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Foreword

			Quentin J. Schultze

			[image: flower dingbat]

			The First Amendment to the US Constitution is an amazing statement about the importance of democratic discourse. It says, in short, that citizens should be free to get together (freedom of assembly). As people gather, they should be free to talk (freedom of speech). And as they talk, they also should be free to write about and distribute their conversations (freedom of the press).

			Then comes the zinger: no one should be excluded from such assembly, speech, and press because of their religious convictions. Religion is the only such category specifically mentioned in the First Amendment. Why? Because religion can be so divisive. In fact, nothing was more contentious in the early colonies. People were even murdered over conflicting views of faith.

			Finally, says the Constitution, if anyone believes that they have been prohibited from such discourse, they have the right to take their grievance to the government. They have the right to petition the government. Petitioning is one of the great democratic means of persuasion. A petition gathers voices and presents them as one voice.

			Democratic life is founded on open dialogue, including dialogue animated by people’s deepest convictions—their faith commitments. Learning how to navigate such potentially explosive discourse is nothing short of learning how to be a productive and responsible citizen. Religion has been and will continue to be one of democracy’s lightning rods.

			It seems that differences of perception and opinion are built into human­­kind. People see reality differently. Life in a broken world—a fallen world—is invariably complicated, confusing, and counterintuitive. When we arise each morning we might wonder what kinds of conversations we will face. How will we navigate them? How should we address conflict without folding our cards and walking away?

			Faith moves forward too. Religions morph, but they rarely disappear altogether. The stunning number of Christian denominations just in the United States should convince us all that even the most faithful followers of Jesus Christ will invariably disagree on at least some of the ways to relate their common faith to cultural changes.

			Moreover, as culture and society change new issues confront churches. Formerly taboo or at least private ideas emerge all around us. After a while we cannot ignore them. Slavery dogged American society leading up to the Civil War. Eventually Christians helped end slavery, but new issues arose. Today’s news tracks topics that churches end up having to address whether they want to or not. Many young people are leaving churches that lack the courage to discuss faith-challenging contemporary issues. Thanks to the Internet, especially social media, we all are confronted with differences of opinion on potentially divisive topics. Even family meals become venues for learning how to practice challenging democratic discourse with kindness and respect.

			This book is about navigating ever-evolving public discourse. It’s about the kinds of discourse that challenge us because we are unprepared, even wary. The authors locate us in the types of social and cultural conflicts that we cannot and should not ignore. None of us can be a hermit, untouched by the social-rhetorical conflicts that energize and sometimes inflame daily discourse.

			There is no turning back. The new media world engulfs us in cultural discoveries and disputes not of our making. New ideas, identities, and religious as well as secular movements appear on our radar; people we know start talking about them. Conflicts arise.

			This book also is important to read because it locates Christian discourse in the age-old context of the fall—the fall from grace. We all are born into a broken world of sin. Nothing and no one is unblemished. We cannot simply look outside of ourselves for sin. We have to look inside as well.

			The fault line of sin runs through every social institution and every human heart. We dwell in local, national, and global webs of injustice, exploitation, and utter self-interestedness. We all, down deep in our hearts, would like to refashion the world into our own visions of goodness—into our own images and likenesses. We are broken but ambitious control freaks. We assume that we own our tongues and keyboards. We are right and others are wrong. We know better than others. Do we?

			Reinhold Niebuhr’s famous prayer offers biblical wisdom as we approach a broken world: “God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.” That prayer should inform our discourse. It should set the scene for our daily persuasion. It should make us humble—slow to speak and quick to listen. It should also call us to engage others courageously when we honestly believe that we might be salt and light to the world.

			In our counterpublics, we build Towers of Babel, rhetorical monuments to our clever thinking and efficient organizing. Evangelical Christians, for instance, have created special-interest groups that demonize opponents and create names for their own, seemingly venerated leaders. Evangelicals are too quick to hop on board the latest campaigns to fix one or another social or cultural problem. In a sense, evangelicals can be quick to sign up and speak and slow to listen to and understand others. Of course this is not merely an evangelical issue; it is a human issue. It is a root problem, evidence of the fall from grace and the worship of false gods.

			During Augustine’s time—about 350 years after Jesus Christ walked the Middle East—people trained as public speakers bought into the fall from grace. Rhetoricians of that era were essentially word vendors. Today we might say they were unprincipled public relations artists who knew how to use language to advance a cause without regard for truth and virtue. So when God called Augustine to follow Jesus, and Augustine decided to follow his Lord and Savior, Augustine also felt that it was time to give up his career as a rhetorician. Simply put, he believed that no one could be both a public persuader and a follower of Jesus Christ.

			But after considerable biblical study, prayer, fellowship, and worship, Augustine changed his mind. He plotted a new course in the broken world. He would persuade for Jesus. He would persuade with truth. He would do it ethically as well as effectively. He would not hide his faith in the public arena. In fact, he reluctantly went on to become a priest and bishop in North Africa. He became arguably the greatest Christian theologian from the apostle Paul to the present. He became what I would like to be: a servant speaker, dedicated to using the gift of language to love God, neighbor, and self.

			What Augustine did is exactly what we are called to do, and what this book helps us to do: use the gift of language to be faithful agents for truth and justice in a broken but still redeemable world. Persuasion is critically important because of the gap in the world and in our own lives between the way that things are and the ways that they should be.

			We are called to address this gap with our whole lives. We become witnesses to truth by how we live, not just by what we say. Our lives speak. We live with integrity when what we profess and how we live both point to the reality of Jesus Christ as the Word made flesh, killed on the cross, stored cold in a grave, and raised to be alive and communicating with the Father and Holy Spirit.

			This kind of living discourse—being alive with Christ, regenerated for service of God and neighbor—is nothing short of an astonishing adventure. Every day we live in the gap between heavenly and hellish public discourse. New ideas and issues emerge all around us. New publics and counterpublics become voices in the gap. Churches split over some issues. Denominations rise and fall—like some of their leaders. Christian family members argue about public issues while sitting around the Thanksgiving table. Young people give up on “the church,” sensing a lot of hypocrisy or just a derogatory spirit among Christian leaders.

			This book helps facilitate the kind of conversation that we all need to be having about our own discourse. There are times when I disagree with the authors. But that’s not the point of the book or of the life of faith. This book is not about the outcomes of our democratic discourse. It’s about the essential process of how to address each other wisely and well in the gap between God’s original creation and the promised new heaven and new earth.

			Following Jesus is at least about following him faithfully into the kinds of public venues where believers and nonbelievers alike conduct their conversations about things that matter. That’s what Jesus did. He was a persuader who used all of the means at his disposal. He took risks. But he did so wisely. He knew what he was talking about. He knew his audience. He knew the truth. He was the truth. As Jesus’ followers, we depend on his partner, the Holy Spirit, to grant us sufficient knowledge and wise counsel.

			For me, this book is a hospitable invitation to such participation in Jesus’ program of public engagement. I am grateful that Tim Muehlhoff and Rick Langer were willing to put their personal thoughts and lives into the book for us to discuss.

			We seem to be living in an age similar to Augustine’s. It appears that we can barely trust anyone. Public rhetoric seems hollow and self-serving. Maybe, too, this is a ripe time for forming counterpublics that listen well, speak the truth, and live out what they profess. I think so. I sense that it is the right time for a book like Winsome Persuasion. I’m grateful for an opportunity to invite you to the democratic conversation in its pages, where no one is excluded because of their faith.
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			“We can’t do the meeting next Thursday because of the riots.”

			I was puzzled to say the least. Riots on a schedule—planned in advance?

			Apparently the look on my face was sufficient to prompt my friend to explain. “It’s election day. There are always riots afterward. It’s not a big deal—we can meet on Friday.”

			It was 1980, and I had been living in India for several months. I was learning to expect the unexpected. This was just one more instance of the unexpected in India. Such turmoil made me long for life back home. I mentally added democracy to my list of things that just seemed to work better in the United States.

			Fast forward to 2016.

			The presidential election is called early in the morning of November 9, and by evening I’m watching an AT&T van being set alight on the streets of Oakland. Shots are fired in Portland. Thousands are taking to the streets all across the country. #notmypresident is not only trending on Twitter but also spray painted on walls in urban areas in every major city. One might think that people would give Trump a chance, but not Boston Globe writer Michael Cohen, who bluntly states, “I don’t want Trump to succeed. I want him to fail spectacularly.”1 

			In days leading up to the election, I was appalled when Donald Trump was ambivalent about his willingness to accept the outcome of the election if he did not win. But as I write this, I have just clicked through a spreadsheet listing private information, phone numbers, and email addresses of members of the electoral college. It was published by the #NotMyPresident Alliance in the hopes that members of the electoral college who had pledged to vote for Trump when appointed as electors would be pressured to vote against him instead.2 It seems both sides are willing to abandon the results of the democratic process for the sake of getting their political way.

			The postelection response should not have been surprising. The un­raveling of public discourse had been increasingly obvious during the primaries. Donald Trump used inflammatory language with such regularity that the term Trumpisms entered our vocabulary—complete with a dedicated website categorizing quotations in groups with dropdown menus for easier access: Trumpisms by Region, Trumpisms on Facebook, Trumpisms on Twitter.3 Inflammatory rhetoric bred inflammatory responses. Emmett Rensin, an editor at the politically liberal news website Vox, tweeted, “Advice: If Trump comes to your town, start a riot.”4 And indeed, violence occurred at many Trump rallies throughout the months leading up to the election. Rensin was suspended from his post, but he can hardly be blamed for all the violence since it began before his tweets. However, it is hard to imagine that the inflammatory rhetoric on all sides did not contribute to the inflammatory action. As of this writing a few weeks after the election, the rhetorical tone remains as strident as ever.

			Perhaps it is time to remove democracy from my list of things that are working better in the United States.

			It seems people are neither hearing each other nor letting each other be heard. Historically American journalism has professed to value objectivity and attempted to let both sides of an issue be heard. For example, newscasts have traditionally interviewed both Republicans and Democrats on important public issues. Presidential addresses to the nation are almost always complemented by a response from a political leader of the opposition. Unfortunately, some of the most influential news sources of the Internet age shun even the pretense of being open to differing viewpoints on controversial social issues. Ben Smith, editor in chief of BuzzFeed, has helped develop the global Internet media company into one of the leading news sources in the world. Consider his response to inquiries about how BuzzFeed responded to the Supreme Court’s Obergefell decision: “We firmly believe that for a number of issues, including civil rights, women’s rights, anti-racism, and LGBT equality, there are not two sides.”5

			What has happened to our democracy? I was musing on this question and picked up some writings of the Czech dissident-turned-president Václav Havel. He lived in extremely volatile and dangerous political times. He was arrested and imprisoned by the communist regime in Czechoslovakia during the years before the collapse of the Eastern Bloc in 1989. He faced some equally difficult experiences when he served as the first president of Czechoslovakia in the post-communist era. These were hard times by any measure, yet it is refreshing to hear Havel talk about politics. He was firmly committed to honesty, civility, and morality as central concerns of politics, even though many thought this hopelessly naive. He mentions a particular opponent for whom “the idea that the world might actually be changed by . . . the power of a truthful word, the strength of a free spirit, conscience, and responsibility—with no guns, no lust for power, no political wheeling and dealing—was quite beyond the horizon of his understanding.”6 As Havel puts it, “There is only one way to strive for decency, reason, responsibility, sincerity, civility, and tolerance, and that is decently, reasonably, responsibly, sincerely, civilly, and tolerantly.”7 These values were so clearly manifest in the revolution of 1989 that we now refer it as the Velvet Revolution.

			Havel offers us the possibility of political conquest by life, by thought, and by human dignity. A compelling vision indeed. How can we carry forward political discourse by life, thought, and dignity and avoid sinking into a morass of destructive communication, hateful rhetoric, and vindictive tribal violence?

			This book is written to help answer this question. The question is particularly important because failed discourse is the starting point of a failed society. People who are afraid, unheard, unrepresented, and alienated from their leaders and their neighbors do not make for a healthy society. Who will stand in the breach and speak for those who have no voice? Who will choose to become peacemakers? 

			I hope that Christians would naturally see this as our calling. Jesus speaks a blessing for peacemakers (Mt 5:9). Proverbs encourages us to speak for those who have no voice (Prov 31:8). Peter exhorts us to engage in discourse with gentleness and respect (1 Pet 3:15). James commands us to be slow to anger and quick to listen (Jas 1:19). These statements are all biblical mandates, so surely one would think this approach comes easily to the church.

			Yet in reality, or at least perception, evangelicals have not succeeded in fulfilling these mandates. It is not because we have not engaged in political action. A 2007 Barna poll indicated that 75 percent of non-Christians ages sixteen to twenty-nine believed evangelicals are too involved in politics. Clearly we have spoken up; the problem seems to be that we have spoken poorly. The same poll shows that 87 percent viewed evangelicals as being judgmental and 85 percent viewed evangelicals as hypocritical—a perception that is even shared by half of young churchgoers.8

			Of course, some may wonder why we should care what others think. I have spoken with Christians who view Donald Trump’s success in the recent election as a major victory in the culture wars. Indeed, they see little need for a book like ours that talks about Christian counterpublics because Trump’s victory means we now hold the power—we are the public, not the counterpublic!

			But I am doubtful when my fellow evangelicals shout, “We win!”

			First, when it comes to winning the minds of our culture, Donald Trump’s election was not much of a win. Trump won the presidency with fewer votes than Hillary Clinton received. His victory was certainly surprising, but surprise is not change. Furthermore, both Clinton and Trump achieved historically unprecedented levels of disapproval throughout the election.9 Our culture is still committed to abortion, dismantling sexual morality, and constricting religious freedoms. I fear that those who see sweeping cultural transformation in the 2016 election are misinterpreting a receding wave as a changing tide.

			Second, it is not at all clear that “we” won. Donald Trump won, but is Trump “we”? Trump has consistently stated opinions or modeled behavior that is radically at odds with the gospel. Albert Mohler, president of the Southern Baptist Seminary, strongly opposed Trump’s candidacy. As he put it, “Americans have retained enough moral sense to know that personal character still matters in the choice of a babysitter. If this is true, we can hardly claim with a straight face that character is irrelevant to those who hold high positions of political leadership.”10 Mark Galli, editor in chief of Christianity Today, notes the depth of the division within the ranks of evangelicals when he describes Christians who look at one another and ask, “How could you, as an evangelical, possibly support your candidate?” Galli goes on to compare evangelicals to a married couple who have grown apart over the years and now look at each other and wonder whether divorce is the only option.11 For evangelicals, there is no we in “We win!”

			Perhaps most disconcerting is that if we tie ourselves to the Trump juggernaut, what happens when it crashes? Will our prospect for having a healthy voice and a vibrant moral witness within our culture be completely destroyed by a backlash against Donald Trump and all those who have allied themselves with his values and rhetoric?

			These are perilous times for evangelicals who seek to speak in the public square. What rhetorical voice should we adopt?

			Even evangelicals who do not approve of Donald Trump may nonetheless believe that we should be judgmental of a society as sinful and godless as ours. The time for civility is past, and the time for outrage has come. We should not worry about how the world perceives us; we know that the world will hate us even as they hated Jesus. It is a waste of time to make ourselves intelligible to people who have rejected the truth and are darkened in their understanding. To put it another way: Elijah never engaged in constructive dialogue with the prophets of Baal, so why not follow his example?

			But there are faithful alternatives to combative public rhetoric. Let us distinguish three different postures or voices one might adopt to speak to contemporary issues: a prophetic voice, a pastoral voice, and a persuasive voice. Interestingly enough, these are analogous to different ways in which the Holy Spirit works in our lives. Table 1 sketches the differences between these voices.

			Table 1. Three voices

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Prophetic
						
							
							Pastoral
						
							
							Persuasive
						
					

					
							appeals to revealed Word of God as final authority
							appeals to shared needs and suffering 
							appeals to the common good and general revelation
					

					
							calls for acknowledgment of sin and repentance
							offers healing, nurture, and aid to those in need 
							seeks to change viewpoints or practices within the culture
					

					
							demands of the hearer repentance and complete change in direction 
							meets people where they are and ministers to their needs
							appeals to conscience and shared values, and seeks progressive steps toward a final goal
					

					
							analogous to the convicting work of the Holy Spirit (Jn 16:8)
							analogous to the comforting, helping role of the Holy Spirit (Jn 14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7) 
							analogous to the Holy Spirit bearing witness (Jn 15:26-27) and restraining evil (2 Thess 2:6-7)
					

				
			

			This book will primarily focus on speaking with a persuasive voice in a public setting. This is not meant to exclude or even diminish the need for prophetic and pastoral voices. In any given setting, public or private, it might be wise to employ any one of these three voices. However, as the Barna poll indicates, recent evangelical political action has tended to speak with the prophetic voice. If no one responds, we often feel that the only option is to turn up the prophetic volume. So we shout louder, or stage more vigorous protests, or show more horrific pictures, or warn of increasingly apocalyptic disasters. But in the face of diminishing returns, it would be good to remember that there are other options than turning up our prophetic voice. We might adopt a pastoral or persuasive voice instead; sometimes gates that are barred to angry shouting can be opened by knocking and offering to help.

			But let us assume for the moment that some viewpoints are so heinous that no dialogue is necessary and seeking understanding is itself a form of compromise. What then? Do we follow Elijah’s example and kill the modern equivalents of the priests of Baal with a sword? Some have adopted this rationale and engaged in shooting doctors who perform abortions or firebombing abortion clinics. But the vast majority of Christians do not advocate such extreme measures. Once violent coercion is rejected, what alternative to entering into dialogue remains? Should we talk to other people but intentionally refuse to hear and understand them? Should we simply avoid our opponents and act like they do not exist? How can these actions be reconciled with a New Testament ethic that demands that we love our neighbors and do good to those who persecute us? At the end of the day, in modern political societies there is really no alternative to conversation, constructive dialogue, and persuasion. We write this book in the hopes of helping Christians engage in helpful and constructive public conversations—even when talking to people with whom we radically disagree.

			How the Book Is Organized

			In the first part we discuss key components and theories that define and describe a counterpublic. Chapter one asserts that before groups can effectively counter a public, they must understand both what constitutes a public and how ideas are debated within the public square. Chapter two details how Christian counterpublics are obligated to not only represent Christ’s agenda but also speak in a way that honors God. As counterpublics with limited time and resources, which of God’s commands or concerns should our groups prioritize and pursue? Chapter three explores the challenge of communicating a Christian agenda within today’s argument culture. As representatives of Christ, how can we champion our perspective without engaging in ridicule or derision? Chapter four focuses on the crucial issue of speaker credibility. The word credibility comes from the Latin credere, which means “to believe.” In communicating with others, do we make it easy or difficult for them to believe our message?

			Part two takes the theories and concepts of previous chapters and applies them to engaging other people. Chapter five considers effective ways to craft our message so others will consider it on both the emotional and cognitive levels. Chapter six asks the question, When given the opportunity to deliver our message, how can we engage decision makers in a way that is compelling? Then, in championing a Christian agenda can we form partnerships or “loose connections” with non-Christian groups to meet the needs of our community (chapter seven)?

			Part three considers current challenges facing Christian counterpublics. Chapters eight and nine apply the concepts of this book to a pressing cultural issue: How should we respond to the Supreme Court’s decision to legalize same-sex marriage? Each author separately answers this question in these two chapters. The final chapter consists of an imaginary dialogue between the authors, which both deepens our exploration of the thorny issue of same-sex marriage and models constructive disagreement between Christians. We firmly believe that often there is not a single Christian viewpoint on a given issue, and therefore one of the places we need to model civil discourse is in conversations among ourselves as evangelicals!

			Unique Features of This Book

			Historical sketches. American Christians commonly lament the acrimonious communication climate and adversarial relationship between the culture at large and confessing Christians. There is surely much to lament in this regard, but one thing that we should avoid is voicing our laments with apocalyptic pessimism. The end times may be near at hand, but then they may not be. It is good to remind ourselves that every generation of Christians has faced opposition, and many have faced opposition even more pronounced than what we are facing. More importantly, these Christians have left us a rich legacy of examples in the way they rose to meet and conquer the challenges of their day. This book will include a series of vignettes that highlight these examples of faithful and successful Christian counterpublics, such as William Wilberforce, Saint Patrick, and Harriet Beecher Stowe. May they remind us that the challenges we face are nothing new and that there is always reason for hope when confronting seemingly insurmountable cultural challenges.

			Integration of communication theory, theology, and Scripture. Each of the issues raised in Winsome Persuasion will be addressed by appealing to communication and rhetoric scholars such as Aristotle, James Herrick, Lloyd Bitzer, James Carey, Jürgen Habermas, Julia T. Wood, Chaim Perelman, Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca, and Nancy Fraser, along with noted Christian thinkers and theologians such as Augustine, G. K. Chesterton, J. P. Moreland, Quentin Schultze, Peter Berger, Tim Keller, Robert George, Richard Mouw, John Woodbridge, and C. S. Lewis. In addition, each chapter incorporates Scripture that at times both affirms and challenges communication principles and theories. We feel it is imperative that we seek truth by studying both God’s Word and God’s world. Our goal for this book is to take a comprehensive approach to wisdom by consulting scholars within and outside the Christian community and augmenting those insights with God’s perspective via the Scriptures.12

			Praxis. In addition to teaching, both authors have spent years communicating the Christian worldview to diverse college and community audiences. Accordingly, these chapters actively combine theory and practice. Readers consider not only relevant communication theories and principles but also how they can be applied to social issues ranging from immunization to the plight of the homeless to the Syrian refugee crisis to same-sex marriage. 

			“All people should be loved equally,” states Saint Augustine. “But you cannot do good to all people equally, so you should take particular thought for those who, as if by lot, happen to be particularly close to you in terms of place, time, or any other circumstances.”13 The goal of this book is to spark a conversation about how to best present a perspective that is increasingly becoming the minority view. How can we set forth this distinctly Christian view to fellow community members—who providentially share a similar time and place—in a way that is compassionate, civil, and effective? If such a balance is achieved, we will serve as a vibrant contrast to our contemporary political climate.

			

			


		


		
			Part I


			
Laying a Theoretical Foundation
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			“Desire,” argues an ancient Jewish writer, “without knowledge is not good” (Prov 19:2). A common mistake in our efforts to influence others is to overlook theory and rush to application. “Just tell me how to persuade others,” our students often ask. While the desire to introduce individuals to the Christian worldview is admirable, it’s a mistake to overlook the usefulness of a good theory or clear definitions. In the following chapters we carefully define what it means to be a credible Christian counterpublic who can deftly and effectively communicate in today’s ever-changing public square. But first, what do we mean by counterpublic?

			

		


		
			
1

			
What Is a Counterpublic?
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			In social media you are called naive, ignorant, and dangerous. The majority of medical experts present so-called indisputable evidence and tell you to get in step with others. Even the president of the United States publically states that the most important thing you can do for your child is the very thing you oppose. Some lawmakers suggest that your child be barred from school unless you give in to the dominant view. The issue is vaccinations, and you are utterly opposed.

			You are also faced with a barrage of questions: What do you do when you find yourself in the minority? Do you compromise your convictions or stand firm? If you stand firm, how do you communicate with those in the dominant perspective in a way that doesn’t quickly devolve into shouting matches—or hostile comment sections such as what followed a Washington Post article on vaccinations?

			Erwin Alber: I have long ago arrived at the conclusion that vaccination is an organized enterprise dressed up as disease prevention by means of junk science. 

			Bob Fergy303: Are you insane? 

			Erwin Alber: As Orwell said, in a time of universal deceit telling the truth is a revolutionary act.

			Jimmgt: Ewwhh boy! Nutbags are always somewhere out there.

			Matthew Kampff: You must have been looking in the mirror when you wrote this.1

			Regardless of how you feel about vaccinations, chances are that there will come a time when on some issue you are on the outside looking in. Is your favorite political candidate somebody no one seems to take seriously? Are you on the wrong side of cultural shift so that now the majority sees your position as intolerant? Do you care about an issue that gets little attention? As your professor lectures, everyone seems to be nodding their heads in agreement, but you are not convinced and want to raise your hand and object. You are painfully aware of what public opinion is, but you aren’t so sure you agree. If so, then you—like parents who refuse to vaccinate—are a counterpublic. You represent the minority perspective yet want to engage those who hold the dominant view. But how?

			In order to be an effective counterpublic it is crucial to understand key concepts that lay a theoretical foundation from which you can act. In this chapter we consider what makes up a public, what the characteristics of a counterpublic are, where today’s public square is, and how these concepts can be understood through a case study involving a heated debate over a depiction of Jesus on a college campus. Before we can engage others as a counterpublic, we need to first answer the question, what is a public?

			The Public

			Just as any thoughtful discussion of postmodernism must first define modern­­­ism, so a detailed discussion of counterpublics must first focus on what is being countered—a public. Communication scholars Palczewski, Ice, and Fritch assert that a public is formed by “people coming together to discuss common concerns, including concerns about who they are and what they should do, and as a result constructing social reality together.”2 Each public must ask defining questions: What are the concerns that unify us as a group? Which concerns should be a priority? Once they are defined, how should we seek to meet these concerns? How are our values shaping how we see others and the world around us? When discussing the thorny issue of vaccinations, we quickly see two different publics emerging, each answering these questions in a different way. The pro-vaccination public argues that what unifies them is a concern for children at large. Their priority is the welfare of children entering public school systems. The concerns of the majority should trump the concerns of a fringe group who question the safety of vaccinations. The antivaccination public is equally convinced that vaccinations unnecessarily raise the risk of autism and that their children should be exempt due to personal or religious objections.

			Cultural critic James Carey argues that what groups, or publics, involved in debates like these are doing is creating symbolic maps. “We first produce the world through symbolic work and then take up residence in the worlds we have produced.”3 Just as a physical map shows the landscape of a place and highlights key features—mountains, waterfalls, rivers, roads—a symbolic map lays out the conceptual features of a community through highlighting and prioritizing key concepts such as love, honor, beauty, patriotism, sexuality, marriage, a real job, and so on. Since words or symbols are inherently ambiguous, abstract, and arbitrary, a key part of making a symbolic map is giving definition to words. “All language,” notes Jacques Ellul, “is more or less a riddle to be figured out.”4 How you figure out or define a word forms your symbolic map.

			Symbolic maps are not written in isolation, but rather build on existing maps. In one of the preeminent works of twentieth-century ethical theory, The Right and the Good, ethicist W. D. Ross created his own symbolic map—building on Aristotle—in which he identified and defined certain qualities such as justice, non-injury, fidelity, veracity, reparation, beneficence, self-improvement, and gratitude. Ross gave each of these words or symbols a specific description. Justice includes both positive (preventing injustice) and negative (avoiding acts of injustice) characteristics, non-injury is the obligation to avoid harming others, fidelity is keeping promises, veracity is avoiding telling lies, reparation is making amends for wrongdoing, beneficence is seeking to please and serve others, self-improvement is bettering oneself, and gratitude is showing appreciation toward others for good deeds.5

			What do you think of Ross’s symbolic map? Is there anything missing you would add? Do you agree with a word but disagree with how it is defined? Would you throw out the entire list and start over? Even if we keep his general list, there may be strong disagreements over what constitutes justice, beneficence, or injury.

			The consequences of having differing maps—or differences in how a specific map should be applied—were on vivid display during the Baltimore riots that occurred the last week of April 2015. Racial tensions erupted following the funeral of an African American man, Freddie Gray, who died a week after suffering a severe spinal injury while in police custody. Angry groups, composed mostly of teens, threw objects at police dressed in riot gear. While watching the riots unfold, Baltimore mother Toya Graham spotted her sixteen-year-old son in the crowd dressed in a black ski mask and ready to throw a brick. The video of her grabbing and slapping her son into submission went viral. While many claimed she should be awarded “Mother of the Year” and she drew public praise from the White House, others thought she should be prosecuted. “Hypocrisy of the law,” tweeted one observer, identified as @cotrial; “she should be arrested for assault, battery, and abuse.”6 Professional golfer Brandon Hartzell found it ironic that NFL player Adrian Peterson was suspended and faced criminal charges for hitting his son: “We accused one person and praised another for the same action.”7 Why such different interpretations of a mother’s actions? While Ross’s list may help us identify broad categories such as justice or non-injury, it is up to individuals and communities to specifically place such actions within their own map. To some, the mother’s actions were attempts at reparation—making amends for a wrongdoing—while others saw it as doing harm to her son. “To live within the purview of different maps,” concludes Carey, “is to live within different realities.”8

			What happens when communities working off differing maps clash? Often the result is that a “dominant public tends to emerge, one that has the strength to translate its beliefs into actions affecting even people who do not share its beliefs.”9 What allows one public to become dominant relates to a key distinction between weak and strong publics. Communication theorist Nancy Fraser defines weak publics as groups that exclusively engage in opinion formation and lack the ability to make policy decisions. In contrast, a strong public participates in identity formation but also has decision-making power.10 Both publics can be seen in action in the vaccination debate. As we write this, a bill is racing through California’s Senate Education Committee—spurred on by a measles outbreak at Disneyland Resort—that would severely limit a parent’s choice not to vaccinate due to religious or personal reasons.11 With such an important decision looming, what can parents opposed to vaccinations do? As members of a weak public they cannot pass a law or ratify a political bill, but they can seek to influence members of the strong public (the Education Committee) by holding public rallies, protesting outside the building where the committee meets, enlisting public figures to advocate for them, or making comments through social media designed to pressure decision makers.12 When these parents seek to influence the majority they are acting as counterpublics.

			Characteristics of a Counterpublic

			Communication scholar Daniel Brouwer identifies three characteristics of all counterpublics: opposition, withdrawal, and engagement.13

			Opposition. What happens when you or your community feel excluded from the dominant public? You desire to take part in robust conversations that will deeply affect your community, but you have no voice. You perceive that your values are being not only ignored but attacked. Even when you do get a chance to enter the conversation, it seems that your symbolic map is easily dismissed. What unifies counterpublics is the perception that they are being excluded from communal discussions. Brouwer writes, “It’s important to recognize that oppositionality is primarily perceptual; that is, counterpublics emerge when social actors perceive themselves to be excluded from or marginalized within mainstream or dominant publics.”14

			If opposition is, as Brouwer suggests, primarily perceptual, then does it allow any group to label itself a counterpublic? If perception is the main prerequisite, then “it is conceivable that anyone, including the most privileged and powerful members of society, could enact counterpublicity.”15 In addressing this concern, communication theorists suggest that any group that perceives itself as being marginalized or excluded by the dominant public must offer some form of evidence that its perception is rooted in reality. For example, among the counterpublic group Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation (GLAAD) there is a strong perception that prominent gay and lesbian characters are lacking in the movie industry. “Major studios appear reluctant to include LGBT characters in significant roles or franchises,” states GLAAD’s national spokesman, Wilson Cruz.16 But can this perception be substantiated? In its first study of LGBT roles in major films, GLAAD found that of the 101 releases from Hollywood’s six major studios in 2012, just fourteen films included gay, lesbian, or bisexual characters. When these characters did appear, they were often in cameos or minor roles that played no significant part in plot development. Whether the dominant public accepts, legitimates, or acts on such findings will itself take work. “The only way to make change,” concludes Cruz, “is to do something about it. It takes hard work.”17 A central part of being a counterpublic is producing evidence that not only buttresses the perception of its members but also legitimates that perception with the dominant public.

			Withdrawal. All counterpublics deal with the tension brought on by the dialectic of inward communication with fellow counterpublics and outward communication with dominant publics. “Those who constitute oppositional communication need to speak among themselves in moments of retreat, regrouping, reflection, or rejuvenation.”18 During times of withdrawal, counter­­publics discuss and perhaps modify the symbolic maps that fuel their vision and activism. Central to these times of regrouping are perceptual questions: How do we view ourselves, and how should we view our opposition? As a group what is our identity? With limited time and resources, which goals should we give priority? What if we can’t agree? How important is it to put on a unified front?

			In addition to forming an identity for themselves, counterpublics must also engage in what Robert Asen describes as “collective imagining,” where individuals imagine people “different from themselves.”19 How one group imagines another will undoubtedly determine the tone of their rhetoric. Do we see those different from us as fellow citizens pursuing a common social good, or as combatants in a culture war? If members of a counterpublic regularly imagine those they are trying to persuade as uncharitable combatants in a rhetorical war, then two results may occur. First, the group may easily fall into reciprocal disdain, which can in turn lead to a type of de­humanization of the opposition. Second, during times of withdrawal counterpublics often create hidden transcripts, which entail a “critique of power spoken behind the back of the dominant.”20 Since they are created in private, hidden transcripts can be rhetorically harsh and contain unflattering characterizations or stereotypes of others. However, in today’s savvy social media world, can hidden transcripts stay hidden? 

			The impact of the private being made public created a defining moment in the 2012 presidential elections. While speaking at a private fundraiser, Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney suggested that nearly half—47 percent—of the US population would never vote for him since they did not pay taxes and were content to depend on the government. Un­expectedly, Romney witnessed his comment going viral, resulting in his being lampooned by bloggers, liberal news outlets, and Saturday Night Live. His name soon became linked with “47 percent.” In response, Romney attempted to draw attention to a little-known clip of Barack Obama, then a state senator, advocating helping the poor through a redistribution of wealth.

			In light of a rash of viral videos seemingly showing excessive use of force by law enforcement, Annapolis Police Chief Michael Pristoop regularly reminds his officers that one piece of technology has changed everything—the video capacity of a cell phone. He counsels officers “to be ever aware that everything they do should be considered public. . . . The fact they could be on camera should be foremost in their minds.”21 Like today’s law enforcement, should counterpublics be ever aware that everything they say and do in private will become public? As they regularly retreat to discuss issues among themselves, how unguarded or unfiltered can they really be? While hidden transcripts may allow in-house venting or rallying the troops, what damage could occur if they went public?

			Engagement. The most distinctive feature of counterpublics is a desire to engage the dominant view. “In this view, radical exclusions such as forced exile or chosen separatism, in which social actors cannot or do not address other publics, do not constitute counterpublicity.”22 In order for counterpublics to effectively challenge the symbolic maps of the dominant culture or strong publics who make policy, counterpublics must speak in a way that the public understands and finds credible. In short, a counterpublic must speak the vernacular of the public. Christopher Duerringer notes that the word vernacular is “derived from the Latin verna, which names a home-born slave in Rome.”23 These slaves exhibited the ability to talk among themselves in their native language, but also to enter public spaces and speak with confidence to a larger society using their vernacular. If these slaves wished to be heard in Rome, they “were required to render themselves intelligible to the broader public in terms of institutional languages.”24

			Not all counterpublics agree that they need to speak the dominant culture’s vernacular. Some argue that one of the fundamental ways strong publics stay in power is by creating rules of discourse that put others at a distinct disadvantage. If you can’t speak our language or follow our rules, assert the powerful, we will not give you an audience. In response, for example, some counterpublics who focus on race make provocative rhetorical choices. In an attempt to challenge the grammatical rules of the elite, bell hooks refuses to capitalize her name, while Michael Eric Dyson regularly uses quotes from noneducated people riddled with syntax errors to show that wisdom is not relegated to academics who can properly use the King’s English. Each counterpublic will need to negotiate the tension of desiring to be heard without capitulating to the discursive rules or vernacular of the dominant public.

			Once a counterpublic decides to engage those who hold the dominant perspective, they must present arguments in the public square.

			The Public Square

			While many today would agree that issues such as immigration, racism, cost of education, and same-sex marriage are important, where do people come together to discuss them? Many cultures have found it important to create a place—a public square—where people could come together to discuss issues facing a community. In ancient Greece, the need for a public square was evidenced by the agora in Athens. In Jewish cultures, the city gates served as a place where residents could debate each other and even call for elders to help moderate. “The public square,” states Christian author Os Guinness, “was the civic center of the state, the physical place where citizens came together to deliberate and decide issues of common public life.”25 While the idea of a public square sounds inviting, it quickly raises questions. Where is today’s public square? Does everyone have equal access? Are there individuals or groups who feel excluded? Who determines what topics are addressed and what vernacular is acceptable?

			German sociologist Jürgen Habermas did the seminal work in understanding the strengths and weaknesses of a healthy public square. For Habermas, an ideal public square would have the following characteristics: it must be open to all who want to participate; it must address issues that affect the majority of people; it should be free from manipulation or coercion; and, perhaps most importantly, opinions must be presented rationally.
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