—to
support a choice.

125

Sherlock Holmes made deduction a household word when he applied
commonsense principles—commonplaces—to his detective-story observations. In “A Scandal in Bohemia,” Holmes guesses that poor, ingenuous

our logo.” Now use
Socrates, Aristotle, Cicero, and anyone else
that as an abstract on
born more than a century and a half ago
your title page.
are dead.
[The enthymeme would skip the obvious line “All of them were
human.”]
Therefore, all humans are mortal.

we should simplify

When a car ad portrays a pouty young woman, in other words, it simply
employs Aristotle’s enthymeme. The car ad, the enthymeme, and the tired
old syllogism all fall under deductive logic. It starts with
TRY THIS WITH A
PAPER OR MEMO
a premise—a fact or commonplace—and applies it to
Use an enthymeme to
a specific case to reach a conclusion. “All men are mornail down your central
argument. Choose a
tal” is a general concept. “Socrates is mortal”—that’s
commonplace or
the specific case. Conclusion: “Socrates is mortal.”
commonly accepted
axiom and link it to
Inductive logic works the opposite way, taking speyour conclusion. “To
cific cases and using them to prove a premise or congain more point-ofpurchase awareness,
clusion:

Babes go for Priapic owners.
You should buy a Priapic.

But that ad copy would appeal only to philosophy majors. Even the
Greeks found syllogisms boring, because the middle line tends to be painfully obvious. One already assumes that the Priapic market is babe-prone.
Aristotle made rhetorical logic zippier by stream" Argument Tool
THE ENTHYMEME
lining the syllogism, ditching the middle line and
(EN-THIH-MEEM):
leaving out the “if-then” part. The result is a neat
A logic sandwich that
slaps a commonplace
little argument packet called the enthymeme. It takes
and a conclusion toa commonplace—a belief, value, or attitude—and
gether. “Enthymeme”
uses it as a first step in convincing the audience.
means “something in
the mind.” It uses
Let’s apply Aristotle’s enthymeme to the Priapic.

If babes go for Priapic drivers, and
If you go for babes,
Then you should buy a Priapic.

CONTROL THE ARGUMENT

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

"

Useful Figure
The paralipsis (“leaving
aside”) mentions something by saying you’re
not going to mention it.
It’s the not-to-mention
figure, as in, “Not to
mention the fact that
you snore like a buzz
saw in bed.” It makes
you sound fairer than
you are—denying you’ll
kick a man when he’s
down while digging a
boot into his ribs.

If all politicians are alike on taxes, and
If taxes are bad,
Then all politicians are equally bad.

Put it in a pair of syllogisms, and the logic works like this:

annie: All politicians are alike when it comes to taxes; the
only difference is that the Republicans won’t admit it.
Given two politicians, I’d vote for the more honest one.

Like Aristotle, Holmes skips the middle line—careless scraping equals
incompetent servant—because his snooty Victorian audience already knows
that.
Similarly, Annie could have used an enthymeme’s deductive logic to talk
Kathy into voting for a Democrat.

If a shoe sole with scoring marks means
careless scraping,
And if such careless scraping must be done
by an incompetent serving girl,
Then a gentleman with a carelessly scraped
shoe has an incompetent serving girl.

Leaving aside that passage’s fetishistic tone, you
can see Sherlockian deduction working the way the
Aristotelian enthymeme does:

sherlock holmes: It is simplicity itself . . . my eyes tell me
that on the inside of your left shoe, just where the firelight
strikes it, the leather is scored by six almost parallel cuts.
Obviously they have been caused by someone who has very
carelessly scraped round the edges of the sole in order to
remove crusted mud from it. Hence, you see, my double
deduction that you had been out in vile weather, and that
you had a particularly malignant boot-slitting specimen of
the London slavey.

Dr. Watson had been out in the rain (in London? No way!) and that he had
an incompetent servant girl:
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So much for the proof. The conclusion in deliberative argument is a
choice—what you want the audience to decide. Sometimes, though, you
may find it hard to distinguish an argument’s proof from its conclusion.
Here are two ways to spot the proof.
If you already accept part of the argument, it probably constitutes the
proof.

Examples In this kind of argument, the evidence leads to either a
premise or a conclusion. This is inductive logic. “Nine out of ten
dentists recommend Dazzle toothpaste.” The dentists are the
examples. They comprise the proof. If they think it works, you
probably will, too. On the other hand, if the ad said, “Nine out
of ten toothless convicts recommend Dazzle toothpaste,” you
probably wouldn’t buy it. The proof wouldn’t stand up.
Premise This is part of deductive logic. A premise is something the
audience knows or believes.

Since Kathy presumably hates both taxes and lying, Annie can skip the
middle line in each syllogism. Deduction is really quite elementary, as our
smug detective would say. Take something the audience believes—a fact or
commonplace—and apply that premise to a choice or conclusion that you
want the audience to accept. Skip the part that goes without saying—taxes
are bad, lying is bad—and voilà! An enthymeme.
Deductive logic starts with a general premise and works toward the specific, applying a fact or commonplace (all politicians are alike) to a situation (the election). The premise is the proof. The choice you want your
audience to make is the conclusion. Every logical argument has a proof and
a conclusion.
In deliberative argument, the conclusion is a choice—you can take your
umbrella, or you can take your chances. The persuader bears the burden of
proof; it’s up to her to back up the choice she wants you to make. She can
prove her point in two ways:

If the Republicans lie about raising taxes, and
If lying is bad,
Then the Republicans are worse than the Democrats.

But:

CONTROL THE ARGUMENT

Eat your peas because they’re good for you.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

"

Argument Tool

I had a deductive exchange recently with a subscriber to my blog. The
woman, named Martha, objected to my accusing intelligent design advocates of “kidnapping God and forcing him to teach biology.”

me: You mean I should vote Democratic because that’ll help
the middle class?
pollster: I’m not supposed to answer questions.
me: I only answer questions. You didn’t ask one.
pollster: Yes, sir, I did. I said . . .
me: You’re right. Actually, you asked two questions. Do I plan
to vote Democratic, and do I want to help the middle
class? Now, which would you like me to answer?
pollster: [Click.]

This is a classic example of a push poll, that sleazy argument disguised
as a survey.

pollster: Do you plan to vote Democratic and protect the
middle class?

If you have trouble finding the reason in this arguPROOF SPOTTER:
A proof consists
ment, restate it with “because” in the middle. If the senof examples or a
tence makes no sense with “because” in it, then someone
premise. A premise usually begins
may be pitching you a fallacy. In this case, though, it
with “because,”
works fine: “Vote Republican, because Republicans will
or implies it.
keep taxes down.”
I think I’ll use the “because” technique to abuse a pollster.

Vote Republican and keep taxes down.

You already know that peas are good for you, so that’s the proof. The
choice is between eating your peas and not eating them. If you already
planned to eat them, then you don’t have an argument in the first place.
Another way to spot the proof is to look for the word “because.” It
usually heads up the reason: eat your peas “because they’re good for you.”
Arguments often imply “because” without actually stating it.
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Your opponent will
often begin her
argument with a
commonplace, as
Martha did. Try
using concession,
as I did. See if you
can agree with her
commonplace,
then show how it
fails to suit her
conclusion. Teaching both sides is
good, agreed. But
creationism and
biology are not
two sides. They’re
the side of an
apple and the side
of an orange.

TRY THIS IN YOUR
OWN ARGUMENTS
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Did Martha see the error of her ways and become an ardent foe of intelligent design? I doubt it. She is way too smart for that. But I wasn’t trying to
convince her; my audience was the readership of my blog, a proudly geeky
crowd that gets ecstatic at the sight of an exposed fallacy. The strange thing
is, though, I did convince her—not about intelligent design, but about my

If intelligent design people won’t name the designer,
[And if every effect in a logical argument must have a cause,]
Then intelligent design isn’t a logical argument.
If intelligent design people do name the designer,
[And if such a metaphysical designer must be outside the realm
of science,]
Then intelligent design isn’t science.

Martha had offered a good enthymeme: her premise—there are two
sides to every issue—is a commonplace that she and I both hold. Her conclusion is that classes in evolution should teach the other side. I replied
agreeably, conceding her point that students should learn two sides. But
then I used deduction to prove that there aren’t two sides—just two separate arguments, about science and faith. I gave her a pair of enthymemes—
syllogisms with the goes-without-saying middle line left out.

martha: What issue do you have exactly with
teaching both approaches, intelligent design
and evolution, in school? Isn’t this hijacking
Darwin and forcing him to teach biology? Since
when does being balanced mean believing in
only ONE approach, belief, theory, etc.?
me: Oh, I’m certainly for teaching both sides,
whenever there are two of them. But in this
case—creationism and biology—we’re dealing with a logical fallacy: if intelligent design
people refuse to name the designer, then they
have an effect without a cause, a disconnect
that Aristotle, pagan as he was, abhorred. If
they can name the designer, then they’re in the
realm of faith, not science.

CONTROL THE ARGUMENT

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Rhetorical deduction goes like this: premise, therefore conclusion. You believe
this, so you should do that. That is an enthymeme. In Annie’s case, I’m
afraid that her enthymeme about all politicians being alike may not work. It
has a problem with its commonplace: Kathy probably does not believe that
all politicians are alike. She thinks that Democrats and Republicans are
very different species. Annie will have to come up with some serious proof
before she can sew doubts in Kathy’s mind.
Once again, Aristotle comes to the rescue, with deduction’s fraternal
twin, induction. In rhetoric, inductive logic uses examples for its proof instead of commonplaces. Induction is great for when the audience’s commonplaces don’t work for you.
Induction would look like this in Annie’s argument:

Mozart Induces Hell

You could almost say that Martha beat me. While I won her back as a
subscriber, she won me over, making me think twice before I trash the intelligent design people’s intelligence again. See what a little agreeability
can get you? And I think to myself, what a wonderful rhetorical world—at
least until I read the next comment on my blog, which calls me a “Godless
bastard.”
I am not godless.

martha: I laugh more than I am irritated when I receive
your daily figure actually . . . Come to think of it I laugh
very hard, and then my boss thinks I am really loving
my job.

Then she seduced me—rhetorically, I mean—through a little flattery.

martha: That’s a good argument. I do like to hear both
sides . . . Please reinstate my membership.

blog. She had originally asked to unsubscribe, but changed her mind after
reading my reply.
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Meanings
The point you
prove with
examples is
technically
called a
paradigm—
a rule that
you apply to
the choice
you want
your audience to make.

A splendid instance of logical induction as argument.
Homer’s examples—works hard, loves his kids—show he is not such a bad
guy. Having established his nice-guy premise, he heads straight to his conclusion: church wastes his time. Whether the examples actually do prove
his case is up to the audience. And God. But the logic works.
Homer recites facts, sort of. That’s one kind of example.
But his examples are really more comparison than
" Argument Tool
THE RHETORICAL
fact. Comparisons are the second kind of example. He
EXAMPLE: Fact,
works harder and loves his kids more than the average
comparison, or
story.
churchgoer.

homer: I’m not a bad guy! I work hard, and I love
my kids. So why should I spend half my Sunday
hearing about how I’m going to hell?

"

Meanings
If you have trouble remembering the difference between inductive
and deductive logic, consider their roots. Induction comes from Latin for
“to induce” or “to lead.”
Inductive logic follows
a trail, picking up clues
that lead to the end of
an argument. Deduction
(both in rhetoric and
expense accounts) means
“to take away.” Deduction
uses a commonplace to
pull you away from your
current opinion. If that
still doesn’t work, skip
the terms altogether and
just use the argument
tools you like.

That’s inductive logic. Annie’s examples prove
that Republicans raise taxes. Therefore you should
vote for the party that will not lie about it. Of
course, Annie doesn’t prove that the Republicans
raise taxes as much as Democrats do. But that’s for
Kathy to argue.
You can combine deduction and induction to make an
especially strong argument. In this case, your proof has two
parts: examples and premise. Once again, we can observe
Homer Simpson’s logical pyrotechnics for illustration.

annie: I live in a Republican state, and my
taxes keep going up. Your own mayor is
Republican, and look how much taxes
have increased in your city. Plus, Congress keeps borrowing money. How do
you think they’ll pay for the deficit? It
just shows that both parties raise taxes.
The Democrats are simply honest about
it. And given two politicians, I’ll vote for
the honest one.

CONTROL THE ARGUMENT

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Work up a logical outline. First, construct
an enthymeme that
uses something your
audience believes in.
It sums up your entire
talk. The rest of the
outline rests on inductive logic. List the
facts, compare your
argument with an
opposing one, and
include at least one
anecdote that illustrates your point on
the micro level. Go
back and read Reagan’s speeches, and
you’ll find that most
of them use exactly
this logical method.
Or skip ahead to
Chapter 23, where
Cicero shows you how
to outline a speech.

TRY THIS IN A
PRESENTATION

I suggest you try a similar argument on your significant other before

me: I knew a guy who went to see Don Giovanni a few years
ago. He suffers through the whole thing until right at the
end, when he clutches his heart and slumps over dead.
The last thing he sees before he dies is Don Giovanni getting sucked into Hell.

Story:

me: Do they let you drink beer during a Mozart concert?
Huh? Do they?

Comparison:

me: You yourself said nothing’s more soothing than a good
cigar and a full house.

Fact:

That’s deductive logic. You want to relax. Therefore, let’s play poker. I skip what would have been the
middle line of a syllogism: poker is more relaxing than
Mozart. You already knew that. But then again, maybe
you didn’t. Maybe I should use inductive logic—facts,
comparisons, and stories—to shore up our premise
that poker relaxes more than Mozart.

me: You want to relax, right? Then there’s no
choice. You’re going to play poker.

Then there’s a third kind of example, the story—
jokes, fiction, fables, and pop culture. Most of the examples I use in this book fall in the story category.
Let’s use all the logic we gained in this chapter.
Suppose I want to persuade you to go to a poker game
instead of the Mozart concert you had planned to attend. I start with an enthymeme:
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Deduction: Deductive logic applies a general principle to a
particular matter. Rhetorical deduction uses a commonplace to
reach a conclusion, interpreting the circumstances through a
lens of beliefs and values.
Enthymeme: The logical sandwich that contains deductive logic.
“We should [choice], because [commonplace].” Aristotle took
formal logic’s syllogism, stripped it down, and based it on a
commonplace instead of a universal truth.
Induction: In rhetoric, induction is argument by example. This
kind of logic starts with the specific and moves to the general.
Whereas deductive logic interprets the circumstances through
an existing belief—a commonplace—inductive logic uses the
circumstances to form a belief. It works best when you’re not
sure your audience shares a commonplace.
Fact, Comparison, Story: These are the three kinds of example to
use in inductive logic.

The historian Colyer Meriwether says the American founders were masters
at rhetorical logos: “They knew how to build an argument, to construct a logical fortress; that had been their pastime since youth. They could marshal
words, they could explore the past . . . they had been doing that for years.”
You now have the foundation to build your own logical fortress. Actually, it should be more like a logical mansion; the best persuaders are comfortable within their logic, and not afraid to let people in. Don’t worry; we’ll
cover many more tools to make you feel more at home with logic.
We started with the basic tools of logos.

The Tools

your next night out. Scope out your partner’s commonplaces: do you hear
the word “relax” a lot when you plan a date, or does the word “boring” repeat itself ?
Now apply the commonplace to an argument packet: “Since [commonplace], then we should [your choice].”
Throw in a few examples: fact, comparison, story, or all three.
Now button your lip, baby. Button your coat.

CONTROL THE ARGUMENT

DEFENSE

SIMPSONS

Elephants are animals. You’re an animal. That makes you an
elephant.

ot all fallacies are hard to spot. Homer’s is obvious—he mistakes a
fruity color for the thing itself. It’s the same fallacy as this one:

—THE

Actually, this is just stupid, and no one would fall for it. The most insidious fallacies, on the other hand, seem valid until you take them apart.
There are dozens of logical fallacies; I collected the ones most common
to daily life and organized them around seven logical sins. But while the
sins will help you understand what we’re talking about, you don’t have to
remember them—let alone the fallacies’ formal names—unless you want
to impress (and annoy) your friends.
All logical fallacies come down to . . . bad logic. In
" Persuasion Alert
I committed a fallacy
the logic of deliberative argument, you have the proof
with “All logical fallaand a choice. We saw in the last chapter how deduccies come down to
bad logic.” As you’ll
tive logic works; it starts with what the audience
see, that constitutes a
knows or believes—the commonplace—and applies
tautology—repeating
the same thing as if
it to a particular situation to prove your conclusion.
I’m proving someIn deduction, the commonplace serves as your proof.
thing. Politicians love
this trick.
The proof in induction is a set of examples.

N

homer: Lisa, would you like a doughnut?
lisa: No, thanks. Do you have any fruit?
homer: This has purple in it. Purple is a fruit.

. . . who ever knew Truth put to the worse, in a free and open encounter?
—john milton

Ways to use logic as a shield

T H E S E V E N D E A D LY L O G I C A L S I N S

!

14. Spot Fallacies

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Honestly, there’s no need to care, provided you never fall for fallacies
yourself. In fact, one big difference between formal logic and the art of persuasion is their attitudes toward the rules. Logical fallacies are verboten in
logic, period. Commit one, and logic sounds the gong and you’re booted
off the stage. (Never mind that there is no stage for formal logic, which exists only in theory.)
In rhetoric, on the other hand, there really are no rules. You can commit fallacies to your heart’s content, as long as you get away with them. Your
audience bears the responsibility to spot them; but if it does, there goes
your ethos. Your audience will consider you either a crook or a fool. So before you commit a fallacy, you will want to know your fallacies.
Besides, assuming that you have fallen for logical tricks like the rest
of us, this chapter will come in handy as a defensive tool. An ability to detect a fallacy helps you protect yourself—against politicians, salespeople,
diet books, doctors, and your own children. All you have to do is look for
a bad proof, the wrong number of choices, or a disconnect between the
proof and the conclusion.
Bad proofs include three sins: false comparison (lumping examples
into the wrong categories), bad example, and ignorance as proof (asserting
that the lack of examples proves something).
Wrong number of choices covers one essential sin, the false choice: offering just two choices when more are actually available, or merging two or
three issues into one.
Disconnect between proof and conclusion results in the tautology (in
which the proof and the conclusion are identical), the red herring (a
sneaky distraction), or the wrong ending (in which the proof fails to lead to
the conclusion).

4. Who cares?

I suppose I should add a fourth question:

1. Does the proof hold up?
2. Am I given the right number of choices?
3. Does the proof lead to the conclusion?

So, to see whether a fallacy lies hidden in an argument, ask yourself
three questions:
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It may not seem like it, but the “all natural” pitch
commits the “purple is a fruit” error: because an ingredient belongs to the same group as things that are
good for you (natural substances, purple fruit), the ingredient also must be good for you. But botulism is
natural, too, and not at all good for you. (Not to mention the sneaky syntax that implies a hyphen between
“all” and “natural.” Add a gram of grape pulp and a
gram of wheat germ to a doughnut’s chemical blend
and voilà! All-natural ingredients. Two all-natural ingredients, to be exact.)
You can spot the all natural fallacy by breaking it in
half. “This doughnut has purple, and purple is a fruit,
so you should eat this doughnut.” Purple’s fruitiness
constitutes the “reason.”
But purple isn’t a fruit, which means the proof
doesn’t hold up, and the argument is spoiled. If I said,
“This doughnut has a grape jelly filling, grapes are
fruit, so this doughnut is a fruit,” the proof (grape jelly,
grapes) would have been legit. But the argument would
still be a fallacy. The proof, even a correct one, has
to lead to the conclusion. Just because the doughnut

Made with all natural ingredients.

Plums and grapes are purple, but they don’t make
purple a fruit. You need not be an Aristotle to figure
that one out. But how many consumers have fallen for
the same kind of fallacy?

Meanings
One category of
fallacy that I don’t
deal with is ambiguity, logic’s version
of “Eats shoots and
leaves.” The hyphen
in “all-natural ingredients” commits
this fallacy.

Common Fallacy

"

"

that members of the
same family share
all the same traits.

FALLACY: It assumes

THE ALL NATURAL

What Makes This
a Sin
The examples don’t
hold up. Why?
Because they were
slotted into the
wrong category.
Imagine those Venn
circles in the previous chapter. Purple
is a big circle. Fruit
is another big circle.
Grapes fall in the
overlap. But purple
still won’t fit entirely
within the fruit
circle. All the fallacies I listed under
this sin have the
same wrong-circle
problem.

"

First Deadly Sin: The False Comparison

I’ll throw some fallacies in along the way, if only to show you I know
what I’m talking about. The seven sins show the beautiful variety of ways
that people cheat, lie, and steal. Just keep in mind that they all boil down to
bad proofs, wrong number of choices, or a disconnect between the proof
and the conclusion.

SPOT FALLACIES

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

College administrators
like to say each school
is unique, but then
they do all they can
to imitate one another.
In the eighties, Ivy
League schools began
favoring candidates
interested in one thing
rather than the wellrounded students of
tradition, and the
fad spread. An alumnus who objects to
the policy could ask
officials what other
schools use that policy, and if the administrator offers his list
with a smug tone,
retort, “When my kids
said, ‘Everyone else
does it,’ I’d tell them,
‘Don’t you want to rise
above the crowd?’ ”

TRY THIS IN ACADEMIA

The kid may not understand a word you say, but she
will eventually; and when she does, look out. You may

parent: But I see Wen Ho at the bus stop every
morning. And even if all the other parents
drove their kids, your proof doesn’t support
your choice.

Now squash her.

parent: That was an Aristotelian enthymeme, dear!

"

Because all the
other kids get
to, I should, too.
The premise fails
to prove the
conclusion.

POPULARITY:

THE APPEAL TO

Common Fallacy

Other parents drive their children; therefore you should drive me. The
kid falsely compares her parents with all the others. What makes it false?
For one thing, not all parents are chauffeurs; surely some make their kids
take the bus. For another, her parents happen not to be the parents of the
kid’s schoolmates; what is good for those others may not be good for her.
How does one respond? First, you might raise the child’s self-esteem.

kid: Why won’t you drive me to school? All the
other parents drive their kids to school.

That may explain their equal love of fallacious
reasoning.

parent: Don’t go into the living room.
kid: Why?
parent: Because the dog was sick.
kid: Why?
parent: Because your father fed it hot dogs
from the table.
kid: Why?
parent: Go ask him.

has fruit doesn’t make the doughnut fruit. It’s a false
comparison.
Small children seem to have a passion for proofs,
judging by their love of “Why.”
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Reducing an argument to absurdity.
The premise is
unbelievable.

Since there are no examples here—just one adrenaline-challenged
driver—you know to look for a reason. He thinks he can speed safely because he has a good driving record. Does his proof lead to his conclusion?
Does the man’s perfect record keep you safe? It
" Common Fallacy
may increase the likelihood of an accident-free trip,
THE FALLACY OF
but weigh that against the guy’s lead foot and, perANTECEDENT: It never
happened before, so it
sonally, I would take the bus. His claim is a form of
never will. Or it hapfalse comparison; because what he did in the past
pened once, so it will
happen again. Another
is perfect, what he does in the future must be perreply to the antecedent
fect, too. The official name for this logical error is
fallacy: “That’s a long
time to tease fate.” Or
fallacy of antecedent, but you probably won’t have
for a certain audience:
the presence of mind to trot it out at eighty miles
“Your karma must be
terrible.”
an hour. Instead, try conceding.

driver: I don’t have to slow down. I haven’t
had an accident yet.

John Locke, the philosopher (and rhetoric professor!) who described many logical fallacies in the early
1700s, would call this shot a foul. The collective parents of an entire school
are extremely unlikely to propose mass suicide, which makes your fallacy a
reductio ad absurdum, reducing an argument to absurdity. You falsely compared being driven to school with jumping off a cliff. The proof crumbles
and the conclusion collapses.
" Common Fallacy
Logic can do more than save you from driving your
REDUCTIO AD
kid to school. It can also save your life.
ABSURDUM:

parent: What if all the other children’s parents told them to jump off a cliff ? Would
you follow?

Isn’t any appeal to
ethos an appeal to
popularity? Indeed
it is. This is one of
the logical fallacies
allowed in rhetoric,
as you’ll see in the
next chapter.

never win another argument. Meantime, if you feel especially obnoxious,
name the fallacy: the appeal to popularity, which legitimizes your choice by
claiming that others have chosen it. My children would rather suffer an oldfashioned caning than hear me label their fallacies.
" Persuasion Alert
If you simply used a parental cliché instead of logic,
What about persuayou yourself would be guilty of a similar fallacy.
sion by character?

SPOT FALLACIES

"

"

What’s Wrong with
This Argument?
When told I cut my
own trees for firewood, a New Yorker
gasped, “How can
you make yourself do
it? Someone told me
they shriek when they
fall.” They do sometimes, but sounding
human doesn’t make
them human. She
committed a type of
false analogy called
anthropomorphism.
You see this fallacy in
reverse when people
refer to sex offenders
as “predators” and
other criminals as
“animals.” It’s a false
analogy: because
they act inhumanely,
they must be another
species.

I can do this well, so I
can do that unrelated
thing just as well.

THE FALSE ANALOGY:

Common Fallacy

What’s Wrong with
This Argument?
“My dog doesn’t bite.”
That’s a classic fallacy
of antecedent.

The proof is that your profits started at 12 percent and grew by 20 percent. So what’s the problem? Twelve plus 20 equals 32, right?
The problem is called a unit fallacy, mistaking one kind of unit for another. People commit this error all the time in business. To avoid it, try to
keep track of the difference between a piece of the pie and the whole pie.

you: Our profits rose by 20 percent this fiscal
year.
pal: What was your margin at the beginning
of the year?
you: Twelve percent before taxes.
pal: Wow, so your profit’s 32 percent!

False comparisons also cause very bad math.

proper rhetorical reply: I’ll vote for you if
you give me dividends and let me sell off
my shares of the city.

So the guy made a lot of money in business. The
problem is that City Hall is not a business. Many entrepreneurs have successful political careers, but at
least as many do not. Entrepreneurs have learned
the hard way that in public service, political skills
count for more than business skills.

candidate: I’m a successful businessman.
Elect me mayor and I’ll run a successful
city.

Another sham comparison, the false analogy, bollixes up government across this great land of ours.

proper rhetorical reply: No one is DOA a
second time!

"

you: I’m sure you’re a great driver, but going this fast scares
me. So it’s irrational. Humor me.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Or if you don’t mind risking road rage on top of
unsafe driving, give a snappy answer.
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me: Unless prices jumped dramatically this month, the super
economy size costs 7 percent more per ounce than the
regular size.
dorothy sr.: Yes, but it’s a larger box, so it works out as less
expensive.

That stung. I found a receipt from the previous month with a smaller
box of detergent on it. I went to the basement and read the box to see how
much it held. And then I found a calculator, which produced a very satisfying result.

me: Why did you buy this?
dorothy sr.: It’s the super economy size. It’s cheaper.
me: Than what?
dorothy sr.: Than the smaller sizes. If you did more of the
shopping, you’d know about these things.

A simpler version of the unit fallacy helps pad the profits on consumer
goods. This laundry detergent sells for less than that laundry detergent in
the same size box, which mysteriously weighs less. The unit cost—the
amount you pay per ounce of detergent—is actually more on the “cheaper”
box. The manufacturer hopes you don’t notice, and that you fail to pay attention to the unit prices on the store shelves. My wife figured she was onto
that trick. One day she asked me to lug a huge box of detergent out of the
car trunk. The box was so large, you had to decant some of the stuff into a
smaller container so you could lift it up to the washing machine.

proper rhetorical reply: That 20 percent was on top of
100 percent of our profit. So we actually made 120 percent!

" Common Fallacy
I give you a piece that amounts to one-eighth of a pie.
THE UNIT FALLACY:
Not big enough, you say. So I give you an additional tiny
One apple plus
sliver that measures just one-fifth the size of the first
one orange equals
two apples.
piece I gave you. I’m not giving you a fifth of the pie,
am I? A percentage is a piece of the pie. A percentage
of a percentage (20 percent of 12 percent profit) is not a fraction of the
whole. If this still confuses you, just stick to this rule: never add up percentages without a calculator.

SPOT FALLACIES

What Makes This a Sin
There’s a disconnect
between the examples
and the choice. While
the examples themselves might be true
and relevant, they
don’t actually support
the choice.

An offspring of misinterpreting the evidence is
the hasty generalization, which reaches vast conclusions with scanty data.

"

The argument offers too
few examples to prove
the point.

HASTY GENERALIZATION:

Common Fallacy

proper rhetorical reply: Good! That’ll keep a couple
more potential criminals off the streets.

" Common Fallacy
The examples don’t support the conclusion, beMISINTERPRETING
cause local television news—which depends on crime
THE EVIDENCE: The
for ratings—misrepresents the crime rate. The acexamples don’t support the conclusion.
tual rates of most crimes have been dropping for
years, but perceptions of crime continue to rise. In
other words, the parent uses unrepresentative examples to reach her paranoid conclusion. This is a fallacy called misinterpreting the evidence.

parent: Seeing all those crimes on TV makes me want to
lock up my kids and never let them out.

"

Second Deadly Sin: The Bad Example

me: No, dear, a larger box doesn’t make something cheaper.
You would save money buying the smaller box.
dorothy sr.: Oh.
me: So do you think maybe you’re sorry for saying I don’t
know these things?
dorothy sr.: Yes, I’m sorry. I’m very, very sorry. It’s clear that
I don’t have the math skills to do the shopping. From now
on, you’d probably better do it.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Not all proofs depend on a reason or a commonplace. Many use examples—facts, comparisons, or
anecdotes. You find numerous fallacies among bad
examples, or examples that fail to prove the conclusion. For instance, fallacies that misuse examples
keep security companies in business.

Oh.
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"

can’t prove it, then it
must not exist. Or if
we can’t disprove it,
then it must exist.

IGNORANCE: If we

THE FALLACY OF

Common Fallacy

What’s Wrong with
This Argument?
“You don’t have many
black people in New
Hampshire,” a bigot
said to me. “You’d think
differently about them
if you had to live with
them.” It’s a standardissue hasty generalization. Similarly, an
argument that begins,
“You have no right to
argue . . . ,” will often
precede the fallacy:
“because you’re not
black.” A legitimate
answer: “No, I’m not.
But we’re talking about
race relations, not one
person’s relations.”
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you: Then you must have tested for everything.
doc: Well, not everything . . .
you: Did you test for beriberi?

" What Makes This a Sin
But a logical chasm lies between the negative
Again, there’s a discontests and perfect health. The proof doesn’t support
nect between the proof
the conclusion. Never mind that you happen to be
and the choice. The
examples—or lack of
doubled over in pain and seeing spots; the doctor
them—don’t support
has no data of illness, so you must be well. The only
the choice.
way to respond to this illogical argument, other
than throwing up on his shoes, is to suggest more examples.

proof: The lab tests are all negative. So . . .
conclusion: Nothing is wrong with you.

doctor: There’s nothing wrong with you. The
lab tests came back negative.

Scientists and doctors often screw up logic by assuming that their examples cover all possible examples—a
mistake appropriately called the fallacy of ignorance:
what we cannot prove, cannot exist.

Third Deadly Sin:
Ignorance as Proof

proper rhetorical reply: Didn’t that jerk
in Legal go to Yale?

The proof won’t hold up. One example won’t
suffice to prove that the next kid from Yale will
make a good intern. There are fifty-three hundred
undergraduates at Yale, which makes the sample
size of the company’s intern experiment 0.019 percent of the study population.

coworker: That intern from Yale was great.
Let’s get another Yalie.

SPOT FALLACIES

campaign worker: You can trust our candidate because he’s an honest man.
proper rhetorical reply: I don’t trust
you, so that makes your guy seem twice
as shady.

The proof and the conclusion agree perfectly,
and there lies the problem. They agree because
they’re the same thing. The result is a tautology, a
favored fallacy for political campaigns.

fan: The Cowboys are favored to win since
they’re the better team.

"

Common Fallacy
TAUTOLOGY: The same
thing gets repeated in
different words. Logicians
call this fallacy “begging
the question,” but “tautology” is a better term.
To most people, “begging
the question” means
asserting a conclusion
without stating the premise. “The Republicans will
win the White House next
election” begs the question: Who will get the
nomination? “Whoever
wins that election will
become president”—
that’s a tautology.

Fourth Deadly Sin: The Tautology

believer: Dude, I believe in extrasensory perception and
UFOs because scientists have never disproved them.
proper rhetorical reply: They never disproved that the
moon can talk, either.
believer: You think it can?
you: Never mind.

You often see the same fallacy in reverse among unscientific types.

doc: You don’t have beriberi.
you: How do you know?
doc: There hasn’t been a case of beriberi in the United States
since . . .
you: But you didn’t test for it. So I could be the first.
doc: It is possible, though unlikely, that you may have one of
several other diseases.
you: So what should we do?
doc: We’ll run some more tests.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

One of the most boring fallacies, the tautology,
basically just repeats the premise.
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"

Two or more issues
get squashed into
one, so that a conclusion proves
another conclusion.

MANY QUESTIONS:

Common Fallacy

"

What Makes
This a Sin
There may be
nothing wrong
with the proof,
and the proof
may lead to a
choice, but the
problem is that
you’re being
given the
wrong number
of choices.

proper rhetorical reply: I support a woman’s right to
choose government-free abortions.

Here you have a conclusion being used to prove another conclusion. It’s a “When did you stop beating your
wife?” kind of fallacy called many questions, in which two
or more issues get merged into one. If I want people to
think you beat your wife, I imply it by asking “when.” I skip
the first question and ask the second one. Similarly, the
pollster’s abortion survey presumes a single answer to two
questions—that opposing government financing of abortions necessarily makes you pro life.

pollster: Do you support government-financed abortions
and a woman’s right to choose?

Fallacies come in a number of flavors, but all of them
suffer from a breakdown between the proof and the
conclusion, either because the proof itself doesn’t hold
up or because it fails to lead to the conclusion. Here’s
another push poll that tries to exploit that confusion.

Fifth Deadly Sin: The False Choice

" What Makes
The tautology may seem like a harmless if knuckleThis a Sin
headed sin, but it can be used deliberately to lead you
Another disconnect. The proof
astray. I once lived in a town with a road that a developer
doesn’t support
named “Vista View.” It had a view of a vista: a rubblethe choice, bestrewn parking lot. Was the developer ignorant, or sneaky
cause the proof
is the choice.
enough to conjure the vision of a vista (to coin another
tautology) in your head? The comedian Alan King loved
to tell how his lawyer used a tautology to talk him into doing a will. “If you
die without a will,” the lawyer warned, “you’ll die intestate!” Only later did
he realize that “intestate” means “without a will.” “In other words,” King
said, “if I die without a will, then I’ll die without a will. This legal pearl cost
me five hundred dollars!”

SPOT FALLACIES

The proof checks out: helmet failed, guy has a
headache. But did the helmet’s failure cause the headache? Was it the only cause? The name for this fallacy is
complex cause: more than one cause is to blame, but
only one gets the rap.

lawyer: My client’s motorcycle helmet failed,
leaving him with a permanent, devastating
headache. This jury should find the manufacturer grievously at fault.

Choices aren’t the only things that get fallaciously
limited. So do proofs.

proper rhetorical reply: Do cat fanciers do
anything but go to shows?

"

"

"

Only one cause
gets the blame (or
credit) for something that has
many causes.

COMPLEX CAUSE:

Common Fallacy

What’s Wrong
with This
Argument?
“You Can Help This
Child, or You Can
Turn the Page.”
This ad raised a
bundle for charity,
but it was a false
dilemma. You may
have helped the
child already by
putting money in
the church collection plate.

You’re given two
choices when
you actually have
many choices.

FALSE DILEMMA:

Common Fallacy

What’s Wrong with This
Argument?
“What did the president know,
and when did he know it?” That
famous Watergate question
committed the fallacy of many
questions. “When did he know
it” implied Nixon’s guilt by
assuming he knew something
about Watergate in the first
place. Two issues are at stake
here: First, did the president
know anything, and if so, what?
Second, if he knew something,
when did he know it?

The reason fails to prove the conclusion, because
it doesn’t tell you whether shows are the best place
to target the cat fancier. This is the fallacy of the false
dilemma: the marketing director gives you two choices
when you really have a slew of them. You could also sell
the cute little catnip-impregnated negligees and garter
belts in department store lingerie sections, on eBay, or
at house parties.

proof: What’s the reason? “We want
to target the cat fancier.”
conclusion: What’s the choice? “We
should focus on cat shows.”

marketing director: We can appeal
either to the cat fancier or to the
general consumer. Since we want
to target our market, we obviously
should limit sales to cat shows.

"

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

A related fallacy arises from a false choice.
Suppose your company plans to produce a
new line of lingerie for cats.
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What’s Wrong with This
Argument?
“If you’re so smart, how
come you ain’t rich?” This
commits any number of
fallacies, including complex cause. Lots of things
can make you rich, and
being smart is not a sufficient cause—not in my
experience.

cochran: Why would a Wookie, an eight-foot-tall Wookie,
want to live on Endor, with a bunch of two-foot-tall Ewoks?
That does not make sense! But more important,
" What Makes This
you have to ask yourself: what does this have
a Sin
Here the problem
to do with this case? Nothing. Ladies and genmay not be with
tlemen, it has nothing to do with this case! . . .
the proof or the
conclusion at all.
And so you have to remember, when you’re
The problem is
in that jury room deliberatin’ and conjugatin’
that they’re the
wrong argument—
the Emancipation Proclamation [approaches
a distraction from
and softens] does it make sense? No! Ladies and
the real one.
gentlemen of this supposed jury, it does not
make sense! If Chewbacca lives on Endor, you must acquit!
The defense rests.

At some vague point in history, some bad guys theoretically used strongsmelling smoked herrings to throw dogs off their scent. Hence the name of
this fallacy, in which the speaker deliberately brings
" Common Fallacy
up an irrelevant issue. But since no one even knows
RED HERRING, A.K.A.
THE CHEWBACCA
what a red herring is, a more common name is sneakDEFENSE: It switches
ing into the lexicon: the Chewbacca defense, named
issues in midargument to throw the
after a South Park episode. A record label sues one
audience off the
of the show’s characters for harassment after the man
scent.
requests credit for a song the label plagiarized. The
company hires Johnnie Cochran, who launches into the same argument
that, South Park claims, he used for O.J.

Sixth Deadly Sin: The Red Herring

proper rhetorical reply: Should the
helmet have had a label warning against
driving a hundred miles an hour while
cracking open a beer and talking on a
cell phone? Because that’s what the litigant was doing.

SPOT FALLACIES

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

"

A version of the
Red Herring fallacy, it switches
topics to one that’s
easier to fight.

THE STRAW MAN:

Sneaky Tactic

The proof is fine: college campuses remain predominantly Caucasian.
But does it support the choice? No. The real argument is over whether
affirmative action works. The premise only proves that a problem exists—

liberal: Affirmative action is needed because campuses are
so white.

Seventh Deadly Sin: The Wrong Ending

proper rhetorical reply: Can you say that naked?

Dyke uses the straw man tactic, which ignores the
opponent’s argument and sets up a rhetorical straw
man—an easier argument to attack. The interview was
about TV’s disgusting stats; rather than hire lobbyists
to fend off legislation, the industry might consider
policing itself. Instead, the lobbyist switches topics to
“government interference.”

dyke: Some activists will only see another opportunity to
push government as parent, but parents make the best decisions about what [TV] is appropriate for their family to
watch and have the tools to enforce those decisions.

The show satirizes the rhetorical red herring that Johnnie Cochran held
in front of the jury’s noses: the glove that the prosecution said O.J. wore to
kill his wife and wife’s lover. “If the glove doesn’t fit, the jury must acquit!”
Nice Chewbacca defense. He hijacked the murder trial and made it revolve
around one piece in a very large and confusing body of evidence. (The
South Park Cochran’s defense—and the one the real-life Cochran actually
used in the O.J. trial—also qualifies as a complex cause.)
You would think that lobbyists go to some secret red herring school, because they base whole careers on it. Take the TV industry. The number of
sex scenes on television has doubled over the past seven years, according to
a Kaiser Family Foundation study—now five per hour on 70 percent of all
network shows. Instead of admitting that every network is turning into the
Porn Channel, industry flack Jim Dyke, executive director of the misleadingly named TV Watch, argued against government interference.
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What Makes
This a Sin
The proof
may be okay,
but it leads
to the wrong
conclusion.

Now you know the reason: the district cut the budget. Does the reason
prove the conclusion? Did the budget cuts cause the bad grades? You see no
proof of that. In fact, I doubt that scores would fall so soon. The education
advocates in this case commit the same fallacy as Chanticleer, the rooster in

Because the district cut the budget, our children are being ruined.

Where’s the reason, and what’s the conclusion?
Figure it out by inserting “because.”

education advocates: Budget cuts are ruining our children!

take your opponent’s premise seriously, and solemnly
oppose it. “I am
adamantly against
shooting hunters out
of tree stands.” The
slippery slope has a
built-in reductio ad
absurdum. It practically ridicules itself.

This argument is so weird, you wonder why so many parents use it. Letting one kid skip will not cause you to dismiss the other kids. What law of
parenting says that every rule has to apply equally to every child? Come on,
Mom and Dad, show a little logical backbone.
" Try This in Any
But the most common kind of reason-conclusion
Argument
One of the best
confusion mixes up cause and effect. Suppose your
replies to the sliptown cut education funding dramatically and student
pery slope is concession. Seem to
test scores plummeted the following year.

parent: If I let you skip dinner, then I’ll have to let the other
kids skip dinner.

"

If we allow this reasonable thing, it’ll
inevitably lead to an
extreme version of it.

THE SLIPPERY SLOPE:

Common Fallacy

One of the fallacies that result from the sin of the wrong
ending is called slippery slope: if we do this reasonable
thing, it’ll lead to something horrible. You hear it a lot in
politics. Allow a few students to pray after class, and one day
gospel ministers will be running our public schools. If Congress bans machine guns, pretty soon cops will be shooting
hunters out of tree stands. But politicians aren’t the only
slippery slope culprits.

possible reply: Affirmative action is mostly
needed to assuage our guilt.

assuming you think that a Waspish campus and uneducated minorities are a problem.

SPOT FALLACIES

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

FALLACY, a.k.a. POST

therefore because
of this. The reason
(“This followed that”)
doesn’t lead to the
conclusion (“This
caused that”).

HOC: After this,

Scan a résumé’s
list of accomplishments for possible
Chanticleer crowing, then probe for
them in the interview: “It says here
that profits rose
by 48 percent the
year after you
were hired. So you
think your work as
a stock boy made
all the difference?”

TRY THIS BEFORE
YOU HIRE
SOMEONE

Crow on, Chanticleer, and fill your lungs to the glory of the sun. But
don’t let it go to your head.

jeremiah: That hurricane wiped out a whole city. See what
happens when you allow gay marriage?

And so do superstitious types.

government (external babbled monologue): We ran
up the deficit and the economy improved!
We’ll increase the deficit more and the economy will get
even better!

So do governments, with potentially disastrous results.

baby (internal babbled monologue): I kicked and got
milk! I’ll kick again and get more!

Babies instinctively commit the Chanticleer Fallacy.

proper rhetorical reply: Congratulations! But
the percentage who gave declined. Did the
newsletter cause that, too?

The boost in giving followed publication of the
newsletter. Does that mean the letter made giving go
up? Not necessarily. Nonetheless, this fallacy is rampant in academia, which
explains why alumni get showered with stupid college mailings.

college administrator: Our newsletter is a
big success. After we started publishing it,
alumni giving went up.

HOC ERGO PROPTER

the French fable who thinks his crowing makes the sun come up. The fallacy’s official name is post hoc ergo propter hoc —after this, therefore because
of this—but I call it the Chanticleer fallacy. Another
" Common Fallacy
THE CHANTICLEER
example:
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2. Bad Example: The example that the persuader uses to prove the argument is false, unbelievable, irrelevant, or wrongly interpreted. The hasty generalization uses too few examples and interprets them too broadly. Michael
Jordan uses these sneakers; buy them and you’ll become a basketball star.

1. False Comparison: Two things are similar, so they must be the same.
The all natural fallacy falls under this sin: some natural ingredients are good
for you, so anything called “natural” is healthful. The appeal to popularity
makes another false comparison: other kids get to do it, so why don’t I? Reductio ad absurdum falsely compares a choice with another, ridiculous
choice. The fallacy of antecedent makes a false comparison in time: this moment is identical to past moments. I’ve never had an accident, so I can’t
have one now. The closely related false analogy joins apples to oranges and
calls them the same. Because gay men are sexually attracted to other men,
we should keep them out of the classroom—they must be pederasts as well.
Finally, the unit fallacy does weird math with apples and oranges, often confusing the part for the whole. Violent crime dropped by 5 percent last year,
and by another 8 percent this year, so it dropped a total of 13 percent. A
part of a part gets confused with a part of the whole.

Bad proof
Bad conclusion
Disconnect between proof and conclusion

There are scores of hair-splitting logical fallacies; I focused on the ones
that infest politics and your daily life, and grouped them into seven sins. My
list of seven logical sins can be boiled down still further, to just three:

He was in logic a great critic,
Profoundly skill’d in analytic;
He could distinguish and divide
A hair ’twixt south and south-west side.

Samuel Butler, a seventeenth-century author, loved neither logic nor rhetoric. He wrote a poem abusing an imaginary philosopher who was good only
at splitting hairs.

The Tools

SPOT FALLACIES

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

7. Wrong Ending: The proof fails to lead to the conclusion. Lots of fallacies fall under this sin; one of the most common is the slippery slope, which
predicts a dire series of events stemming from a single choice. (Allow that
newfangled rock music, and kids will start having orgies in the streets.) Another is post hoc ergo propter hoc, the Chanticleer fallacy. It assumes that if one
thing follows another, the first thing caused the second one.

6. Red Herring: This sin distracts the audience to make it forget what
the main issue is about. A variant is the straw man fallacy, which sets up a different issue that’s easier to argue. (“Who drank up all the orange juice?”
“Well, you tell me why the dishes aren’t done.”)

5. False Choice: The number of choices you’re given is not the number
of choices that actually exist. The many questions fallacy is a false choice; it
squashes two or more issues into a single one. (When did you stop beating
your wife?) A related fallacy, the false dilemma, offers the audience two
choices when more actually exist.

4. Tautology: A logical redundancy in which the proof and the conclusion are the same thing. (We’re here because we’re here because we’re
here because . . .) We won’t have trouble selling this product because it’s
easily marketable.

3. Ignorance as Proof: In this case the argument claims that the lack of
examples proves that something doesn’t exist. I can’t find any deer, so these
woods don’t have any. The fallacy of ignorance has its flip side: because my
theory has never been disproved, it must be true. Just about any superstition falls under this fallacy.

A close relative is the fallacy called misinterpreting the evidence. It takes the
exception and claims it proves the rule. That guy lost weight eating Subway
sandwiches. If you eat at Subway, you’ll lose weight!

154

"

Meanings
Philosophers call
the mannerly dialogue of formal
logic dialectic. It’s
like the figures in
figure skating: precise, self-contained,
and boring. Zeno,
the ancient Greek
philosophermathematician,
contrasted dialectic’s “closed fist”
with rhetoric’s
“open palm.”

—zeno

I’m sorry, but it is impossible to describe this game without alienating the reader, and myself for that matter. The point is that we used our
thirteen-year-old wit competitively in a classically useless and time-wasting
fashion. Without knowing it, we mimicked some of the early Sophists, who
included the sleaziest rhetoricians. They argued simply to win arguments,
using logical and pathetic trickery to tie their opponents in knots. This is
where the term “sophistry” comes from, and how rhetoric got its less than
stellar reputation. These argumentative types were out to win, not deliberate. In rhetoric, that constitutes the biggest foul of all: to turn an argument
into a fight.

If you do that, I’ll dig out your eyeballs and shove them . . .

y first experience in debating was in junior high
school. We didn’t have a debating team; this was
more like a Lunch Period Repartee Society. My friends
and I sat in the cafeteria and amused ourselves by armwrestling over half-melted slabs of ice cream; when we
tired of that game, we turned to another, equally intellectual pursuit called “If You Do That.” The object was
to threaten each other with such elaborately disgusting
harm that the loser wouldn’t be able to finish his
lunch. It was like snaps, the game of bantering insults,
except that we didn’t insult each other. We just grossed
each other out.

M

Rhetoric is an open palm, dialectic a closed fist.

The pitfalls and nastiness that can bollix an argument

NIXON’S TRICK

!

15. Call a Foul

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

My children love to talk back like that, which is my own fault. Proud as
I am that they know how to handle a fallacy, I have been a lenient parent,
rhetorically speaking. But you can do more than just recognize fallacies. In
rhetoric, it’s actually kosher to use many of them in your own arguments.
Strangely enough, while logic forbids illogical thinking,
" Common Fallacy
THE FALLACY OF
rhetoric allows it.
POWER: The perThe kids-are-starving angle, for example, is rhetorison on top wants
it, so it must be
cally wrong only if it fails to persuade. That’s because,
good. This logical
nonsensical as the argument is logically, it makes emofallacy is fine to
tional sense. The parent uses it not to end starvation but
use in argument.

classic wise-ass reply: Well, hey, let’s send them my vegetables. I’ll help pay postage.

The parent commits the logical sin of the wrong ending: the proof fails
to lead to the choice. Eating everything is unlikely to end starvation in the
Third World; in fact, a kid can point out that the opposite might be true.

parent: Eat everything on your plate, because kids are starving in [insert impoverished nation].

Fighting also happens to be practically the only foul you can commit in
rhetoric. In sports they say it’s only a foul if the ref blows the whistle; the
same is true in argument. When someone commits a logical fallacy, it rarely
helps to point it out. The purpose of argument is to be persuasive, not “correct.” Pure logic works like organized kids’ soccer: it follows strict rules, and
no one gets hurt. Argument allows tackling. You wouldn’t want to put yourself in a game where the opposing team gets to tackle while your team plays
hands-off. That’s what happens when you stick to logic in day-to-day argument; you play by the rules, and your opponents get to tackle you. While it
is important to know how to spot and answer a logical fallacy, if you limit
yourself to simply pointing them out, your opponents will clobber you.
Rhetoric allows logical fallacies, unless they distract a debate or turn it into
a fight.
So long as you stick to argument, making a genuine attempt to persuade
instead of win, rhetoric lets you get away with many fallacies that formal
logic forbids. Take this old-time family argument.
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But do we really deal with the truth here? The kid states an opinion, not
a fact. Aristotle might actually back her up, since in deliberative argument

kid: My friend Eric says Mr. LaBomba is a mean teacher.
parent: Just because Eric says he’s mean doesn’t mean it’s
true.

But back up a second. Was that response really fair? What if the boss is
smart and knows the business better than anyone else? Is it such a bad idea
to trust her decision? The appeal to authority is a logical fallacy but an important ethos tool. If your boss thinks it wise to relocate the company to Anchorage, and you know her to be a savvy businesswoman, then you have a
decent probability that Anchorage is a good idea.
This is where pure logic and rhetorical logos part ways. In most cases,
there are no right or wrong decisions in argument; there’s only likely and
unlikely. We find ourselves back in the misty realm of deliberative argument, where black-and-white becomes the Technicolor of probability. If the
boss’s inclination makes the decision seem more legitimate, then your colleague has a good reason to try it on you. After all, he is not trying to persuade the boss; he’s talking to you.
Logically inclined parents (no, that is not an oxymoron) usually call a
fallacy when a kid uses a peer as an authority.

proper rhetorical reply: Are you making a good decision
or just being a suck-up?

Does the boss’s inclination make the choice a good one? Besides, what
does she have underlings for? Surely not to think.

coworker: Hey, if the boss wants to do it, I say we should
do it.

to make his child feel guilty. So while not a logical argument, it makes a decent pathetic one—provided the kid misses the fallacy.
Here’s another logical mistake, which I deliberately excluded from the
seven deadly logical sins: the fallacy of power. Because the guy in charge
wants it, this fallacy says, it must be good.

CALL A FOUL

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

"

Meanings
Ramification is an
eponym—a word
named after a person.
Petrus Ramus was a
sixteenth-century
French rhetorician
who banished logic
from rhetoric. A strict
Calvinist who believed
that only God and
truth could rule us, he
emasculated rhetoric
by dividing it into
dysfunctional academic departments.
In short, Ramus ramified. French authorities had him burned
at the stake as
a heretic.

In other words, don’t block the argument. Anything that keeps it from reaching a satisfactory conclusion counts as a foul.
Imagine a game of no-rules soccer, where the
field has no bounds, you can body-check and tackle
any way you want, and all you have to do is get the
ball past the goalie. Even though things might get
rough, as long as everybody has the right attitude,
the game is playable. But what if players went beyond
body-checking and started kicking one another in
the groin? Or worse, stopped to take calls on their cell
phones? Then the game would deteriorate. Alternatively, if there was only one ball and a player picked it
up and took it home, that would end the game altogether. Even a “no-rules” game has a few minimal rules: you need a ball and
goals, and the players have to play.
The same thing goes for argument, only without the ball. You need
goals, and everyone has to remain intent on real persuasion. Things can get
a little rough—you might have some logical horseplay, an ad hominem attack or two, some intense emotions, crude language, even—but the game
continues. The argument can reach its conclusion so long as no one fights

Never argue the inarguable.

Eric is starting to look like a pretty good forensic psychologist. If I were
the parent, I would keep an eye on Mr. LaBomba.
The essential difference between formal logic and rhetoric’s deliberative argument is that, while logic has many rules, argument has but a few.
Actually, it has just one rule, with a few ramifications.

kid: Oh, yeah? Well, remember when Eric said there was
something sneaky about Miss Larson and the cops caught
her stealing money from all the other teachers and she
went to jail?

the consumer makes the best judge. If she can convince her parent that
Eric is a psychological prodigy, then the probability of Mr. LaBomba’s
meanness goes way up.
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Useful Figure
The yogiism
(“no-rules game
with just a few
rules”) is a figure
of logical nonsense named
after the immortal baseball manager Yogi Berra,
the man who
said, “No one
goes there anymore. It’s too
crowded.”

The proof is the supposed endgame—soldiers dying
for nothing. (You can find it by planting “because” in the
sentence: “We shouldn’t pull out now, because that
means our soldiers will have died in vain.”) The choice is to pull out or not
to pull out. But the proof fails to lead to the choice. We have a real causeand-effect problem here. Will continuing the war add meaning to the soldiers’ sacrifice? Yes, but only if continuing the war
" Common Fallacy
leads to victory, and the quote says nothing about the
GOOD MONEY AFTER
BAD: Trying to reclikelihood of success.
tify a mistake by
When corporate types commit this fallacy, they
continuing it. A logical fallacy, but you
throw good money after bad. A corporation buys a
can use it pathetirotten company and then pours money into the lousy
cally without breaking rhetorical rules.
merger for fear of wasting the money it already spent.

If we pull out now, our soldiers will have died in vain.

In deliberative argument, the only real foul, arguing the
inarguable, makes the conversation grind to a halt or
turn into a fight. Take this next quote, which, like the
last one, commits the sin of the wrong ending; the proof
fails to lead to the choice.

Fine Nixonian Rhetoric

or distracts. In rhetoric, fighting and distracting constitute the same foul:
in each case it means arguing the inarguable.
I love rhetoric’s refreshing lack of rules. It forgives your logical sins. It
says to humanity, Don’t ever change, you’re beautiful. Any sort of discourse
that required reforming humans would make me hide
" Persuasion Alert
in my cabin. Idealists who begin sentences with, “Can’t
Who said anything
about buying the
we all just . . .” should have their guitars smashed and
world a Coke? I set
their flowers trampled. I don’t want to buy the world a
up an idealistic
straw man to make
Coke and live in perfect harmony; harmony means
my no-rules arguunanimity, and history shows that unanimity is a scary
ment sound more
reasonable.
thing. I’d prefer to play rhetoric’s no-rules game with
just a few rules.

CALL A FOUL

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

This solid logical response risks making you look cold and heartless.
Real deaths are more wrenching than theoretical ones. Besides, calling a
foul here is like getting mad when someone bumps you in ice hockey. Don’t
expect an apology.

logical you: That’s a fallacy! If the war effort fails, then
many more soldiers will have died in vain.

Notice how I changed the definition of “pulling out” from an ignominious disaster to a sort of victory. Pretty neat trick. Nixon used it to great effect in Vietnam. The logician will have a conniption over this, but
deliberative argument, unlike logic, doesn’t seek the truth—only the best
choice. If changing the definition helps the audience decide whether to
support a war, then your “fallacy” is no foul.
Consider the effect that a purer, more logically correct response might
have on your audience.

rhetorical you: Don’t you dare talk about our soldiers dying in vain! By successfully ending the war, we’ll be honoring our dead soldiers.

Householders do it, too. A guy brings home a pricey flat-screen television
and discovers he can’t hang it on his wall. So he spends another thousand
on a custom-made shelf. But the TV is a lemon, and he returns it, only to
find that the company has discontinued that model and all the replacements are a different size. So he returns to the cabinetry store . . .
You can see why you want to recognize a logical
TRY THIS IN A MEETING
fallacy when it hits you. But while fallacies will gum
When someone says of
a losing investment,
up formal logic, they can help you in an argument. As
“After all we put into it,
with the kids-are-starving chestnut, you can use it as a
we can’t stop now,”
ask him: “If it were a
legitimate pathetic appeal. Mr. Spock’s formal logic
double-or-nothing bet,
forbids emotion, while rhetoric encourages it. Most
do you think the odds
would be good
people can’t bear the thought of abandoning a war in
enough to take it?”
which citizens gave their lives. As long as you stay in
the future tense and focus on the likelihood of victory, you still follow the
lax rules of rhetoric.
In fact, a good rebuttal can use the same pathetic weapon.
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Persuasion Alert
It would have been
more forthright to
put fallacies in the
“Advanced Offense”
section. But a persuader has to start
with what the audience
believes, and few audiences consider the
fallacy a legitimate
offense.

Why, no, Mr. Shaw, thank you for asking . . . What
planet was that guy on?
The planet Vulcan, obviously. Dukakis already
had a reputation as the Mr. Spock of politics, and
his cool, reasonable response only confirmed that
he was all logos all the time. Up to that point, Dukakis led in the polls. Pure logic may have cost him
the election.
"

Useful Figure
The paraprosdokian
(pa-ra-proze-DOKEee-an) (“the planet Vulcan”) attaches a surprise
ending to a thought.
The composer Harold
Arlen used it when he
said, “To commit suicide
in Buffalo would be
redundant.”

shaw: Governor, if Kitty Dukakis were raped and murdered,
would you favor an irrevocable death penalty for the killer?
dukakis: No, I don’t, and I think you know that I’ve opposed
the death penalty during all of my life.

You have just left the pure and noble realm of logos and wandered into
the seedier neighborhoods of pathos and ethos—the terrain of emotional
manipulation and ad hominem attacks, where rhetoric feels right at home.
Logos alone rarely inspires commitment. And a tactic that wins a logical argument will almost certainly lose a political one. Michael Dukakis demonstrated this principle during the 1988 presidential campaign, when he gave
a disastrous answer to a vicious question. Bernard Shaw, the moderator,
asked Dukakis to imagine someone perpetrating a sex crime against his wife.

proper rhetorical reply: Ridicule builds
character. So does riding the bus.

Instead of logos, the kid makes a pathetic appeal.
It could actually work on some besotted parents.
But the more rhetorically inclined might choose an
unsympathetic response.

kid: All the other kids make fun of me for
taking the bus. They think I’m weird.

Take another logical fallacy that’s good rhetoric: the appeal to popularity.

Spock for President

CALL A FOUL

So what should he have said? Should he have pointed
out Shaw’s blatant fallacy? After all, the question was a reductio ad absurdum, because it is extremely unlikely that
Kitty Dukakis would ever suffer such a crime. But merely
pointing out the fallacy, or responding like an automaton as Dukakis did, fails to persuade. Being in the right
may make you feel noble, but being persuasive gets the
rhetorical job done.
Dukakis would have done a much better rhetorical
job by getting strategically angry.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

good politician: We need to figure a way to deal with the
skyrocketing cost of elderly care so future generations can
continue to take care of our seniors.

Foul: Wrong Tense

This approach would have made him look strong, passionate, and reasonable all at once—an ethos trifecta.
On the other hand, anything that constitutes arguing the inarguable
counts as a rhetorical foul. Let’s look at a few.

rhetorical dukakis: Now, let’s talk about the death penalty
without getting personal about it. The death penalty isn’t
supposed to be about personal revenge—it’s supposed to
reduce crime. And you know that executing criminals has
failed to reduce crime.

Shaw probably would have apologized. You might call Rhetorical Dukakis’s tactic a red herring, but it need not be one. Once he gained the
higher moral ground, he could define the issue to his own advantage.

rhetorical dukakis: Mr. Shaw, I find that question offensive. That’s just the kind of sleaze that’s ruining politics
today. You shouldn’t bring my wife into this, and I think
you owe me an apology.

When someone
takes offense at
what you said, try
this neat little
concession: “I’m
sorry. How would
you have put it?”
Instead of getting
defensive, you put
your own words
in her mouth.

TRY THIS IN AN
ARGUMENT
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The answer to the
Bad Politician’s
“That’s just wrong!”
could be “Thanks
for the moral lesson.
But since when is it
immoral to save taxpayers’ money while
helping our seniors?”
It’s another form of
concession: grant
the moral issue and
restate your proposal in highly moral
terms. Then it helps
to restore the debate
to the future tense:
“Now can we stop
being holy for a
minute and talk
about fixing the
problem?”

TRY THIS IN A
PUBLIC MEETING
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dorothy sr.: I’ve never forgiven you for that. How romantic!
me: You never said anything about romance. I heard “evening class,” so I signed us up for a class.

Avoiding the future can really mess up your home life. For instance,
whenever my wife wants to remind me of how clueless I am as a husband,
she brings up the Evening Class Incident. Many years ago, Dorothy Senior
casually mentioned over dinner that her twin sister, Jane, was learning ballroom dancing; Jane’s husband had signed them up for classes. Taking the
hint, I arranged for Dorothy and me to take an evening class, too—in computer programming. It was a great course, and we both got an A in it, but
she remembers it as a less than positive experience.

you: Let’s get beyond all the blaming and sermonizing. These
folks want to know how we’re going to deal with the issue.

It’s okay to use sermonizing, demonstrative rhetoric in a deliberative argument to get the audience on
his side, but then the persuader should instantly switch
to the future tense. This isn’t just because Aristotle said so. It is simply more
difficult to use the present tense to make a choice about the future. If your
opponent insists on sticking to the present or past, call the foul.

redeemed politician: We shouldn’t talk about
seniors in isolation. Everybody should bear
the burden of government expenses. So I
propose a broader discussion of the federal
deficit.

Unless the Bad Politician gets right back to the future, the argument is dead on arrival. If he actually
does switch to the future tense, then he redeems himself rhetorically.

bad politician: You’re attacking our senior
citizens, and that’s just wrong!

CALL A FOUL

dorothy sr.: In computer programming.
me: I took the wrong hint. I apologized back then, and I remain sorry. So—want to learn ballroom dancing?
dorothy sr.: You just don’t get it, do you?

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

How will we make them get it?

dorothy sr.: Oh, you’re not all that insensitive. I love being
married to you.
me: Fool. I said “insensitive fool.”
dorothy sr.: Mmm-hmm.

Whoa, that’s extreme. But I mean it to be. By exaggerating her emotion,
I use the same pathetic device she often uses on me. It works, too.

rhetorical me (looking hurt): You’ve proven you married an
insensitive fool. What are you going to do about it?

That makes an inferior bumper sticker, admittedly, but it might have inspired women to work on one jerk at a time. Meanwhile, my wife’s “You just
don’t get it” got us nowhere. How to respond? I could call the foul.

Persuasion Alert
I’m writing in the
past tense about
my wife’s failure to
use the future
tense. That puts me
on shaky ground,
both rhetorically
and maritally. But
we had this dialogue a while ago;
since then we’ve
both learned to
stop at “I’m sorry.”

No, I didn’t get it. I couldn’t, because she made it
impossible. She would see any romantic attempt at this
point as unromantic. Besides, we were in inarguable
territory. I tried to change the conversation to the future
tense (“Want to learn ballroom?”) and she wrenched it
right back to the sermonizing present (“You just don’t
get it”).
That same accusation became a feminist slogan during the Clarence Thomas hearings, when the judge’s
allegedly sexist past threatened his nomination to the
Supreme Court. Feminists were outraged that the men
on the Senate Judiciary Committee grilled Thomas’s accuser, Anita Hill, as
if she were a hostile witness. “They Just Don’t Get It” became a rallying cry,
giving many women a feeling of solidarity. It was great demonstrative, present-tense rhetoric, but it failed to solve anything. Only a future-tense, deliberative slogan might have done that:

"
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way is wrong,
bring up examples
of when your
opponent’s way
has failed, and say,
”If that’s the right
way, I think I’ll go
with wrong.” Call it
the “If loving you
is wrong, I don’t
want to be right”
defense.

The “right way” precludes a choice; without choice you have no argument; and therefore it’s a rhetorical foul. When your opponent commits
one, you have several choices. You can call the foul.

me: None of us particularly likes canned peaches.
You don’t like canned peaches.
dorothy sr.: It’s what we always had on Christmas Eve.
me: It’s what you had when you were a kid. We
had franks and beans, and you don’t see me
clamoring for weenies during the holidays.
dorothy sr.: It’s tradition, and that’s all there is
to it.
me: Why can’t we start a new tradition? Like fresh pears, or
single malt scotch?
dorothy jr. (getting into the spirit): Or M&M’s!
dorothy sr.: If it’s new, it isn’t a tradition.
me: We’re celebrating the birth of Jesus! A Christian tradition
that began with . . . a new baby.
dorothy sr.: Can’t we just enjoy Christmas the right way,
without arguing about it?

This foul is closely related to avoiding the future, because it sticks to values—
covering Right and Wrong, Who’s In and Who’s Out—instead of the main
topic of deliberative argument, the Advantageous.
Dorothy Senior will not want me to mention this, but
TRY THIS WITH
A STUBBORN
one of our longest-running arguments has to do with
OPPONENT
canned peaches on Christmas Eve. For years, she inWhen someone
says, “There’s a
sisted on serving not just peaches, not some other kind
right way and a
of canned fruit, but canned peaches with our Christmas
wrong way,” and
then tells you your
Eve dinner.

answer to the problem
of noise in this town is
that I’m a jerk. Was
that helpful to you
all?” You turn sophistry
into genuine banter.

lenny: So then I said to the cop, “No, you’re
driving under the influence . . . of being a
jerk.”

If you stick to the present tense when you’re supposed to make a choice,
or if you talk only of Right and Wrong when the arguTRY THIS WITH A
ment should be about what’s the best choice, you
SOPHIST
commit a foul. Don’t take me for a hypocrite here.
When someone tries
to derail an argument
Sticking to the present tense and to values is not
with an insult, your
wrong. It just makes deliberative argument imposresponse depends on
who the audience is.
sible. You can’t achieve a consensus; you can only
If the two of you are
form a tribe and punish the wrongdoers.
alone, say something
like, “This isn’t recess.
Another way to foul up deliberation is to argue
I’m out of here,” and
for the sake of humiliating an opponent. This, too,
walk away. You’re not
about to persuade the
is demonstrative, present-tense, I’m-one-of-the-tribejerk. But if there are
and-you’re-not rhetoric. Here’s a good example of
bystanders, ridicule
the insult. “So Bob’s
humiliation—from The Simpsons, of course.

Five Good Reasons

Or you can decide that marital relations have precedence over getting
your way all the time. This is the option I took: I shut up and ate my
peaches. Which, to my surprise, proved to be persuasive. Dorothy was so
pleased she had won that, the following Christmas Eve, she served peach
pie. It became the new tradition.

me: If we can’t have a discussion that gets us somewhere,
there’s no use in talking to you.

Or you can bring the argument to an abrupt close—take the ball away,
if you will.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Foul: The “Right Way”
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me: The “right way” would be a dish that makes everyone
happy. Why don’t we start a new tradition—one that our
children can use to torture their spouses someday?
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I’ll declare victory here, even if she did have to get in another dig.
I probably deserve it. But we still can’t dance.

CALL A FOUL

"

Meanings
Humiliation is a form
of ad hominem
attack, which formal
logic calls a fallacy.
But in rhetoric, most
ad hominem arguments are in bounds.
Attacking your opponent’s ethos in order
to win an argument
is an important tactic. It becomes a foul
when you insult
someone simply to
debase him, and not
to persuade your
audience.
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Innuendo can be particularly harmful in politics. The classic campaign
innuendo makes a vicious accusation against an opponent by denying it.

me: If this is what it takes to get you to notice my ties, I’ll wear
this one every day.
boss: Don’t bother. [Another smile at the snickering sycophants.]

But I didn’t. It’s usually better just to play along with the boss.

me: Well, I’m just happy you’re not wearing women’s underwear this morning.

This kind of innuendo is an insulting hint. It puts a vicious backspin
on plain, innocent truth, turning a favorable comment
into a slam. I actually had a boss who used that innuendo.
" Meanings
Innuendo comes
Saying he was pleased to see me dressed that way implied
from the Latin
that I usually didn’t. Which wasn’t true, but he gave me
for “make a significant nod.”
nothing to deny. Talk about inarguable.
I could have responded with a counter-innuendo:

boss: It’s nice to see you wearing a tie.
me: I always wear a tie.
boss: [Meaningful smile; obsequious chuckles from
the sycophants in the room.]

Most of the time, humiliation is banter without
argument. Humiliation seeks only to gain the upper
hand—to win points or just embarrass its victims. You
often hear it among thirteen-year-old boys, and it’s
probably good practice in wordplay. (It did wonders
for me.) But humiliation rarely leads to a decision.
A more insidious kind of humiliation comes in
the smiling guise of innuendo. If you object to it, you
can look like a fool.

chief wiggum: Well let me ask you this: shut up.

And another, from the same rich source:

CALL A FOUL

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

It’s doubtful that you
can win points with a
boss like mine. Console yourself with the
likelihood that his
peers in other companies consider him
a jerk. On your next
job interview, be deliberately tactful with
a figure of speech
called significatio, a
sort of benign innuendo that hints at
more than it says.
Interviewer: “What
do you think of your
boss?” You: “He’s
very particular about
his clothing.”

TRY THIS WITH A
SNIDE BOSS

The tone determines whether that’s a hopeful prediction or argument
by the stick. Usually it’s the latter. And that makes it the worst of all rhetorical fouls. It denies your audience a choice, and without a choice you
have no argument.
The obscene gesture or foul language is a milder version of the threat,

You’ll take piano lessons and you’ll like them!

(As it turns out, Brown didn’t have to answer Nixon.
The ex-veep lost the election and gave his famous
poor-loser statement, “You won’t have Dick Nixon to
kick around anymore.” Innuendo doesn’t always work, it seems).
It should be increasingly clear that most rhetorical fouls have to do with
speaking in a tense that doesn’t fit, arguing about values or offenses instead
of choices, or forcing someone out of an argument through humiliation. It
all comes down to a single foul: tribal talk instead of deliberative argument.
But not all argument stoppers are as subtle as the innuendo. One in particular, the threat, takes tribalism to a sword-rattling extreme.
The threat is a no-brainer, literally. The Romans called it argumentum ad
baculum, “argument by the stick.” Lucy does it to her little brother, Linus, in
Peanuts. “I’ll give you five reasons,” she says, closing each finger into a fist.
“Those are good reasons,” Linus replies, reasonably. The problem is,
she doesn’t really give him a choice, and arguments are about choices. Parents spare the rod these days, but they still employ the rhetorical stick.

Even my opponent calls me anticommunist. If a
guy like Richard Nixon thinks I’m tough on
communism, then you should, too.

Richard Nixon did it when he ran for governor against
Pat Brown in 1962. He repeatedly denied that Brown
was a communist, which of course raised the previously
moot issue of whether Brown actually was a communist. Brown denied it, too, but his denials just repeated
Nixon’s innuendo.
The only decent rhetorical response would be to
concede Nixon’s argument.
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Oh look, this isn’t an argument.
Yes it is.
No it isn’t. It’s just contradiction.
No it isn’t.
It is!
It is not.
Look, you just contradicted me.
I did not.
Oh, you did!!
No, no, no.
You did just then.
Nonsense!
Oh, this is futile!
No it isn’t.

According to the
journalist-scholar
Bruce Anderson,
while our “bird” is
phallic, the ancient
Romans’ obscene
gesture mimicked a
female organ. The
mano fico (“fig
hand”) consisted of
a thumb inserted
between the first
two fingers. It had
the added advantage
of forming a fist.

THEY DID GIVE A FIG:

Classic Hits

Again, if the two of
you are alone, walk
away. If you have an
audience, consider
throwing the fallacy
back at your opponent. “I see. Purple is a
fruit. So, since your
skin is tan, that makes
you a pair of khakis.”

TRY THIS WITH
A MORON

"
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Similarly, there is no way to reach a successful conclusion to an exchange that goes:

m:
a:
m:
a:
m:
a:
m:
a:
m:
a:
m:
a:
m:
a:

but it falls under the same rubric of tribalism. Not all
obscenity is bad, from a rhetorical standpoint. Kurt
Vonnegut had a character suggest an acrobatic copulation with a rolling doughnut—inspired banter, and
even decorous under the right circumstance. Drivers
in New York City seem to consider flipping the bird a
form of salutation. But it hardly counts as deliberative
argument. At its worst, it constitutes a threat. Either
way, the only rebuttal is a similar gesture. Consider
not rebutting at all.
I have to add another foul that doesn’t really fall
under tribalism: utter stupidity. As the expression goes,
“Never argue with a fool. People might not know the
difference.” When Aristotle said that the better choice
is easier to argue, he clearly wasn’t thinking of debate
with a moron. The most common stupidity in argument, aside from the gratuitous insult, is the arguer’s
failure to recognize his own logical fallacies. Take this
classic Monty Python sketch.

CALL A FOUL

“That’s a fallacy.”
“No it isn’t.”
“Yes it is. Look, your premise doesn’t lead to your conclusion.”
“Yes it does.”

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

1. Switching tenses away from the future.
2. Inflexible insistence on the rules—using the voice of God, sticking
to your guns, refusing to hear the other side.
3. Humiliation—an argument that sets out only to debase someone,
not to make a choice.
4. Innuendo.
5. Threats.
6. Nasty language or signs, like flipping the bird.
7. Utter stupidity.

You now have the fallacies of formal logic, and the rhetorical argument
breakers. Strangely enough, I came up with seven of them—like the deadly
sins. But these rhetorical fouls aren’t “wrong,” since rhetoric has no real
rules. They simply make deliberative argument impossible; that’s why I call
them fouls, in the sense that they lie out of bounds. The game cannot continue until you’re back in bounds. (Grant me the annoying sports metaphor; I haven’t used one in a while.) Rhetoric allows occasional sins against
logic, but it can’t argue the inarguable.
The seven rhetorical out-of-bounds include

The Tools

Anyone who had a younger sibling during childhood has had bitter experience with the rhetorical foul of stupidity. When you find yourself back
in the realm of the inarguable, get out of there. Or if you’re four years old,
hit him. Yes, it’s another foul, but you may be doing him a favor.
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I considered it the best Father’s Day ever. It was like The Newlywed Game,
except that my parents had been married for almost twenty years. They
weren’t really fighting. They were just mutually bewildered. I sat on the
basement steps, enjoying the exchange.

mom: Surprise!
dad: What the hell is that doing there?
mom: It’s a pool table.

wish I had been there when my mother bought a pool table. It was the
single worst gift she could have given my father. He hated being indoors
and was something of a cheapskate. He never wasted time knocking balls
around; his idea of fun was to invent things. Our basement—the only room
that could fit a pool table—was the envy of the neighborhood kids. It had
fake palm trees, a volcano that lit up, and a waterfall that splashed into a
pool with real goldfish. The place also flooded regularly and smelled like a
sponge.
Mom found the table in a department store, when she went shopping
for a shirt to give Dad on Father’s Day. She got the pool table instead, and
presented it to him after dinner, leading him down the steep basement
steps with his eyes closed. The pool table sat where the Ping-Pong table
used to be.

I

You want the truth! You can’t handle the truth! No truth handler you! Bah! I deride
your truth handling abilities!
—THE SIMPSONS

Virtue is a state of character concerned with choice, lying in a mean. —aristotle

The defensive side of ethos

PERSUASION DETECTORS
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16. Know Whom to Trust

The salesman must have laid some major disinterest on Mom. According to
the rhetorician Kenneth Burke, ethos starts with what the audience needs.
The persuader makes you believe he can meet those needs better than you
or anyone else. Advertisers and salespeople have a reputation for creating
needs where they do not exist, but that is rarely true in a literal sense. In
rhetoric, you start with needs; the manipulation part happens when the
salesman or marketer makes you believe that his solution will meet those

Mom’s Heart’s Desire

It sounds like some sort of ethos technique,
so we return to its basic principles: disinterest,
virtue, and practical wisdom. The same ethical
tools that a persuader uses to sway his audience
can serve you as a ready-made gauge of trustworthiness.

mom: There was something about that
salesman. He made me think that a
pool table would be perfect for your
dad.
me: But he didn’t know Dad.
mom: Well, he seemed to.

Doctors insist that the many
gifts pharma salespeople
bring have no influence on
them; in reality, a doctor who
receives gifts is four times
more likely to prescribe that
salesperson’s drug. The technique works like this: The
salesperson makes it clear she
expects nothing in exchange
for the gift—just friendship.
The doctor thinks he separates the gifts from his drug
decisions; but his relationship
with the salesperson makes
him more easily persuaded by
her “information.” Do you
receive gifts at work? Don’t
worry about the gifts. Worry
about the relationship. Refuse
to discuss business face-toface with any gift giver. Insist
on getting all information by
mail—snail mail and e-mail.
Those media are more
rational than face-to-face, as
you’ll see in a later chapter.

TRY THIS ON SALESPEOPLE

dad: Well, I guess I could turn it into something.
mom: You’re supposed to play pool on it!
dad: I don’t play pool.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

The table was gone the next day.
Why she got it in the first place remained a
mystery for years. The salesman must have been
brilliant. He worked with practically nothing
but Mom’s vulnerability to a good pitch. She
was a bit of a sucker; she invariably agreed with
the person who went last in an argument. But
Mom wasn’t stupid, nor was she an impulsive
shopper. Years later, I asked her what happened.
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THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

The Romans would ask,
“Cui bono?” meaning, “Who
benefits?” In modern political terms, the question is:
Does the politician go after
votes, or money? Access
her voting record on www.
vote-smart.org, and get her
list of campaign donors
from www.fecinfo.com.
Does she consistently vote
her donors’ interest? Is she
bucking public opinion
when she does? Then when
she says, “I don’t just vote
the opinion polls,” what she
really means is, “I prefer
special interests to voters’
interests.” I’d vote for her
opponent.

You can see a red herring here; a politician accused of ethical sins will
speak out against theoretical legislation that would ban it. You can also see
the ethos disconnect. It is hard to know whether the railroad extension is good
for the nation; but we certainly see where Thune’s inTRY THIS WHEN YOU
terest lies. He brazenly fails the disinterest test, and
BUY A CAR
gets away with it. A constituency ignorant of the meanAsk for references.
While she makes you
ing of “disinterest” will hardly make it a political issue.
wait for the contract
Rhetorical defense is all about the disconnects. If
to be drawn up, call
them—or pretend to. If
someone pitches a logical argument, you do a quick
she doesn’t have a list
mental inspection to find the short circuits in the arguready to hand, walk
away. A salesperson
ment’s examples or commonplaces and the choices.
who maintains contact
If the argument lays some heavy disinterest on you—
with customers has an
interest in long-term
your salesman acts as if his only desire is to make you
profit that helps to
or your loved ones happy—then look for the disconbalance out the desire
nects between his needs and yours.
for a quick buck.

If you start banning elected officials from using their working knowledge on behalf of constituents, I think it would
greatly erode our representative form of government.

TRY THIS BEFORE YOU VOTE

Watch the best presenters in your company. What material do
they start with—which
audience resources do
they use? If the talk is
mostly rational, the
foundation will be what
the audience knows
and believes. If it’s
emotional, the pitch
will start with what the
audience expects. If
the speaker relies on
her character, you’ll
hear about the audience’s needs, and how
she can meet them.
Similarly, branding is an
ethos strategy, and it
relies on needs.

the commission! He just wants to make Mom—I
mean Dad—happy.
Disinterest is simply the merger of your needs
and the persuader’s. Suppose the salesman were
my mother’s cousin. Then the two may indeed
share the same needs—the guy might actually be
disinterested. If he were my mother’s ex-boyfriend,
however, then things could get complicated. His
interests might be split among making my mother
happy, earning a commission, and getting revenge
on my father.
Disinterest is one of the easiest rhetorical tricks
to spot, because most of the time, interest is rarely
far from the surface of a choice. Politicians will
often couch brazen selfishness in terms of disinterest. South Dakota senator John Thune voted
for a project that benefited a railroad he had lobbied for before he was
elected. Thune defended himself piously:
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TRY THIS AT WORK
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Now we get to the bottom of it. Because the salesman understood what
Mom wanted, he had no need to know what Dad wanted. He knew Mom
needed to feel a connection with a person, such as a well-spoken, polite
salesman who seemed to understand her. They connected because he
made her feel as if the two were Father’s Day collaborators, sharing the
same interest. My guess is, Dad was forgotten for a while. Eventually, I imagine the salesman delivering the classic line “I have just the thing.” He
seemed to sympathize with her needs, and he knew how to meet them. So
how do you detect when this happens to you?
Here’s a secret that applies to all kinds of rhetorical defense: Look for
the disconnects. You already saw how logical short circuits can help you
spot fallacies. When somebody tries to manipulate
" Argument Tool
you through disinterest, look for a short circuit beTHE DISINTEREST
DISCONNECT: Is
tween his needs and yours; or if you’re buying a gift,
there a gap between
your needs and the recipient’s. There was a three-way
your interests and
the persuader’s?
disconnect over the pool table: what Mom wanted and
Then don’t trust
what Dad wanted were very different, and what the
without verifying.
salesman wanted differed from what Mom and Dad
each wanted. The salesman used his temporary warm relationship with
Mom to cover up the disconnects in their needs. He doesn’t give a fig about

me: What exactly did the salesman say?
mom: He didn’t say anything particular that
I can remember. He was very well-spoken,
though. I do remember that.
me: You mean good looking?
mom: No, I mean well-spoken.
me: So you don’t remember what he said, but
you liked the way he said it?
mom: I don’t know. Why are you asking me all
this? I felt an instant connection, as if he
really understood what I wanted.

needs. A man responds to a beautiful woman in a car
ad out of his need for—well, out of his need for a
woman. But that was hardly the case with my mom.
She simply wanted to please my dad. And she surely
knew that a pool table wasn’t the ticket.

KNOW WHOM TO TRUST
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Useful Figure
I mentioned the litotes
earlier, but it’s worth
showing you another
example (“rarely produces disinterest”). In
front of an intelligent
audience, this ironic
understatement can
make you look cool
and authoritative
while your opponent
looks like a blowhard.

When she asks who the surprise is for, the salesman dodges the question—a sure sign of a disinterest disconnect. Having spotted it, Mom brings the

Ask who benefits from
the choice. If you don’t
get a straight answer,
don’t trust that person’s
disinterest.

mom (brightly): What are you going to show
me?
salesman: It’s right over here. I think you’re
going to love it.
mom: Who’s it for?
salesman: It’s a really special Father’s Day
surprise.
mom: So it’s for my husband?
salesman: Well, actually, it’s for the whole family.
mom: If I look at it, will you take me to the
" Argument Tool
shirt department?
THE DODGED QUESTION:

The combination rarely produces disinterest.

1. He’s a salesman.
2. He wants to show me something.

At this point the salesman has my mother in a vulnerable state. If she
had had her wits about her, Mom should have told herself two things:

mom: Can you tell me where I can find men’s shirts?
salesman: Sure. I can take you there if you like. Shopping
for Father’s Day?
mom: I am. I know it sounds boring, but my husband needs a
shirt.
salesman: Mmm, I’m afraid it does sound boring. I remember my mother used to make a big deal out of Father’s
Day. Bigger than his birthday.
mom: What did she get him?
salesman (as if he just thought of the idea): May I show you
something?

If my mother had been more rhetorically inclined, she could have spotted the salesman’s goodwill disconnect and called him on it. Let’s start
their conversation over.

KNOW WHOM TO TRUST

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

I know, I know. That hardly seems to define any kind of virtue you know.
But the thing about Aristotle is, when you live with his idea for a bit, it begins to make a startling amount of sense. And you can use it to enhance
your own reputation as well as evaluate the character of another person.
Let’s see how.
A state of character means rhetorical virtue, not the permanent kind. It
exists only during the argument itself, and it adapts to the audience’s expectations, not the persuader’s. He could be a liar and a thief, but if you believe him to be virtuous, then he is virtuous—rhetorically and temporarily.
That, for the moment, is his state of character.
TRY THIS IN A MEETING
Remember the false
Concerned with choice: Aristotle means that virchoice logical sin? If
tue
comes out of the choices the persuader makes, or
someone uses it, and
those he tries to sell you on. A persuader who tries to
seems to do it deliberately, don’t trust his
prevent a choice—through distraction or threats or
virtue. He’s not interby pitching the argument in the past or present—
ested in a reasonable
argument.
lacks rhetorical virtue.
Lying in a mean: That probably sounds Greek to
" Persuasion Alert
you
(it did to me at first), but the concept lies at the
I employ a version of
the reluctant concluheart of deliberative rhetoric. To Aristotle, the sweet
sion here (“it did to
spot of every question lies in the middle between exme at first”): I myself
was once turned off
tremes. A virtuous soldier is neither cowardly nor foolby the term, but its
hardy, but exactly in between. He chooses not to fling
value compelled me
to change my mind.
himself at the enemy; he lives to fight another day.

A state of character concerned with choice, lying in a mean.

The second characteristic of ethos, virtue, also has its disconnects, and it
makes an especially good lie detector. Aristotle lets you put up a red flag
even if you don’t know the person, even while he talks. The secret lies in
Aristotle’s definition of virtue:

A Salesman, Lying in a Mean

sales pitch to a crashing halt. Her failure to steer the conversation this way
in real life resulted in a $2,000 pool table instead of a $30 shirt. And do you
know how hard it is to return a pool table?
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First, determine the middle of the road in any question. What is the
mean in, say, child rearing? Aristotle would place it somewhere between severe beatings and letting the kid run rampant. You will want to fine-tune
that mean according to your own lights.
Now imagine yourself a new parent asking people’s advice on how to
raise a child. (In actuality, you rarely have to ask for advice; people are all
too happy to volunteer it.) Your advisers may suggest all sorts of help—
prophylactic Ritalin, avoidance of “no,” Baby Einstein tapes, strict discipline—
and if you know absolutely nothing from kids, you might have trouble sifting

How does he describe the mean?

But he does fight. The virtuous person “lies in the mean” between patriot
and cynic, alcoholic and teetotaler, workaholic and slacker, religious zealot
and atheist. (If Aristotle had lived among us, I suppose he would have been
an Episcopalian, or maybe a Presbyterian—some faith that lies midway between zealotry and atheism.)
If this person sounds like a Milquetoast, remember that deliberative
argument deals with choices, and Aristotle saw the middle road as the
shortest one to any decision. The mean lies smack in the middle of the audience’s values. In short, virtue is a temporary, rhetorical condition—a state
of character, not a permanent trait—and you can find it in the middle of
the audience’s opinions, or the sweet spot between the extreme ranges of a
choice. A virtuous choice is a moderate one. Someone who chooses it has
virtue.
How can you measure someone’s virtue? One way is to see whether he
finds the sweet spot between extremes. For example, when you walk into a
department store to buy something for Father’s Day, your
" Argument Tool
mean lies in the middle of your budget. A virtuous salesTHE VIRTUE
YARDSTICK:
man asks what you want to spend and sticks to that
Does the peramount; a really virtuous salesman hits the sweet spot, taksuader find the
sweet spot
ing your range of $50 to $100 and finding something that
between the
costs exactly $74.99. A salesman who fails to ask you for a
extremes of
your values?
range, or who tries to move your sweet spot to sell you a
$2,000 pool table, lacks rhetorical virtue.
Spotting a lack of virtue when numbers aren’t involved is a bit trickier.
Another way to evaluate a persuader’s virtue is to ask yourself:

KNOW WHOM TO TRUST

through all the theories. To test the virtue of the
people advising you, ask them what they think of mainstream child psychologists like Dr. Spock or Terry Brazelton. If they respond with extreme terms—“radical,”
“cruel,” “abusive”—then beware of their advice. They
can disagree with the prevailing wisdom—that is the
whole point of persuasion—but if they describe it as
extreme, then they tag themselves as extremists.

Extremists usually describe the middle course as extreme.

Persuasion Alert
Personally, I
wouldn’t take any
childrearing advice
that doesn’t begin
with, “That depends
on the kid.” The
practically wise
person uses “that
depends” as his
guide.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

environmentalist: He’s on the conservative extreme that
wants to drill Alaska so he can tool around in his SUV.

Whenever you hear the word “extremists” or “special interests,” consult
your own interests. Do you like the idea of drilling in the wilderness? If not,
does that make you an extremist? Take a look at the polls as well. Most
Americans don’t want to drill in ANWR. So a group that opposes drilling
isn’t, by definition, extremist.
Now, if you do support drilling, does that make you a member of the far
right?

conservative: Environmental extremists want to prevent a
sensible energy policy, which is why they’re trying to block
careful, animal-friendly drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge.

Rhetorical virtue lets you leverage what you know, applying that limited
knowledge to areas where you don’t have the facts. This is especially useful
with political issues, where the pundits and pols know
" Argument Tool
more than you and I. Politicians often pitch their own arTHE EXTREMIST
DETECTOR: An
guments as the mean between extremes, even in these
extremist will
polarized days. They do that by making their opponents
describe a moderate choice as
appear to lie further from the middle than they actually
extreme.
are. Conservatives can’t say the word “environmental”
without following it with “extremist”; that makes anyone who expresses concern about global warming seem like a froth-at-the-mouth radical.

"
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The old expression “There’s virtue in moderation” comes straight from
Aristotle. Virtue is a state of character, concerned with choice, lying in a
mean. When moderates face scorn from the faithful of both parties, what
does that make our country? You can do your bit for democracy, and your
own sanity, with this pre fab reply:

appropriate rhetorical reply: Most Americans support
school prayer. If that seems extreme, what does it make you?

Again, what are your interests? And what benefits the nation? Does allowing a small group to pray in a classroom really constitute established religion? Besides, given the country’s other problems, should people even waste
time arguing about school prayer?

liberal: The extreme Christian right wants prayer in the
schools so it can impose its religion on others.

You’ll often see people do the reverse of the extremist label, describing
an extreme choice as moderate. Someone proposes marketing your product to teenagers. You know the teenage market, and you further know that
appealing to it is a big risk. Yet the proposer describes it in moderate terms,
showing a lack of rhetorical virtue. When he adds that the company should
expand its advertising to cable TV, an area you know nothing about, assume that the decision would be just as radical. In other words, don’t trust
his choice. In the current feisty political climate, though, officials make
“moderate” sound like a bad word.
As the Sophists liked to say, there are two sides to every question. Being
on one side or the other does not make one an extremist. In fact, no rhetoric rule book forbids you from using the extremist or moderate label as a
persuasive technique. If your own opinion lies outside the public’s mean,
you can describe that mean as extreme. Or you can label your own position
as moderate. But the technique is tricky, to say the least. Most audiences
don’t appreciate being labeled as extremists. Usually, when a persuader labels an opponent as extreme simply because she disagrees with him, then
he’s probably the extreme one. Don’t trust his virtue.
You see this kind of labeling among liberals and conservatives on almost
every issue.

KNOW WHOM TO TRUST

The Tools

I know reasonable people who hold that opinion. So who’s
the extremist?

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

1. Apply the needs test (disinterest). Are the persuader’s needs your
needs? Whose needs is the person meeting?
2. Check the Extremes (virtue). How does he describe the opposing
argument? How close is her middle-of-the-road to yours?

“And, after all, what is a lie?” Lord Byron asked in his poem Don Juan.
“ ’Tis but / The truth in masquerade; and I defy / Historians, heroes, lawyers, priests, to put / A fact without some leaven of a lie.” Byron may exaggerate, but the truth is often difficult to suss out in an argument. Rhetoric
allows you to skip that problem and focus on the person as well as what
she says. In other words, ethos provides . . . not a lie detector, exactly, but a
liar detector—with basic tools for telling how much you should trust someone’s sincerity and trustworthiness.
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—homer

new parent: I’m reading conflicting advice about toilet training. What’s a good age to wean a child from diapers?
unwise answer: I don’t believe in toilet training. Let the
child determine when she’s ready.
even less wise answer: No later than age two.

n the last chapter, we saw Aristotle’s strangely sensible definition of virtue: a state of character, concerned with a choice, lying in a mean. Like
virtue, practical wisdom also lies in the mean—or rather, the persuader’s
apparent ability to find the sweet spot. While you want to know how virtuous he is, you also want to assess his ability to make a good choice, one that
fits the occasion. We’re talking about Aristotle’s phronesis, or practical wisdom, here. It recognizes that the sweet spot changes according to the circumstances and the audience. If my mother were shopping for a house, the
sweet spot would lie a couple of hundred thousand dollars beyond the
price of a pool table. The principle gets more subtle when we talk about
politics or business. Then you want to see all of a persuader’s phronesis kick
in. Listen for two things.
" Argument Tool
First, you want to hear “That depends.” The prac“THAT DEPENDS.”
tically wise person sizes up the problem before anA trustworthy perswering it. Your adviser should question you about
suader matches her
advice with the parthe circumstances first. If she spouts a theory without
ticular circumstances
having a clue about your problem, then don’t trust
instead of applying a
one-size-fits-all rule.
her judgment.

I

A companion’s words of persuasion are effective.

The defensive tools of practical wisdom

MORE PERSUASION DETECTORS
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17. Find the Sweet Spot

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

It was the wisest, most reassuring parenting help I ever got.
Phronesis divides the rules people from the improvisers and helps us understand politics today. George Lakoff misses the point with his theory of
“moral politics.” Our country suffers more from a lack of perspective toward
rules and improvisation. George Bush, Howard Dean, and Nancy Pelosi are

me: It seems that by the time I figure out how to deal with
one kid, she grows out of it, and then whatever worked for
her doesn’t work for her brother. Sometimes I wonder if
I’m ready to be a parent.
dick: I know what you mean. I’m still not ready to be a parent.

Research shows that
experts on TV make
lousy prognosticators;
in fact, the more knowledgeable the person is,
the worse the predictions. Rhetoric provides
a reason: pundits tend to
overapply their experience to specific situations. A solution that
won’t get you on talk
shows but will improve
your score is to do what
modelers do: describe
the likely outcome as
conditions change. Bad
Pundit: “China will be
the most powerful
nation by the end of the
century.” Practically
Wise Pundit: “If we keep
borrowing money from
the Chinese, their economic clout will balance
our military strength. If
we get the deficit under
control, we’re likely to
remain on top.”

I don’t speak entirely rhetorically here. Dorothy
Junior, being our first, fell victim to all sorts of childrearing books. Thankfully, she has no memory of
our well-meaning abuse involving tiny plastic toilets
and panicky bathroom visits. It was a total failure.
Months later, she trained herself. Now that our kids
are grown, new parents think that my wife and I
must know something about children. And in fact
we do—about our own children. But what worked
for Dorothy Junior often was a disaster for George.
So whenever anyone asks me for generic advice, I
reply, “Don’t listen to any advice.”
I make no exceptions; which, come to think of it,
probably isn’t very practically wise of me. A far more
sage person is my friend Dick. When my kids were
little, Dick and his wife, Nancy, moved overseas.
They were empty-nesters, having raised five great
kids and seen them through college. Dorothy and I
visited the couple on a vacation in Europe, and I remember sitting on their apartment balcony confiding to Dick my frightening cluelessness as a parent.

practically wise answer: That depends on the child. Does
she show interest in toilet training? Are you willing to put
in the effort? Are diapers giving you any problem?
TRY THIS IF YOU’RE
A PUNDIT

182

183

mom: What about that bocce set over there?
practically wise salesman: That depends on
your lawn. I’ve played with that same set, and
the balls go all over the place if you have any
stones or rough spots.

Persuasion Alert
Aren’t swing voters
moderate by definition?
Calling Breyer a “liberal”
and O’Connor a “conservative” exaggerates
my point about their
practical wisdom.

"

EXPERIENCE: The
practically wise
persuader shows
examples from
his own life.

COMPARABLE

Argument Tool

The practically wise salesman should also figure out whom the gift is
really for. Father’s Day may just be an excuse for my mother to buy a toy
for herself. In which case the sale gets a whole lot easier.
Phronesis makes an especially good persuasion detector when you don’t
know where the sweet spot is—when you know too little about an issue, or
have no idea what you want to spend. To determine whether you can trust
the speaker’s judgment, ask: has the guy figured out your needs—your real
needs, that is? One of the most important traits of practical wisdom is “sussing” ability—the knack of determining what the issue is really about. Ideally,

"

all rules people who think in the past and present
tenses, forensically and demonstratively; they speak
in terms of right and wrong, good and bad. On the
other hand, it’s no accident that the two recent
swing voters on the Supreme Court, Stephen Breyer
and Sandra Day O’Connor—a liberal Democrat and
conservative Republican—were the only justices with
legislative backgrounds. They’re deliberative think" Persuasion Alert
ers, and the ones with the most phronesis. Their writAm I showing good
ten opinions use the future tense more than the
phronesis here, or do
others’, and they tend to focus on the “advantayou see a disconnect in
my analogy? How much
geous,” deliberation’s chief topic. When you think
is a presidency like a
about it, choosing a Supreme Court justice or a presmarriage, really? The
analogy may hold up
ident isn’t that different from choosing a spouse.
better for the Supreme
Check out the candidates’ disinterest, virtue, and
Court, where justices
spend many decades in
phronesis, and you can make a reasonable predicclose quarters with one
tion about how they will vote once they’re in office.
another.
Phronesis means more than good judgment; it
also means having experience with the problem. So, the second thing you
want to hear after “That depends” is a tale of a comparable experience.
Suppose my mother began to think a shirt wasn’t such a good idea but that
the pool table was too expensive.

FIND THE SWEET SPOT

you want a pathologist like Greg House, the doctor on
TV with the worst bedside manner in history. House
homes in on the patient’s real problem, and he does
it with an infallible accuracy that can come only from
scriptwriters. In one episode, a patient with bright
orange skin comes in complaining of back spasms.

Even if you’re not buying anything, and you’re not in an argument, ethos
principles can come in handy to size up a stranger. Suppose you evaluate an
applicant for a management job. Use what you learned in the last chapter
and this one; if her disinterest, virtue, and street smarts seem intact,
chances are you found the right person.

The Right Mean People

If the candidate touts experience
that’s less than germane, and
makes it analogous to the presidency, vote for someone else.
Abraham Lincoln often spoke of
rural life, but he didn’t describe the
White House as a log cabin. Nor
did he see the president as a corporate lawyer. His experience contributed to his practical wisdom; it
didn’t dictate his decisions.

TRY THIS IN SIZING UP A
PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATE

house: Unfortunately, you have a deeper problem. Your wife
is having an affair.
orange guy: What?!
house: You’re orange, you moron! It’s one thing for you not
to notice, but if your wife hasn’t picked up on the fact that
her husband has changed color, she’s just not paying
attention. By the way, do you consume just a ridiculous
amount of carrots and megadose vitamins?
[Guy nods.]
house: The carrots turn you yellow, the niacin turns you red.
Get some finger paints and do the math. And get a good
lawyer.

persuader sees your
actual needs even if
you haven’t mentioned them.

ISSUE: A trustworthy

“SUSSING” THE REAL

Argument Tool

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

The patient defines the issue as a golf injury. House produces a bigger issue: any wife
who doesn’t notice her husband turn into a
carrot must be cheating on him. While the
AMA might not appreciate his Sherlockian
deduction, House shows the greatest phronesis abilities a persuader can have: to figure
out what the audience really needs, and what
the issue really is.

"
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Disinterest: She should talk about what she can do for your company,
not what your company can do for her.
Virtue: She should hit the sweet spot for the job: aggressive but not
too, sufficiently independent but able to take orders. And her choices
should lie within the mean, as Aristotle would say. How does she describe
the company’s future? Does her strategy lie within the corporate sweet
spot—risk-taking but not too? Creative but practical?
Practical wisdom: Any candidate should have the right experience; you
don’t need rhetoric to tell you that. But how do you think she will use that
experience? Is she stuck in the rut of her own background? Suppose she’s
a top saleswoman being considered for a vice presidency; the aggressive,
elbows-out style that got her where she is may hurt her in management,
where she has to get cooperation and teamwork out of her people.
College admissions officers might use the same criteria to evaluate
young candidates. Think how disinterest, virtue, and practical wisdom
might work to produce the ideal liberal arts student.
" Persuasion Alert
Does he reflect the institution’s values—or is he too
So how do you know
you can trust me, the
zealous about them? What kind of education will fulauthor? What if I just
fill his potential and make himself useful?
spun all these principles in a way that
Now let’s talk relationships. You know those cheesy
makes me look trustmagazine quizzes where you measure your compatiworthy? Boy, are you
a tough customer.
bility with your lover? Ethos can do that much better.
There’s a reading list
Disinterest: Do you share the same needs, and
in the back.
interpret them the same way? Good. But does your
beloved consider your happiness second to his or her own? Then you have
a serious disinterest problem. Mates can be disinterested only if they’re
willing to sacrifice their own needs to that of the
" Persuasion Alert
relationship—in other words, if the relationship’s staAren’t the ethos
traits just supposed
bility is of greater value than their individual needs.
to make you look
You often hear about newlyweds’ territorial problems.
trustworthy? Rhetorically, yes. But
That’s just another way of saying their disinterest is
we’re on the defenout of whack.
sive right now, and
our job is to measure
Virtue: Do you share the same values? Think about
the gap between
which ones will crop up in most of your arguments.
your lover’s rhetoriAnd what do you and your lover consider “moderate”
cal ability and how
much you can actubehavior? In every aspect of your relationship, what
ally trust the person.
seems extreme? In Annie Hall, Woody Allen and Diane

FIND THE SWEET SPOT
THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

dorothy sr.: I hate asking people for money.
me: Boy, are you in the wrong profession.

This is no mere communication problem, it’s a rhetorical one—a matter of virtue. Their sweet spots lie too far apart. Aristotle’s definition of
virtue, “a matter of choice, lying in a mean,” really makes sense here. The
mean is your sweet spot on every issue.
Practical wisdom: Aristotle said that phronesis is the skill of dealing with
probability—what is likely to happen, and what’s the best decision under
the circumstances. This combines two skills: the ability to predict, based
on the evidence; and that of making decisions that produce the greatest
probability of happiness. A partner should neither make things up as he
goes nor be a rigid rule follower. Watch how your significant other responds to a problem you both face. Does your lover apply rules to everything? Does he or she think every choice constitutes a values question?
If your lover asks what Jesus would do with whose turn it is to cook, you
may have problems. (As far as we know, Jesus didn’t leave any recipes.)
I can offer a personal example. When my wife and I decided to have
children, we faced that classic choice of professional couples: which, if either of us, would stay home? I had this fantasy of playing the house husband, caring for the theoretical children and writing while they took their
long, simultaneous naps. My wife was better organized, had superior social
skills, and a higher salary as a fund-raiser; I figured she would earn most of
the money. The problem was that Dorothy also had more domestic ability
than I did. My idea of cooking was to throw raw hamburger into a pot of
canned soup and call it stew. The other problem was that my wife hated
her job.
All that was decided one morning in a startling way, at least for me,
when Dorothy came into the kitchen.

he: Hardly ever. About three times a week.
she: All the time. About three times a week.

Keaton go to separate analysts and talk about their marriage. Each analyst
asks how often they have sex.

186

187

The “That Depends” Filter. Does the persuader want to know
the exact nature of your problem? Or is she spouting a onesize-fits-all choice?
Comparable Experience. This may seem painfully obvious, but
it seems to escape voters regularly. How many times have we
chosen the rich guy over the guy who’s actually been in

Virtue and disinterest are only two legs of the ethos stool. A candidate may
be the most pious, goodhearted, selfless woman who ever ran for mayor in
your town, but she’ll make a lousy mayor if she can’t fix the potholes.
Here’s how to assess a person’s practical wisdom:

The Tools

She threw her arms around me, gave notice that very day, and two weeks
later, our household income dropped by more than half. Dorothy had not
seen my question as rhetorical. She didn’t get a job, and I didn’t write fulltime, for the next twenty years.
Now, you could interpret my response to her complaint as both a success and a failure of practical wisdom. On the positive side, I had applied a
value we shared in common—that people who hated their jobs shouldn’t
work in them if they could help it—to the particular situation. On the flip
side, neither one of us actually deliberated over the decision, and one sign
of phronesis is the ability to deliberate—to consider both sides of a question.
It could be that Dorothy didn’t have much faith in my own wisdom,
though she denies it. Maybe she knew that we both would be happier if
I worked full-time and she reared the kids. She was right, of course. Plus
she not only got what she wanted, she gave me the satisfaction of having
proposed it in the first place. If she did it on purpose, it was with a timehonored technique: making me believe that her choice was really mine.

me: Why don’t you quit?

I hadn’t had my coffee, or I would have shut up right there. Instead, I
asked what I thought was a rhetorical question.

FIND THE SWEET SPOT
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politics? Comparable experience is less obvious when
someone tries to sell you something. Then the question is,
where did they get their information? From using the
product themselves, or from company training?
“Sussing” Ability. Can the persuader cut to the chase of
an issue?

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

ADVANCED OFFENSE

—THE
SIMPSONS

What we humans do with words, wild chimpanzees do with lice. After every
major dispute over food or sex, according to animal behaviorists, chimps
devote extra time picking nits out of each other’s hair. In the aftermath of
an internal battle, they settle down to relationship mending. Prolonged
bouts of grooming let the animals repair their social bonds.
Instead of nitpicking, we humans use present-tense, demonstrative rhetoric, persuasion that brings us together and distinguishes us from other
groups. Demonstrative rhetoric exploits our instinct for forming tribes and

I Wanna Be Just Like You

ow that you know some of the workings of argument by character, let’s
get into the true black arts of ethos, the ones having to
" Argument Tool
do with the people and things your audience identifies
THE IDENTITY
with. In this chapter and the next one, we’ll deal with the
STRATEGY: Get
your audience
identity strategy. It starts with getting the audience to bond
to identify with
with one another, and to see you as its ideal leader. Execute
your decision.
it adroitly, and the strategy can make the audience think
of your choices as expressions of the group. Anyone who chooses otherwise
risks feeling separated from the pack.
In short, your word is their bond.

N

carl: Let’s make litter of the literati!
lenny: That was too clever! You’re one of them!
[Punches him.]

Use words to gather a group around you.

THE RHETORICAL APE

!

18. Speak Your Audience’s Language

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

rivalries, and our fear of being an outsider. “If men were not apart from one
another,” said the twentieth-century rhetorician Kenneth Burke, “there
would be no need for the rhetorician to proclaim their unity.”
The more people find themselves divided, the more they engage in
demonstrative gestures—a great speech like the Gettysburg Address, or a
heartfelt apology by a lover who nonetheless thinks he did nothing wrong.
It can be a song, like the chants soldiers use when they march or the tunes
kids swap on the Web. Even a common dialect—slang, jargon, or political
code language—lets people demonstrate how they belong together.
That may explain why doctors have infamous handwriting. No good
medical reason justifies it; the scribble is literally a code. The doc will probably tell you what the prescription is for, but the writing does the same
thing that speaking in Latin once did for the medical community, distinguishing the illuminati from benighted laymen. The prescription scribble
constitutes a kind of social grooming, like the nitpicking that chimps do to
please each other. Call it code grooming. It will be
" Argument Tool
our own exclusive term.
CODE GROOMING.
Using insider language
Even professional communicators practice code
to get an audience to
grooming through language and symbols impeneidentify with you and
your idea
trable to anyone but themselves. Men and women
who have dedicated their lives to clarity are just as
guilty of code grooming as their scribbling doctors.
" Persuasion Alert
Magazine editors call the beginning of a story the
You could interpret my
“lede,” and refer to a caption as a “cutline.” It’s a
use of rhetorical terms
in this book as a form
bonding thing. They use “TK” to mean, “Fill in a fact
of code grooming,
here.” It stands for “TO KOME” (the K makes it easwelcoming you into an
elite group. Strangely,
ier for proofreaders to spot).
though, the Greeks
Kids use code grooming in their instant messaw their rhetorical
terminology as plain
sages. Look how fast they type—faster than some of
language. They knew
them can think. Why is it all in lowercase? Surely
the crisscross chiasmus, for example, as
they know how to use capital letters and punctua“the X figure.” The figtion; they probably could spell out entire words if
ure of understated
irony, the litotes, they
they wanted to. What are they saying? You have no
called “the simple figidea, and that’s partly the point of all those weird
ure.” Litotes means
“plainness” in Greek.
abbreviations, acronyms, emoticons, and wds 2 tuff
You and I will call it
2 rede, lol (“laugh out loud,” for the uninitiated).
litotes. Why? Because
Why do they IM one another in the first place? Kenwe’re cool.
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Believe it. His repetitive use of code language extends to women. Before
his reelection, Bush appealed to women with sentences that began, “I understand,” and he repeated words such as “peace” and “security” and “protecting.” For the military, he used “Never relent” and “Whatever it takes”
and “We must not waver” and “Not on my watch.” For Christians, he began
sentences with “and,” just as the Bible does:

I know what I believe. I will continue to articulate what I believe
and what I believe—I believe what I believe is right.

When it comes to talking in code, however, teenagers don’t hold a candle
to politicians. Getting elected president of the United States doesn’t always
require great skill in formal, rational debate. The ranks
TRY THIS AT A
PROFESSIONAL
of presidents have been filled—and will no doubt conMEETING
tinue to be filled—with individuals whose rather unOne of the best ways
to bond a group is to
inspired speech has been transformed through the
tell a joke that only
alchemy of rhetoric into political dominance. Amerthey would get. Steve
Martin claimed he
ica’s forty-third president, George W. Bush, deserves a
delivered one at a
special place in the rhetorical pantheon owing to his
plumbers’ convention
particular talent for code grooming. Future candithat ended with the
punch line “It says
dates may be more articulate than Bush, but they still
socket, not sprocket!”
have a lot to learn from the man. Pundits love to talk
I tried something similar many years ago,
about his Christian code, but religion forms only a
when I gave a speech
part of his grooming lingo. He also has his male code,
to a group of foresters. “What’s one step
his female code, and his military code. Bush speaks a
lower than gradepure demonstrative language of identity, favoring the
three pulpwood?”
I asked. “A carrot.” It
present tense and using terms that resonate among
killed them.
various constituencies. When he speaks to the faithful,
for example, he prefers “I believe” to “I think.” In the summer of 2001 he
used “believe” as a kind of fugue:

Hearing Your Vision

neth Burke would know: teens feel insecure about their position in society,
so they mutually groom like crazy.
From a parental standpoint, it does beat more physical versions.

SPEAK YOUR AUDIENCE’S LANGUAGE

And in all that is to come, we can know that His purposes are just
and true.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

We look forward to hearing your vision, so we can more better do
our job.

So what? Every politician uses codewords. What makes Bush different is
his masterful way of using codewords without the distraction of logic. He
speaks in short sentences, repeating code phrases in effective, if irrational,
order. “See, in my line of work you got to keep repeating things over and
over and over again for the truth to sink in,” he once said, “to kind of catapult the propaganda.”
But he does more than just repeat things over
" Persuasion Alert
and over and over. He catapults his messages by leavMy tongue is not as
ing logic out of them. The result is what the poet
far in my cheek as you
Robert Frost called the “sound of sense”—the meanmight think. Bushisms
offer a profound
ing you intuit from hearing people speak in the
example of code
next room. You pick up the sense from the speakers’
grooming in politics;
Bush’s illogic makes
rhythms and tone, and from an occasional emphathe demonstrative lansized word. If you ever played Sims on your comguage that much easier to hear. His clumsy
puter, you know what I mean. The game’s simulated
rhetoric was at most
characters speak Simlish, a babble language ina minor obstacle to
election; in fact, by
vented by a pair of improv comedians. (An angry
making his speech
character will exclaim something like, “Frabbida!”)
seem guileless—and
by allowing him to
You suss out much of what they say by their tone of
repeat appropriate
voice. Bush’s strange statement “Families is where
codewords—Bushisms
may actually have
our nation finds hope, where wings take dream”
helped him win the
makes almost poetic sense. It has the sound of sense.
presidency.
He has a masterful way of combining repetition,
tone, and codewords unfettered by context.

When I take action, I’m not going to fire a two million dollar missile at a ten dollar empty tent and hit a camel in the butt. It’s
going to be decisive.

For men, he used swaggering humor that implied he personally pulls
the military trigger:
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The distracted listener gets the impression of an engaged, knowledgeable leader.
Skeptical? Remember that you’re receiving this argument in print, a
logical medium. A good reader absorbs whole paragraphs, not words or
phrases. Imagine hearing a Bushism on television while you make dinner
and the dog barks and the kids argue over who got to use the PlayStation
last and you wonder whether it’s time to get an oil change. A great Bushism

what bush says: Part of the facts is understanding we have a
problem, and part of the facts is what you’re going to do
about it.
what sticks in people’s minds: . . . facts . . . understanding . . . problem . . . facts.

Clearly, Bush didn’t practice speaking Bushimistically. But he has done
nothing to fix his syntax, probably because he benefits from it. Logic-free
speech italicizes the words he wants to stick in our heads. When he says,
“We’ll be a great country where the fabrics are made up of groups and loving centers,” he does not paint any sort of realistic picture of America. Nor
does he intend to. The technique is not so much impressionistic as pointillist, dotting the rhetorical canvas with values to create a group identity. As
Bush himself succinctly put it, “Sometimes pure politics enters into the
rhetoric.” He keeps everything else out of his more rhetorical statements,
leaving only politically useful principles. “I’m a proud man to be the nation
based upon such wonderful values,” he says.

what you say: Oh Ginger, that was a bad thing. You’re a
bad, bad dog, Ginger.
what a dog hears: Blah Ginger, blah blah blah. Blah blah
blah blah, Ginger.

This is a classic Bushism, fractured syntax that seems to come out of a
short circuit in the language center of his brain. You know what he means,
though, don’t you? If you heard it instead of read it, you would probably
miss the “hearing your vision” part and come away with “look forward” and
“hearing” and “vision” and “do our job.” The resulting message conveys optimism, listening, and duty. Bushisms treat audiences like the dog in the Far
Side cartoon.

SPEAK YOUR AUDIENCE’S LANGUAGE

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING
"

Useful Figure
The polysyndeton
(pol-y-SIN-de-ton)
makes a figure out
of a run-on sentence
by linking clauses
with a repeated
conjunction. I use
it here to convey
sensory overload.

Am I proposing that we all speak like Bush? No. Probably even Bush doesn’t
mean to speak like Bush. In fact, while eliminating the logic can make your
codewords stick better, you don’t want to eliminate logic altogether. Code-

Avoid the Monsters

rational thought: Don’t be scared. There aren’t any monsters under the bed.
logic-free values: You’re safe. I’ll be safe here, protecting
you, in your own warm bed.

rational thought: Boys, we can win this one. We’re bigger
in size, we’ve practiced harder, and we have the better
game plan.
logic-free values: Men, get out there. Be big. Be hard.
Work the plan. Win the game.

Bush attracts red-state voters by emphasizing the values of hard work,
quality of life, and making our community a better place. He also injects
the Christian codewords “believe” and “called” (a Christian is called by God
to fulfill his mission in life). He uses these codewords efficiently, with a
brevity impossible in a logical sentence.
Now you try it. Experiment on your own. Take rational, fully articulated
thoughts and reduce them to logic-free collections of values.

what bush says: I believe we are called to do
the hard work to make our communities
and quality of life a better place.
what sticks in people’s minds: . . . believe . . . called . . .
hard work . . . communities . . . quality of life . . . better
place.

is a work of art—neither an accurate representation
of reality nor an appeal to logic, but a series of impressions that bring Bush closer to the group he wants to
appeal to.
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I call this technique reverse words —repeating the words that mean the
opposite of what hurts your case. Instead of saying, “We hadn’t anticipated
the violent reaction to the invasion,” Bush says, “We are
" Argument Tool
welcomed. But it was not a peaceful welcome.” A violent
REVERSE WORDS:
Repeat the terms
reaction turns into a peaceful welcome—with an incithat express the
dental “not” in front of it.
opposite of your
weakness or
You can use the same tool whenever an argument
your opponent’s
turns against you. Concede your opponent’s point by adstance.
mitting that the point is not its opposite. Queen Victoria

what bush says: I think we are welcomed. But it was not a
peaceful welcome.
what sticks in people’s minds: . . . welcomed . . . peaceful
welcome.

words tend to go along with present-tense, demonstrative, tribal rhetoric.
To get what you want in a deliberative argument, you usually need a healthy
dose of logic—spiked with values. Aristotle used the commonplace as the
centerpiece of deductive logic, not a substitute for it. Commonplace words
and codewords are often the same thing.
Straying more than a little from Aristotle, Bush takes those codewords
and repeats them like a political mantra until they become like a song you
can’t get out of your head. But it can help you pull a tribe together. Repetition acts like a football cheer, or the refrain to a song, or a protest chant,
making people feel part of a group—a group headed by you. These terms
are the ties that bind Bush to his audiences; and the more ties, the better.
To speak in Bushisms or other effective code language, choose the
words that work, and avoid denying words that trigger a bad response. You
want to avoid repeating terms that hurt your argument. If you say, “Don’t be
scared,” a kid may hear “scared.” If you say, “There aren’t any monsters
under the bed,” the kid hears “monsters under the bed.” As we have seen,
avoiding harmful words is especially important when you fend off an accusation. If you repeat the charge (“I am not a crook”), you may actually
strengthen it in the audience’s mind.
In fact, the reverse is true. You can use denial to mean the exact opposite of what you’re literally saying, as Bush did when he described how
Iraqis received our troops.

SPEAK YOUR AUDIENCE’S LANGUAGE

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

There are some 2,800 languages spoken on earth at the moment, along
with seven or eight thousand dialects. You can further divide dialects by regional accents, professional jargon, religious and political speech, and
code language of all kinds. And these groups can split into the private jokes
and secret words of families, friends, lovers. If you want to define a group of
people—or rather, if you want to see how people define themselves—look
for the language that makes them most comfortable. Code language determines who’s in and who’s out of our personal Venn circles. It reveals what
we value.

The Tools

Words like “failing” and “fat” generally do not make good codewords.
“Breaking records” and “thin” do.
Code grooming is an excellent way to get an audience to identify with
you. Blue-staters often have a hard time with it. They prefer a Bill Clinton
or John Kerry, who can speak whole, logical, publishable thoughts. But
John Kerry lost the election in part because he tried to win his arguments
while Bush focused on identity. In a formal debate, as the ancients said,
rhetoric is verbal jousting. In human society, as the modern rhetoricians
say, rhetoric is social glue.
The identity strategy can do more than make your audience identify
with you. In the next chapter you’ll learn how to make them identify with
your choice. You won’t just win friends. You will truly influence people.

significant other (looking fat): Does this make me look fat?
wrong answer: No, not that fat at all.
right answer: It doesn’t make you look thin.

opponent: Your department is failing to meet its goals.
wrong answer: It’s not really failing.
right answer: Well, we aren’t breaking records yet.

said, in a famous understatement, “We are not amused.” She did not say,
“We are appalled.”
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Code Grooming: Use language unique to the group, and as long as
you don’t apply it indecorously, you’ll get in tight with your audience.
Logic-Free Values: Perfectly rational speech can not only be a
turnoff for some audiences but actually distract them from a
values message. This is one reason why Aristotle said that logos
works better in an intimate setting than in front of a large
crowd. Focus on the individual values words to bring a group
together and get it to identify with you.
Repeated Codewords: Find those specific commonplace terms that
make a group bond, and use them again and again and again.
Reverse Words: Find words that mean the opposite of the ones
your opponent used. Avoid repeating your opponent’s terms
when you deny them.

We express the purest kind of present-tense demonstrative rhetoric in
code—the words that we share within our own groups. The specific tools:

SPEAK YOUR AUDIENCE’S LANGUAGE

—kenneth burke

he: So you think we should pull out of
Iraq? I don’t. We should finish the
job.
she: What do you mean by “finishing
the job”? You—[Phone rings. She answers, returns eventually.]
he: Who was that?
she: My mother.

what we value as a community.
A cosmetic surgeon in the local
hospital makes five times what
the average teacher earns.”
Then redefine the issue along
deliberative lines: “The question shouldn’t be about what
we pay our teachers. It should
be about what we demand
from them. Let’s raise their
salaries and make them propose ways to boost our kids’
advanced placement scores.”

earn to master the codes of your audiences, and you will go a long way
toward winning their trust. Even better, you can get them to identify
with your choice. If they’re for it, they’re in. If they’re against it, they’re out.
That is the purpose of this chapter: to take the
TRY THIS IN A PUBLIC DEBATE
identity strategy to its next level. We will emWhen it appeared that Americans were torturing prisoners
ploy a skillful mix of deliberative and demonin Iraq and Guantánamo, the
strative rhetoric, getting your audience to see
most effective argument
against it was the demonyour choice as something critical to your relastrative language of identity:
tionship. They will identify with what you want,
“Americans don’t torture
people. That’s not who we are.”
and see the alternative choice, the one you opSimilarly, when a group of taxpose, as something alien to the relationship.
payers opposed giving raises
Sometimes identity is the sole purpose of
to teachers in a wealthy school
district near us—arguing that
an argument. As it is, few of us get to pitch our
the district was already paying
arguments on formal, organized occasions the
them 40 percent over the state
average—a powerful rebuttal
way George W. Bush does. Our own arguments
would have been demonstraoften come and go without any real resolution.
tive: “Salaries show concretely

L

Rhetoric is concerned with the state of Babel after the Fall.

Persuasion’s most magnetic tool: identity
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19. Make Them Identify with Your Choice

He could also toss logical grenades, mix in some pathos over his stress
level at work, do a little ethos thing about the sacrifices he has made for the
family over the years, offer a tempting vision of a happy, quiet Thanksgiving

he: And think of flying on the worst day of the year, only to
eat institutional food at the senior center.

he: Hey, when I promise something, I stick to that promise. I
don’t change my mind because the sound of my mother’s
voice makes me feel guilty.

But that would be too easy, and it would hardly help the relationship. Instead, the husband employs demonstrative rhetoric. He ignores the slip and

he (looking hurt): It’d be nice if you all considered me a member of the family.

Fumble! The husband could pick up the ball and run with it:

he: I thought we agreed to stay home for once.
she: But you should have heard her. She’s counting on seeing me—us.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Then he could deliver a deliberative knockout blow that stresses the disadvantages of travel:
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A war debate thus turns into a quarrel over a family holiday. People
often argue this way, sliding into points of view, getting interrupted, changing subjects, sometimes losing any discernible train of thought. How can
you possibly stay on topic?
Much of the time, you can’t. Many arguments—perhaps most of them—
do not set about making rational choices; nor is that always such a bad thing.
Besides helping you decide what to do, an argument can strengthen a relationship. Or weaken it. The difference lies in how you use code grooming.
The couple seems to have made a decision already; both agreed to stay
home at Thanksgiving, at least until the woman was supposed to tell her
poor mother they planned to abandon her this year. Future and present
tenses get mixed; the man balances the pain of the trip (the disadvantageous, if you will) with the marital points the man would win for giving in
gracefully. Call it deliberative argument: what choice will be to the family’s
best advantage? But their argument is not just about the “advantageous,” is
it? It’s also about obligations, about keeping the tribe together. This is tribal
talk, the language of demonstrative, present-tense rhetoric, whose main
topic isn’t the advantageous but what we value.
The man could weigh in with a strong demonstration of values:
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at home—and leave the woman speechless with his dazzling persuasion. He
may even win and get to stay home. But the eventual result, most likely, is a
Pyrrhic victory. By winning the argument, he risks loosening family ties. He
may find himself doing relationship repair work for months to come, and
his marriage could slide into such a parlous state that he ends up spending
the night before Christmas with his feet hanging over the edge of a bed in
his mother-in-law’s spare room.
Which would you prefer: the family debating prize, or marital sainthood? Sometimes winning an argument may not be your best goal. Relationships and values occasionally trump the advantageous and a rational
decision. Ah, but is there a way for the man to have his Thanksgiving pie
and eat it too? Possibly. Very possibly. With the identity strategy, he might.
He needs to convince his wife that staying home strengthens the family, but
flying for Thanksgiving weakens it.
Disclaimer: We’re about to get into tactics involving naked, ruthless exploitation of a wife’s feelings. If the man does it right, he will actually make
her believe that stiffing her mother out of Thanksgiving is good for everybody, even her mother. This may seem inappropriate, especially in a chapter on defense, but I put it here for a reason: the identity strategy is one of
the chief ways that advertisers, politicians, salespeople, and nearly every
other nefarious element in society manipulate us. I place the weapon in
your hands so we can dismantle it together, see how it works, and know
when we’re the victims.
In the identity strategy, logos can be a distraction. We saw that with
Bushisms. Instead of weighing premises and offering compelling reasons,
identification language simply brings your audience and your choice together in one tight, happy tribe. Let’s resume the argument.

he: You told her we weren’t coming for Thanksgiving, right?
she: Well, I . . .
he: You didn’t? I thought we agreed to stay home for once.

MAKE THEM IDENTIFY WITH YOUR CHOICE
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Persuasion Alert
Just as Virgil
conducted Dante
through the
Inferno, I want to
be your trusty
guide through
the persuasion
underworld. So,
just to keep my
ethos intact here,
I want you to
know that I
would never,
ever do this to
my own motherin-law, and not
just because she
intends to read
this book.

You can employ a
negative version of
the identity strategy
with an intentionally
bad endorsement.
Suppose your boss
is leaning toward a
decision that you
oppose. Instead of
arguing against the
decision, you use
your boss’s despised
predecessor as a
weapon. You (innocently): “Larry
would have loved
that idea.” The negative endorsement
is risky, though. It
could hurt your
ethos by linking you
with the wrong
person.

TRY THIS IN THE
OFFICE

"

she: Oh, let’s just stay home. I’ll take a long weekend in early
November and fly down myself.

“Love” and “support” are superb codewords that
test well among women voters, sexist as that may sound;
it’s a bit risky to use it on the man’s wife, though, especially if she earns the steady income. But by evoking her
mother, he creates a forgiving environment that brings
the couple closer together in love, harmony, and shameless manipulation.

he: You know I love your mother. I’ll support
you in whatever decision you make.

Now he has the moral upper hand, and he uses it to
groom her.

she: Oh, I don’t know . . .

He’s being quite sneaky, playing off his wife’s sense
of guilt; she doesn’t want to go, but feels she should.

he (looking serious): You really want to go, don’t you?

By mimicking the mother-in-law right down to her
eccentric usage of “school’,” the husband employs a timehonored technique that brings his audience inside the
joke while distancing the victim. The wife laughs; she
loves that he knows her mother well enough for a deadon and yet gentle imitation. That brings the couple closer
together, tightening the circle around the two of them.
And it induces the wife to unconsciously leave her mother
outside it.

he: You’re comin’ this Thanksgiving, ahn’t you?
When do the children get out of skoo’?

gently imitates his mother-in-law, a Southern woman with
Kentucky roots that stretch back to the Daniel Boone era.

MAKE THEM IDENTIFY WITH YOUR CHOICE

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Yes, code grooming has a dark side to it. What bonds one group excludes
others. Exclusivity is part of the bond, after all. We lovers of language are
loath to admit it, but some of our passion for “correct” grammar comes
from an impulse not that different from a white adolescent’s love of hiphop lyrics: we grammarians know the code, which separates us from the
others. When language changes, and we have difficulty keeping up with it,
we feel some loosening of our social bonds. We feel ungroomed.
The misuse of the objective case (“He gave it to him and I,” instead of
the correct “him and me”) breaks my grammatical heart every day. Yet no
logical reason in our inconsistent, quirky old language exists for using the
objective case. Proper grammar is elite, not “good,” grammar. Still, learning it helps those who weren’t to the office born. Anyone who interviews for
a management job at a Fortune 500 company had better speak the corporate code, which puts the underprivileged at a disadvantage. On the other
hand, if you give a black child from Watts a decent education, he benefits
more than a privileged white kid from Greenwich—not because the Watts
kid knows less (he doubtless has a wealth of knowledge denied the white
kid) or because what he knows is less important, but because the black kid
can pick up a language the white one already has.
In rhetoric, the persuader speaks the language of the audience. That may
not be so easy. The nerdy white guy who mangles the dialect in the inner city
(“Yo, ma niggah, sup?”) is a commonplace in teen films, a variation of the
Beverly Hillbillies shtick—outsiders meeting a different tribe and misusing
the code, like rubes in L.A.
Your own tribe can be your family, age group, gender, religious denomination, socioeconomic group—anything that binds you with your very own
words and images. When George Bernard Shaw referred to America and
England as “two nations separated by a common language,” he was making
a rhetorical point: the same literal tongue can be used with subtle variations that combine and exclude.
One of those variants—and an effective code-grooming tool in its own

Catching Code

The man will spend an extra couple of eons in purgatory eventually, but
at least he won’t have to fly six hundred miles for Thanksgiving.
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Well, it could work. At any rate, it might get a laugh—
out of your spouse, not your kid. Just make sure that
when you do use irony, it works for the audience you intend. When you have to say, “It’s a joke,” it’s not a joke.
I once spent the night at the home of a working couple
with three small children. When Susan led me to my
bedroom, she apologized for the mess. Thinking she
knew what low standards I set as a housekeeper myself,

you: Wow, what did you do to your room?
kid: It’s not my fault.
you: No, I mean it’s fabulous. I love the decor’s
studied sans souci. My dirty clothes would
look perfect on this floor. Here, let me go get
some . . .
"

Don’t Try This in
the Office
While it’s a great
demonstrative tool
for bringing a
group together,
irony can bollix up
decision making.
Action requires
commitment,
which in turn
requires more
emotional power
than irony provides. This is why
you’ll find few
ironic CEOs. Save
the irony for
people at your
own level.

right—is irony, the technique of saying one thing to outsiders and another
to insiders. Wayne Campbell, Mike Myers’s character in the movie Wayne’s
World, uses irony on a clueless inventor who comes on
" Argument Tool
IRONY: Bond with
to their public-access show with the Suck Cut, a hair
people by speaking
groomer that, as he puts it, “sucks while it cuts.” Wayne
a hidden language.
concedes, “It certainly does suck.”
When you see irony as a form of code grooming, it makes sense that a
time of deep societal division would be an especially ironic one. Feeling the
social tension, people use irony as frantically as lousy chimps. They want to
know who’s in and who’s out, and irony lets them strike a double chord that
uses two dialects at once. Irony therefore makes the perfect rhetorical figure. It dresses in drag and then lifts its skirt. A kind of reverse password, it
welcomes every member of the audience that “gets it.”
Irony is at its best when some people don’t get it. My daughter and I went
to see the movie Adaptation, which has a scene that drips with irony. One of
the characters says something especially sappy that the audience is not supposed to take at face value. It’s meant to be funny. But a middle-aged
woman sitting behind us said, “That is so true.” Dorothy and I looked at
each other and cracked up. I’m grateful to that woman. She brought father
and daughter closer.
You can use irony to sugarcoat messages to kids, even young ones.

MAKE THEM IDENTIFY WITH YOUR CHOICE

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Educated
Subtle
Thoughtful
Contrarian
Sophisticated
Cosmopolitan
Learned

you can be conscious
when a persuader
uses them.

I replied ironically, “Well, you know, Susan, I find that a clean house creates
the right moral climate for one’s children. Clean house, clean mind.”
Dead silence. Susan turned at the doorway and stalked down the stairs.
“It’s a joke,” I murmured.
No, it wasn’t.
Code grooming can work beautifully when you want to repair relationships or get your audience in sync with your mood and your ethos. But the
identity strategy can hurt a group as much as it can help it. For one thing,
overuse of identity leads to groupthink—where bonding, rather than the
“advantageous,” governs decisions. This is the danger of speaking demonstratively in the present tense. If the aim is identity, then the whole point of
persuasion is to make everyone eager to belong—the ultimate source of
yes-men and -women.
And as you have seen, code grooming can manipulate you in subtle
ways. So you need to watch out for the particular codes that appeal to the
groups you identify with, such as your education, gender, political leanings,
age, looks, hobbies, and degree of optimism toward the world. Marketers
slice demographic and psychographic groups into increasingly thin portions. Once they learn enough of your preferences and habits, they can
predict your behavior with impressive accuracy. If you buy a Macintosh
computer, you’re more likely to vote Democratic. If you have an American
eagle over your door, you’re unlikely to drink single malt scotch. People
who run three times a week spend a relatively small portion of their money
on clothing. Along with these habits come code language, words that trigger an emotional response.
" Argument Tool
To construct a rhetorical defense against the marCODE INOCULATION:
keting arts, list the words that make you feel good
List the codewords
about yourself; for instance:
that appeal to you so
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Identity Strategy: The surest way to commit an audience to an
action is to get them to identify with it—to see the choice as
one that helps define them as a group.
A spin-off of the identity strategy is irony: saying one thing to
outsiders with a meaning revealed only to your group.
Code Inoculation: Be aware of the terms that define the groups
you belong to, and watch out when a persuader uses them.

“Ideology” once meant the study of ideas; now it means a shared belief.
Ideas become beliefs when people identify with them—when they help define the group itself. It would be difficult to describe what distinguishes
Americans from other people, for example, without talking about what
Americans value and believe in. To help turn an idea into a belief, these
tools will get the audience to identify both with you and the idea:

The Tools

The fact that I don’t see those words must make me part of an extremely
small marketing segment. Or a cheap one. I prefer to describe my group as
“exclusive” or “highly select”—just like someone who reads this book. Feel
sufficiently groomed?

McSnoot: The Educated Scotch
The Jaguar Peripatetic: For the Contrarian Driver
Grapefruit Juice: The Thoughtful Drink

If an advertisement uses one of your words, congratulations: your group
is getting marketed.

MAKE THEM IDENTIFY WITH YOUR CHOICE

either way, so I’ll
cut myself some
slack here.

now that feeling when you can’t think of a clever retort until it is too
late? The French and Germans, those connoisseurs of humiliation,
each had a name for it (l’esprit de l’escalier; Stehrwitt).
" Meanings
Rhetoric invented figures of speech as a cure for these
L’esprit de l’escalier
and Stehrwitt mean
second thoughts; they arm you with systematic think“the spirit of the
ing and prefab wit so you never find yourself at a loss
staircase” and “stair
again. Figures help you become more adept at word
wit,” inspiration that
comes after one
play; they make clichés seem clever, and can lend
leaves another’s
rhythm and spice to a conversation.
apartment.
Up until modern times, rhetoricians believed that
figures had a psychotropic effect on the brain, imprinting images and emotions that made people more
susceptible to persuasion. For all we know, they actu" Persuasion Alert
You may recognize
ally do; modern science hasn’t disproved the theory.
a fallacy of ignoAt the very least, figures add sophistication. They can
rance in “Modern
science hasn’t disattract the opposite sex (at least those who find a clever
proved the theory”;
person sexy). Best of all, they form the coolest vehicle
because it hasn’t
been disproved, the
to persuasion, speeding the audience to your argufallacy goes, it must
ment goals and blowing their hair back.
be true. But I’m saying we don’t know
So let’s pimp your rhetorical ride.

K

I say they are as stars to give light, as cordials to comfort, as harmony to delight,
as pitiful spectacles to move sorrowful passions, and as orient colours to beautify
—henry peacham
reason.

Figures of speech and other prepackaged cunning

MONTY PYTHON’S TREASURY OF WIT
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20. Get Instant Cleverness
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have figure. Formal
name: accismus
(as-SIS-mus).

scott evil: Well my friend Sweet Jay took me to
that video arcade in town, right, and they
don’t speak English there, so Jay got into a
fight and he’s all, “Hey quit hasslin’ me cuz I don’t speak
French” or whatever! And then the guy said something in
Paris talk, and I’m like, “Just back off!” And they’re all,
“Get out!” And we’re like, “Make me!” It was cool.

name: dialogismus
(di-a-lo-JIS-mus).
Use it to add realism to storytelling.

Teenagers are especially fond of the figure called dialogue, which repeats a conversation for rhetorical effect. A beautiful example appears in
the first Austin Powers movie, when Dr. Evil asks his son
" Useful Figure
how he’s doing.
DIALOGUE: Formal

cheapskate: No, let me . . . Really? Are you
sure?

If you really mean it—that if they give you one more ugly, ill-fitting
sweater you’ll have to kill them—then you have not used a figure. But if the
gift is a new iPod, and you can barely keep from running off and playing it,
then your oh-you-shouldn’t-have constitutes a figure
" Useful Figure
called coyness. Cheapskates who let others pick up the
COYNESS: The
oh-you-shouldn’ttab tend to use the coyness figure.

you: Oh, you shouldn’t have.

" Meanings
The Greeks called them “schemes,” a better word than
The Greek word
“figures,” because they serve as persuasive tricks and rules
for figures was
of thumb. While Shakespeare had to memorize more
schemata. Some
rhetoricians use
than two hundred of them in grammar school, the basic
“schemes” to
ones aren’t hard to learn. Besides, you already use plenty
denote “figures
of thought,” but
of figures—analogy (“My love is like a cherry”), oxymoron
the Greeks did
(“military intelligence”), the rhetorical question (Do I
not make the
distinction.
have to explain this one?) and hyperbole (the most amazingly great figure of all).
We spout figures all the time without knowing it. For instance:

Those Scheming Greeks

GET INSTANT CLEVERNESS

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

SPEAK-AROUND,

Useful Figure

All the rhetorician’s rules
Teach but the naming of his tools.

Figures come in three varieties: figures of speech, figures of thought, and tropes. Again, you don’t have to
know the terms; I use them just to show how they work.
Figures of speech change ordinary language through
repetition, substitution, sound, and wordplay. They
mess around with words—skipping them, swapping
them, and making them sound different.
In the King James Bible, every verse in the first
book of Genesis after “In the beginning God created
the heaven and the earth” starts with “And.”

And God Said, Figuratively . . .

And have you noticed
how political figures
often begin their sentences with “And”?
Many use it as a substitute for “Um” or
“You know” while
they think of what to
say. “And” gives continuity and flow to
oral speech. Use it
too much, though,
and you sound like a
manic prophet.

TRY THIS IN A
PRESENTATION

I’ll name the tools—in English and in Foreign. But you will find no final
exam at the end of the book. Instead, this chapter covers some of the principles behind figures so you won’t have to memorize a thing. Just use the
tactics that sound best to you.

"

When John Mortimer’s fictional Rumpole of the
Bailey
refers to his wife as “She Who Must Be Obeyed,”
which uses a dehe uses a speak-around, which substitutes a descripscription as a name.
Formal name:
tion for the proper name. Prince Charles used it deftly
periphrasis (per-IFwhen he referred to the leaders of China as “appalling
ra-sis). The Latinderived name,
old wax works.” And a man who wants to sound like
circumlocution, is
a Rat Packer uses a speak-around when he refers to
more common
among laypeople
women as “broads.”
than among rhetoriAllow me a parenthesis here (which, by the way, is a
cians. “Periphrasis”
is more insiderish.
figure in its own right). A rhetorician who reads this
may squirm at my use of “dialogue” and “speak-around”
for dialogismus and periphrasis. But when the Greeks invented coyness, they
called it coyness, not some name they couldn’t pronounce. The Greek
terms stuck, unfortunately. By the 1600s, rhetoric was sinking under their
weight, to the point where the writer Samuel Butler complained:
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One of the most common figures of speech, the
idiom, combines words in an inseparable way that
has a meaning of its own. The whole ball of wax is an
idiom, for example. An idiom may be Greek to you (to
coin another idiom). Joe Average may not have the
foggiest notion of what a person is getting at, but take it
all with a grain of salt and Bob’s your uncle. Catch my
drift? Listen carefully for idioms in conversation; they

announcer: Labombier takes the puck, gets
it past two defenders, shoots . . . misses . . .
shoots again, goal!

Another figure of speech makes one noun serve a
cluster of verbs. Hockey announcers use this figure,
multiple yoking, when they do play-by-play.

WORDS: Formal
name: anaphora
(an-AH-phor-a).

REPEATED FIRST

Useful Figure

the play-by-play
figure. Formal name:
diazeugma (die-ahZOOG-ma).

MULTIPLE YOKING ,

Useful Figure

The anaphora
works best in an
emotional
address before a
crowd. “Now’s
the time to act.
Now’s the time
to show what
we can do. Now is
the time to take
what’s wrong and
set it right!”

TRY THIS IN A
SPEECH

"
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Multiple yoking lets
you speak fast in a logical argument to overwhelm your opponent
and bowl over your
audience. “You failed to
answer the question,
used a whole string of
fallacies, seem to have
made up what few
facts you used, and
didn’t even bother to
speak grammatically.”

TRY THIS IN A ONE-ONONE ARGUMENT

"

brother: And Saint Attila raised the hand grenade up on high, saying, “Oh, Lord, bless this
thy hand grenade that with it thou mayest blow
thy enemies to tiny bits, in thy mercy.” And the
Lord did grin, and people did feast upon the
lambs, and sloths, and carp, and anchovies,
and orangutans, and breakfast cereals, and
fruit bats, and large . . .
maynard: Skip a bit, Brother.
brother: And the Lord spake, saying, “First shalt
thou take out the Holy Pin . . .”

This technique is the repeated first words figure.
Monty Python and the Holy Grail uses repeated first words
in its own scripture, the Holy Book of Armaments.

And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was
upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved
upon the face of the waters.
And God said, Let there be light: and there was light.
And God saw the light, that it was good: and God divided the
light from the darkness.

GET INSTANT CLEVERNESS

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Tropes swap one image or concept for another. The word is a bit jargonistic, but we use tropes all the time. Metaphor is a trope—it makes one thing
stand for another. (“The moon is a balloon.”) Irony is a trope as well, be-

" Useful Figure
What makes a King out of a slave? Courage.
SELF-ANSWERING
What makes the flag on the mast to wave?
QUESTION: Formal
Courage.
name: hypophora
(hi-PA-phor-a).
What makes the elephant charge his tusk in the
For some reason
misty mist or the dusky dusk?
this means “carrying below” in
What makes the muskrat guard his musk?
Greek.
Courage.
What makes the Sphinx the Seventh Wonder? Courage.
What makes the dawn come up like THUNDER?! Courage.

make terrific code words. “Greek to me” comes from Shakespeare, and college graduates use it more than other people. If you hear someone say,
“They’re in a pickle,” chances are she comes from the Midwest, where that
idiom still gets served. When someone else suggests you
" Useful Figure
“break bread” together sometime, the odds increase that
IDIOM (ID-ee-om),
he’s a Christian. (George Bush’s Christian code often
which combines
words to make a
relies on idioms like this to bring the tribe together.)
single meaning.
And if someone warns against “changing horses in midstream,” the commonplace idiom that helped get Bush
reelected, you probably are not dealing with a risk taker. A good salesperson will listen for idioms and speak them back to you. If you say you want a
stereo that “won’t break the bank,” for instance, you will probably hear the
salesperson echo the idiom. Don’t leave a good technique to the hawkers;
try it yourself when you want to persuade somebody. It’s one of the easiest
figures to use in daily life.
While figures of speech mess around with words, figures of thought are
logical or emotional tactics—ready-to-hand schemes for using logos or pathos
on the fly. Most of the tools you see in other chapters—from conceding a
point to revealing an attractive flaw—qualify as figures of thought.
The rhetorical question is that sort of figure. Here’s another: if you ask a
rhetorical question and then answer it, you employ the self-answering question. Protesters use it all the time. (“What do we want? Justice! When do we
want it? Now!”) So does the Cowardly Lion in The Wizard of Oz.
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You don’t have to wait for a cliché in order to mess
one up. Just bring one of your own.

friend: It’s a great book for killing time.
you: Sure, if you like it better dead.

I confess, I adapted that line (practically stole it)
from P. G. Wodehouse. While I’m swiping, I will steal a
superb line from Rose Macaulay.

significant other: I want to look like her. She
looks as if she was poured into her bathing suit.
you: Yes, and forgot to say “when.”

If an opponent uses an idiom or cliché (the two are kissing cousins, to use a clichélike idiom), you can win the
heart of an intelligent audience by giving the expression
a twist. Too many people avoid clichés like the plague,
but they’re a great resource—they make the rhetorical
world go round—but only if you transform them with
your instant wit. You will find it easier than it looks. For
instance, take your opponent’s cliché and stick on a surprise ending.

Grab a Cliché and Twist

cause it swaps the apparent meaning for the real one.
Metonymy swaps a part for the whole (“bluehairs” for
elderly women; “longhorns” for cattle). And synecdoche
swaps a thing for a collection of things (“White House”).
In short, figures of speech switch words around, figures of thought use argument minitactics, and tropes
make a word stand for something different from its usual
meaning. Rather than just name the tools, though, I prefer to show a few ways that let you coin figures in various
real-life situations.

GET INSTANT CLEVERNESS

"

"

Meanings
You might say
all words are a
kind of trope,
in which we
swap sounds
or symbols for
the things we’re
talking about.
That’s pretty
much what
Plato said. He
saw our sense
of reality as a
kind of trope—
a set of images
that stand in for
the real thing.

Formal name:
paraprosdokian
(pa-ra-pros-DOKee-an).

SURPRISE ENDING:

Useful Figure

your opponent’s
cliché and then
mess it up
deliberately.

TWIST: Concede

THE CLICHÉ

Argument Tool

"

(syn-EC-do-kee),
which swaps
one thing for a
collection.

SYNECDOCHE

Figure

Useful Figure
METONYMY (mehTON-ih-mee),
which uses a part
to describe the
whole. I use the
original Greek or
Latin names for
some figures
because that’s
what they’re
commonly called.

"Useful

"
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oscar wilde: One must have a heart of stone to read the
death of little Nell without laughing.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

opponent: The early bird catches the worm.
you: It can have it.

Most clichés are absurd when you take them literally, which gives you an excellent opportunity for wit.

you: We don’t need racquetball. This town
has other priorities.
racquet guy: But don’t eliminate the courts.
We shouldn’t throw out the baby with the
bathwater.
you: No, you’re right. Let’s just pull the plug.

(No, I didn’t actually
say these things; two of
them in a row would
make even me blanch.)

early worm got the
bird.”
FRIEND: “Surely she
had some say in
the matter.”
ME: “Well, that mystifies me. I’d like to
brain her pick.”

ME: “In this case the

ting average is about
.200. Gossiping about
a nasty acquaintance’s
new trophy wife:

That baby-and-bathwater thing is a pretty shocking cliché when you
think about it. By responding to it literally, you agree with your opponent
even while you contradict him. Nice jujitsu.
Suppose your town proposes expensive new racTRY THIS WHEN YOU’RE
quetball courts and hires an architect to design them.
FEELING SNARKY
The plans show that the courts will cost double what
Just think of appropriate clichés and then
the budget had predicted. The town council holds a
reverse them in your
meeting, and you find yourself debating a racquethead to see if one
makes sense. My batball fan.

opponent: Let’s not pour the baby out with the bathwater.
you: No, let’s just pull the plug.

Most clichés qualify as figures in their own right. Putting the cart before
the horse, for instance, is a metaphor. If you forget the figure and just take
the cliché at face value, you find yourself thinking about its weird logic.

opponent: Let’s not put the cart before the horse.
you: No. We might try something faster.

Well, sure, easy for Wilde, Macaulay, and Wodehouse—three of the
wittiest people ever. But here’s a secret to make a cliché practically reinvent
itself: take it literally.
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Or you could put it in a chiasmus.

you: We’re being falsely accused in a grandstanding move so some prosecutors and bureaucrats can score some easy points.

The chiasmus lets you turn your opponent’s argument upside down. Imagine you represent a corporation accused of playing fast and loose with tax breaks;
one member of Congress has even claimed that your
company cheats the government. You could make a
figure-free defense.
Business clichés
offer many opportunities for a figure.
To make your point,
choose a cliché
that opposes it,
and then flip the
cliché in a chiasmus: “Let’s not
settle for swimming
with the sharks.
Let’s make the
sharks want to
swim with us.”

TRY THIS IN A
PRESENTATION

without the chiasmus: Instead of seeking help from government, you should volunteer for it.
with the chiasmus: Ask not what your country can do for
you, ask what you can do for your country.

But switching words around works with far more than clichés. One of
the most effective devices can transform just about any kind of sentence.
You saw it before: the mighty chiasmus. As I mentioned before, this is my favorite figure, partly because it sounds terrific, especially in a formal speech,
but also because it does a useful bit of persuasion. The chiasmus presents a
mirror image of a concept, rebutting the opponent’s point by playing it
backwards. Kennedy took a commonplace, “What’s the country done for
me lately?” and reversed it for his chiasmus. His speech wouldn’t have been
the same without it.

The leisure of the theory class.

That reminds me of the clever anonymous soul who used Thorstein
Veblen’s theory of the leisure class to criticize the teaching load of a college faculty.

oscar wilde: Work is the curse of the drinking classes.

You can also transform a banal idiom by switching words around.

The Yoda Technique

GET INSTANT CLEVERNESS

you: It’s not a question of whether we’re cheating the government. It’s whether the government is cheating us.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

"

The man credited
for inventing figures
of speech was a
Greek Sophist
named Gorgias
(GOR-gee-us, but
I like to call him
“Gorgeous”). He
once made a pretend defense of
Helen of Troy, the
runaway bride who
launched those
thousand ships.
Gorgias declared
beautiful Helen
innocent by reason
of figures; smoothtalking Paris used
them to “drug” her
into running off
with him, so she
wasn’t responsible
for her own actions.
Which goes to
show, even rhetoricians have their
fantasies.

SPEECH DEFENSE:

THE FIGURE OF

Classic Hits

Smaller type could say, “Come as you are to Bob’s
surprise party.” I admit, the chiasmus is far from perfect. Neither is the card. Well, think you can do it better? Okay, but you’d
better do it well.

Inside Card (photo of naked, two-year-old Bob):
the kind where he wears his birthday suit.

Front of Card (respectable recent photo of Bob):
what kind of party suits bob’s birthday?

This is hard to do spontaneously; but you could
add some humor to your writing by, say, inserting a
pun into a chiasmus. Suppose you give a surprise party
for a friend who turns forty. The guy’s mother gives
you some old photos, including one that shows your
friend at age two, splashing in a wading pool, buck
naked. (Or the now common “butt naked,” which is
incorrect but makes more sense.) What phrase comes
to mind that combines innocent nakedness with a
birthday? Birthday suit! Is there a pun there? Why, yes,
there is. “Suit” changes meaning when you turn it into
a verb. So let’s make a card out of a chiasmus.

knut rockne: When the going gets tough, the
tough get going.

Of course he does. My response was foolish, but I couldn’t resist.
Besides countering an argument, the chiasmus lets you change the
meaning of a word. Just play the clause in reverse.

george: My friends never call me.
me: Do you ever call your friends?

As I wrote this, my son walked in looking unhappy. I helpfully made him
even more miserable with a chiasmus.
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Useful Figure
The dialysis
offers a distinct
choice: either
we do this or
we do that.
Useful Figure
The antithesis
weighs one
argument next
to the other.

"

"

employee: Our competition outsourced its call
center, saved twenty percent, and lost ten
percent of its customers; we kept things domestic, gained market share, and came out
ahead.

parent: You can do your homework now and
come to the movies, or do it later with a
babysitter.

In an organized argument or a large meeting, use jujitsu in
combination with an
antithesis by repeating your opponent’s
expression and then
changing its form.
“The law wasn’t weak
until your administration weakened it.”
This actually produces another figure,
called antistasis.

Notice how my examples tend to use repetition and parallel structure—
phrases with the same rhythm—as if the speaker were weighing a couple of
plums, one ripe, the other not. This pattern can clarify
TRY THIS IN A
things at home or in the office.
FORMAL DEBATE

In this corner, weighing one hundred and seventysix pounds, the middleweight champion of the
world, Julio Fuentes. And in this corner . . .

The official name for this either/or figure is the dialysis, which succinctly weighs two arguments side by side.
You’re either this or you’re that. A close relative is the
antithesis. No figure does a better job of splitting the difference. In fact, boxing referees use an antithesis at the
beginning of every match.

sheehan: Why do you make time for donors and not for me?

When you’re in a serious argument, wit and banter will only take you so far.
Then the figures you need the most will be the simplest figures of thought.
The most common take two points and weigh them side by side. You’re
either for us or you’re against us. Or as Bush put it, “You’re either with us,
or you’re with the terrorists.” Cindy Sheehan, the woman who lost her son
in the Iraq war, used a contrasting figure when she held up a sign in front
of Bush’s ranch.

How Churchill Got Rhythm

GET INSTANT CLEVERNESS

woody allen: Those who can’t do, teach. Those who can’t
teach, teach gym.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Correcting yourself makes your audience believe you have a passion for
fairness and accuracy even while you pile on the accusations. That particular example isn’t great for a relationship, but if you intend to condemn
someone, at least do it eloquently.
In an earlier chapter we talked about how to redefine an issue during an
argument.

without the correction figure: I’ve never been so embarrassed as I was watching you at the party last night.
with the correction figure: I never was so embarrassed as
I was last night. Actually, I have been that embarrassed—
the last time we went to a party together.

Actually, let’s not use Moe as an example. Instead, look at these two ways
of berating a lover.

moe: I’m better than dirt. Well, most kinds of dirt, not that
fancy store-bought dirt . . . I can’t compete with that stuff.

An antithesis is particularly effective when it makes you sound objective.
You carefully weigh things side by side, look at the results, and come to a
reasonable conclusion—or so the audience believes. An" Useful Figure
other way to achieve this rhetorical version of objectivity
CORRECTION
FIGURE: Formal
is to edit yourself aloud. Interrupt yourself, pretend you
name: epergesis
can’t think of what to say, or correct something in the
(eh-per-GEEsis), meaning
middle of your own sentence. Bartender Moe does it in
“explanation.”
The Simpsons.

Say Yes and No at the Same Time

Each example does what too few people do in an argument: offer a
quick summary that shows who stands in what corner. Side-by-side figures
can be used for evil, though. Avoid them if you have more than two choices.
That’s cheating (if you get caught, that is).
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coworker: She says they’re using a new system.
you: New, yes. Systematic, no.

"

SENTENCE: formal
name: dialysis. It
repeats the opponent’s word with
“no” after it, followed by a new,
improved word.

THE “NO-YES”

Useful Figure

Persuasion Alert
Yes, I’m being
defensive about my
cleverness. Writing
is far from the best
medium for teaching rhetoric; even
Aristotle’s Rhetoric
would go down
easier if Aristotle
was teaching it in
a classroom (in
English).

"

simpson: I’m not doing this for my health.

The antithesis and the correction figures lie mostly in logos territory. But
some of the most effective figures of “thought” have to do with the emotions.
You can use them to turn the volume up or down in an argument. The
litotes is one of the most popular for calming things down. It makes a point
by denying its opposite; the result is an ironic understatement, and an appropriate answer to a stupid question. When reporters asked O.J. Simpson
why he made an appearance at a horror comic book convention, he answered with a litotes.

We Are Not Unamused

Funny, no. Witty, yes, especially if it comes out spontaneously. Remember, things sound much more clever
when you say them aloud than they do on paper.

Or:

friend: He seems like a real straight shooter.
you: Straight, no. Shooter, yes.

The “no-yes” sentence offers you wonderful opportunities for irony. Change one word and your audience
will think you have an endless supply of catty wit:

lover: You seem a little put out with me this
morning.
you: Put out, no. Furious, yes.

A great figure of thought for redefining an issue is a “no-yes” sentence.

daniel boone: I’ve never been lost but I will admit to being
confused for several weeks.

GET INSTANT CLEVERNESS

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

You usually hear “not
exactly” at the beginning of a litotes, a tired
usage that almost
turns it into a cliché.
Try “I don’t expect” or
“I hope” instead. My
wife and I went to the
ballet, where a male
dancer performed a
staid minuet while two
women spun and
whirled around him.
“I hope he doesn’t
strain himself,” Dorothy said, a bit too
loudly. It seemed to be
the highlight of the
evening for an alarming number of people.

TRY THIS IN A MEETING

"

Useful Figure
CLIMAX: Formal
name: anadiplosis
(an-a-di-PLO-sis),
meaning “climax.”

joaquin phoenix in Gladiator: They call for you: the general
who became a slave; the slave who became a gladiator; the
gladiator who defied an emperor. Striking story.

The climax’s structure works like a pyramid, with each part overlapping
the next. It can lend an ominous pathos to a highly logical bit of narration:
this happened, which led to this, which led to this. The climax also makes a
terrific plot summary.

ben franklin: A little neglect may breed great
mischief . . . for want of a nail the shoe was
lost; for want of a shoe the horse was lost; and
for want of a horse the rider was lost.

The litotes goes against the grain in these bloviated times, when most
people assume an argument must consist of insults and exaggeration. Still,
turning up the volume isn’t such a bad thing at times. The ancients were
big on “amplification”—figures that make an argument seem bigger than
life. A particularly effective one orders your points so that they build to a
climax. This figure, called (wait for it) climax, uses the last part of a clause
to begin the next clause.

daughter: I’m going to school. Bye.
father, without a litotes: You’re not going anywhere dressed like that.
father, with a litotes: You’re not exactly
dressed for the part.

Under the circumstances, “I’m not doing this out
of good taste” would have made a better litotes. Still,
showing up at a horror convention after being acquitted of a double murder certainly isn’t healthy.
A litotes can make you sound more reasonable
than your opponent, especially in an age when everyone else on the planet uses hyperbole as his sole figure . . . I mean, when understatement isn’t exactly the
current fad.
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The climax can seem
dramatic and quiet
at the same time,
making it an ideal
business line. “Reach
across departments
and form teams.
Teams boost creativity. Creativity
boosts productivity.
And productivity is
what we are all
about.”

TRY THIS IF YOU’RE
THE BOSS
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Now comes the fun part, which I saved for last. We have covered some basic
techniques for coining figures of speech and thought. For the rest of the
chapter, let’s break some rules. We will start by using a figure of speech to
make up new words. This is dangerous in high school or a government
agency, where verbal originality often gets duly punished. You might also
face condemnation from people who consider novel usage a linguistic impurity. But the words will come, whether we want them to or not. Better you
and I should invent them than some adolescent on the street or, worse,
some adolescent behind a computer.
The figure I’m talking about is called verbing. Language conservatives
who want to close our lexical borders hate this figure, because it’s a prodigious neologizer. Calvin in Calvin and Hobbes dislikes the anthimeria (he’s

In Praise of “Like”

As with any rhetorical tool, take good care of it, use it wisely, and try not
to hurt anyone.

thomas: If you lie, you will cheat; if you cheat, you will steal;
if you steal, you will kill.

The climax lends a rhythm that an audience gets
into—even when it disagrees with your point. The listener mentally fills in each next piece. This works so
well that it makes an efficient means of manipulation; a climax can lead an
unwary audience step by step straight into the slippery slope fallacy. Supreme Court justice Clarence Thomas tried just that in a law school speech.

captain queeg: Aboard my ship, excellent performance is standard. Standard performance
is substandard. Substandard performance is
not permitted to exist. That, I warn you.

You can also use a climax for comparison, organizing things from least to most or vice versa. Humphrey
Bogart chose most to least in The Caine Mutiny.

GET INSTANT CLEVERNESS

Usage abhors a vacuum, and verbing can fill it. For
years, grammarians frowned at the use of “contact” as a
verb, as in, “I’ll have my secretary contact your secretary.” But words often enter common usage out of
need, not ignorance. “Contact” is shorter than “get in
touch,” and more general than “call,” “e-mail,” “write,”
“meet with,” or “bother.” If you don’t care how the secretaries talk to each other (assuming people still have
secretaries), have them achieve contact.
“Impact” gets similar frowns, some of them deserved, when it is used as a verb. A meteor impacts the
earth. A defensive lineman impacts the quarterback. I’d
even accept a tax cut that impacts the economy—that
runs smack up against it, for better or worse. But when

"

Persuasion Alert
“PowerPointillism”
may exist already,
but I can’t find it
on the Web.
Believe me, I
didn’t spend a lot
of time thinking it
up. Fellow execs
would groan if I
whipped it out at
a meeting, but
deep down they’d
think me a witty
chap. Even the
most threadbare
figure comes off
as terribly clever
when it seems
to be spoken
spontaneously.

you: The next set of slides show our strategy in detail—so
much detail that you might have trouble reading some of
the charts. Don’t try to get through them all. I just put
them in to give you the big picture. It’s a technique I call
PowerPointillism.

Persuasion Alert
Neologizer? That’s a
neologism—I just
made it up. I call the
anthimeria “verbing” because that’s
its most common
use, but the figure
applies to any novel
change in a word’s
use—noun to verb,
verb to noun, noun
to adjective. I like
“neologizer.” It’s
very neologous.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

surprisingly conservative for a six-year-old). “Verbing
weirds language,” he says.
It certainly does. But our language can use some
weirding. It freshens things up. Shakespeare certainly
thought so. He used verbing to form “bet,” “compromise,” “drugged,” “negotiate,” “puking,” “secure,”
“torture,” and “undress,” among many others, and he
created even more words by changing verbs to nouns
and nouns to adjectives. In an age when the average
person had a vocabulary of 700 (today’s college grad
averages 3,000), Shakespeare’s exceeded 21,000. He
accomplished this by weirding language. If weirding was a turn-on for him
(to use a once-popular anthimeria), it positively ecstacizes me.
You can Shakespearicate with some ease simply by turning nouns into
verbs or vice versa. I’m not sitting at a desk. I’m desking. Like any kind of
wordplay, verbing can distract instead of persuade. But if you need to attentionize an audience, it makes a pretty good tool.
"
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he: So are you, like, freaking or something?

In this case, “like” serves as a disclaimer of accuracy. (“The following
quotation is an approximation, and only an approximation, of my exboyfriend’s rhetorical ejaculation.”) Young people often use “like” in this
fashion to be ironic. It means, “He said that but not really.” It also expresses
ironic distance. (“The views expressed by my ex-boyfriend are not necessarily those held by me.”) So, let’s stretch things a little.

she: I told him I was dating Wen Ho, and he was like, “You’re
what?”

he: So when are you coming?
she: Well, so I was going to come tonight.
he: So are you bringing Lamar?
she: So who’s asking?

William Shakespeare seems not to have enjoyed the end- " Useful Figure
As Shakespeare
less list of figures he had to memorize at the Stratford
was undoubtedly
grammar school. His plays contain a number of unflataware, he used
a figure in this
tering references to the likes of “Taffeta phrases, silken
abuse of figures:
terms precise, / Three-pil’d hyperboles, spruce affecthe asyndeton
(a-SYN-de-ton),
tation, / Figures pedantical” (Love’s Labour’s Lost). Yet
which eliminates
Shakespeare stitched figures into speech better than
the conjunctions
between phrases
anyone else, ever. His reluctant education in rhetoric
for poetic or
lent rhythm and color to his compositions. While he
emotional effect.
ridiculed his education, he served
" Useful Figure
as education’s ideal.
“Get all Stratford
Grammar on you”
You’ll see a larger list of figures in the back of this
employs yet another
book,
but the point of this chapter is not to get all
figure: the metallage
(met-ALL-a-gee)
Stratford Grammar on you with figures to memorize.
takes a word or
Now that you see the ways that preplanned devices
phrase and uses it as
an object within a
can work in speech, you will find yourself noticing figsentence. (“I’ve
ures all around you and, I hope, begin to freshen your
heard enough ‘Nos’
own language with them.
for today.”)

The Tools

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

This is empty, fruitless talk that only reaps all its “so’s.”
In most cases, “like” commits the same crime. Even the brightest college
students toss in “like” liberally, like a heart patient oversalting his fries. It’s
unhealthy. It impacts language wellness. But we
" Not So Useful Figure
shouldn’t banish the place-filling “like” altogether.
THE “LIKE” FIGURE:
Formal name: parelcon
In fact, let’s call it the rhetorical “like.” Used judi(pa-REL-con), meanciously, the rhetorical “like” serves many subtle puring “redundancy.”
poses. You may not appreciate this next example,
but bear with me:
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This makes even my teeth hurt a little. But the “like” does serve a
purpose—a couple, actually. It inserts a pause, like a rest in music, to place
more emphasis on the sentence’s key word, “freaking.” And it gives “freaking” a broader connotation, as in, “Are you something in the nature of
freaking?”
So: even meaningless words have meaning. Place fillers tend to change
from generation to generation. “Y’know” was my generation’s, and “like” is
the filler of choice for the generation coming of age today. Why the evolution? Maybe my generation was (rightly) uncertain about its ability to communicate. “Y’know” meant, “Are you with me? Do you get what I’m saying?”
“Like,” on the other hand, reflects a group too timid to stand firmly on
one side of anything. This generation is an ambiguous one, which, from a
rhetorical standpoint, may not be so bad. But if you want a consensus, irony
eventually has to give way to commitment. Otherwise it’s, like, so wishy-washy.
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people overuse “impact” as a stand-in for “harm,” I get impatient. “The bird
flu impacted South Asia the hardest.” This is metaphornication at its worst.
A virus could impact something minuscule, perhaps, just as sperms impact
eggs. But I’m sorry, microscopic viruses do not impact South Asia.
Verbing has a subspecies (called, technically, parelcon)—a word that gets
stripped of its meaning and used as a filler. “Y’know” (we’ll call that a word)
is an example, and a bad one. “Y’know” means, um, y’know. I mean, it
means “um.”
The word “so,” when used unnecessarily, is another misuse of an anthimeria:

GET INSTANT CLEVERNESS
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Twist a cliché: Clichés make the world go round, and your job is to
screw up their orbit. Ways to undermine clichés include taking
them literally and reducing them to absurdity, attaching a
surprise ending, and swapping words.
Change word order: Besides doing this with clichés, you can coin
my favorite figure, the chiasmus, which creates a crisscross
sentence.
Weigh both sides: This category of figure sums up opposing positions and compares or contrasts them. The either/or figure
(dialysis) offers a choice, usually with an obvious answer. The
contrasting figure (antithesis), on the other hand, can be more
evenhanded. These side-by-side figures sum up an argument on
your own terms, allowing you to define the issue.
Edit out loud: Correcting yourself midsentence allows you to
amplify an argument while seeming fair and accurate. Another
editing figure is the redefiner (correctio), which repeats the
opponent’s language and corrects it.
Turn the volume down: The ironic understatement called litotes
can make you seem cooler than your opponent.
Turn the volume up: The climax uses overlapping words in successive phrases to effect a rhetorical crescendo.
Invent new words: Verbing (anthimeria) does this easily by turning a
noun into a verb or vice versa. The “like” figure (parelcon) also
transforms the usage of words, most often by stripping them of
meaning and using them as a rhetorical version of the musical
rest note.

GET INSTANT CLEVERNESS

You’re thinking, what chump would fall for something like that? But it
was inconceivable that Mom would know how to pull off a joke, even if she
wanted to. It was unprecedented, and that was what made Dad fall for it.
So Dad puts on the Speedo, grabs an overcoat from the closet, and

do. The present condad: What’s that for?
veys enargeia, the
mom: It’s for the party tonight.
sense that you’re
right here, right now.
dad: I thought it was just dinner.
mom: No, it’s a costume party.
dad: What for?
mom: The women just thought it would be fun to have the
men wear something wild.
dad: Where’s your costume?
mom: I’m wearing a dress. The women won’t be in costume.

reason jokes often

s far as I know, my mother played exactly one practical joke in her entire life. She did it to teach my father a lesson, though neither one
ever told me what Dad had done. It must have been egregious; Mom was
not the joking type. She had a great sense of humor, but not the kind that
needs a victim—except for this one time. It was as if she had waited all
her life just to spring one joke and then retire in triumph. The joke went
like this.
" Persuasion Alert
Dad comes home from work one Friday evening
Why am I suddenly
to find a dive mask, snorkel, fins, and a tiny Speedo
using the present
laid out neatly on the bed.
tense? For the same

A

A time to rend, and a time to sew; a time to keep silence, and a time to speak . . .
—ecclesiastes

Spot and exploit the most persuasive moments.

S TA L I N ’ S T I M I N G S E C R E T

!

21. Seize the Occasion
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The door opens to reveal a formal crowd of women in dresses and, of
course, men in coats and ties. Dad told me later that he was too much in
awe to be angry. After all, she used remarkable patience and timing to
make her husband look like an ass. Whatever it was he had done to her, I
doubt that he did it again.
Rhetoricians would appreciate Mom’s mastery of
" Argument Tool
KAIROS: Rhetorical
time and occasion. The ancients had a name for it:
timing, an ability
kairos, the art of seizing the perfect instant for persuato seize the persuasive moment.
sion. Just as educators have their “teaching moment”—
an opportunity to make a point—persuaders have their
persuasive moment. A person with kairos knows how to spot when an audience is most vulnerable to her point of view, and then exploit the opportunity. When someone sees you all dressed up and wants to know what the
occasion is, he asks a kairos question: what timing
" Classic Hits
and circumstances warrant that outfit? Snorkeling
WE CALL HIM “NICK
OF TIME”: The Greeks
gear at an evening cocktail party is bad kairos. Knowmade kairos into a
ing the perfect occasion to make your husband wear
god, and sculpted him
inappropriate snorkeling gear: that’s good kairos.
as an athlete, beautiful in front and bald
A race car driver with kairos knows how to spot an
in back, to show the
opening and cut off the car ahead. (The ancients repersuasive moment as
fleeting. The Romans
ferred to chariots. Same thing.) A kid with kairos can
changed his name to
tell precisely when her father is most vulnerable to a
Occasio—“occasion.”
He survives in the
request for ice cream. Kairos, in short, means doing
expression, “Fortune
the right thing—practicing your decorum, offering
is bald behind.”
the perfect choice, making the perfect pitch—at the
right time. The ancients made a big deal of kairos, because those fleeting
moments are essential to changing an audience’s mind.
Many arguments fail simply because of bad timing. A husband wants to
talk his wife into buying a satellite radio but finds her paying bills—not a
good moment to talk about spending money. Or he approaches her just as
she starts crying over the novel in her hands. Or he tries to talk to someone

dad: What are the other men wearing?
mom: Oh, we’re not supposed to tell. That’s a surprise.
dad: What do you mean, a—

drives her to the party. There he dutifully sheds the coat and dons the gear
before flopping up to the host’s front door and ringing the bell.

SEIZE THE OCCASION

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Uncertain moods and
beliefs—when minds
are already beginning to change—
signal a persuadable
moment.

MOMENT SPOTTER:

Argument Tool

You’ll find a persuasive moment in a time of uncertainty, change, or need, when a mood shifts or the
audience sees evidence that challenges its beliefs—
such as when the latest news conflicts with a commonplace. In the seventies, a significant portion of the population held the commonplace “Drugs

When an audience’s mood or beliefs are on
the move, you have a persuasive moment.

"

If your audience is self-satisfied and unanimous, perfectly content with its
current opinion, then you lack a persuasive moment. But few attitudes stay
intact forever. As circumstances change, cracks begin to form in your audience’s certainty.

When the Commonplace Picks Up and Moves

about the election just when the guy has to leave work
TRY THIS WITH A
NEW IDEA
to pick up his kid at school. You could have the best arYou’re used to doing
gument in the world, but it won’t get anywhere with
outlines. You can
research an idea.
these audiences. Not at the moment.
And (perhaps with
Josef Stalin, on the other hand, was a master of
the help of this
book) you know how
kairos. According to biographer Alan Bullock, Stalin
to present it. But do
would sit mute until the very end of meetings. Finally,
you know your way
around an occasion?
if there was any disagreement, he would weigh in on
Consider making an
one side or the other and settle the matter. He did this
occasion plan, consisting of (1) the speso often that comrades would look at him toward the
cific people who
end of every meeting, waiting for his judgment. In a
need to be convinced; (2) the best
party of equals, he made himself more equal than anytime (of year, week,
one else, despite being a coarse, ill-dressed peasant
and day) to convince
them; and (3) the
among well-bred colleagues. Stalin was the Eminem of
perfect circumkairos, a man who used his rhetorical skill to persuade
stances (restaurant,
office, gin joint) for
an unlikely audience.
persuasion.
If it worked for the mass-murdering dictator, it can
work for you. In your own meetings, when do you
speak up, and when do you shut up? When is it a good idea to procrastinate
with an e-mail? When are the best times to broach a touchy family subject?
And can kairos improve your sex life? (Of course it can!)
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People? People? Can we please talk about the food? The temptation to
yank the meeting back on track is awful. But you have a notion to try out

tenured professor: I think we should
TRY THIS WITH A NEW
BUSINESS IDEA
stick with what we have. The service
Does your idea require an
went out of its way to celebrate Martin
investment, or does it save
money immediately? If it
Luther King Day this year—soul food,
costs money, wait to propose
posters in the dining halls . . .
it at the end of a successful
fiscal year, when there may
young instructor: I thought that was
be money left in the budget
demeaning. I mean, fried chicken and
and the forecast looks good
for the next one. If your procollard greens!
posal saves money, time it
tenured prof: That was entirely approfor midyear. That’s when
execs get most nervous
priate . . .
about making their numbers.
instructor: Do they serve spaghetti on
Columbus Day?
prof: I reject your analogy. Italian Americans don’t represent
a cohesive cultural minority.
dean: And we don’t celebrate Columbus Day. The Native
Americans . . .
secretary: What do you mean Italian Americans aren’t cultural?

are a victimless crime,” right up until crack cocaine
TRY THIS AT A TOWN
MEETING
hit the streets and caused a crime wave. That was a
Why do the last speakgreat persuasive moment for those who wanted to
ers have the persuasive
advantage? (Lest you
get tough on drug crimes. When the evidence chaldoubt that they do,
lenges the commonplace, beliefs begin to migrate,
research confirms it.)
One reason: the earlier
and you have a persuadable moment.
speakers can cause
Some opportunities pop up in the middle of a
opinions to begin
migrating. Take advanmeeting. Beliefs can migrate when people are simply
tage of this by restatsick of talking. Look at this scenario: A college coning the opinions of the
earlier speakers, includsiders changing dining services, so it follows academic
ing opponents. The
tradition by holding a series of committee meetings
uncertain audience can
be as vulnerable as the
involving every campus constituency. You agree to go
half-persuaded one.
to one, because the campus food tastes awful and it
costs more than the fare offered by competing bidders. The meeting begins
badly, from your point of view.

SEIZE THE OCCASION

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

you: We are what we eat, which, from your descriptions
(glance at the student) is not a pretty picture. So let’s start

Good start! You can now sum up the consensus in your own terms.

you: Here’s what I’m hearing.

That reminds the dean of the time the food service served melted Popsicles for dessert at the trustees’ dinner. The secretary wonders why they
don’t serve greener salads. The prof begins doodling
" Argument Tool
ANOTHER MOMENT
in his notepad, and the instructor glances at the clock.
SPOTTER: Are the
Now is your persuasive moment. Cultural consideraother arguers petering out? Now’s the
tions are temporarily forgotten and the current
time to sum up
service doesn’t look quite so lovely. The only person
opinions in a way
who hasn’t spoken is you.
that favors yours.

student: The food sucks. It’s, like, unidentifiable defrosted
meat with rice maggots in gravy. Or veal parmesan that
looks like scabs picked off elephants . . .
secretary: Ooh, thanks for sharing.
student: Sorry. So I’m, like, just give me anything else. Anything. Hot dog venders. Pizza Hut. I don’t care.

And then the lone student in the room brings up quality.

chair: Clearly, diversity will be important in the college’s decision. What other issues do we need to consider?
budget officer: We have four bids, and one of them is
twenty percent lower than—
tenured prof: Local. We should use local produce.
secretary: And organic.
chair: Okay, organic and local . . .
budget officer: I really think price ought to be . . .

your kairos, and this does not exactly seem like a persuasive moment. So you
do the proper rhetorical thing: look concerned while doodling in your
notepad. Eventually, the chair does her duty.
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Useful Figure
“You are what you
eat” becomes
clever only when
you stick something onto the
end of it. That’s a
paraprosdokian,
the surprise ending figure.

231

she: Why?
he: You just seemed a little upset awhile ago.
she: Oh, it’s this stupid book. The heroine’s
lover accidentally kills her brother. (Slight
embarrassed smile.) It’s all very sad.

The pathos side of a persuasive moment is similar to
the logos: the time is ripe when the circumstances
begin changing your audience’s mood. The husband
whose wife is crying over a romance novel needs to
conduct some serious diagnostics before he pursues
a little sexual healing. Do the tears come from the inevitable part of every sappy novel where the hero and
heroine seem to be separated forever? Or from the
part where the inevitable jerk mistreats the woman in
a way that reveals the abuse all too common to his
gender? Best not to find out. Hang back. Leave her
alone, and then subtly check in on her a half hour
later. No tears? Now is a good time to sit next to her
and say, “Are you all right?”
Most people send out
important e-mails—big
announcements, major
ideas or proposals—
late in the day. But
office workers tend to
multitask when they
read e-mails at the
beginning and end of
the day. At lunchtime,
Internet use soars as
people focus on surfing
and their latest mail.

TRY THIS WITH A
MAJOR E-MAIL

Wait until late in the
meeting, then speak in
the tone of the reluctant conclusion (implying that sheer logic,
not personal interest,
compels you). You will
seem like a judge
instead of an advocate.

TRY THIS IN A MEETING

Wait Till You See the Red in Their Eyes

The chair writes that down, the meeting adjourns,
and many, many months later you eat better food. You
performed first-class logos —defined the issue, conceded the others’ points,
spoke in the future tense . . . you even used a commonplace. “You are what
you eat” is no mere cliché when the student’s description remains fresh in
people’s minds. And you did good kairos, waiting until the opinion in the
room began to shift.

with the lowest bidder. (Budget officer gazes with
love in his eyes.) Try out the food. If it’s good,
then we negotiate over cultural events and
local produce. If it’s not, we move on to the
second lowest bidder.

SEIZE THE OCCASION

he (resisting urge to say, “Wasn’t that a musical?”): That’s what I
love about you.
she: . . .
he: You went through labor without any drugs, twice, without
shedding a tear. (Uh-oh. Mention of parturition not a good
mood setter.) And yet you tear up at a sentimental novel.
she: You don’t love that about me at all. It drives you crazy.
he: You cried watching Superman!
she: His parents had to send him to another planet when he
was just a baby. And you thought it was funny!
he: . . .

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

The biblical
Ecclesiastes—
“There is a time
to, etc.”—is a
kairos poem. The
original Hebrew
term for “Ecclesiastes” means
politician or orator. Set in the
present tense,
it’s a bravura
example of
demonstrative
rhetoric, the language of values.

KAIROS POEM:

IS ANOTHER

“TIME FOR BED”

Classic Hits

You try doing better. It may not be the argument that
fails him, but the moment. If she were in the right part of
the book—where the man and woman, having been kept
apart for 422 pages, finally get it on—then her husband
might have a highly persuadable moment. She might tackle him before he
says a thing. In sex, as in comedy, timing is everything.

he: You know, that crying thing used to drive me
crazy.
she: Doesn’t it still?
he: No. It doesn’t. You went through natural childbirth. (D’oh! Again with the birthing!) And I’ve
seen too many other instances of your bravery
to think you’re a softy. You’re not sentimental.
You’re an empath. A loving person.
she: Are you trying to tell me something?

"

He shouldn’t have let the discussion lapse into the past tense: You cried
watching Superman!—You thought it was funny! When you disagree in the
past or present tense, you’re not having an agreeable moment. The future
tense is the one you want.
The man made a decorum mistake also with his highly improbable
that’s-what-I-love-about-you line. It caused him to lose credibility. The husband might have tried this approach instead:
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I let that one lapse into the present tense, didn’t I? And I failed to use a
strong commonplace. “Satellite radios are half the price,” I said, implying,
“which makes them a real value.” Dorothy is a big believer in values, but

me (offhandedly): Satellite radios are half the price they were
six months ago.
dorothy (paying half attention): Mmm.
me: So I was thinking. That may be the solution to the reception problems you’ve been complaining about. [D’oh!]
I mean that you’ve been having.
dorothy: I haven’t been complaining about it. You have.
me: We live in the middle of nowhere. It’s impossible to get
decent radio. Ordinary people get to listen to all kinds of
stations. We don’t.
dorothy: So what?

But enough about sex. I want a satellite radio.
TRY THIS WITH YOUR
CREATIVE WORK
(My mentioning one earlier was no accident.) My
As you saw in earlier chapwife earns the steady income, and I find it wise to
ters, belief and expectation create or enhance
get her consent. But when I go to talk to her about
moods. Cooks invented
it, there she is on the living room floor, sorting
the appetizer as a kairos
enhancer, getting the
through the bills. Clearly, the mood isn’t right.
juices flowing like Pavlov’s
So instead of waiting for a persuadable moment,
dog and creating the perfect moment to eat. You
I try to make one. Heading to the kitchen, I whip
can do the same thing
up some grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato
with your work; preview
your idea with coworkers,
soup, her favorite lunch. (She’s a Midwesterner,
taking care to reveal just a
all right?) I wait until the aroma attracts her, and
bit of what’s to come.
I used similar appetizers
then turn the heat down. She stands, salivating,
with my Web site, gradufor a good ten minutes until I finally slide the spatally putting up more of my
book in a kind of reverse
ula under the sandwiches. Then I make my satellite
striptease. Internet sales
radio pitch. My wife’s mood will be on the move,
data show that large doses
of appetizers sell more
from frustrated frugality to hunger. Research will
books, just as long movie
back me on this. Studies of consumer buying habtrailers attract more filmits show that people spend a lot more money when
goers than short ones.
they’re hungry—not just on food, but on other necessities, such as satellite radios. At any rate, she may have forgotten about
the bills temporarily.

SEIZE THE OCCASION

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

True geniuses at kairos, and I’m certainly not one, can turn their ethos liabilities into assets. When Martin Luther King went to prison, jail was a scandal,
not the honor it can seem today. But he had a marvelous instinct for kairos,
and he knew that white America—at least a sizable portion of it—was ready
to consider a black man in prison something of a martyr. Cassius Clay used
a similar kairos sleight of hand when he recognized before most people that
white kids were beginning to listen to black musicians, that the generations were growing apart, and that the decorous world defined by Emily
Post and John Wayne was about to change. The time was ripe for a Muham-

Let Kairos Fix Your Ethos

Well, sure. But after twenty-four years of marriage, Dorothy is totally
onto me. When it comes to any kind of cool gear, I lack the disinterest essential to the trustworthy persuader. No kairos can get past that. I did get
the satellite radio, by the way, using the unrhetorical method long favored
by the male sex: I gave it to her for Christmas.

me: And I can get a satellite radio at half price, plus a monthly
subscription for twelve bucks.
dorothy: So you want a satellite radio.
me: No, I . . . I was thinking you . . .
dorothy: And is that why you made lunch?

Now we’re talking! Being from the Midwest, Dorothy finds the weather
infinitely fascinating. Her parents—educated, accomplished people—
would sit and watch the Weather Channel for an hour or more during
prime time. They would pass up Friends and Seinfeld and even PBS specials
in favor of stalled weather fronts and a drought in south Florida. The idea
of getting the Weather Channel on radio would be irresistible to Dorothy.

me: You know what they’ve got on satellite radio now?
dorothy: Mmm?
me: The Weather Channel. Twenty-four seven.

since she never wanted a satellite radio in the first place, it’s not a value
from her point of view. Kairos alone won’t hack it. So here I offer a far better commonplace:
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mad Ali, an overtly sexual, self-referential boaster,
TRY THIS IN POLITICS
In an unscientific study,
the original trash talker, a fighter turned peace activI looked at every presiist, the world’s first (and maybe only) ironic pugilist.
dential campaign from
1960 through 2004 to
Muhammad Ali was masterful in violating just about
see if there was a correevery element of middle-class, early-sixties decorum.
lation between the
national mood and the
He succeeded because he had a fighter’s timing and
degree of smiling optian entertainer’s decorum. He started out as a poorly
mism each party’s nominee seemed to show. I
educated black man from Kentucky and became the
found that when voters
coolest man on the planet, occupying the very heart
think the country is
headed in the wrong
of the new decorum.
direction, Democrats
On a less profound level, when Bill Clinton was
tend to nominate sunny
candidates (Humphrey,
president, I saw him speak in the White House to
Clinton), while Republia group of Democrats from New Hampshire. He
cans choose relatively
treated them as his greatest political allies, and he
gloomy ones (Nixon,
Dole). The opposite
spoke fondly of the state’s first-in-the-nation primary
holds true when voters
in 1992. But he had lost that primary! New Hamplike the country’s direction; the Dems nominate
shire Democrats spurned Clinton and chose a littlefrowners (Mondale,
known Massachusetts senator named Paul Tsongas.
Kerry) and the GOP
picks optimists (Bush
Undeterred, Clinton had clawed his way back up in
and Bush). As I’m writopinion polls and began to win the primaries that
ing this, the country is in
a terrible mood, which
followed. He called himself the “Comeback Kid.”
predicts a cheerful
And he thinks back on New Hampshire as the little
Democrat versus a grim
Republican in the next
state that started it all. Talk about a positive attitude;
election.
positive to the point of delusion. But a kairos lesson
lies at the end of that story: if the decision isn’t going your way, you can
choose another persuasive moment.
You could also say that Clinton simply switched audiences, from judgmental Yankees to people more amenable to his Bubba charm. The campaign did that for him. Where the primaries went, so did he, and after New
Hampshire, they went south. Switching audiences can turn an unpersuadable moment into a persuadable one. Marketers spend millions to find susceptible audiences open to these moments.
Unfortunately, you and I don’t always have that luxury. If one’s lover is
not in the mood, one generally should not seek a more amenable audience
next door. Generally, you have to take the audience you are given, and if
you want to persuade them, you usually need to wait for the right occasion.
But not always. Kairos is the art of seizing the occasion, remember. Timing

SEIZE THE OCCASION

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Changing circumstances or moods often signal a persuadable
moment.
You can create a persuadable moment by changing or pinpointing
your audience.

Just to make sure we have it all down:

The Tools

is only half of an occasion. And the other half ? The medium. That’s the
next chapter.
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—norman thomas

ost men, but not all, know that it is a bad idea to propose marriage at
a baseball game. It takes a strange mix of shyness and exhibitionism
to ask a woman to marry you via JumboTron. If your proposal requires any
persuasion, you may find yourself standing embarrassed in front of thousands of highly entertained fans. In short, you have chosen the wrong medium. The medium can make or break a persuasive moment. Say the right
thing at the right time over the right channel, and the world is your rhetorical oyster.
You know the hazards of saying the wrong thing, and of persuading at
the wrong time. The medium can be just as important. A guy where I used
to work speculated about the sex lives of a couple of
" Persuasion Alert
office mates in what he thought was a private e-mail
Look at my logos
strategy here. I use
to a coworker, and ended up sending it to the entire
extreme examples to
company by mistake. He is no longer employed with
prove my conclusion: the right
that company. Another guy I know commented enmedium is crucial to
thusiastically on the breasts of a coworker in a manuyour kairos. Half of
them are personal,
facturing plant, unaware that his intercom was set for
because experiences
“Broadcast.” He, too, is no longer with his company.
bolster my ethos.
Uncle Wip, host of a popular 1940s kiddie show on
Philadelphia’s WIP Radio, won idiotic immortality when he said, thinking
he was off the air at the end of a program, “That ought to hold the little bastards.” And you know about Paris Hilton’s romp with a video camera.
In each case, the fool in question performed in front of an unintended,
if often appreciative, audience. This is nothing new. For eons, private letters have been intercepted and conversations overheard; technology now

M

If you want a symbolic gesture, don’t burn the flag, wash it.

How media help your message

THE JUMBOTRON BLUNDER

!

22. Use the Right Medium

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

just makes it much, much easier to address the wrong crowd, or the wrong
number, or to do it at the wrong time.
Which would you use to propose marriage: Face-to-face? The silent proffer of a ring? Letter? E-mail? Text message? Blog? PowerPoint presentation?
Skywriting? Announcement at a ball game? Initials carved in a tree? Hallmark card? (“Our marriage is sure to be beautiful. Best wishes.”)
The choice seems fairly obvious, though not to everyone, apparently.
The face-to-face approach works best because it throws in all three appeals,
by logic, character, and emotion. Skywriting and JumboTrons just don’t
convey the same pathetic appeal. And failing to show up for your own proposal certainly lacks ethos.
You should consider several factors in choosing a medium: timing, the
kind of appeal (ethos, pathos, or logos), and the sort of gestures you want to
make.
What’s the timing? In other words, how fast a response does your audience expect? And how long should the message last? Paris Hilton might
have been happier in the long run if her boyfriend had used a mirror instead of a video camera.
Which combination of ethos, pathos, and logos would persuade best?
Each medium favors one appeal over the others.
What gestures will help your appeal? I mean “gestures” both literally and
figuratively. In rhetoric, gestures can constitute everything from a shrug to
a bonus check. A smile, a protest march, the boss’s game attempt to wear a
Hawaiian shirt on casual Friday, the subtler kinds of body language—all
count as gestures. Rhetoricians went nuts over them in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, thanks to the “elocution movement.” The old social
structures were breaking down, and one’s birth was becoming less of a prerequisite for aristocracy. Education could help earn a place in the gentry.
But one also needed decorum—the manners and mannerisms of a gentleman or a lady. You can imagine the demand for books that taught how to
act like gentlefolk. A whole category of best sellers sprang up around the
teaching of elocution, which combined voice and gesture. In 1829 a speech
instructor at Harvard even made himself notorious by teaching “exploding” vowels and devising a bamboo sphere for use in practicing gestures.
The sphere tortured students until it was hung from a barber pole in Harvard Yard. Nonetheless, publishers were rapidly putting out books with engravings that showed gestures to convey every possible emotion.
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What does all this have to do with the medium you choose for your message? Everything. Each sense has its own persuasive quality, and the medium using that sense carries the same sort of persuasion.
Sound is the most rational sense in regard to the spoken voice (though
a voice can convey a lot of ethos). When the sound is
TRY THIS WHEN YOU
SELL A HOUSE
music, pathos takes over.
A realtor will tell you
Smell is the most pathetic. A bit of perfume, a whiff
to bake bread or put a
few cinnamon sticks in
of gunpowder, or the stench of a diaper can trigger a
a warm oven before an
strong emotional response.
open house. This isn’t
to cover smells; it’s a
Sight leans toward the pathetic, because we tend to
pathetic gesture that
believe what we see—and as Aristotle said, what we betakes advantage of the
smell receptors’ proxlieve determines how we feel. But sight becomes alimity to the region of
most purely logical when it encounters type on a page.
your brain dedicated
Touch: Pathos, of course. That’s literally what we
to memory. Baking
smells give potential
feel.
buyers the comfortTaste: Pathos again, naturally.
able feeling they had
when they were kids—
Isn’t it interesting that the spoken voice should
or think they had.
be a rational medium? Television confuses things, be" Classic Hits
cause images trump sound; that makes TV lean toward
THEY WOULD HAVE
the pathetic. Rhetoric naturally favors the logical
BEEN POPULAR ON
approach; that’s why persuaders try to convey vivid
THE SUBWAY: The
Greeks and Romans
imagery; just as sight beats sound, pathos tends to
all read aloud, even
trump logos. Radio reporters were on the front lines
when they were
alone. It didn’t occur
throughout the Vietnam War, but who remembers
to them to read
them? It was TV that ended that war—emotionally.
silently. Words on a
page were like a reOkay, but what about reading type? That involves
cording; the reader’s
sight, doesn’t it? No. Well, yes, it does involve the eyes,
job was to play it
back in his own
but the act of reading is more sound than sight—you
voice. A group of
receive voices, not mere type.
readers must have
sounded like a classIf you want your kairos to work properly, you need
room of first-graders.
to know the rhetorical qualities of each medium.
No wonder they had
a love-hate relationTake e-mail, for instance. As a medium of type, it conship with writing.
veys logos for the most part, with a bit of ethos. This
makes it very bad for expressing an emotion. Because your audience can’t
see your face or hear your voice, your feeling becomes disembodied.

Sensing Persuasion

USE THE RIGHT MEDIUM

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Then there’s the weird timing of e-mail, both instantaneous and potentially permanent. An e-mail stays angry, sitting there like a bomb in your
audience’s in-box, long after you have calmed down. E-mail humor can be
tricky for the same reason. The secret of comedy is timing, right? E-mails
don’t have any particular timing. And remember the problem of the unintended audience?
In fact, you should avoid e-mailing any message that smacks of pathos.
Why do you suppose most people choose not to pray over e-mail? They may
receive prayers, sure. But why don’t they e-mail God for forgiveness and to
smite the Dallas Cowboys next Sunday? Because God lacks an Internet
service provider? No. Because praying is pathos, with a little ethos mixed in,
and e-mail is mostly logos.
You might expect me to say that e-mail is a fairly
TRY THIS IN YOUR
poor way of showing gestures as well. But if you see it
OFFICE E-MAILS
Want to gain a respectin the broadest, rhetorical sense, the length of your
able ethos through
note is a form of gesture. The longer the note, the
your notes? Make them
shorter when you
more logos it conveys. The shorter the note, the more
address people at your
its flavor becomes ethos. As Cicero noted, gestures
level or below. Don’t get
too brief when you manhelp determine your decorum. The more underage up, though. Higherstated the gesture, the higher your apparent posiups in a company write
shorter e-mails, implying
tion in society. This notion is by no means out of
that they don’t have to
date, as business e-mails prove.
justify their choices.
You would think that instant messaging would
(God’s e-mails would be
very, very short, in the
work the same way; but it doesn’t, for two reasons:
nature of “Cut it out.”)
IM-ing is even more instantaneous than e-mail, and
it has very little to do with what the civilized world knows as “writing.” Plus,
unless you’re on an FBI watch list, the instant message is ephemeral. It has
the life span (and intellectual content) of a moderate belch. Yet the literal
medium is type. The IM can’t be much of a pathos medium, or there would
be no need for those weird, mimelike frowny-face emoticons or obnoxious
acronyms like “LOL.” Instead of actual laughing, it’s a text message of
laughing. So, absent logos and pathos, what does instant messaging have left?
Ethos. All ethos all the time. The IM is all about identity. It takes place almost
entirely in the present tense, and its language is packed with code grooming.
An IM is to written text what a walkie-talkie message is to an oration. In fact,
the instant-message medium is a walkie-talkie, for all rhetorical purposes—
rapid-fire, used merely to locate people and keep in contact, and spoken
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mainly in code, IMHO (In My Humble obnoxious
TRY THIS WITH
YOUR KIDS
Opinion). You can use it to find out where someone is,
If you and your chilor whether he is ready for lunch. But the primary user
dren each have a
computer with an
of the instant message is the teenager, who lives for deInternet connection,
monstrative rhetoric—telling who’s in and who’s out
insist that they make
you their IM “buddy.”
of the tribe.
That way you can tell
Go ahead and laugh at teenagers, but perhaps the
when they’re on.
When you travel, IM
rest of us could use more of this friendly gesturing.
them. Because you’re
Adults have lost something since Victorian times, when
on as long as you
stay connected, an
gentlefolk would come calling and leave their cards—
IM gives kids a sense
messages that usually consisted of nothing but their
that you’re there. My
own children seemed
own names. I can’t think of a modern parallel, except
to like it when I
for the just-touching-base voice mail . . . and the adobecame their buddy.
lescent’s IM.
The instantaneous quality of the Internet explains why it has not turned
out to be the great cauldron of democracy its inventors and Al Gore
had hoped it would be. If any aspect of the Internet
TRY THIS WHEN YOU
WANT TO SELL
would foster democracy, you would think that the
SOMETHING
“blogosphere,” an egalitarian universe of voices, would
To test a new product, set up a blog
be at the very heart of the movement. But like the inand link it to approstant message, the blog does little more than bring topriate pages on
Wikipedia, the Intergether extremely like-minded people. Whether it’s the
net’s volunteer encydaily lament of a tragically pimpled sixteen-year-old
clopedia. It lets you
or the dishings of network journalists, a Web log is a
pull together a community of a few hundiary. It is not like a ship log, which is a permanent
dred subscribers in
record of the ship’s journeys. A blog serves mostly as
as little as several
weeks. You can send
an ephemeral reflection of the events in a person’s
them your product or
life, profession, or field of interest. Blogs do offer a
ask for suggestions
in marketing it. I did
democratic opportunity to get attention through sheer
this with my own
writing talent, as the Wonkette, a stay-at-home Washingrhetoric blog, and
had a dedicated
ton blogger, proved. But few blogs contribute much to
community of thoudeliberative discourse; their main purpose is bonding,
sands of subscribers
who gave me advice
not choices. Even the Wonkette consists mostly of gosfor my book.
sip and potty humor.
As a committed blogger myself, I learned the medium’s demonstrative
qualities the hard way. Every day in Figarospeech.com I take something that
somebody said in politics, sports, or entertainment and parse it as a figure

USE THE RIGHT MEDIUM

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

So much for the World Wide tribal Web. Let’s look at the more traditional
media. Take the phone call. In earlier eras, voice was the dominant way
people communicated; hearing is the most logocentric sense. This is why
the conference call is such a rational exercise—and
TRY THIS WITH A
MEETING
why businesspeople spend billions to avoid them by
If you don’t want anyhopping on airplanes. If human communication
one to feel like an outwere completely logical, the major airlines would be
sider, avoid meeting in a
conference room unless
out of business. The telephone limits rhetoric to just
everyone can attend in
one appeal, logos. Humans need doses of ethos and
person. Otherwise, set
up a conference call
pathos to form teams and sustain relationships.
where each individual
Okay, so why do telecoms sell mobile phones with
phones in. That keeps
the meeting on solidly
such pathetic ads—the young mother who holds the
logical ground. Otherphone up to the newborn so Grandma can hear it?
wise, callers can sense
the significant looks
Because a picture of an Aristotelian debate wouldn’t
people shoot one
sell telephones. Besides, ads about telephones do not
another, and might feel
they’re being excluded
use phones as their medium. They use TV, magafrom the tribe.
zines, newspapers, and the internet—media that mix
all three appeals, with a heavy emphasis on pathos (Grandma) and ethos
(gorgeous movie star handling cell phone).
Is the phone really that rational a medium? The notion stretches credulity when you see a teenager phone a friend. Indeed, any medium can be
used for ethos—as a means of touching base. Have you ever observed a girl
or boy call up their first love? The surprising part is not what they say to
each other; it’s the long silences when the couple says nothing at all. The
phone call is a connection, not a conversation—not really a call at all, but a

The Logical Telephone

of speech, revealing the rhetorical tricks and pratfalls. I thought that, like
this book, the blog would teach the many wonders of rhetoric that I was
learning. And I like to think that it does, a little. But my fellow “figurists,” as
I call them, like to think of themselves as a community. In response to one
particularly innocuous entry, one subscriber thanked me for “fighting the
good fight.” This is demonstrative language par excellence, and it helps
explain why the Internet has failed to bring everyone together under its
big, friendly, blogospheric roof.
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Sight is mostly pathos and ethos.
Sound is the most logical sense.
Smell, taste, and touch are almost purely emotional.

When you seize the moment, make sure you use the right medium for your
argument—one with the proper emphasis on ethos, pathos, or logos, with perfect timing for the moment.
To judge a medium for its rhetorical traits, ask yourself which physical
senses it uses.

The Tools

different medium altogether, an electronic connection. This explains why
the IM has largely replaced the phone for that purpose: because the Internet lets adolescents wire up with a network, not just one person.
The phone call still counts as one of the most rational media—if the
phone is used to make an actual call, with people actually talking. You would
think that the newspaper op-ed essay would be more rational, but it’s not.
Type on a page does indeed emphasize logos. But the op-ed is less rational
than it looks. More important than the logic behind the message is the author behind it: a political solon, celebrity journalist, the newspaper’s own
editor, or one of the powers that be. The modern op-ed page is a real departure from newspapers of old. Madison and Hamilton published the
essays that later became the Federalist Papers as op-ed pieces in New York
newspapers. But in those days, essayists were anonymous. Modern newspaper opinionists have big names that give them ready-made ethos, so they
don’t have to cultivate it through their writing.
All the other media follow the same ethos-pathos-logos pattern, depending
on which senses you use to receive them. Letter writing? Rational. Gift giving? Very emotional, provided that the gift is tangible, not a check. Gifts
carry a great deal of ethos as well, cementing relationships and showing off
the means of the gift givers. In other words, giving makes a terrific gesture.
Smoke signals? Sight: rational. Perfume? What do you think?
The senses and their persuasive appeals explain why you can give a perfectly rational speech just by standing up and talking. But when you want to
persuade a group of people, as you will see in the next chapter, you need to
use more than your voice.

USE THE RIGHT MEDIUM

ADVANCED AGREEMENT

ow that you have the basics of offense and defense, we’re ready to
bring out the big guns, Cicero’s five canons of persuasion: invention,
arrangement, style, memory, and delivery. While he devised them for formal orations, they also work beautifully in less formal settings such as presentations to a boss or a book club. We’ll pull together a talk of our own,
with the help of the five canons.
Cicero put them in a particular order—invention, arrangement, style,
memory, and delivery—for good reason. This is the order you yourself
should use to make a speech. First, invent what you intend to say. Then decide what order you want to say it in; determine how you’ll style it to suit
your particular audience; put it all down in your brain or on your computer; and finally get up and wow your audience.
I would be the last person to contradict Cicero,
" Persuasion Alert
Call this technique
so we will start with inventing our speech. Let’s say I
“modest namewant to propose a noise ordinance for my town that
dropping.” I refer to
a respectable source
would consign leaf blowers and their heedless, gasso you’re aware of
wasting, polluting owners to the innermost circle of
my knowledge, then
hell, where they belong.
coyly ask who I am
to question the
Sorry about that. I feel better now.
authority. The best
Suppose the town has called a special meeting,
bragging wears a
cloak of modesty.
and the board of selectmen has given me fifteen minutes to state my case. Then an opponent of the noise
ordinance will get equal time. After that, the audience can ask us questions or state their own opinions. Finally, the town will hold a voice vote

N

The highest bribes of society are at the feet of the successful orator. All other fames
must hush before his. He is the true potentate.
—ralph waldo emerson

Cicero’s five canons of persuasion

THE OLDEST INVENTION

!

23. Give a Persuasive Talk

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

on whether to put the ordinance on the agenda for town meeting in the
spring.
Instead of just sitting down and writing the speech, I walk outside, scuffle
my feet through the dead leaves, and figure out what everybody wants, starting with me. That’s the first part of invention: what do I want? Is my goal to
change the audience’s mood, its mind, or its willingness to do something?
Well, what I really want is for citizens to rise up and destroy every leaf
blower; but what I want for my speech is to change the audience’s mind—to
convince my fellow townsfolk that we need a new noise ordinance. What
kind of rhetoric do I need for that: past (law and order), present (values),
or future (choices)? We’re talking about the future here—about making a
choice—so the rhetoric is deliberative. I’ll bring in values, but only those
the audience already has, and I won’t blame anybody for the noise.
Having decided what I want from the audience, next I nail down the
issue itself. Cicero tells me to ask whether it is simple or complex. If complex, I should break the question down into smaller issues. But in this case
the issue is really very simple. The town either wants a noise ordinance or
it doesn’t.
Cicero says I should be prepared to argue both sides of the case, starting
with my opponent’s pitch. This means spending some time imagining what
he will say. I’m guessing he will talk about values a lot—the rights and freedoms that a noise ordinance will trample upon. This little debate in my
head helps determine the crux of the argument, the point to be decided.
What is this argument really about? Why did I propose the ordinance in the
first place? Is it about noise, or about leaf blowers? I think it’s about noise in
general—the leaf blowers are just the last straw, adding to motorcycles,
guns (it’s a rural town), teenagers squealing their tires, and all the other
acoustic tortures of life in modern America.
But as I watch a private plane buzz overhead, I think: Maybe it’s about
whether we mean to hole ourselves up inside our homes, with our windows
closed and our kids hooked up to their PlayStations. Do we intend to be a
bunch of family-sized bunkers, or a real community?
Nah, the point about isolation is too vague. It’s about noise.
Having decided on the goal and the issue, now I need to think about the
audience’s values. The previous year, we ratified a town mission statement.
(Even towns have to have a mission now; apparently it’s not enough to state
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Ethos first.
Then logos.
Then pathos.

Having invented my basic argument, I now need to arrange it. Rhetoricians
came up with many variations on the organization of a speech, but the basics have remained the same for thousands of years. Essentially it comes
down to this rule of thumb:

Arrangement

" Meanings
that the purpose of Orange, New Hampshire, is to exMost of rhetorical
ist.) Our mission statement includes “the quiet, rural
invention really isn’t
nature of our town” among our values. On the other
invention at all. The
Latin inventio means
hand, one of the commonplaces you hear the most in
“discovery” as well
these parts is “A person has a right to do what he
as invention in the
modern sense. Your
wants with his property.” The motto on our state lijob in this stage of
cense plate, “Live Free or Die,” sums up the general
the speech is to discover, or invent, the
attitude.
“available means
Therefore, when I come up with my central arguof persuasion,” as
Aristotle put it.
ment packet (Aristotle’s enthymeme), I should talk
about rights instead of quiet; I already know that my
opponent will focus on rights, and it would be nice to take the rhetorical
wind out of his sails. So my argument packet will go something like, “We
need to cut back on noise because it’s ruining our chance to enjoy our own
property.” So much for deductive logic. Then I’ll talk about how the deer
seem to be shyer than they used to be, and how Mrs. Ferson down the road
can’t nap on her porch the way she used to. Next I can cover cause and
effect, describing what our town will be like if we let the volume of noise
build—a whole community of deaf-mutes, or a bunch of homebodies in an
area people used to live in for its outdoor recreation. So much for townsfolk enjoying their property, unless their machines are louder than their
neighbors’ machines. I could seal the point by asking for a show of hands:
how many people think that noise from leaf-blowers and other loud equipment keeps them from enjoying their property?

GIVE A PERSUASIVE TALK

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

You can do all this pretty easily in fifteen minutes; technically, you can
do it in two. The introduction could be something humorous about the
height of the microphone, or a quick thanks to the arrangers and the audience for letting you speak. The facts could take a minute or two, and so
could the division—the points of agreement and disagreement. The proof

Introduction: The ethos part, which wins you “the interest and the
good will of the audience,” as Cicero puts it. (He calls this
section the exordium.)
Narration, or statement of facts: Tell the history of the matter or
list your facts and figures. If you have time, do both. This part
should be brief, clear, and plausible. Don’t repeat yourself. State
the facts in chronological order, but don’t begin at the beginning of time—just the part that is relevant to the immediate
argument. Don’t startle the audience with “believe it or not”
facts—this part should be predictable. What they hear should
sound usual, expected, and natural.
Division: List the points where you and your opponent agree and
where you disagree. This is where you can get into definitions
as well. It’s a biological issue. It’s an ethical issue. It’s a rights
issue. It’s a practical issue (what benefits our society the most?).
It’s a fairness issue.
Proof: Here is where you get into your actual argument, setting
out your argument packet (“We should do this because of that”)
and your examples.
Refutation: Destroy your opponent’s arguments here.
Conclusion: Restate your best points and, if you want, get a little
emotional.

Start by winning over the audience. Get them to like you through your
shared values, your good sense, and your concern for their own interest.
Make them identify with you. All the tools of ethos apply here.
Then launch into your argument, stating the facts, making your case,
proving your point logically, and smacking down your opponent’s argument.
End by getting the audience all charged up, through patriotism, anger—
any of the emotions that lead to action.
If you really want to follow a classical outline, structure your speech like
this:
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me: Bill will tell you it’s a matter of rights. And I’ll go along
with that. It is a matter of rights: my right to enjoy my
property—working on my trails, splitting firewood, watching the beavers—versus the rights of a home owner to do

My refutation then anticipates what my opponent will say:

me: Most of us live here because Orange is a special place.
And what makes it special, as our town plan puts it, is its
“quiet, rural character.” Well, it can’t be quiet, and it can’t
be rural, if we start importing a lot of new recreational
machinery.

would take the longest in a short talk, because you want to bring in all your
strengths of examples and premises, as well as causes and effects. The refutation could refute just one point that your opponent made, or is likely to
make. And the conclusion could consist of just one sentence.
Applause. Sit down.
In my case, I have a bit of an ethos problem with my fellow townsfolk.
In New England, people consider you a newcomer if you weren’t born in
their town; they might begin to tolerate you after a couple of decades.
I moved to Orange two years ago, though I had lived in New Hampshire
for many years before. So it’s best not to talk much about me. I show up
dressed the way most of my audience dresses, with a clean old flannel shirt
and work pants, and I take care not to talk too fancy; that takes care of the
ethos part. I offer thanks for letting me speak, then launch right into my
statement of facts—noise levels steadily rising, according to tests a geeky
friend has done around the town.
For the division part, I list the options, including doing nothing. My
opponent agrees about the increasing noise level, but we disagree on how
much that matters, and whether a noise regulation interferes too much
with our individual rights.
Division can actually help your ethos, if you use the reluctant conclusion:
when the audience seems against you, pretend that you came to your decision reluctantly. Talk about your deep belief in property rights, but then
define those rights in broader terms than your opponent does. The right to
enjoy your property may include the right to peace and quiet.
Then comes the proof, where I put together my argument packet.

GIVE A PERSUASIVE TALK

whatever he wants with his land. But when that includes
playing with loud toys, then his right screws up my right—
while doing harm to the character of this town.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Having invented and arranged my thoughts, now is the time to decide what
sort of words I want to express them with—the style I want to use. Rhetorical style has to do with the way we speak or write, much like our modern
literary style. But where we moderns celebrate self-expression, rhetoric
stresses the audience’s expression. Like Shakespeare’s Prospero, a persuader’s style “endows thy purposes with words that make them known.” In the
modern sense of style, we want to stand out from the crowd; in the rhetorical sense, we want to fit in. The ancients came up with a set of virtues and

Style

Finally, the conclusion. I restate my strongest points and then describe
the town as it would be with a noise ordinance, where people can use their
chain saws to cut firewood, enjoy their ATVs and snowmobiles—just within
certain times. And the rest of the time we can live in
" Classic Hits
the town we love for the reasons we love it—natural
THOSE RHETORICAL
SCIENTISTS: Articles
beauty, quiet, and all the things that set us apart from
in modern research
people who live in the city or the suburbs. This being
journals follow a
strict outline that
the land of the Yankee, I have to take care not to be
comes straight out
too emotional. That doesn’t go down big in our town.
of Cicero: theory
(exordium), methods
But there is nothing wrong with exploiting the emo(narration), discustion of pride a little bit, recalling to the audience what
sion (proof and division), conclusion.
makes us special and sets us apart from the folks in
the rest of America.
Arrangement tends to get short shrift among rhetoricians, but it’s especially important today. Most of our arguments—even personal ones—take
place at disconnected times, in various places, over more than one medium.
When do you focus on your character? When on logic or passion? You can
see that some of the principles of arrangement work even when you’re not
giving a speech. Remember that ethos, logos, and pathos work best in that
order. Begin with your strengths—whether your facts or your logic. And
put your strongest resources both at the beginning and at the end.
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Meanings
The word
“style” comes
from the Latin
stilus, the sharp
stick Romans
used for writing.
The word didn’t
enter our lexicon until the
Renaissance,
when rhetoric
became in part
an effete art of
letter writing.

wrong: People have been impacted by all the noise.

The third virtue, vividness, is a bit trickier, and cooler. It has to do with
the speaker’s ability to create a rhetorical reality before the audience’s
very eyes. The Greeks called it enargeia, which means “visibility.” Enargeia
works best in the narration part of a speech, where you tell the story and
give the facts.

wrong: The quasi-constitutional argument by my opponent
contains an internal contradiction that comes to light
when you apply the principle of stare decisis.
right: Does the town have the right to restrict noise? Yes,
it has that right.

The second virtue, clarity, should be obvious. Alan Greenspan sounded
like the Oracle of Delphi when he was chairman of the Federal Reserve,
and that worked for him. It would not work for me.

wrong: There are those among us who prefer the roar of the
internal combustion engine and the echo of their sound
waves upon the surrounding hills. Then there are those
who seek the quiet spaces to renew our spirit, much as
Odysseus did when he set out upon the silent vastness of
the sea.
right: Some of us like to use our land for ATVs and snowmobiles, and others like to do more quiet things.

vices for style, and they’ll work well for me at the town
meeting.
Virtue number one is proper language—words that
suit the occasion and my audience. In my case, that means
no foreign words or any other language that shows off.
I want to follow the principle of eighteenth-century rhetorician Christoph Martin Wieland: “To be not as eloquent
would be more eloquent.” Aristotle said that uneducated
people speak more simply, “which makes the uneducated
more effective than the educated when addressing popular audiences.”

GIVE A PERSUASIVE TALK

right: Mrs. Read tells me when she goes to visit the beaver
lodge down by the brook at her place, they sometimes
don’t swim up to her. She walks all the way down, a half
mile from her house—you know where it is—with an
apple in each hand, and whistles like this. When it’s quiet,
they come. Some of you have seen them eat out of Mrs.
Read’s hand. But when the beavers hear the sound of an
ATV, they smack their tails in the water and make a dive
for their lodge.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

That might work. Tricky language can be hard to
remember, though. The ancients had a solution for
that, too.

me: It comes down to this: we can either control the noise, or we can let the noise control us.

The fifth and final virtue, ornament, has to do
with the rhythm of your voice and the cleverness of
your words. In my case, nakedness works best, but
maybe I could get away with a nice chiasmus toward
the end:

your writing, using
Cicero’s checklist of style
virtues: (1) Proper language: Is your prose just
grammatical enough for
the audience? (2) Clarity:
Would the least informed
reader understand it?
(3) Vividness: Do your
examples employ all
the readers’ senses?
(4) Decorum: Do the
words fit the audience?
Are there any anachronisms, sexist terms, or
PC language that might
mark you as an outsider?
(5) Ornament: Does it
sound good when you
read it aloud?

wrong: I ain’t gonna tell you what you can and can’t do. No
sir! Why, I cut a few trees myself and make a helluva racket
doing it, too!
right: I make noise, too. I felled and bucked seven cords of
wood this past fall, running two chain saws in tandem, and
I’m sure you could hear it all the way to
TRY THIS WITH A MEMO
Orange Pond.
Apply a “style filter” to

The fourth virtue is the most important: decorum, the art of fitting in.
My accent is a bit too mid-Atlantic for Yankee ears, but I will not try to
change it to talk about the loud “cahs” on the mountain road. An unsuccessful attempt to fit in may entertain the audience, but it won’t make you
persuasive. Instead, I’ll talk about the same things the locals talk about.
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It might take years to create a personal memory house or landscape, but
the resulting mnemonic structure could last a lifetime. The student then
created his own mental images to fill each space. Each image would stand
for a concept, an ideal or commonplace, or a figure of speech. Imagine an
indoor shopping mall with stores that hold figures, commonplaces, particular concepts, and argument strategies. Some of the stores never change
their merchandise, while others supply ideas that can serve a particular
speech. You arrange the stores according to the classic outline of an oration, with items useful to your introduction, narration and facts, division,
proof, refutation, and conclusion. For example, the introduction section
can have all the devices of ethos in them. One of them, the “doubt trick”
(dubitatio) —the one where you pretend not to know where to begin—can
be a mirror in the shape of a question mark. Another, the one where you
seem to have come to your choice reluctantly, after considering all the opponent’s arguments, can be a painting with a picture on both sides of the canvas. Each picture can stand for an opposing argument. If we really wanted
to follow the ancient practices, we would make the picture pornographic,
and fill some of the stores with naked men or women doing very interesting

The backgrounds ought to be neither too bright nor too dim, so that
the shadows may not obscure the images nor the lustre make them
glitter. I believe that the intervals between backgrounds should be
of moderate extent, approximately thirty feet; for, like the external
eye, so the inner eye of thought is less powerful when you have
moved the object of sight too near or too far away.

Cicero called memory “the treasure-house of the ideas supplied by invention.” Like other rhetoricians, he had his own methods for creating an inventory of thoughts and ways of expressing them. The ancients had wild
ideas about memory, employing pornography, classical architecture, primitive semiotics, abusive classroom techniques, and exercises that orators
continued throughout their lives.
It went like this: every rhetoric student would construct an imaginary
house or scene in his head, with empty spaces to fill with ideas. One rhetorician was extremely specific about it:

Memory

GIVE A PERSUASIVE TALK
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"

WE JUST THINK OF BASE-

Classic Hits

things. Rhetoric teachers found that their students—all young males—tended to remember
BALL: The ancients could
these images especially.
get a little crazy about
their memory storage. One
Even if they didn’t have to give a speech,
rhetorician said you could
Roman gentlemen were supposed to walk through
capture an entire legal
case with a single image:
their “memory villas” at least once a day, visiting
“For example, the prosecueach section and imprinting the images in their
tor has said that the defendant killed a man by
heads. Then, when he did have to speak, the Ropoison, has charged that
man could simply walk through the villa and visit
the motive for the crime
was inheritance, and
the sections he needed. Instead of memorizing
declared that there are
an outline and phrases, the way we might, he
many witnesses and
accessories to this act. . . .
only had to remember the route for that particuWe shall picture the man
lar speech, along with a few new images—stored
in question as lying ill in
bed . . . and we shall place
in the appropriate places—that spoke to the parthe defendant at the bedticular issue.
side, holding in his right
Strange as this may seem to us today, we do
hand a cup, and in his left
tablets, and on the fourth
have parallels to this architectural memory. Take
finger a ram’s testicles.”
PowerPoint, for instance. Each slide often conAll this must have meant
something to the Romans.
tains an image—a picture, chart, or graph—that
conveys a particular concept. By looking at the
slide along with the audience, the speaker can remember what to say. If
you had the time and the inclination, you might experiment by combining PowerPoint with the ancient memory technique. Write down all your
thoughts. Now put each thought on a PowerPoint slide. Find or create a
graphic for each slide. Print the slides in thumbnail view and cut them
out with scissors. Now create a kind of board game,
" Classic Hits
like Snakes and Ladders, where you follow a path
THE WONDER GIFT SHOP
through a kind of landscape and encounter each
CAME LATER: After the
discovery of the New
slide. Place the slides in the order you want along
World, elite families
the path, beginning with the introduction and finused rhetorical memory
when they created
ishing with the conclusion. Stare at your “board
“wonder rooms” filled
game” for an hour or two, focusing on the pictures
with souvenirs (“memories”) of foreign lands.
(you won’t be able to read the type anyway). Could
The rooms eventually
you give the speech without notes or slides? At any
became our modern
museums. In ancient
rate, that’s what the Romans did, only they had the
mythology, the Muses
advantage of years of practice.
were the daughters of
In my case, since my talk is only fifteen minutes
Memory.
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" Meanings
If I did my job properly with invention, arrangeThe ancient Greek
ment, style, and memory, the fifth part should be a
word for delivery was
slam dunk. That’s delivery—actio, the Romans called
hypokrisis. It shows
history’s ambivalence
it—the act of acting out the speech. Delivery has
toward persuasion;
to do with body language, along with your voice,
the word eventually
became our hypocrisy.
rhythms, and breathing.
People were crazy about it during the Renais" Meanings
sance and early Enlightenment. I found a best-sellWhat we call theatrical
acting, seventeenthing book from the era, John Bulwer’s Chironomia, in
century Elizabethans
the Dartmouth College library stacks. It has engravcalled “playing.” Acting
ings linking positions of the hands and fingers with
was what orators did.
facial expressions and rhetorical emotions, along
TRY THIS IN A
with useful explanations. To express admiration, for
LARGE ROOM
When asked what was
instance, you were supposed to hold your hand out,
the single best advice
palm up, fingers together. Now spread your fingers
to give a beginning
while cocking your wrist and turning your palm to
actor, the drama coach
at Dartmouth during
face the audience. Admiration! Commoners studthe 1960s answered,
ied books like this to imitate the gentry’s manner“Speak louder.” It works
especially when you’re
isms. Act like gentlefolk, and you’re more likely to
nervous. Focus on
become gentlefolk. Thomas Jefferson did the oppospeaking loudly—making
sure the microphone is
site when he became president. He wore corduroy
tuned in advance—and
pants and rode horseback instead of taking a coach.
your voice will automatically take on a confident
He was making a rhetorical gesture, signaling the
tone and rhythm.
un-European common-man simplicity of America.
But the original idea of delivery had to do with
speeches, not political symbolism. Let’s start with voice. The ideal voice has
volume, stability, and flexibility. Volume is the ability to project. Stability
means endurance. For really long speeches, speak calmly during the introduction to save your voice, and avoid speaking shrilly. As for flexibility, you

Delivery

long and I intend to speak plainly, I can do it without notes or rhetorical
mnemonics. But the Romans had to speak for hours, and their audiences
interrupted them constantly. In a pinch, they could always duck into their
memory houses and pull out something, well, memorable.

GIVE A PERSUASIVE TALK

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

need to be able to vary your tone according to the occasion. The rhetoricians delineated a bunch of tones—the dignified, the explicative, the narrative, the facetious, tones for conversation, debate, and emphasis—but these
days we speak almost entirely conversationally.
Still, varying my voice can help me. I can punctuate my speech with
softer tones—a great way to convey the enargeia of woodland quiet—and get
louder toward the end. I should also speed up and slow down according to
the thoughts and imagery I convey—again, slow in the
TRY THIS IN PUBLIC
woods, fast when I describe all-terrain vehicles.
Ronald Reagan’s
longtime speechAs for physical movement, rhetoricians tell me not
writer, Martin Anderto
call
attention to my gestures. To emphasize a point,
son, said that his
boss would stand
I should lean my body a little from my shoulders, for
erect, with hands
example. But it’s better to avoid gestures altogether
slightly cupped and
thumbs aligned with
than to do the wrong ones. So I’ll focus on my facial
his pant seams.
expression—again following Cicero, who said, “The
It feels uncomfortable, the president
eyes are the window of the soul.” They make the most
said, but it makes
eloquent gestures of all, with the generous help of my
you look relaxed.
rather bushy eyebrows.
Okay, I’m ready. I walk into the spare white room, and a floorboard
creaks alarmingly underfoot. New Englanders don’t make the most encouraging audiences, but this one is attentive at least. I look out at the forty or
fifty faces in the room, and my momentary terror is relieved by the ammunition I’m packing: the argument I invented, the right arrangement, a
sense of the proper style and tone, an outline I remember because I use it
for every speech (intro, narration, division, proof, refutation, conclusion),
and the confidence that if I talk a bit loud, I’ll feel confident. Most of
all, though, I have Cicero backing me. And not just his theory, either. Once,
during an important trial in the Roman Forum, he stopped in terror, just
frozen with stage fright. And then he ran away. The greatest orator in history, the man brave enough to defend the Republic against Julius Caesar
himself, ran away. However embarrassing, it was one of his greatest contributions to rhetoric because ever since, a speaker can calm his butterflies
with the knowledge that it happened to the best of us.
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Invention: Dig up the materials for your speech. (“Invention”
comes from the Latin invenire, “to find.”) Just about all the
logical techniques you encounter in this book go here.
You’ll find the specific logos tools in the Appendices.
Arrangement: Introduction (lay on the ethos here), narration,
division, proof, refutation (those four middle parts should be
heavy on logos), conclusion (where you can get emotional).
Style: The five virtues of style are proper language, clearness,
vividness, decorum, and ornament.
Memory: This is the canon hardest to adapt to modern speechifying. The ancients started their students on memory drills
when they were small children, and as adults they constructed
“memory villas” and filled the rooms with topics. Fortunately,
we have PowerPoint, which works a lot like a memory villa.
Delivery: Here you actually act, in both the theatrical and active
senses. Think about your voice—are you loud and confident
enough for the room?—and gesture. Cicero included the
eyes (both eye contact and expression) as an aspect of gesture.
A confident voice and expressions that start with the eyes:
those are the chief secrets of actio.

Poor Edward Everett. He delivered the real Gettysburg Address, and no
one remembers him. But at the time, people considered Lincoln’s little
268-word number a tad embarrassing. It was rather plain for its day, and
Lincoln’s high, nasal voice did not carry well in an outdoor setting. Everett,
on the other hand, was the main attraction. Daniel Webster’s heir apparent
as the national orator, he could hold a crowd rapt for two hours—and did
on that day. A dedicated Ciceronian like Webster, Everett consciously used
the five canons. And so should you and I in any speech or presentation.

The Tools

GIVE A PERSUASIVE TALK

dorothy sr.: The attorney general pulled off
a perfect Eddie Haskell Ploy, and the interviewer didn’t even call him on it!
Unlike Dorothy, of course, you haven’t been learning the art with me for seventeen years. (Thank your
lucky stars.) You may not have the Eddie Haskell Ploy
on the tip of your tongue. Don’t worry about it. Even if
you can’t think of the names for the tools, you will find
yourself spotting the persuasion.

Y

—aeschylus

"

Argument Tool
To refresh you on
the Eddie Haskell
Ploy, which we
encountered in
Chapter 6: When it
seems that a decision won’t go your
way, endorse it as
proof of your disinterest and virtue.
Short of open bribery, it’s the greatest
sucking-up tool
ever invented.

ou are well on your way to becoming an argument adept, with a whole
slew of persuasive tools. Now the problem is, which tools do you use on
which occasions? This chapter will help you by walking through several situations that have to do with landing a promotion and selling ideas.
Having seen the many techniques rhetoric has to offer, you might feel
like the beginning skier who gets too much advice: “Bend your knees, hold
your hands above your waist, lean into the uphill ski, press with your toes,
and remember to keep your shoulders perpendicular to your skis at all
times!” You could suffer the same vertiginous feeling in an argument. Quick,
should you use code grooming or a redefinition strategy first? Do you emphasize character, or emotion? What are the right commonplaces to use?
One way to get a feel for the tools is to watch the arguments around you
and try to determine the techniques people use—or fail to. Dorothy Senior
loves to come home and tell me about the rhetoric she heard on NPR.

A great ox stands on my tongue.

The instruments for every occasion
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Let’s start by selling you. Suppose your immediate superior quits, and you
want to make a bid for the position without arousing the jealousy of your
peers. Your goal is easy: to get the top boss to give you the job. This is a
deliberative argument, since it has to do with a choice. Values language may
help your argument, and if you’re the walk-over-your-own-grandmother
type, you could use some forensic language to smear the other potential

The Proper Way to Suck Up

Selling uses the widest variety of these skills. I mean “selling” in the
broadest sense: taking a product and making your audience desire it badly
enough to do something about it. That product could consist of a thing,
an idea, or you. If you happen to hold a job, or live with another person,
or belong to the human race, then you have done your share of selling.
The question is just how good you are at it, how comfortable with it, and
whether you want to do it better.

Goals: What does the persuader want to get out of the argument?
Is she trying to change the audience’s mood or mind, or does
she want it to do something? Is she fixing blame, bringing a
tribe together with values speech, or talking about a decision?
Ethos, pathos, logos: Which appeal does she emphasize—character,
emotion, or logic?
Kairos: Is her timing right? Is she using the right medium?

The appendices contain a cheat sheet with the tools organized into
these areas. But you probably already know how to conduct a basic rhetorical analysis on the fly, even without cribbing. When you hear an argument,
ask yourself:

Goals
Ethos
Pathos
Logos
Kairos

To help, let’s slot the 136 tools in this book into a few memorable
groups:

USE THE RIGHT TOOLS

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Another stupidly simple piece of goodwill advice: thank people in writing.
Congratulate them in writing. Commiserate in writing. Write notes—e-mails,
handwritten cards, whatever seems appropriate. George Bush Sr. was famous

How Bush Senior Became President

candidates. But you want to speak mostly in the future tense, focusing on
what you can do to benefit your company or organization.
Now, which of Aristotle’s three appeals do you emphasize—ethos, pathos,
or logos? You can eliminate pathos pretty quickly; the strongest persuasive
emotions, such as anger and patriotism, work poorly
" Persuasion Alert
in an office. Any emotion you do employ is best saved
Do the tools really
for the end, when the boss is ready to make a decision
work in this situation? They did for
and you want him to commit to you.
Dorothy Senior.
Ethos or logos? Since the boss is evaluating you,
I wrote this scenario
from a real-life expecharacter should be your main appeal. Logic can cerrience. Little more
tainly help. You could write a bang-up memo telling
than a year after she
resumed her career,
how the job could be done better. But even that would
her boss resigned
serve to show off your character, by revealing an abunfor health reasons.
After a national
dant supply of practical wisdom.
search, her employer
Remember the three ethos traits? Practical wisdom
chose the internal
is one. Virtue and disinterested goodwill are the other
candidate: Dorothy.
They made her a VP.
two. You show virtue by aligning yourself with the orShe credits rhetoric
ganization’s values. Describe how you will save money
with helping her
make her best pitch.
or bring in business or members—whatever the company values most.
As for disinterested goodwill, think of your audience, which in this case
is just one person: the boss. One of the best “goodwill” lines to use on a superior is, “What do you need?” As overly simple as this sounds, in all my
years of managing people I rarely heard the expression from my direct reports. Dorothy Senior says it’s the single best piece of advice I gave her when
she went back to work. She asked me what she should keep in mind during
her weekly one-on-one meetings with the boss. “When you’re done updating him on what you’re doing, ask him what he needs,” I said. She became
indispensable within a couple of weeks. (She actually followed up on those
needs, which is something I rarely got around to when I was employed.)
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for his thoughtful letters, which he would peck out on his manual typewriter. An intern of mine, who was no fan of Republicans, once wrote an
article that mentioned the president. He received a short note from Bush
praising his writing (and disputing a point in the piece). The intern became one of his many personal fans. Bush made himself a paragon of disinterested goodwill by taking some of his precious time to write a note to a
young stranger. Use this note-writing habit to manage up, down, and sideways at work.
Assuming you are such a paragon yourself, you have already taken care
of goodwill with your boss. All right, so then you write a detailed strategy
memo to show off your practical wisdom and to prove you have more virtue
(in the rhetorical sense) than any other candidate. This is where kairos
comes in, by the way. To show that you can turn on a dime, write the memo
as fast as you can without being sloppy, and send it ASAP.
First, though, think how you want to present that memo. Should it be
printed and bound with a clear plastic binder? Or e-mailed as an attachment? If the boss is no reader, would he let you give a PowerPoint presentation? Or e-mail one to him? That’s kairos again—timing plus medium.
While you wait for the boss to get back to you, what other ethos-boosting
tool can boost your chances? Decorum! If you don’t already dress at the
level you aspire to, start now. Use code grooming, picking up the jargon
and commonplaces that the top boss uses. And you might try to employ an
identity strategy. How can you make the boss identify with promoting you?
One of the easiest ways is to make him identify with you—to see you as a junior version of himself, the way Robert Redford cast his doppelganger, Brad
Pitt, in A River Runs Through It. Business sociologists say that managers do
tend to hire people with personalities similar to their own.
Some of your coworkers may see your identity tactics as first-class sucking up, so decorum has to work in all directions. If you want to suck up to
the boss, suck up to your peers at the same time. Make a point of socializing
with them during this period. Take time for them. Sing their praises to
people who will report back to them.
Now, assume that your strategy works to the point where the boss calls
you in for a job interview. You don’t need a memorized script, or figures of
speech on the tip of your tongue. Just focus on your ethos strategy: practical
wisdom (you know what is good for the company, and you have the skills to
carry them out), virtue (you share the company’s values and will do what it

USE THE RIGHT TOOLS

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Well done. By telling a story, you put the boss in your shoes. Whenever
you can get the audience to see through your eyes, and experience what
you experienced, you put them in a receptive mood. The boss talks about

you: Well, there’s a reason why other employees come to
me with advice. Just to give you one example: Jaime over
in accounting had a terrific idea for a word-of-mouth
promotion—he swore me to secrecy, so I can’t tell you
what it is. He asked me how to approach you, and I helped
him put together a short presentation and booked the
time on your calendar. You see him next Tuesday.

This may sound like an ethos question, but it may take some logic to convince him. How can you reveal your mentoring skill while sitting alone with
him? One way is to come up with examples—inductive logic. Suppose you
don’t have any supervisory experience, though. Remember that facts compose only one of three kinds of examples, the other two being comparison
and story. Time for some storytelling!

boss: Do you think you’re ready to mentor people? I see from
your résumé that you haven’t supervised many people in
your career.

Great! I assume the boss is big on mentoring and often uses the “learning experiences” commonplace. Your answer shines with both disinterested
goodwill and virtue. You also used an excellent ethical backfire tactic,
emphasizing a weakness as a strength. Alas, your boss sees right through
that one.

boss: Why do you want this job?
you: Because I see the way you mentor people, and I’m excited about the opportunity to bring people along in their
own careers.

takes to support them), disinterested goodwill (you’re loyal to the boss and
want to make his job easier). Get your decorum down, with the proper
dress (for the supervisor’s role) and code language that pleases the boss.
Let’s run the strategy through some dialogue and see how it pans out.
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Persuasion Alert
Who said anything
about coworkers coming for advice? You’re
using a slightly risky
but useful technique:
speak of an unproven
point as if it’s already a
given. It’s risky because
your audience—the
boss—might call you on
it, requiring some serious backing and filling.
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you: I picked it up in the bookstore because I was curious
about the title (holding book up). When I found it was about
argument, I was going to put it right back on the shelf.

Um, okay. Where are you going with this?

you: I have a book that’s going to surprise most of you. It surprised me, at least.

Selling an idea uses much the same tools. Suppose you’re so excited about
rhetoric that you want to get your book club to read this book. Here it’s a
matter of getting the club to make a choice, not take an action. Therefore,
emotion bears less of a burden.
Another difference from a job interview: the product’s ethos counts even
more than your own, unless your group has loved every book you have recommended. But suppose for the sake of this argument that this is the first
book you present. Where do you start?

Wielding the Book Club

Nice peroration. You leave the room with a palpable emotion. Now,
some bosses might be put off by this sort of display; some might prefer candidates who play a bit harder to get. But a little emotion at the end of a job
interview is usually a good thing. Cicero said so (he was talking about an
oration, but it works the same way). And you know I never second-guess
Cicero.

boss: So, is there anything else you’d like
to add?
you: Yes, there is. I’m sure you have other
great candidates. But nobody will put
more heart into it than I will. Give me a
chance, and I’ll meet your expectations
and then some. And I really want that
chance.

the strategy in your memo, you go over your particular strengths, and it’s time to wrap things up.

USE THE RIGHT TOOLS

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING
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Persuasion Alert
Oh, for crying out
loud. Not only do I
just happen to use my
own book in a sample
argument, now I’m
even having you
praise it. I bank on
my identity strategy.
Throughout the book,
I have attempted to
put you in my shoes,
playing back dialogues, winning and
losing arguments, in
the hope that I can
get away with an
occasional abuse of
authorial privilege.

Uh-oh, a practical wisdom question. Does the author have a clue about
his subject?

fellow club member: Is the author an expert on rhetoric—
a what-do-you-call-it?
you: Rhetorician.

Very nice. You mention the club’s core values and show how the book
sticks to them—a way of touting its rhetorical virtue. You even switch to the
future tense at the end.

you: It shows how argument isn’t just a matter of dominating
people. It’s about getting what you want, of course. But it’s
also a way of avoiding fights and nastiness of all kinds—in
politics as well as at home or work. This club likes to focus
on serious books that make a difference in people’s lives.
Well, actually, this book is too entertaining to be purely serious, but it has a really serious purpose. And that’s to get
us back to what the author calls our “rhetorical roots.”

Oh joy, a dirimens copulatio, the but-wait-there’smore figure! Now you’re just pouring it on. You use
inductive logic to read an example, employ the definition strategy—it’s not a scholarly or biz book—and
promise something even better. Your group leans in
to hear what comes next.

you: But then I flipped the book open. Let
me read you what I read. (Read passage from
the introduction about my rhetorical day.) This
isn’t stuffy scholarship, or a cheesy business
book. It’s funny, and it actually teaches you
how to argue. But that’s not why I’m proposing that we read this together. It offers
even more than that.

Oh, I get it. The reluctant conclusion. Very nice. It establishes your disinterest and walks the audience through your reasoning.
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Useful Figure
“Bob’s your uncle” is an
idiom, a set of words
that convey a single
meaning. Idioms are a
rich source of commonplaces, being a close
relative of the cliché.
In this case, though,
I deliberately use an
anachronistic idiom to
sustain a light tone.
(“Bob” was Robert,
Lord Salisbury, a British
prime minister who in
1887 promoted his
nephew.)

While a prepared pitch is relatively easy to deliver—you could memorize
your little book club speech if you really wanted to—you may find it harder
to be rhetorically nimble when someone raises an objection. Let’s take an
idea and put it—you—in an awkward situation.

Franchising Charm

Congratulations. You won a good argument, employing the book’s own
ethos to make it look good; wielding induction and redefinition; and making the group identify with the choice by employing values language. Oh,
and thank you so much.

you: So I can’t imagine a better book for
this club. It tells a personal story while it teaches useful
social and intellectual skills that we didn’t learn in college.
If you have any more doubts, I’ll be happy to read you a
couple more passages.
book club leader: I don’t think that’ll be necessary. Do any
of you? All right, let’s have a vote!

The very definition of practical wisdom! I
couldn’t have said it better myself. Head right to
a summing-up sort of peroration, and Bob’s your
uncle.

you: But he spent many years in publishing
as a manager and a consultant, and he’s
also a journalist—not to mention being a
husband and father—so he’s able to apply rhetoric to real-world situations.

An excellent use of the redefinition tactic. Your fellow member asked if
the author was an expert, not an academic. The club avoids scholarly
books. Still, that fails to solve the practical wisdom problem. Where are you
taking this?

you: No, he’s not an academic.

USE THE RIGHT TOOLS

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Now you’re talking. You use VC code language (“mature industry,”
“property,” “ROI”—meaning “return on investment”) to show you understand the venture capital world. And you refer to the firm’s most cherished

you: That’s a great point, and it illustrates the genius of
B&B&B. We take a mature industry and create a whole
new sales category: assured uniqueness. That may look like
an oxymoron, but it actually eliminates the flaws of two
mature industries: the standard hotel chain and the independent B-and-B property. The visitor is guaranteed a
unique experience—no two properties will look alike—
while being assured of a high level of quality. This kind of
selective branding should produce an ROI north of eighty
percent within five years.

Strike two. Mr. V.C. clearly loves to show his erudition, so arguing about
terminology lacks decorum. We’ll give you one more try.

you: It’s more of a paradox.

Love the snappy answer! But remember that thing called decorum?
Your job is to make the audience identify with you and your decision. Poking fun at the audience’s profession does not constitute good decorum. Try
again.

venture capitalist: Standardized B-and-Bs? Isn’t that an
oxymoron?
you: So is “venture capital.”

You need to raise money to franchise a chain of standardized bed-andbreakfasts, so you give a terrific PowerPoint presentation to a venture capital firm. The proposed chain, Bed & Breakfast & Beyond, has all the charm,
comfort, and value of regular B-and-Bs while adding quality assurance and
branding. “We’re the Starbucks of boutique hotels,” you say. “An intimate
experience, backed by a reliable brand.”
Cue the lights.
One of the venture partners has a puzzled look. Uh-oh.
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you: Yeah, I’m sure there are lazy people on welfare.

How do you answer? You could call him a bigot, but that would end the
argument. You could try to reason him out of his prejudice by offering
macroeconomic structural explanations, then follow up with an appeal to
pathos—emotional examples of hardworking mothers making $6 an hour.
If your real audience is a group of liberal intellectuals, that response just
might work, though your opponent probably would remain unconvinced.
Besides, it’s awfully hard to pull such an answer—practically a full-fledged
oration—out of your hat. Your alternative? When in doubt, concede.

you: I think we need to increase the Head Start budget. A
third of the kids in this country live below the poverty line,
and unless we can give them a decent breakfast and some
early education, we’re just asking for trouble when those
kids grow up.
opponent: Well, I think just the opposite. We should cut aid
to poor families. Welfare mothers are lazy and a drain on
society.

Like the code-grooming tactic, concession buys you time. If you can’t
follow up with a great jujitsu line, using your opponent’s argument against
him, you can still switch the tense to the future, and the main topic to the
advantageous.
I’m going to put you on the firing line again. You want to sell another
idea—a political opinion this time.

When in doubt, concede.

commonplace, profit through risk. Keep this tactic in mind: when you find
yourself in trouble, you can often buy time with appropriate code language.
Concession makes an even better instant response, especially if your
challenger and the audience are one and the same. Your answer to Mr. V.C.
constitutes an excellent concession, a neat jujitsu move that turns a hostile
question to your advantage.
Can I really expect you to have such a snappy answer at the tip of your
tongue? No. A concession is not always snappy. If you can’t think of anything else, agree with your opponent.

USE THE RIGHT TOOLS

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

you: My opponent has fathered three children out of wedlock. Now, I like a man with family values. He may not have
many values, but he sure has a lot of family!

1. Deny you ever smoked. Say you bought the shirt off a young reforming addict who needed money for the church collection plate.
2. Say you didn’t inhale.
3. Attack your opponent.

Ouch. All the heads in the audience now swivel in your direction. What
do you do?

incumbent: My opponent abused drugs. And drug abusers
do not belong in public office!

By shifting the tense, you move the conversation away from tribal talk
and into something arguable. Plus you use a conservative commonplace,
“Spend Less Money.” Will the argument succeed? It might, especially if the
audience includes more than just your opponent. The advantageous is a
powerful topic.
It can even work in an election—provided you have a savvy audience.
Suppose your rhetorical ambitions get so fired up that you run for local office. At a public debate, the incumbent holds up an old photo of you as a
teenager wearing a shirt that says tokin’ male.

you: But the question is, how can we spend the least federal
money over the long run? A kid in Head Start is much less
likely to end up in prison. I’d rather the kid got a job than
to have to support him behind bars.

The best kind of concession redefines the issue without appearing to.
Here you shift the generic “welfare mothers” to a limited number of “lazy
people.” Plus you depersonalize the bad guys in the story. “Welfare mother”
implies a slattern who shoots up to entertain her boyfriends while the kids
terrorize the neighborhood. “Lazy people” conjures up a hazier, less specific image.
Still, concession alone won’t win an argument, so you follow up by
changing the tense and the issue.
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Persuasion Alert
I use the correction
figure here (“not a
planet, a nation”),
repeating my (imaginary) opponent’s
term and substituting another one.
The best correction
makes you look
more virtuous than
your opponent by
using a term that
the audience values
more.

In this chapter, we pulled together the whole arsenal of rhetorical weapons.
For offense, think of your goal, set the tense, and know your audience’s
values and commonplaces. Then use ethos, logos, and pathos, usually in that
order.

The Tools

There are plenty more answers where that came
from, and maybe some alternatives would test better
with focus groups. But any concession that changes
the tense from the past (accusation) and present (tribalism) to the future (the advantageous) will win the
attention of your audience.
“Sure,” says the talk-radio-saturated, attack-adbattered, politically fed-up reader. “And what planet
are you on?”
It’s not a planet, it’s a nation. It used to be a rhetorical one. And it can be one again.

you: And I sewed some wild oats as a kid. And as a responsible adult with children of my own, I regret it. But do you
want to discuss old T-shirts, or can we talk about how to fix
the pothole we all had to step over when we walked from
the parking lot?

Nice use of humor to lighten the audience’s mood. What’s next?

you: I cannot tell a lie. I did wear that T-shirt in high school.
And I admit my hair looked like that.

Well, a character attack has its virtues (in a rhetorical sense), but is that
why you run for office? To make fun of people? Denying you smoked or
inhaled should be your last resort. Even if you never did smoke, and you
wore the shirt in high school to disguise your lack of hipness, a denial
would repeat the charge in the audience’s mind. (Remember the logic-free
values talk in Chapter 18. Values-laden terms tend to stick better than logical points do.)
Instead, try conceding.

USE THE RIGHT TOOLS

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

For defense, when you don’t know what to say, try conceding, then redefining your concession. (“You could say it’s spinach, yes. Others would
say it’s broccoli.”) Finally, switch the tense to the future. (“But the question
is, how are we going to get that vegetable down you?”)
And for specific tools, turn to page 287.
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ou know why Americans are so fat? They drink too much water.”
It was late at night on the Italian Riviera, and I was eating with
two local entrepreneurs, Gianni and Carlo, in the beautiful seaside town of
Sestri Levante. We had already debated politics, the state of education,
even the fish population in the Mediterranean (we were in a fish restaurant, and the owner jumped in).
Gianni took up the subject of water after a couple of hours and too
much wine. “I went to America last month, everybody is with a bottle of
water. And”—he leaned significantly across the table—“everybody is fat.”
This launched an argument that took us through another bottle or two of
(nonfattening) wine. You could hardly call it high discourse, and I doubt
that Gianni even believed what he said. But he was following the age-old
European custom that turns argument into a bonding experience.
If it weren’t for the wine, I would have shrunk in embarrassment.
People at other tables were looking at us, and they were laughing—with us,
most likely, but still. Here in the States, only the rude, the insane, and
politicians disagree.
" Persuasion Alert
Then again, our aversion to argument is part of
I organized this
our tradition, right? Not if you go back before the
chapter along the
lines of a Ciceronian
mid–nineteenth century. Europeans who visited the
oration. This part is
States early in our history commented on how argua classic exordium,
or introduction,
mentative we were. What happened?
which stresses
What happened was that we lost the ability to argue.
ethos and defines
Rhetoric once formed the core of education, especially
the issue.

“Y

Where there is much desire to learn, there of necessity will be much arguing . . . for
opinion in good men is but knowledge in the making.
—john milton

An argument for the sake of argument
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25. Run an Agreeable Country

Persuasion Alert
I end this first section
with a bit of selfdeprecation to balance the lofty (some
would say pretentious) tone. Early in
this “oration,” I need
to work some ethos
mojo. Plus, Cicero said
that a good oration
should flow nicely
from part to part.
Mentioning my family
allows a smooth transition to the next section, which mentions
my family.

me: It’s taken right from a rhetoric-school
exercise called the chria.
dorothy sr.: Shhh.
me: Students would repeat something historically important, playing the main characters themselves.
george: So who gets to play Judas?
dorothy sr.: Will you please be quiet?
another parishioner: Shhh.
"

Persuasion Alert
Speaking of pretension,
I need a device to lay
some more cool rhetorical facts on you
without turning you off.
So I resort once again
to self-deprecation,
nerdily reciting rhetoric
facts in a dialogue that
has me nerdily reciting
rhetoric facts. Ooh,
weird.

My kids say I sound like the father in My Big Fat Greek Wedding. Just as that
dad claimed the Greeks invented everything, I have an annoying habit of
seeing rhetoric behind everything. At church once, my wife had to shush
me when I leaned over and explained the origin of the Christian mass.

My Big Fat Rhetoric Jones

I intend to show you the indispensable role that
rhetoric played in founding the American republic,
and how its decline deprived us of a valuable tool of
democracy. At the end, I’ll offer a vision of a rhetorical society, where people manipulate one another
happily, fend off manipulation deftly, and use their
arguments wisely. It won’t be as hard as it sounds.
I’ve been practicing on my family for years.

Rhetoric could help lead us out of our
political mess.

a faintly ironic way
to spruce up a
cliché like “Don’t
get me started.”

You often hear about America’s founding as a “Christian nation,” but its
system of government owes a greater debt to rhetoric—even though the
discipline was on the decline before the Revolution. In the 1600s, Britain’s
Royal Society of leading scientists called for “a close, naked, natural way of

Channeling Cicero

And don’t get me started about the birth of the
American republic. Actually, do get me started.

me: Do they still teach you to cover “who, what, when, where,
how, and why” in a newspaper story?
seat mate: Yes, they do.
me: Journalism got that right out of classical rhetoric. Know
who Cicero is?
" Useful Figure
seat mate: Um, I think I . . .
This self-editing figme: He said that the orator should cover all
ure, the metanoia
(“change of heart”),
these bases during the “narration” at the becorrects an earlier
ginning of a speech.
phrase to make a
stronger point. It’s
seat mate (giving frozen smile): . . .

Then just the other day, while flying back from a consulting trip in
North Carolina, I found myself lecturing on rhetoric to my startled seat
mate, a young woman who had just graduated from journalism school.

me: Dialysis—a figure of speech.
dorothy jr.: That’s nice.
me: It’s where the speaker puts both sides of an issue next
to each other in a sentence. Like the one-two beat of a
heart, see.
dorothy jr.: Dad, I . . .
me: Doctors stole a bunch of figures at a time when rhetoric
held a higher status than medicine—metastasis, antistasis,
epitasis, metalepsis . . .
dorothy jr.: Dad, I don’t care!

Another time, I was explaining to Dorothy Junior the etymology of the
medical terms she loves as an aspiring med student.

in colleges. It died out in the 1800s when the classics in general lost their
popularity and when even academia forgot what the liberal arts were for: to
train an elite for leadership.
You have seen how powerful the art is for personal use; and you doubtless understand why hundreds of generations learned it as an art of leadership. But rhetoric reserves its chief power for the state—which leads me to
the burden of this final chapter:
"
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Persuasion Alert
Now we’re into the
narration, which
uses storytelling to
establish the facts.
You can make a
concept into a
character by introducing opposing
ideas and their
advocates as villains. That nasty
Royal Society!

Henry, who spoke fluent Latin, was the Cicero who beat all Ciceros (except
the original one). Witnesses say that when he shouted, “Give me liberty
or give me death,” he threw himself on the floor and played dead for a
moment. It brought the house down.
All during the Revolution, theatergoers flocked to performances of
Joseph Addison’s smash hit, Cato. Its plot—a noble democrat struggles to
save the republic from tyranny—paralleled their own cause. Cato-esque
George Washington saw it many times, and to cheer the troops he had
the play performed at Valley Forge, twice. When his officers threatened to
mutiny, Washington imitated the rhetorical techniques that the Cato in the
play used to put down a mutiny. Patrick Henry lifted his liberty-or-death
line straight from Addison’s script. And before the British hanged him,
Nathan Hale, the American spy, wrote his own epitaph—“I only regret that
I have but one life to lose for my country”—by cribbing Addison. (“What
pity is it / That we can die but once to serve our country!”)
The tragedy of the Roman Republic enabled a self-induced case of déjà
vu. After reading a biography of Cicero in 1805, John Adams wrote, “I seem
to read the history of all ages and nations in every page, and especially the
history of our country for forty years past. Change the names and every
anecdote will be applicable to us.”
That must have been nerve-wracking. Cato was a tragedy, and so was the
demise of the Roman Republic. Cato committed suicide at the end of the
play—and at the end of his real life—and the bad guys did Cicero in a
few years later. But all that classical nostalgia had a serious purpose. The
American system was more than an experiment in political theory; it also
attempted the most ambitious do-over in world history. The Revolution
would let history repeat itself, with some major improvements.
The most important upgrade was an antidote for factionalism. What
killed democracy in ancient Athens and destroyed the Roman Republic,
they believed, was conflict between economic and social classes. Factionalism scared the Americans even more than kings did. So the founders established a system of checks and balances: The Senate would represent the
aristocracy, being chosen by state legislatures. The “plebes,” as the Romans
called common citizens, would elect the House of Representatives. And
both groups would choose the president. Each faction would keep the
other out of mischief.

"

speaking” that would “approach Mathematical plainness.” It issued a manifesto urging speakers of English
“to reject all the amplifications, digressions, and swellings of style; to return back to the primitive purity,
and shortness, when men deliver’d so many things,
almost in equal number of words.” The society’s ideal
of a one-to-one word-to-thing ratio probably hadn’t
been achieved since humans lived in caves, but their
plea helped scrape off some of the gilding from that
day’s overelaborate speech.
Of course, among those who employed amplifications, digressions, and
swellings of style were Christopher Marlowe and William Shakespeare. But
every movement has its casualties.
Nonetheless, sheer academic inertia allowed rhetoric to maintain a
large presence in higher education up through the eighteenth century,
and everyone who attended the American Constitutional Convention had a
thorough grounding in it. John Locke, the modern philosopher who inspired the founders the most, occupied a rhetoric chair at Oxford. Late in
life, Jefferson credited Locke, along with Cicero and Aristotle, with helping
inspire the Declaration of Independence.
The founders were absolutely mad about ancient Greece and Rome. They
lived in knockoff temples, wrote to each other in Latin, and commissioned
artists to paint them draped in togas. The founders did more than just
imitate the ancients, though; they virtually channeled their republican forebears. Admirers called George Washington “Cato,” after a great Roman senator. When they bestowed the “Father of our Country” label on Washington,
they actually quoted Cato—who called Cicero the father of his country.
It seemed as though everyone wanted to play the part of Rome’s greatest orator. Caustic, witty John Adams liked to consider himself the reincarnation of witty, caustic Marcus Tullius Cicero. Adams even recited the
Roman orator as a sort of daily aerobic workout. “I find it a noble Exercise,”
he told his diary. “It exercises my Lungs, raises my Spirits, opens my Porrs,
quickens the Circulation, and so contributes much to [my] health.” Alexander Hamilton liked to sign his anonymous essays with Cicero’s nickname,
Tully. Voltaire called Pennsylvania leader John Dickinson a Cicero. John
Marshall called Washington a Cicero. But some people thought Patrick
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Throughout this country’s history, “values” have fostered occasional breakdowns in political debate, as citizens took sides around their ideals and
formed irreconcilable tribes. When the abolition of slavery competed with
states’ rights, the result was civil war.
While the current division in values is not nearly so severe, tribes are
forming nonetheless. In 2005, Austin American-Statesman reporter Bill Bishop

You Can’t Keep Good Rhetoric Down

few—wound up founding them. Each party, Federalist and Republican,
rose to prevent the rise of the other. Each claimed not to be a faction at all;
each vowed to prevent faction. Hamilton thought he was defending the
rhetorical republic against the democratically inclined Jeffersonians, who,
Hamilton thought, would encourage factionalism and prevent the election
of a liberally educated aristocracy. The Jeffersonians defended the agrarian
culture that the ancients had considered essential to personal independence. In fighting what they thought were threats to disinterested government—democracy and commercialism—both groups formed permanent
competing interests.
Hamilton had originally thought of the American republic as an experiment that would test a hypothesis: whether people were capable of “establishing a good government from reflection and choice,” or whether their
politics were doomed to depend on “accident and force.” By 1807, with the
nation slipping further into factionalism, he had concluded that the experiment was a failure.
The political divisions brought a shocking collapse of civility. Newspapers in the early 1800s were packed with violent personal attacks and
political sex scandals; editorials even went after saints
" Persuasion Alert
like Ben Franklin and George Washington. Hamilton’s
Continuing my oradreaded “accident and force”—along with diatribe
tion, I now come to
the proof part. Some
and personal attack—took the place of deliberation.
rhetoricians say you
Politics became mired in tribal language and fueled
can merge the proof
with division. I’ve
by a deep national division—not between social classes,
done that as well.
as in Rome, but between sets of deeply held beliefs
and values.
The modern politician would have felt right at home.

Which begs the question: what with all that checking and balancing,
how could anything get done? Their answer lay in rhetoric. The new system
would “refine and enlarge” public opinion, Hamilton said, “by passing them
through the medium of a chosen body of citizens”—rhetorically trained
citizens. The founders assumed that this natural aristocracy would comprise those with the best liberal education. “Liberal” meant free from dependence on others, and the liberal arts—especially rhetoric—were those
that prepared students for their place at the top of the merit system. These
gentlemen rhetoricians would compose an informal corps of politically
neutral umpires. They would serve, Hamilton said, as a collective “impartial
arbiter” among the classes.
The founders weren’t starry-eyed about their republic. They knew that
occasionally, inevitably, scum would rise to the surface. Hamilton even understood that political parties—which the founders equated with factions—
might someday “infest” their republic. But he and his colleagues believed
that the symptoms could be ameliorated by the
" Classic Hits
combination of checks and balances and the “cool,
SLAVES MADE THEM
LIBERAL: While some of
candid” arbitration of the liberally educated profesthe founders disliked
sional class. Congress would serve as a “deliberaslavery, nearly all tolerated it, because it
tive” body, Hamilton explained. Rhetoricians might
served what to them
be in the minority; but that was all right, so long as
was a higher purpose.
In a classical sense,
they held the swing votes; and being neutral by defislavery was consistent
nition, they were bound to hold the swing votes.
with republican values;
The nation had no lack of rhetorically educated
after all, it had existed
in every previous
candidates. To get into Harvard in the 1700s, prosrepublic in history. The
pects had to prove their mastery of Cicero. John Jay
Romans had slaves. So
did the Athenians. More
read three of Cicero’s orations as a requirement of
important, slaves were
admission to King’s College (now Columbia). Colpart of the ancients’
agricultural economy;
lege students throughout the colonies held debates
they allowed the ownin which they pretended to be English Whigs debaters to live free of any
interest—or as they put
ing ancient Greeks and Romans. Before he led New
it, “liberally.” Slavery’s
Jersey’s delegation in Philadelphia, John Witheressential evil became a
political reality only
spoon was a professor of rhetoric and James Madiwhen the notion of disson was one of his students.
interest faded.
Alas, the founders’ classical education failed to
prepare them for an enormous political irony: those same leaders who were
supposed to counterbalance political parties—the enlightened, disinterested
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The Great Attractor

found that the number of “landslide counties”—where more than 60 percent of residents voted for one party in presidential elections—had doubled
since 1976. A majority of Americans now occupy these ideological bubbles.
Our tribal mind-set has destroyed what little faith we had in deliberative
debate. Even as individuals, we think so little of argument that we outsource it. We delegate disagreement to professionals, handing off our arguments to lawyers, party hacks, radio hosts, H.R. departments, and bosses.
We express our differences sociopathically, through anger and diatribe, extremism and dogmatism. Incivility smolders all around us, on our drives to
work, in the supermarket, in the ways employers fire employees, on radio,
television, and Capitol Hill.
But as you know, we make a mistake when we apply the label of “argument” to each nasty exchange. Invective betrays a lack of argument—a collapse of faith in persuasion and consensus.
It is no coincidence that red and blue America split apart just when
moral issues began to dominate campaigns—not because one side has
morals and the other lacks them, but because values cannot be the sole subject of deliberative argument. Of course, demonstrative language—code
grooming and values talk—works to bring an audience together and make
it identify with you and your point of view. But eventually a deliberative argument has to get—well, deliberative. Political issues such as stem cell research, abortion, and gay marriage deal with the Truth’s black-and-white,
not argument’s gray. When politicians politicize morals and moralize politics, you have no decent argument. You have tribes. End of discussion.
On the other hand, deliberative argument acts as the great attractor of
politics, the force that brings the extremes into its moderate orbit. The
trick is to occupy the commonplace of politics, that Central Park of beliefs,
and make it the persuader’s own turf. You can’t pull people toward your
opinion until you walk right into the middle of their beliefs. And if that
fails, you have to change your goal—promote an opinion that lies a little
farther into their territory, or suggest an action that’s not so big a step.
In other words, you have to be virtuous.
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The opinions of the most persuadable people tend to lie in the ideological center. Ideologues by definition can’t be persuaded. But what happens
when a nation splits down ideological lines, and we come to admire the
politicians who preach values and stick to their guns? What happens when
we so completely forget rhetoric that our definition of virtue becomes the
opposite of Aristotle’s? You get an antirhetorical nation, like the one we
have now.
It’s time to revive the founders’ original republican experiment and
create a new corps of rhetorically educated citizens. But we should do the
founders one better. Education was a relatively scarce commodity in the
eighteenth century; we can afford to educate the whole citizenry in rhetoric.
If I begin to sound like a rhetorical Pollyanna, take a look at high school
and college curricula. Teachers are including rhetoric in an increasing
number of courses. The AP English exam now has a rhetorical component. Colleges, led by the public land-grant universities, are doing their
part; rhetoric has become the fastest-growing subject in higher education.
Even at Harvard, rhetoric courses have slipped into the
" Persuasion Alert
curriculum again, through the expository writing proThis is a pretty
gram. Having spent ten years of my career working for
informal version
an Ivy League university—the most rhetorically intolof the refutation,
where I state my
erant place I know—I find rhetoric’s revival heartening.
opponent’s arguRhetoric students and professors are unlike their acament, or an anticipated objection
demic peers. For one thing, you cannot offend them
from the audieasily. I find it equally hard to snow them. I have had
ence, and smack
it down.
dozens of them vet my book manuscript; their comments, the toughest of any readers, made me cringe.
And they were dead on. I pity any politicians who dare to appear before
such audiences. What would happen if we educated a few million more of
these admirable citizens, and if the rest of us continued to learn all we
could of the art?

A matter of character, concerned with choice, lying in a mean.

Remember Aristotle’s definition of virtue:
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Persuasion Alert
And now for the
peroration, which
can get emotional.
A classic peroration
describes a vision
of the future; Martin
Luther King used it
in his “I Have a
Dream” speech.
Meanings
The Greeks had a
word for a person
who didn’t vote:
idiotes, or “idiot.”
The person who
lived an entirely private life, Aristotle
said, was either a
beast or a god.

"

"

All right, now I am talking like Pollyanna. Nonetheless, I invite you to help
foster the great rhetoric revival.
When you talk politics, and I devoutly hope you do, use all the tricks you
learned, including code language and emotional tools and other sneaky
stuff; but focus on the future. Insist that candidates for office use the “advantageous” as their chief topic: what’s best for their constituents? Slam any
politician who claims to ignore the polls. He doesn’t have to follow them
slavishly, but public opinion is a democracy’s ultimate boss. Ask any candidate who brags about sticking to his guns, “How’s that going to fix the potholes or educate our children?” Insist on virtuous—rhetorically virtuous—
leaders, the ones who make a beeline for the golden mean.
If you are a parent, talk to the school board about adding rhetoric to the
curriculum as early as the seventh grade. (The Romans started them even
younger.) Buy multiple copies of this book and distribute them to the
English teachers in your schools. And raise your children rhetorically.
When I first learned rhetoric on my own, I unwittingly began to create a
rhetorical environment at home, even when the children were little. I
rattled on about Aristotle and Cicero and figures of speech, and I pointed
out our own rhetorical tricks around the dinner table. I let the kids win an

Thank Kids for Arguing

Why, we’d have a rhetorical culture: a mass exodus of voters from political parties, since tribal politics
would seem very uncool. Politicians falling over one
another to prove their disinterest. Candidates forced
to speak intelligently, the way they do in rhetorically
minded Great Britain. No need for campaign finance
reform, because voters would see the trickery behind
the ads. Our best debaters would compete to perform
in America’s number-one hit show on network television, American Orator. Car salesmen would find it
that much harder to seduce a customer. We would
actually start talking—and listening—to one another.
And Americans would hold their own against winesoaked Italians.

282

283

It was as if I had given them advertising-immunization shots. But when
the commentary extended to news and programming, I had to beg them
for quiet. I still do, come to think of it. And as my children get older and
more persuasive, I find myself losing more arguments than I win. They
drive me crazy. They do me proud.

Why should I eat candy that talks?
I bet that toy isn’t as cool in real life.
A doll that goes to the bathroom? I have a brother who does
that.

argument now and then, which gave them a growing incentive to become
still more argumentative. They grew so fond of debate, in fact, that whenever we stayed in hotels and they got to watch television, they would debate
it. Not over the television; with the TV itself.
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I

Set your goals and the argument’s tense.
Think of whether you want to emphasize character, logic, or
emotion.
Make sure the time and the medium are ripe for persuasion.

Introduction
Narration
Division
Proof
Refutation
Conclusion
If you have not yet read the rest of the book, much of this may not make
sense. If you have read it, and the terms still give you trouble, refer to the
glossary that follows. And if I still don’t make sense after that, or if you want
to delve deeper into the art, read the bibliography, Appendix IV.

•

•

•

•

•

•

When you draft a speech or presentation, keep Cicero’s outline handy:

•

•

•

put rhetoric’s techniques and concepts into categories that you will find
most useful in day-to-day argument. That way you don’t have to memorize dozens of terms and tools; just remember to

The Tools

APPENDIX I

!

What you want from your audience.

Goals
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Ethos

The appearance of living up to your audience’s values.
The straightforward, and least effective, way to
enhance your virtue.

Bragging:

VIRTUE:

DECORUM:

Your ability to fit in with the audience’s expectations of a trustworthy leader.
Code Grooming: Using language unique to the audience.
Identity Strategy: Getting an audience to identify with an
action—to see the choice as one that helps define them as a
group.
Irony: Saying one thing to outsiders with a meaning revealed
only to your group.

This is argument by character—using your reputation or someone else’s as
the basis for argument. When you give a speech, play up your character—
or what you want the audience to think it is. Its three chief aspects are
virtue, practical wisdom, and disinterest.

Blame:

ISSUE CONTROL:

Mastering argument’s chief topics.
Covers the past. Aristotle called this kind of argument
forensic. Its chief topics are guilt and innocence.
Values: Get argued in the present tense. This is demonstrative
or tribal rhetoric. Chief topics: praise and blame.
Choice: Deals with the future. This is deliberative argument, the
rhetoric of politics. Its chief topic is the advantageous—
what’s best for the audience.

Mind:

Mood:

This is the easiest thing to change.
A step up in difficulty from changing the mood.
Willingness to Act: Hardest of all, because it requires an
emotional commitment and identification with the action.

AUDIENCE GOALS

PERSONAL GOAL:
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Needs Test:

LIAR DETECTOR:

Techniques for judging a person’s credibility.
Do the persuader’s needs match your needs?
Comparable Experience: Has the persuader actually done what
he’s talking about?
Dodged Question: Ask who benefits from the choice. If you
don’t get a straight answer, don’t trust that person’s
disinterest.
“That Depends” Filter: Instead of a one-size-fits-all choice, the
persuader offers a solution tailored to you.
“Sussing” Ability: The persuader cuts to the chase of an issue.

Aristotle called this eunoia—an apparent willingness to sacrifice your own interests for the greater good.
Reluctant Conclusion: Appearing to have reached your
conclusion only because of its overwhelming rightness.
Personal Sacrifice: Claiming that the choice will help your
audience more than it will help you.
Dubitatio: Seeming doubtful of your own rhetorical skill.

Appearing to take the middle course

Bending the rules

DISINTEREST:
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Phronesis is the name Aristotle gave this rhetorical

Showing off experience

street savvy.

PRACTICAL WISDOM:

An endorsement by a third party, the more
disinterested the better.
Tactical Flaw: A defect or mistake, intentionally revealed, that
shows your rhetorical virtue.
Switching Sides: Appearing to have supported the powers that
be all along.
Eddie Haskell Ploy: Throwing your support behind the
inevitable to show off your virtue (you won’t find the Eddie
Haskell Ploy as such in rhetorical texts, but the concept
appears frequently).
Logic-Free Values: Focusing on the individual values-words and
commonplaces to bring a group together and get it to
identify with you.
Witness Bragging:

APPENDIX I

Pathos

How does the persuader describe the opposing
argument? How close is his middle-of-the-road to yours?
Extremist Detector: An extremist will describe a moderate
choice as extreme.
Virtue Yardstick: Does the persuader find the sweet spot
between the extremes of your values?
Code Inoculation: Be aware of the terms that define the groups
you belong to, and watch out when a persuader uses them.

Extremes:

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

Avoid tipping off your audience in advance of a

PASSIVE VOICE: If you want to direct an audience’s anger away from someone, imply that the action happened on its own. The chair got broken, not
Pablo broke the chair.

mood. They’ll resist it.

UNANNOUNCED EMOTION:

VOLUME CONTROL:

Underplaying an emotion, or gradually increasing it so
that the audience can feel it along with you.
Simple Speech: Don’t use fancy language when you get
emotional.

Experience:

BELIEF:

Aristotle said this is the key to emotion.
Refer to the audience’s own experience, or plant
one in their heads; this is the past tense of belief.
Storytelling: A way to give the audience a virtual experience.
Expectation: Make an audience expect something good or bad,
and the appropriate emotion will follow.

Oversympathizing:

SYMPATHY:

Registering concern for your audience’s emotions.
Exaggerated sympathy can make your
audience feel ashamed of an emotion you want to change.

Argument by emotion is the seductive part of persuasion. Pathos can cause
a mood change, make an audience more receptive to your logic, and give
them an emotional commitment to your goal.
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FIGURES OF SPEECH: You’ll find the individual figures in the glossary. But
here are the essential ways that you can create your own figures.
Cliché Twisting: Using overworked language to your advantage.
Literal Interpretation: Reducing a cliché to absurdity by
seeming to take it at face value.
Surprise Ending: Starting a cliché as it’s normally said, but
ending it differently.
Reworking: Switching words around in a cliché.
Word Swap: Changing normal usage and grammar for effect.
Chiasmus: Creates a crisscross sentence.
Weighing Both Sides: Comparing or contrasting opinions in
order to define the issue.
Either/Or Figure (dialysis): Weighs each side equally.
Contrasting Figure (antithesis): Favors one side over another.
Meaning-Change Figure (antistasis): Repeats a word in a way
that uses or defines it differently.

Anger:

One of the most effective ways to rouse an audience to
action. But it’s a short-lived emotion.
Belittlement Charge: Show your opponent dissing your
audience’s desires. A belittled audience is an angry one,
according to Aristotle.
Patriotism: Attaches a choice or action to the audience’s sense
of group identity.
Emulation: Emotional response to a role model. The greater
your ethos, the more the audience will imitate you.
Humor: A good calming device that can enhance your ethos.
Urbane Humor: Plays off a word or part of speech.
Wit: Situational humor.
Facetious Humor: Joke telling, a relatively ineffective form of
persuasion.
Banter: Snappy answers—works best in defense.

PERSUASIVE EMOTIONS

You can calm an individual’s emotion in advance by overplaying
it yourself. This works especially well when you screw up and want to prevent the wrath of an authority.

BACKFIRE:

APPENDIX I

Logos

Interrupting yourself or your opponent to
correct something.
Self-Correction Figure (metanoia): Lets you amplify an
argument while seeming to be fair and accurate.
Redefiner (correctio): Repeats the opponent’s language and
corrects it.
Volume Control: Amplifying or calming speech through figures.
Litotes: Ironic understatement. Makes you seem cooler than
your opponent.
Climax: Uses overlapping words in successive phrases in a
rhetorical crescendo.
Word Invention: Figures help you create new words or meanings
from old words; they make you look clever.
Verbing (anthimeria): Turns a noun into a verb or vice versa.
“Like” Figure (parelcon): Strips a word of meaning and uses it
as a pause or for emphasis.

Editing Out Loud:
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Enthymeme:

DEDUCTION:

Applying a general principle to a particular matter.
A logic sandwich that contains deduction.
We should [choice], because [commonplace]. Aristotle took
formal logic’s syllogism, stripped it down, and based it
on a commonplace instead of a universal truth.
Proof Spotter: A proof consists of examples or a premise.
A premise usually begins with “because,” or implies it.
Commonplace: Any cliché, belief, or value that can serve as
your audience’s boiled-down public opinion. It’s the starting
point of your argument.
Babbling: An audience’s repetition of a word or idea;
it often reveals a commonplace.

Argument by logic. People like to think that all argument should be nothing but logic; but Aristotle said that when it comes to persuasion, rational
speech needs emotion and character as well.
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Using your opponent’s own argument to your advantage.

LOGICAL FALLACIES: It’s important to detect them, just as you should spot
any kind of persuasive tactic used against you. Another reason to understand fallacious logic: you may want to use it yourself.

1. Find the audience’s commonplaces.
2. Define the issue broadly, appealing to the values of the
widest audience.
3. Deal with the specific problem or choice, using the future
tense.
Definition Strategy: Controlling the language used in an
argument.
Term Change: Inserting your own language in place of your
opponent’s.
Redefinition: Accepting your opponent’s terms while changing
their connotation.
Definition Jujitsu: Using your opponent’s language to attack
him.
Definition Judo: Using terms that contrast with your opponent’s, creating a context that makes him look bad.

Framing Strategy:

FRAMING: Shaping the bounds of an argument. This is a modern persuasive term; you won’t find it in the classic rhetorics.

CONCESSION:

inductive logic.

The three kinds of examples to use in

Argument by example. It starts with the specific and moves to

Fact, Comparison, Story:

the general.

INDUCTION:

Another good commonplace spotter. An audience
will often use a commonplace when it rejects your
argument.
Commonplace Label: Applying a commonplace to an idea,
a proposal, or a piece of legislation as part of a definition
strategy.
Rejection:

APPENDIX I
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The argument’s commonplace or principle is
unacceptable, or the examples are bad.
False Comparison: Two things are similar, so they must be the
same.
All Natural Fallacy: Natural ingredients are good for you, so
anything called “natural” is healthful. Also called the
Fallacy of Association.
Appeal to Popularity: Other kids get to do it, so why don’t I?
Hasty Generalization: Uses too few examples and interprets
them too broadly.
Misinterpreting the Evidence: Takes the exception and claims
it proves the rule.
Unit Fallacy: Does weird math with apples and oranges, often
confusing the part for the whole.
Fallacy of Ignorance: Claims that if something has not been
proven, it must be false.
Bad Conclusion: We’re given too many choices, or not enough,
or the conclusion is irrelevant to the argument.
Many Questions: Squashes two or more issues into a single one.
False Dilemma: Offers the audience two choices when more
actually exist.
Fallacy of Antecedent: Assumes that this moment is identical
to past, similar moments.
Red Herring: Introduces an irrelevant issue to distract or
confuse the audience.
Straw Man: Sets up a different issue that’s easier to argue.
Disconnect Between Proof and Conclusion: The proof stands up
all right, but it fails to lead to the conclusion.
Tautology: A logical redundancy; the proof and the
conclusion are the same thing.
Reductio ad absurdum: Takes the opponent’s choice and
reduces it to an absurdity.
Slippery Slope: Predicts a series of dire events stemming from
one choice.
Post hoc ergo propter hoc: Assumes that if one thing follows
another, the first thing caused the second one. I call this
the Chanticleer Fallacy.

Bad Proof:
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Kairos

Sight

SENSES:

The five senses are key to the proper medium.
is mostly pathos and ethos.
Sound is the most logical sense.
Smell, taste, and touch are almost purely emotional.

Moment Spotter:

PERSUADABLE MOMENT:

When the audience is ripest for your argument.
Uncertain moods and beliefs—when minds are
already beginning to change—signal a persuadable moment.
Perfect Audience: Receptive, attentive, and well disposed
toward you.
Audience Change: If the current audience isn’t ready for persuasion, seek another one. This is what market research is all
about.

The Romans called it occasio, the art of seizing the occasion. Kairos depends
on timing and the medium.

Utter Stupidity

Nasty Language or Signs

Mistakes or intentional offenses that stop an argument
dead or make it fail to reach a consensus.
Switching Tenses Away from the Future: It’s fine to use the past
or present, but deliberative argument depends on eventually
discussing the future.
Inflexible Insistence on the Rules: Using the voice of God,
sticking to your guns, refusing to hear the other side.
Humiliation: An argument that sets out only to debase someone,
not to make a choice.
Innuendo: A form of irony used to debase someone. It often
plants an idea in the audience’s head by denying it.
Threatening: Rhetoricians call this argumentum ad baculum—
argument by the stick. It denies the audience a choice.

RHETORICAL FOULS:

APPENDIX I

The organization of a speech.

Narration

Introduction

Voice:

DELIVERY:

The action of giving a speech.
Should be loud enough for the room.
Gesture: The eyes are key, even in a large room, because they
lead your other facial muscles. Use few hand gestures in a
formal speech.

The ability to speak without notes.

Ornament

Decorum

Vividness

Clarity

Proper Language

MEMORY:

STYLE:

Choice of words that make a speech attractive to the listener. The
five virtues of style:

Conclusion

Refutation

Proof

Speechmaking

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

The crafting part of a speech. Its tools are the tools of logos.

ARRANGEMENT:

INVENTION:
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The figure of coyness. (“Oh, you shouldn’t have.”)
ad hominem (ad HOM-in-em): The character attack. Logicians and the
argument-averse consider it a bad thing, but in rhetoric it’s a necessity.
Ethos, the appeal to character, needs a rebuttal in a real argument.
adianoeta (ah-dee-ah-noh-EE-tah): The figure of hidden meaning. (“I’m sure
you wanted to do this in the worst way.”)
a fortiori (ah-for-tee-OR-ee): The Mikey-likes-it! argument. If something less
likely is true, then something more likely is bound to be true. Similarly,
if you accomplished a difficult thing, you’re more likely to accomplish
an easier one.
anadiplosis (an-a-di-PLO-sis): A figure that builds one thought on top of another by taking the last word of a clause and using it to begin the next
clause.
anaphora (an-AH-phor-a): A figure that repeats the first word in succeeding
phrases or clauses. It works best in an emotional address before a crowd.
anthropomorphism (an-thro-po-MOR-phism): A logical fallacy—it attributes
human traits to a non-human creature or object. Common to owners of
pets.
antithesis (an-TIH-the-sis): The figure of contrasting ideas.
aporia (a-POR-i-a): Doubt or ignorance—feigned or real—used as a rhetorical device.
begging the question: Logicians know this as the fallacy of circular argument, or tautology. (“Bob says I’m trustworthy, and I can assure you that
he tells the truth.”) But in common usage it refers to speech that leaves
out a beginning explanation.

accismus (as-SIS-mus):

Glossary
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makes an audience believe something is taking place before their very
eyes.
enthymeme (EN-thih-meem): Rhetoric’s version of the syllogism. The enthymeme stakes a claim and then bases it on commonly accepted opinion.
A little packet of logic, it can provide protein to an argument filled with
emotion.
epergesis (ep-er-GEE-sis): The correction figure.
epideictic (ep-i-DAKE-tic) rhetoric: Aristotle’s name for demonstrative rhetoric, speech that deals with values.
equivocation (e-quiv-o-KAY-shon): The language mask. It appears to say one
thing while meaning the opposite. The Jesuits used it to trick the Inquisition without actually violating their beliefs.
eristic (er-ISS-tick): A competitive argument for the sake of argument.
ethos: Argument by character, one of the three “appeals”; the other two
are pathos (argument by emotion) and logos (argument by logic).
eunoia: Aristotle’s word for disinterest, one of the three characteristics of
ethos, or argument by character. (The other two traits are practical wisdom and virtue.)
example: Exemplum in classical rhetoric. The foundation of inductive logic.
Aristotle listed three kinds: fact, comparison, and “fable” or story.
forensic (legal) rhetoric: Argument that determines guilt or innocence. It
focuses on the past. (The other two kinds of rhetoric are deliberative and
demonstrative.)
homerism: The unabashed use of illogic, named after the immortal cartoon character in The Simpsons.
hypophora (hy-PAH-phor-a): A figure that asks a rhetorical question and then
immediately answers it. The hypophora allows you to anticipate the audience’s skepticism and nip it in the bud.
idiom (ID-ee-om): Inseparable words with a single meaning. Often mistaken
for figures in general, the idiom is merely a kind of figure.
ignoratio elenchi (ig-no-ROT-ee-o eh-LEN-chee): The fallacy of proving the
wrong conclusion.
innuendo: The technique of planting negative ideas in the audience’s head.
jeremiad ( jer-e-MI-ad): Prophecy of doom; also called cataplexis.
kairos (KIE-ros): The rhetorical art of seizing the occasion. It covers both
timing and the appropriate medium.

chiasmus (kee-AZZ-muss):

Bushism:

Fractured syntax and code words.
The crisscross figure. (“Ask not what your country
can do for you, ask what you can do for your country.”)
circumlocution (cir-cum-lo-CU-tion): The rhetorical end run. It talks around
an issue to avoid getting to the point.
concessio (con-SESS-ee-o): Concession, the jujitsu figure. You seem to agree
with your opponent’s point, only to use it to your advantage.
converse accident fallacy: A logical foul that uses a bad example to make a
generalization.
deliberative rhetoric: One of three types of rhetorical persuasion (the other
two are forensic and demonstrative). Deliberative rhetoric deals with argument about choices. It concerns itself with matters that affect the future;
its chief topic, according to Aristotle, is the “advantageous”—what’s best
for the audience, family, company, community, or country. Without deliberative rhetoric, democracy is impossible.
demonstrative rhetoric: Persuasion that deals with values that bring a group
together. It usually focuses on matters in the present, and its chief topic
is right versus wrong. Most sermons—and too many political speeches—
are demonstrative. (The other two forms of rhetoric are deliberative and
forensic.)
dialectic: The purely logical debate of philosophers. Its purpose is to discover the truth through dialogue. Logical fallacies are verboten in dialectic. Rhetoric, on the other hand, allows them.
dialogismus (die-a-log-IS-mus): The dialogue figure. You quote a conversation
as an example.
dialysis: The this-not-that figure. “Don’t buy the shoes. Buy the colors.”
People take your wisdom more seriously if you put it cryptically; it’s the
idiot savant approach.
diazeugma (die-a-ZOOG-ma): The play-by-play figure. It uses a single subject
to govern a succession of verbs.
disinterest: Freedom from special interests. (The technical name is eunoia.)
One of the three traits of ethos. (The other two are practical wisdom and
virtue.)
dubitatio (du-bih -TAT- ee-o): Feigned doubt about your ability to speak well.
It’s a personal form of aporia.
enargeia (en-AR-gay-a): The special effects of figures—vivid description that
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See quibbling.
The figure of ironic understatement, usually negative.
(“We are not amused.”)
logos: Argument by logic, one of the three “appeals”; the other two are argument by emotion (pathos) and argument by character (ethos).
metanoia (met-a-NOI-a): The self-editing figure. You stop to correct yourself
with a stronger point.
metaphor (MET-a-phor): A figure that makes something represent something
else. (“The moon is a balloon.”)
metastasis (met-AS-ta-sis): A figure of thought that skips over an awkward
matter. “Traffic was horrible. I got into a little fender-bender, no big
deal, but I got you that shirt you wanted.”
metonymy (meh-TON-ih-mee): A figure of swap. It makes a part stand for the
whole, or vice versa. (“The throne” in reference to the queen, for
example.) It can also use a cause to name an effect, or vice versa. The
metonymy is one of the fundamental figures, along with metaphor and
synecdoche.
neologism (NEE-oh-loh-gism): The newly minted word.
non sequitur (non SEH-quit-ur): The figure of irrelevance, a point that doesn’t
follow its predecessor. (“You know what your problem is? Whoa, did you
see that car?”)
onomatopoeia (onna-motta-PEE-ah): The noisemaker. This figure imitates a
sound to name the sound. (“Kaboom!”)
paradigm (PAR-a-dime): A rule that arises from examples. “Look at those
maples turning colors; we must be getting into fall.”
paralipsis (pa-ra-LIP-sis): A figure in which you mention something by saying
you’re not going to mention it. It makes you sound fairer than you are.
paradox: The contrary figure, an impossible pair. (“We had to destroy the
village in order to save it.”) The term’s connotation has changed since
ancient times, when it originally meant something contrary to public
opinion or belief.
paraprosdokian (pa-ra-proze-DOK-ee-an): This figure attaches a surprise ending to a thought.
pathos: Argument by emotion, one of the three “appeals” of persuasion;
the other two are argument by logic (logos) and argument by character
(ethos).

litotes (li-TOE-tees):

leptologia (lep-to-LO-gia):
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The speak-around figure. It uses a description as
a name. Also known as circumlocution.
petitio principii (pe-TIH-ee-o prin-CIH-pee-ee): Begging the question; the fallacy
of circular argument.
phronesis ( fro-NEE-sis): Practical wisdom; street savvy. One of Aristotle’s
three traits of ethos, or argument by character. (The other two are disinterest and virtue.)
polysyndeton (polly-SIN-de-ton): A figure that links clauses with a repeated
conjunction.
post hoc ergo propter hoc: The Chanticleer fallacy. A followed B; therefore,
A caused B. (“My crowing makes the sun come up.”)
practical wisdom: See phronesis.
prolepsis (pro-LEP-sis): A figure of thought that anticipates an opponent’s or
audience’s objections.
prosopopoeia (pro-so-po-PEE-uh): The figure of personification. Ancient
rhetoric teachers used the word to refer to school exercises in which
students imitated real and imagined orators from history.
quibbling: Using careful language to obfuscate. (“That depends on what
your definition of ‘is’ is.”) The rhetorical term is leptologia.
red herring: The fallacy of distraction.
reductio ad absurdum: Taking an opponent’s argument to its illogical conclusion. A fallacy in formal logic; in rhetoric, a great tool.
rhetoric: The art of persuasion. Aristotle listed three kinds of rhetoric:
forensic (legal), which tries to prove guilt or innocence; demonstrative,
which makes people believe in a community’s values; and deliberative.
This book deals mostly with deliberative rhetoric, the language of political persuasion; its main topic is the “advantageous”—what’s best for an
audience, community, or nation.
significatio (sig-ni-fi-CAT-ee-o): A benign form of innuendo that implies more
than it says. “He’s a stickler for detail,” you say of an indecisive muddler.
slippery slope: The fallacy of dire consequences. It assumes that one choice
will necessarily lead to a cascading series of bad choices.
solecism (SOL-eh-sizm): The figure of ignorance; a generic term for illogic,
or bad grammar or syntax.
straw man fallacy: Instead of dealing with the actual issue, it attacks a
weaker version of the argument.

periphrasis (per-IH-phra-sis):
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A figure that reframes an argument by redefining it.
“Not manipulation. Instruction.”
synecdoche (sin-ECK-doe-kee): The scale-changing figure. It swaps a genus
for a species, or a species for a genus. (“Bluehairs”; “the word on the
street.”)
tautology (taw-TAH-lo-gee): The redundancy. It’s often used in politics to
mislead. Also known as begging the question or petitio principii.
yogiism (YO-gee-ism): The idiot savant figure, named after baseball great
Yogi Berra. On the surface it’s illogical, but it makes an odd sort of
sense. (“You can observe a lot just by looking”—“Nobody goes there
anymore. It’s too crowded.”)

syncrisis (SIN-crih-sis):
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b.c.
425 Gorgias, an itinerant Sophist, or professional rhetorician, wows
Athens with his speechmaking.
385 Plato publishes Gorgias, an antirhetorical screed written in highly
rhetorical language.
332 Aristotle publishes his Rhetoric, the greatest work on the subject ever
written.
106 Birth of Marcus Tullius Cicero.
100 Birth of Caius Julius Caesar.
100 Ad Herennium (For Herennius) published. The most popular rhetoric
textbook during the Middle Ages and early Renaissance. People
attributed it to Cicero (and some still do), but he was a small boy
when the book was written.
75 Cicero joins the Roman Senate.
63 Cicero, in his role as consul, puts down a major conspiracy by an
aristocrat named Catiline.
59 Julius Caesar becomes a Roman consul.
55 Cicero writes On the Orator (De Oratore), his masterpiece.
48 Caesar becomes dictator of Rome.
46 Marcus Porcius Cato commits suicide; the thought of it would drive
the American founders crazy.
44 Caesar assassinated.
43 Cicero killed.

Chronology
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a.d.
93 A Spaniard named Quintilian writes a textbook on rhetoric that
would be used through Shakespeare’s time.
426 Augustine, who took early retirement as a rhetoric professor, writes
On Christian Doctrine. It criticizes rhetoric while using its principles.
524 Boethius writes The Consolation of Philosophy while awaiting
execution for treason. Promoting Christianity with classical
rhetorical methods, the book becomes the most widely published
in Europe.
630 Isidore of Seville, Europe’s greatest scholar during the Middle
Ages, writes Etymologide, the world’s first encyclopedia. He
introduces Aristotle to his fellow Spaniards and helps create the
beginnings of representative government.
782 Alcuin of York teaches rhetoric to Charlemagne.
1444 George of Trebizond writes a rhetoric book and helps bring the
classics to Europe. The Renaissance begins.
1512 Desiderius Erasmus, one of the greatest scholars of all time, writes
De Copia (On Abundance), celebrating the richness of language.
Erasmus discovered a number of ancient rhetorical manuscripts.
1555 Petrus Ramus, a French scholar, separates logical argument from
rhetoric, reducing the discipline to one of style. The founders of
Harvard were followers of Ramus, who was burned at the stake as
a heretic.
1577 Henry Peacham publishes The Garden of Eloquence, which becomes
the standard textbook for figures of speech. You can still buy it.
1776 Rhetorically trained Thomas Jefferson drafts the Declaration of
Independence.
1787 Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay write a series of
letters to New York newspapers in favor of ratifying the Constitution.
The letters, now called The Federalist, are a font of rhetorical
principles.
1806 John Quincy Adams, a young U.S. senator, assumes the Boylston
Chair of Rhetoric and Oratory at Harvard. The chair is now held
by Jorie Graham, a poet.
1826 A young Massachusetts congressman named Daniel Webster
delivers a eulogy for Thomas Jefferson and John Adams. The
speech makes Webster a rhetorical superstar.
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1860 Lincoln delivers a speech at Cooper Union in New York that
propels him to the presidency.
1950 Rhetorician and literary critic Kenneth Burke publishes A Rhetoric
of Motives, arguably the greatest work on the art of persuasion in
more than a century. Burke introduces the idea of identity as a
central tool in persuasion.
1958 Chaim Perelman, a Belgian legal scholar and a Jew who survived
the Holocaust, poses a profound human question: How could
people govern themselves when the chief intellectual tools of
Perelman’s time, science and logic and modern law, had failed
to prevent war and Holocaust? Finding an answer in the art of
persuasion, he writes an influential book, The New Rhetoric.
1962 Marshall McLuhan publishes The Gutenberg Galaxy. This Canadian
rhetorician earns his fifteen minutes of fame by coining the
commonplaces “The medium is the message” and “the global
village.” He helps revive rhetoric in academe. (I found the book
entirely unreadable.)
1963 Martin Luther King Jr. delivers his “I Have a Dream” speech,
brilliantly combining present-tense sermonizing rhetoric with a
stirring vision of the future.
2006 The Rhetoric Society of America boasts “almost 1,000 members.”
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A Handlist of Rhetorical Terms, by Richard A. Lanham. As Strunk and White’s
Elements of Style did for grammar, Lanham’s well-organized and entertaining Handlist does for rhetoric. If you lack room on the shelf near
your desk, toss Strunk and White and keep the Handlist. You’ll find it infinitely more useful.
Encyclopedia of Rhetoric (Oxford University Press, 2001). Worth perusing in
any library clever enough to order it. It has a wealth of articles covering
all aspects of ancient and modern rhetoric, and everything in between.
The material on Shakespeare’s rhetoric is first-rate.
Classical Rhetoric for the Modern Student, by P. J. Corbett (Oxford University
Press, 1990). The only thorough modern textbook extant. It suffers
from the academic distaste for anything practical—Corbett wrote the
book for composition students, and you will find little about rhetorical

eople who want to immerse themselves in rhetoric will find the ancient
stuff surprisingly easy to read, if a little dull in places. The modern
guides are something else; the lack of good ones helped motivate me to
write this book in the first place.
In fact, one of the best current resources is not a book but a Web
site, grandly named “Silva Rhetoricae, The Forest of Rhetoric” (http://
rhetoric.byu.edu). At the risk of overpromoting myself, my own site, “It
Figures” (www.figarospeech.com), shows how rhetoric works in politics and
the media.
Among the several hundred books on rhetoric that I have read over the
years, I found the following the most useful and enjoyable.

Further Reading
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“delivery” or actual argument—but he dutifully leads you through the
basic rhetorical principles.
The Art of Rhetoric, by Aristotle (Penguin, 1991). This is the rhetoric book
that launched all the others, and it remains the art’s fundamental textbook. Whenever I go back and reread passages that make no sense or
seem irrelevant to modern life, I discover that the fault is mine, not Aristotle’s. This book was his masterpiece, written late in life as a culmination of all his political and psychological knowledge. The bad news is
you will not find it a page turner. Some scholars think that Aristotle’s
Rhetoric is merely a collection of his lecture notes, and that’s how they
read. But if you make the effort, you will uncover a truly uncanny work,
one of the genuine classics.
Cicero, by Anthony Everitt (Random House, 2001). History’s greatest orator
wouldn’t make a very good motion picture. At least, you would never
see Russell Crowe playing him. For one thing, Cicero was a physical coward. His name meant “turnip seed” in Latin. And he failed to stop
tyranny in Rome. But he was a central actor in some of the most interesting historical events of all time, perhaps history’s greatest orator, and
one of rhetoric’s chief theoreticians. Everitt has written the most readable biography. He evokes the troubled times in Rome with novelistic
flair, and helps us understand why the Romans considered rhetoric the
highest of the liberal arts.
The Founders and the Classics, by Carl J. Richard (Harvard, 1994). Readers
more interested in history than theory—especially those who find my
history far-fetched—should get this book. Richard’s short, readable
romp through the founders’ education shows their passion for the ancients better than any other book.
A Rhetoric of Motives, by Kenneth Burke (University of California, 1950).
This brilliant, dense book is only for the rhetoric addict. Burke ranks as
one of the leading philosophers and literary critics of the twentieth century. It is no exaggeration to call him the greatest rhetorical theorist
since Augustine. But the book is slow going for the uninitiated.

308

here is something wonderfully paradoxical about writing a book on humanity’s most social art while sitting alone in a cabin in Orange, New
Hampshire. But I wasn’t alone, as these acknowledgments will attest.
My wife comes first, and not in the commonplace way. When I told
Dorothy Senior that I wanted to quit my job and write a book on rhetoric,
she replied without irony, “I believe in you.” As terrifying as those words
were, without Dorothy’s faith, her steady income, and her insightful criticism of my drafts, this book certainly would have been impossible. I would
have been impossible.
My children, Dorothy Junior and George, supplied much of the dialogue in this book, and they showed stoicism beyond their years while I
read chapters aloud, often repeatedly. They, too, caught important sins of
omission and commission, and have made me (often against my will) the
experienced debater I am today.
Cynthia Cannell, my agent, called me every few months for almost a
decade to ask if I was ready to write the book, and won my heart yet again
by selling it to a publisher. My editor, Rick Horgan, steered me with savvy
wit and pushed me as no editor ever has. His assistant, Julian Pavia, provided brilliant line-by-line feedback on every draft and debated the finer
philosophical points in scarily erudite e-mails.
Authors Jim Collins, Kristen Collins-Laine, Lisa Davis, Eugenie Shields,
and Bob Sullivan dealt indispensable advice. Gina Barreca, a superb humorist and star faculty member at the University of Connecticut, saved me
from miring myself in rhetorical jargon. Deborah Nelson and her AP
English students at Lebanon High School, in New Hampshire, gave the
manuscript its harshest, funniest comments. Thanks also to Sherry Chester,
Jeremy Katz, Nat Reade, Steve Madden, and Kristen Fountain for their
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comments and advice. Jeff Shields, president and dean of Vermont Law
School, helped me understand the ways that our judicial system cribs from
rhetoric.
Harvard rhetoricians Luciana Herman and Stephen Larsen made me almost sorry I published articles about their university’s attempt to kill rhetoric. They had their students read a draft as part of their course work, and
their own comments were both helpful and heartening. Luci and Stephen
were among dozens of rhetoricians at colleges across the country—too
many to mention—who have helped me over the years. They have kept
rhetoric alive just as the monks did in the Dark Ages.
Finally, the thousands of subscribers to Figarospeech.com, my rhetoric
blog, sustain my faith in the art of persuasion. With a few million more figurists like you, we shall raise Aristotle, Isocrates, Cicero, Quintilian, Churchill,
Burke, King, Madison, Lincoln, and Hamilton from the dead. Bless you all.
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