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INTRODUCTION



A Bible Belt Upbringing


I was raised to be a Republican housewife. That may sound strange to you if you weren’t born into a particularly political or religious household, but for people who grew up in a world like the one I come from (white, evangelical Christian, southern), it was pretty normal. Or at least typical. Religion and politics were indistinguishable from one another, and we were taught that a conservative point of view was the only right position to have in either realm. If Jesus could have voted, he would have been a far-right Republican, and only far-right Republicans truly loved Jesus.


My dad was especially determined to teach us the right way to think about pretty much everything—from politics to pop culture, theology to fashion trends. (Clearly, as you’ll see on the next page, we both needed a little help in the fashion department.)


Conversations at dinner consisted of him telling us what was wrong with the world, and us correctly repeating his arguments back to him. But for me it consisted of trying to find flaws or inconsistencies with his arguments and pointing them out to him. This might sound miserable to you, but believe it or not, I loved arguing with him. He liked it too. He loved watching me test my counterarguments and debate tactics. When I was younger, he could always defeat my contradictory positions. But over the years, my oppositional instincts sharpened into reasonable arguments that tended to frustrate him.
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My dad and me








Somewhere along the line, it stopped being fun. It wasn’t just that we disagreed with each other; it was that we didn’t respect each other. That’s not putting it strongly enough. We hated each other’s viewpoint, and that filtered into what we thought about and how we saw one another. I thought his views on capital punishment were evil; he believed my adolescent feminism was immoral and irrational. I thought his perspective on social welfare was hypocritical, racist, and self-serving; he thought my changing views on religion were heretical and blasphemous. For both of us, the line between a bad idea and a bad person became very blurry. In my eyes, my father himself (and not just his arguments and ideas) was evil, hypocritical, racist, self-serving. In his eyes, I (and not just my arguments and ideas) was immoral, irrational, heretical, blasphemous. By the time he passed away, several years had passed since we had been able to have even a civil conversation.


My relationship with my dad was a mirror for what was happening in the larger culture of America during those same years. When I was born in the 1970s, political polarization was at an all-time low. Now nearly fifty years later, it is at an all-time high. A 2022 poll found that, when asked to identify America’s greatest enemy, 40 percent of people named the opposing political party rather than a foreign nation like China, Russia, or Iran.1 In the run-up to the 2020 election, 89 percent of Trump supporters believed that a Biden win would do permanent harm to the country, while 90 percent of Biden supporters thought a Trump win would do permanent harm.2 We no longer object to ideas and arguments we disagree with: we object to the people who have those ideas and make those arguments because we see them as wholly bad.


Another odd thing about the disagreements I had with my dad in the last few years of his life was that we always seemed to be certain that each of us was correct and the other was wrong. In an increasingly bewildering world, our certainty only intensified. My dad was certain that I was brainwashed by the universities where I was educated and (eventually) employed and by the Gen X malaise that infected me and the people I surrounded myself with, and that my take on current events had been warped beyond recognition when I began reading the New York Times in college. It was the limited and selective exposure to exclusively liberal ideas, according to my dad, that made me believe the things I believed. And those things were simply (and certainly) wrong. He often called me a “bleeding heart liberal” and believed my political views were based on emotion rather than reason. That’s why I shouldn’t have been allowed to vote—politics should be reserved for rational people with reasonable views. He believed that if I only spent time listening to the other side, I would come around to a better way of thinking, but my “feminazi” high-brow elitism kept me from even trying to listen.


I, on the other hand, tended to believe that my dad prioritized abstract political commitments over his own lived reality and that he favored idealistic and uncompromising responses to problems over practical and realistic ones. He voted for politicians who wanted to dismantle Social Security, even though eventually he couldn’t have gotten by without it. When confronted with a dire political or social problem (the displacement of people after Hurricane Katrina, for example, or the homelessness crisis that erupted in the 1980s), he was more likely to think about ideals like “individual responsibility,” “government intrusion,” and “self-determination” than he was about survival, efficiency, response time, or cost. I also thought that my dad’s limited exposure to people who were different from him hampered his ability to understand points of view that were radically different from his own. He lived in a homogenous community of people who thought like him, looked like him, and voted like him. Aside from a tour of military service in the 1950s, he never lived outside the American South. Although he was an avid reader, he only read books that he knew beforehand he would agree with. He only listened to conservative talk radio or watched Fox News. He clung to his ideals in ways that I believed hampered him from understanding radically different ideas on their own terms. Like he did with me, I attributed his errors to a lack of exposure.


As you can tell, our arguments went in circles. If he sent me a news story, I tended to think it had no merit because of the politics I assumed motivated it. And if I disagreed with his take on current events, he would chalk it up to the slant of my news source. I once showed him a study that found that Fox News viewers were less informed on current events than people who consumed no news at all, to which he responded, “That’s just what I’d expect the liberal media to say!”3 Both of us tended to believe information and analyses that came from sources that shared our political orientation and disbelieve those that didn’t.


My dad’s preference for his favorite talk radio shows or Fox News was guided by his trust in that media’s orientation; they were “insiders” in his worldview. But another way of putting it is that they reinforced his orientation. As for me, I might tell myself that my preference for the New York Times, the Guardian, or New Yorker magazine is informed by my high regard for their journalistic standards (it is), but I’m kidding myself if I don’t admit that I also glean some satisfaction from many of their headlines because they bolster my own political orientation.


A good way to sum up our differences is that what I thought was true he was convinced was false (and he thought my one-sided culture, community, and media consumption accounted for my errors), and what he thought was true I thought was false (and his one-sided culture, community, and media consumption accounted for his). The way my dad and I eventually came to see each other is much the same way that people with opposing political viewpoints see each other these days: our own side is completely right, and the other side is completely wrong. We are the good guys; they are the bad guys.


Think about how it makes you feel when you hear, view, or read something that confirms your political worldview. How would you describe the sensation? What about when they deride, lambast, or mock an opposing view? What kinds of feelings do you associate with this experience? For most of us, it feels good; it’s satisfying. There’s a surge of visceral, bodily pleasure associated with hearing our own viewpoint confirmed and an opposing viewpoint mocked or undermined. Physical, emotional experiences like these are a good indicator that we’re not thinking as carefully as we should be. They might also be an indicator that we’re engaging in some circular reasoning, presuming to be true the very thing we wish to prove and latching onto “facts” and details that allow us to prove it.


While circular reasoning may be illogical, not all circular thinking is necessarily bad. As a matter of fact, a certain amount of circularity is an inevitable part of any interpretation or perception. So despite the acrimony between my dad and me, the way we thought about the world and each other wasn’t completely wrong. In order to understand anything at all, we have to possess certain preunderstandings—predilections, predispositions, and biases—that make interpretation possible in the first place. When I read a novel, I generally scan the overleaf to get a sense of what the book is about beforehand. I do this not just to decide whether I want to read it; the scan also provides me with an interpretive context that will help me understand the book as I begin turning pages. Movie trailers provide a similar function. Yes, they are teasers that make us want to view the film, but they also provide a context that helps us process the film once we begin viewing.


There’s a term for this: it’s called the hermeneutic circle.4 The point of the hermeneutic circle is to make us more aware of our predispositions and predilections that precondition and impinge on how we receive and interpret new information. Even though I have an idea of what a book is about from the overleaf, I shouldn’t fully judge it by its cover. Maybe the overleaf helped me make sense of the first few pages, but I shouldn’t let those initial impressions determine everything about how I read and interpret the book. In other words, the hermeneutic circle sees biases as inevitable and even necessary to understand anything at all, but it also sees them as a potential problem if our predispositions cause us to see things one way and keep us from seeing them another way. An even bigger problem is believing we could ever capture reality without some aspect of preinterpretation, pretending as though no hermeneutic circle exists at all.


The point of recognizing our own hermeneutic circle is to try to become more aware of it, nevertheless realizing that complete escape is ultimately impossible. The point is to recognize how those predispositions and predilections impact our interpretations so our understanding can be better, sounder, and less voluntarily skewed by our tendency to see things one way rather than another.


This is something neither my dad nor I were very good at. We were so deeply dependent on our hermeneutic circles that we could scarcely step outside them. When we are overly reliant on our hermeneutic circle, it can guide us to only believe or listen to ideas that we “trust” because they reflect our particular insider orientation. In that case, we are not trying to be liberated from the hermeneutic circle. On the contrary, we are doing everything in our power to stay inside it. We are doubling down on our predispositions, making an even thicker barrier between ourselves and outsider ideas that don’t conform exactly to our worldview. Like a Rorschach test, we don’t see the thing itself; we see what our preconceived orientations predetermine we will see. Our distrust of “them” keeps us from questioning ourselves or examining our opinions. It compels us to avoid the kinds of critical analysis that would challenge us to form more accurate, truer opinions. It pushes us to intensify what we already believe and to adopt more extreme versions of our beliefs over time, whether or not those beliefs are grounded in truth or rationality.


Here’s the real rub: when we are overly reliant on our hermeneutic circle rather than critically aware of it, we end up prioritizing our own preexisting beliefs over what is actually true, precisely in those areas where our preexisting beliefs might be incorrect. In other words, when we cling like hell to our hermeneutic circle, it forces us to hide from ourselves the places where our perceptions might just be wrong.


Over the course of twenty years, my discussions with my father went from playful debates to me thinking he was a bitter and irrational old man and him thinking I had betrayed every moral value he had tried to instill in me. It makes me sad to think of how wide the gulf between us eventually became. And that gulf remains between my conservative family and me, where the line between a simple difference of opinion and utter moral suspicion is very, very thin. I know I am not alone in this experience. You too probably find yourself on the opposite side of a political divide from some people in your life these days. Holidays are probably more caustic than cozy. In the best case, you might simply avoid certain topics or people altogether rather than discuss things that will inevitably lead to contentious disagreements. The incendiary nature of politics today forces us to pick a side, to declare ourselves either insiders or outsiders in a group or community, and to commit ourselves to that group’s dogmas. It becomes nearly impossible for us to talk to members of the other group, which our group believes are bad, wrong, dishonest, or dangerous.


It’s a bit strange that, in the political climate of today, we have such an intense predilection to automatically embrace our community’s and social group’s political beliefs, almost as though doing so is necessary for our survival. We’re liberal, so we feel compelled to think like a liberal, talk like a liberal, and embrace views that other liberals will approve of. Or we’re conservative, so we feel compelled to think like a conservative, talk like a conservative, and embrace views that other conservatives will approve of. These are not just idle opinions; they involve our very sense of ourselves—who we are, our core identities and convictions. We commit ourselves to an ideology, and that abstract commitment often matters more to us than our immediate lived experiences. And although we may tend to think our political ideals are part of our immediate physical experience, in fact they are not.


Think of it this way: Have you ever seen Capitalism walking down the street? When was the last time you ran across Democracy in flesh and blood? What about Socialism? Communism? Totalitarianism? Neoliberalism? Republicanism? Fascism? Conservativism? Liberalism? Progressivism? The political ideals we hold dear (or passionately loathe) are never encountered in concrete reality because they are abstract; they exist at the level of ideas rather than in the physical world. This doesn’t mean that our immediate lived experiences don’t have political stakes and vice versa—they do. But those stakes have to be interpreted and defined; in the same way, our political ideologies have to be translated and applied to the material world. So when I say that our politics exist in our ideologies rather than in our realities, it means that the language of our politics matters. A lot. The things that we often think of as existing concretely, realistically, absolutely in the world are often very much a matter of language.


As it turns out, there is a whole discipline devoted to the study of language. It’s called rhetoric. I’m not exaggerating when I say that discovering rhetoric, the field in which I’m now an expert, quite literally changed my life. It helped me see how everything—from disagreements with my dad to the incendiary politics of our time to the way we think about truth itself—is propelled by the power of language.


What is rhetoric? This question is hands-down the number one question I am asked when I tell people what I study. It’s also a question that would have been virtually unaskable at any stage of Western history before this one. That’s because, after its invention in ancient Greece, the study of rhetoric dominated all formal education in Europe, the Near East, North Africa, and, eventually, America, up until the early twentieth century. It was only about a hundred years ago—virtually yesterday in historical terms—that rhetoric’s importance diminished.


At its inception, however, rhetoric was the science of language and persuasion. Some people think one of the earliest formal studies of rhetoric belongs to the Greek philosopher Plato, in his dialogue the Phaedrus.5 In that dialogue, the character Phaedrus reads a speech about love from a scroll he has recently purchased. In delivering the speech, Phaedrus makes a strong case for an improbable position: that it is better for a person to go to bed with someone who doesn’t love them rather than with someone who does. On first hearing the speech, Socrates is overwhelmed by its power, and he believes every word of it must be true, even though in his gut he knows it shouldn’t be. As Socrates reexamines the speech more carefully, he begins to rethink his initial response. A long discussion ensues, where Socrates and Phaedrus pinpoint the speech’s persuasive moves and its shortcomings. At the beginning of the dialogue, they are both completely convinced by the speech’s power; by the end, they’ve reached a very different conclusion and have identified all the things the speech failed to do, but they’ve also identified why it had them so enraptured and persuaded upon the first delivery. This, in a nutshell, is rhetoric. By studying language—its many forms, figures, and powers—rhetoricians figure out how language works, why it is persuasive, and what makes people prone to believe it.


In the beginning, rhetoric was intimately wed to both philosophy and politics. Rhetoric was tied to philosophy because both disciplines are concerned with how language relates to reality. It was tied to politics because, in the public arena, language can transform the way people see reality in ways that have practical, social, and political effects. Words can deliver reality to us, but words can also, as the philosopher and author of the first book on rhetoric Aristotle observed, “warp the jury by leading them into anger or envy or pity… as if someone made a straight-edge ruler crooked before using it.”6


Aristotle was particularly concerned about this crooked ruler because of the way it had been misused only a generation earlier: in the war with Sparta that led to the fall of Athens’s democracy and the end of its political freedom. In the war, Athens had made one bad decision after another, spurred on by the power of words alone—in particular, those of the Sophists, who you’ll learn more about in the chapters that follow. Sophists were traveling statesmen who came from various corners of the Greek-speaking world and dazzled Athens with their displays of oratory and linguistic fireworks. Using the power of words alone, the Sophists could turn traditional views on their head and convince people of things that, in their heart of hearts, they knew were untrue. Followers paid outrageous sums in exchange for lessons in being able to use language the way the Sophists did. With such a weapon in their hands, Athenians who had studied with the Sophists could orate from the floor of the assembly and bend the will of their fellow citizens. It was this, more than anything else, that led to Athens’s bad decisions and ultimate downfall in the war with Sparta.


Initially, rhetoric emerged precisely because people wanted to understand how the Sophists had used language to wreak such profound havoc in the first place. I often take comfort knowing that, as much as it may seem like democracy today is in freefall and political strife has never been worse, these problems are not new. The Greeks experienced them long before we did, and their experiences were what compelled them to invent the discipline of rhetoric. I have studied ancient Greek rhetoric for nearly my whole adult life for exactly this reason. To me, it is neither a dead letter nor some imagined pinnacle of Western civilization but a living, breathing apparatus for thinking differently.


After Aristotle, and for nearly two and a half millennia, people studied how to craft language and deliver persuasive speeches, and they studied all the techniques and tropes that make persuasion possible. The study of rhetoric consisted of exhaustive memorization of historical and literary texts and great works of oratory, learning all the different figures of speech, extemporaneously arguing and defending positions, and creating and critiquing one’s own and one’s rivals’ speeches. These practices endured up to the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century, until writing replaced speaking as the dominant form of not only education but also all forms of public communication, and rhetoric receded from view. Where it’s remembered, it’s a PG-13 version of its former uncensored glory. Perhaps you have a passing familiarity with the proofs of rhetoric—logos (appeals to logic), ethos (appeals to the authority of the speaker), and pathos (appeals to emotions). Or the five canons—the invention, arrangement, style, memorization, and delivery of a speech. Or possibly the genres—forensic rhetoric for reaching judgments in the courts, deliberative rhetoric for determining future actions in the assembly, and epideictic rhetoric for praising or blaming someone. Aside from these enervated remnants, what rhetoric once was in its grandeur, force, and full-throated power has been largely forgotten.


In forgetting about rhetoric, however, we unfortunately also forgot about the things it once taught us: how and why certain words and modes of communication have the power to persuade us and therefore to dictate our thoughts and determine our actions. When people study rhetoric, they come to understand these ancient things anew and remember what’s been forgotten.


People begin to study rhetoric whenever they take a step back from language to analyze it with a more critical eye, just like Socrates and Phaedrus did with the speech on love. Instead of thinking about whether they agree or disagree with the words they hear or read, people who study rhetoric consider the effects of those words—why they were chosen, and how they impact the way the argument lands.


In other words, rhetoric is a metalanguage that describes and explains how language works. Grammar is another kind of metalanguage. The words noun, verb, and adjective are used to describe other words: words that refer to people, places, or things; words that refer to actions; words that describe or modify people, places, or things, and so on. Logic is also a metalanguage. When we use terms like deduction and induction, we are using language to describe the argumentative forms that language can take in the construction of logical proofs. Although rhetoric explains slightly more complex and inscrutable aspects of language use, it functions in much the same way as grammar and logic. It is unsurprising that grammar, logic, and rhetoric were studied together through much of their long history. Together, they were called the trivium—the original three liberal arts and the foundation for all other fields of study.


Rhetorical metalanguage offers ways of describing the various moves that occur in language and identifying what happens in language to make it effective and persuasive (or not). Terms that are now taught as poetic devices in English literature classes—such as alliteration, onomatopoeia, allegory, metaphor, simile, and so on—originated in the ancient works of rhetoric as rhetorical terms as opposed to literary figures of speech. Before they were reconceived as devices that add literary flourish and stylistic embellishment, they were understood as powerful tools for persuading people’s thoughts and influencing their actions. In addition to these there were countless others: hyperbaton, anaphora, chiasmus, symploke, not to mention argumentative strategies like stasis theory and common topics; the construction of proofs; methods of imitation and memorization; and many, many more. Rhetoricians once studied and mastered these and thousands upon thousands of techniques of language.


Rhetoric contains all the terms and vocabulary that rhetoricians amassed through the ages to describe the techniques that make discourse and persuasion effective. Rhetoric is abstract because, rather than identifying things like nouns and verbs, it identifies the subtle patterns of language that incline people to believe what the speaker is saying. Rhetoric is vast. There are literally thousands of terms of rhetorical theory that rhetoricians have collected over many centuries. Rhetoric is ever changing. Rhetoricians and speakers are forever coming up with new and interesting ways to innovate with language and to make it more compelling and persuasive. Rhetoric is complex. When rhetoric is most successful, we tend not to notice the things that made it so. If we had been consciously aware of the speaker’s techniques, the speech probably wouldn’t have had a very strong effect on us. Ancient rhetoricians understood all this and more. If we today were to get into a debate with an ancient master of rhetoric, there is no way we could win. We don’t even know the basic rules of the game.


Through the ages, rhetoricians discovered that the human ear is naturally drawn to certain things. It values organization. It likes repetition. It is attracted to rhythm. It is tickled by pauses. It is mesmerized by vivid description. It wants familiarity and predictability, and at the same time, it needs surprise and spontaneity. Above all, it adores the skillful, strategic, integrated use of all these elements. When we can’t quite tell how a speaker did what he or she did, but we nevertheless find ourselves with a lump in our throat, goosebumps on our arms, or a tear in our eye, or we find ourselves believing the speaker’s words are true, these are sure signs that the speaker’s rhetorical techniques have worked.


The primary aim of this book is to offer a new way of thinking, which I call rhetorical thinking. Rhetorical thinking requires us to overcome our passive, unconscious response to language and to make it an active, conscious response. Rhetorical thinkers understand how persuasion works, but they are not easily persuaded. Rhetorical thinkers do not agree with a position; they evaluate the way the position attempts to gain agreement. Rhetorical thinkers do not simply believe what they are told; they question what they are told. Above all, rhetorical thinkers are critical; they use rhetorical theory to carefully analyze the inner workings of discourse that attempts to gain their assent. Rhetorical thinkers are very, very tough customers.


In this book I share with you some of the most important insights I’ve gained about the power of rhetorical thinking since I began studying it more than two decades ago. Each chapter presents a method or set of methods and techniques of rhetorical thinking to examine controversial issues—issues where, aside from our hermeneutic circles, we today have far too few tools to facilitate our thinking, much less thinking for ourselves. By unearthing rhetoric’s lost tools, this book offers new ways of thinking differently. You will learn how certain forms of delivery can blur the line between truth and falsity (Chapter 1). How rhetorical packaging makes facts fragile (Chapter 2). How words that may just seem like literary or poetic devices—things like narrative and metaphor—implicitly influence what we think and how we act (Chapter 3). How ideology hides within the arguments we make (Chapter 4). How vulnerable our emotions and our values are to manipulation (Chapter 5). And how asking the right questions can carve new directions for even our most vexed disagreements (Chapter 6).


Each rhetorical technique provides us with a window to the past as well as a new way of thinking about the future. In contrast to our typical tendency to assert, until we’re blue (or red) in the face, what we think is true or what we repudiate is false, each rhetorical tool offers a way of thinking differently, from a fresh perspective that’s neither for nor against. The methods for thinking rhetorically offer new ways of understanding what exactly the differences in our perspectives are and where those differences come from in our language, beyond the standard “us versus them” or “right versus left” reaction. Beyond these binary poles, the art of rhetoric will help you unearth a third, fourth, or even fifth way of thinking about a given issue.


This book isn’t interested in reinforcing your ideological interpretations or critiquing those of your opponents. Neither is it interested in teaching you how to defend your ideology or attack your adversary’s. It is interested in showing you how to dive beneath the surface of your ideology and think more rhetorically. It does this by teaching you how to analyze the language of ideology, its rhetoric. Through thinking rhetorically about our ideological commitments, it is possible for people from radically different orientations to have different, better, and more productive conversations about the many issues confronting us today. This book argues for a goal change: from taking positions, arguing points, and villainizing opponents, to understanding how political ideology persuades and creates belief in the first place.


This book presumes that you the reader are interested in testing rather than merely reinforcing your own beliefs. If you’re more interested in reasserting your beliefs than you are in understanding why you believe what you believe, how those beliefs are structured and circulated, or how you come to believe what you take to be true, then this book probably isn’t for you. But if you are looking for a critical foundation for analyzing your own beliefs and how those beliefs spread, new ways of understanding the long history of the rhetorical problems we encounter today, and new ways of having more productive, civil, and reasonable conversations with people who don’t share your viewpoints, then you’ve come to the right place. Ideally, you’ll read this book with people who don’t share your views. In that case, there are discussion questions and prompts for thinking rhetorically in the back of the book to aid your conversations.


The result is not that you will switch from being a conservative to a liberal or vice versa. Rather, you will have a deeper understanding of how different views are packaged and made to be persuasive, you will be less easily swayed, and you will be able to have more meaningful and interesting interactions with those who take a position that is different from your own. You will think more carefully and critically about the things you believe. And you might just begin to help bridge the divide that separates people from one another today—by exercising the power of rhetoric for thinking differently.
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CHAPTER 1



A Tale of Two Truths


Past and Present


It’s difficult for us to truly comprehend today what an astounding innovation Athenian democracy was in its own time. Not only did it replace the natural bonds of kinship with something more complex, hard-won, and more quintessentially human—the bonds of social collaboration and coordination. It also replaced the primordial rule of the few over the many and a hegemony that was handed down by birth with its inverse: the rule of the many over the few, where those who were granted power were given it only temporarily by the governed, and so appointed leaders were necessarily held accountable for their deeds by the entire society.


Politics in democratic Athens were different from democratic politics today. For one thing, there were no political parties, so people didn’t hold ideological lines the way we do nowadays. This meant that, to a large extent, the politics of Athens could be quite unpredictable. Political decisions, such as whether to establish a colony, exile a citizen, build a wall, send troops to defend an ally, and so on, often turned on the persuasiveness of an individual speech or argument.


In Athens’s democracy of the fifth century B.C.E., surprisingly, there wasn’t much in the way of a demagogic or elite statesman who could unequivocally impose his will or agenda on the masses. Instead, that individual citizen, no matter how high standing and elite he was (or, alternatively, how lowborn and penurious), had to convince his fellow citizens that his own plan of action was superior to those being proposed by his rivals. He would have to start fresh each and every time. In contrast to our political parties today, which assume somewhat predictable or prescribed positions on issues, things were judged more or less on a case-by-case basis in Athens’s democracy. The outcome of a decision depended on the arguments people made in the moment and how convincing they could be. It would have been nearly impossible for an individual statesman to receive thorough, widespread, and durable agreement from his fellow citizens on all things and all courses of action. He would have to win fresh support with each new initiative, as though starting from scratch each and every time.


As far-fetched as it may seem, for the most part, this actually worked. People gave thoughtful speeches on the issues, weighed the pros and cons, responded to the positions of their adversaries, defended themselves against attack, and gave reasoned arguments for their proposed plan of action. When it was a fellow citizen’s turn to speak, others listened. They had to listen carefully, too, because someone else may well make a better argument, requiring them to consider some adjustment to their view. It might just be that someone else had a better take on the issue and, in that case, a better course of action to follow.


What this meant in practice was that, in the fifth century in Athens, speech was king, as well it had to be, since, in democratic Athens, speech was precisely what replaced the bonds of kinship. The basic idea was that every eligible member of the society could contribute fruitfully to the debate, enhancing the production of collective public wisdom and trust. Consequently, a person could rise to political prominence and even fame not because of blood or birth but simply by being a good orator. Without much in the way of social class or standing, without having held any political offices or military accomplishments, a person could mount a case in the assembly and convince the demos (i.e., the people or citizens) that their case was sound, that their words were true, and that their proposal was the best course of action. Of course, it wasn’t flawless. Women didn’t count, it was a slave society, and citizenship was held by only a minority of people. Even so, this was the basic template by which Athens as a democratic unit made its decisions, and it was the way that, over several generations, it built the city’s success, security, wealth, and, most of all, its freedom. For the most part, it worked.


But toward the end of the fifth century during the war with Sparta, this process underwent a significant transformation. Athens was led to make disastrous political decisions, one after another, in part because it had become very difficult for the Athenians to tell the difference between truth and falsehood in their political decision-making. All the old wisdom was called into question, and they struggled to know the right course of action for nearly every decision they confronted. Robin Waterfield describes the political tumult of these years as an epidemic of fickleness and uncertainty:




Within a day or two in 433 B.C.E., the Athenians voted first not to interfere in Corcyran affairs and then to do so—a decision that played a major part, as they knew, in provoking the Peloponnesian War. In 430 they deposed and impeached Pericles, only to reinstate him the following year. Within twenty-four hours in 428, they changed their minds about how severely to punish Mytilene. In 415, they were wholeheartedly committed to the Sicilian expedition, but after it had failed, they took no responsibility themselves.1





Then, only two hundred years after its inception, Athenian democracy collapsed.


Weakened by years of war, disease, and interrupted supply chains, the city was a shadow of its former self by the end of the fifth century B.C.E. Even before their fortunes in war took a downward turn, Athens had lost at least a quarter of its population to a plague. Toward the end of the war, the Spartans prevented Athens from accessing its grain supply, starving the Athenians to death. As the ancient Greek historian Xenophon described the end: “The Athenians, now besieged by land and sea, were at a loss about what to do, for they had no ships, allies, or grain. They feared that there was nothing that could save them from suffering the same evils that they themselves had unjustly inflicted against the citizens of smaller states.”2 Bodies piled up as, each day, more and more people died of starvation. And so in 404 B.C.E. they surrendered. Once Athens finally fell, Sparta captured the city’s navy and demolished the long walls that had fortified it and secured its access to the sea—its lifeline.


The greater destruction was a political one: Athenian democracy was dismantled, and Sparta installed the Thirty Tyrants, handpicked members of Athens’s wealthy nobility, to rule. And rule they did, through sheer terror and force. They went on a rampage, executing without trial anyone perceived as an opponent. Their first move was to arrest and execute lesser members of society who the tyrants believed had opposed them under democracy and to confiscate their assets. By one estimate the tyrants executed 5 percent of the entire population of Athens in under eight months. Execution in Athens was a grisly affair. If you couldn’t afford to pay for your own dose of lethal hemlock, you were fastened to a wooden board, clamped in irons by the neck, wrists, and ankles, and left exposed to the full sun to die a slow, miserable death.


It was a ruthless and cruel regime, a stark contrast to the freedom that had defined Athenian democracy. Citizens who had once served at the helm of democracy were stripped of their rights and their property. Where they once had full rights in the assembly—to attend, speak, debate, and vote on all manner of state decisions (whether to sign a treaty, enter a war, commence a new campaign, establish diplomatic relations, or honor a citizen)—they now had to fear for their lives, their families, and their property. The Thirty Tyrants “go down in European history as the first to make fellow citizens live in fear of the dawn raid.”3 If you were poor, you were, most likely, left to starve in the streets with no path to recompense for whatever injustice you suffered at the hands of the tyrants or anyone else, since one of their first moves was to dismantle the popular courts, where democratic rights for even the poorest citizens had been secured.


How could this have happened? What could bring the Western world’s first democracy to rubble only two hundred years after its birth? And why?


The answer, of course, is not a simple one. Empires rise and fall, and the bigger the empire, the harder it is to sustain. Oligarchs exploit opportunities to amass more power and wealth to themselves, with not much concern for whether it spells the doom of a democracy. This much is known to even the casual observer of history, not to mention reader of the daily news. But in the case of Athens, there were some unusual circumstances that contributed to its downfall, and within those changing circumstances, one thing was crystal clear: in the years that led up to the fall of democracy, truth had taken a serious beating.


This transformation occurred because a massive technological change had been introduced in the lead-up to the war with Sparta: the advent of literacy in Greece. As we shall see, literacy permanently altered what “truth” would mean, creating severe political problems. The rise of literacy was Athens’s version of the Gutenberg revolution or the internet tech boom. It introduced irreversible changes to what language could be used to do, and this made it difficult to tell fact from fiction, truth from falsehood, because it raised difficult questions about what it meant for something to be “true” in the first place. That is, literacy changed the relationship between language and truth, and this made it nearly impossible for the Athenians to settle once and for all what the truth is—not in the sense of what idea or thing is true, but in the sense of what truth meant, full stop. What counted as truth in and of itself was simply up for grabs.


This question remains equally important for us today as it was for the ancient Athenians. What, exactly, do we mean by truth?


WHAT DO YOU MEAN BY TRUTH?


To many, this seems like an absurd question. Who doesn’t know what truth is?


Just hear me out.


We tend to think of truth as somehow so foundational, so fundamental, so true that it can’t possibly have changed or evolved in the same way that, say, standards of beauty, rules of etiquette, fashion trends, or mating rituals among teenagers have changed and evolved. But one of the most interesting things about truth is how much its meaning has changed over time.4 For anyone who studies the history of rhetoric, it’s obvious that the meaning of truth has changed drastically. The difference is every bit as dramatic as the difference between Gen Z “smashing” and Victorian courtship, except the chronology is reversed. Truth today drops handkerchiefs like a Victorian lady; back then, truth smashed.


We can begin to understand how drastically things have changed simply by reflecting on our natural assumptions about what truth means. Typically, for us today, truth is something that exists primarily in language. That is, we use language that’s true or we use language that’s false. When I say, “My coffee is getting cold,” I’m using language to refer to the cup of coffee sitting on my desk, and the statement is true if the coffee is cooling, and false if it isn’t. This is another way of saying that truth and falsehood are a matter of using language to represent the world either truthfully or falsely, accurately or inaccurately. Truth and falsehood are, for us, a matter of representing the world one way or another because, for us, language is a matter of representing the world in one way or another. In summary:




• Truth operates in language.


• Language operates by representing the world.


• So, truth operates by representing the world correctly.




This has not always been so. In fact, this modern notion of truth would have been practically unrecognizable to the average person living in ancient Greece before the fifth century B.C.E.


Although truth also lived in speech and language for the ancient Greeks, oral language—that is, language before literacy—did not function as a means of representing the world. Rather, language functioned by either showing or concealing something, by bringing it to light or by hiding it from view. If I tell you something about my coffee, I’m bringing it to light so you can perceive it. You might not have noticed or thought about my coffee at all if I hadn’t brought it up in the first place. In effect, it may as well not exist, as far as you’re concerned. My talking about it is what reveals it to you, what gives it presence in your mind. That is truth. Truth was a matter of disclosing something and letting it be seen. And if I don’t bring it up at all, or if I talk about something else to keep you from noticing my cup of coffee, that’s as good as hiding it from you. In summary, for the ancient Greeks:




• Truth operated in language.


• Language operated by bringing things to light or hiding things from view.


• So, truth operated by bringing things to light.




Today we think of true and false as natural opposites. But this set of antonyms didn’t emerge until the philosopher Plato framed them as such. As we’ll see, for the Greeks before Plato, “true and hidden” and “correct and false” were the natural pair of opposites in the language. It was literacy and writing that introduced for the first time the idea that language might function by representing the world correctly. Therefore, the idea of truth was “crisscrossed,” and truth came to be the opposite of false.5
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To understand how and why this occurred, we first have to understand that, before the introduction and spread of writing and literacy, people used language differently. In early Greek culture, people spoke in memorable, formulaic, and repetitive patterns so that information could be easily learned and remembered. This tradition isn’t altogether lost for us today. My grandmother, who grew up in a poor and relatively illiterate town in rural South Carolina at the beginning of the twentieth century, still retained some of these formulaic ways of speaking, preserved in sayings like, “a stitch in time saves nine,” “haste makes waste,” “a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush,” “don’t throw the baby out with the bathwater,” and so on. The epic tradition of poetry (e.g., Homer’s Odyssey and Iliad) preserved the society’s conventional wisdom and its hard-won truisms—its history, customs, ethics, and its social codes. Achilles was not just Achilles but “brave Achilles” because he embodied the society’s very idea of bravery. Odysseus was not just Odysseus but “clever Odysseus” because he embodied its very idea of cleverness and practical wisdom. In the epic poem, not only the poet but the culture as a whole was invested in rehearsing that conventional wisdom, and as the rhetorical critic Walter J. Ong describes, “saying over and over again what has been learned arduously over ages.”6 In that context, it would be very risky to say something different, to play with the language, or to innovate because to do so would run the risk of losing knowledge that had been painstakingly collected over centuries. It would amount to the breaking up of thought itself, forgetting forever who Achilles was and what he was like. He would become just another “unsung hero.” New stories could be braided into the old, of course, but even the best poets couldn’t say just anything. The oral record accreted judiciously, economically, and, above all, reverently.


The experience of hearing language was also totally different for oral (as opposed to literate) audiences. In the oral world, hearers empathized with speakers and participated in the scenes their words evoked. There was a tangible sense of commonality that spread through the experience of sound that was shared by speakers and hearers alike. Sound comes from within one person’s body and enters another person’s body; speakers’ and hearers’ whole selves were engaged in the shared, physical linguistic act. Consequently, words had great power over oral audiences. As Ong describes it, in oral cultures where words exist only and exclusively as sounds, “with no reference whatsoever to any visually perceptible text, and no awareness of even the possibility of such a text, the phenomenology of sound enters deeply into human beings’ feel for existence, as processed by the spoken word.”7


Prior to the rise of literacy, listeners were spellbound by the word magic of poetic language, and the experience of listening to poets like Homer was almost trancelike for the audience. It was a “whole, bodily, sympathetic engagement.”8
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Homer’s audience, ca. 700s B.C.E.9








If this description sounds a bit like what you experience when you feel sexual arousal or physical attraction, you’re not wrong. The line between sexual stimulation and linguistic excitement was very thin for ancient audiences. It was crucial for poetry to exert that kind of physical power over its hearers because it was responsible for preserving the whole culture: its laws, its customs, and its history. It was the job of language to spellbind people. The society was counting on it. Truth had to smash.


All of this changed drastically with the introduction of writing. Although people in Greece had known about writing for a few hundred years, and there were a few literate scribes from around the eighth century B.C.E. on, not very many people were able to read and write until the fifth century, when Athens’s burgeoning prosperity led to a swift spread of literacy; by the time Plato came along in the late fifth and early fourth century, literacy and writing had become widespread. Literacy changed people’s relationship to language, and by changing their relationship to language, it changed their relationship to truth.10


With the spread of literacy, poetry no longer needed to carry the hefty responsibility of preserving the knowledge of an entire culture. Rather than be swept up in the rhythmic tide of Homer’s poem as performed by a professional bard, Greeks in Plato’s time could read it themselves. They could extract it from the context of its oral delivery and examine not only what was said but how it was said. They could evaluate the language as language. Rolling out the papyrus scroll, they could point to the specific lines in the poem that made them feel so moved when the poem was read out loud, and they could begin to hypothesize about how and why the language created those effects. This, in a nutshell, is rhetoric. Rhetoric was born at the same time as this new understanding of truth was born. Truth stopped smashing and started dropping handkerchiefs.


If you think about it, it makes sense that writing and literacy would make people think of language, and therefore truth, as a matter of representing or signifying the world. In languages like Greek and other Indo-European languages that have phonetic alphabets as their base, written symbols visually represent verbal sounds. Once writing became widespread, language that had always lived exclusively in oral speech and spoken sound came to be thought of as signifying and representational. Whereas prior to literacy, people may have had an intuitive sense that language referred to the world, after the rise of literacy they had an explicit theory to explain how language related to the world. They came up with nouns to refer to things and verbs to refer to actions. This was only the beginning. Once they began theorizing about how language referred to the world, it became possible to think of truth as representational and symbolic in the same way. Through writing, language came to be understood as a representation of sound. Literacy created the template for the idea that truth is a true representation in language. This was nothing less than a truth revolution, made possible by the new technology of writing.


In practical terms, this means that the very things we implicitly take for granted about truth in our day-to-day lives are not natural or inherent. Rather, they developed historically in response to new understandings about language. And this didn’t just happen automatically. Far from it! This new model of truth—the very model of truth that we carry around with us today—emerged because Plato literally invented it. And believe it or not, as we shall see, he did so for explicitly political reasons.


TRUTH VERSUS VICTORY


It was Plato who essentially invented this new understanding of language as representing the world, rather than functioning to bring something to light so it could be perceived.11 How Plato did it is a longer story (and the subject of a much longer book!12). More important for us than how he did it is why he did it.


Plato needed to develop a new understanding of language and truth because of the truth problem in the tricky politics of his own time—or, more accurately, the tricky politics of his teacher Socrates’s time, since most of Plato’s dialogues are set during the war with Sparta or its run-up. Plato felt that the truth problem in the tricky politics of the war was caused by a group of wealthy and influential statesmen called the Sophists. Again and again throughout Plato’s dialogues, Socrates goes toe to toe with the Sophists or their followers over the problem of truth.


Plato had no shortage of bad things to say about the Sophists, in part because, even though they were not from Athens, they nevertheless wielded terrific influence in the city-state. Today, we use the term sophist to refer to a person who uses slippery language to twist truth for his or her own personal gain. This definition comes from the historical Sophists: itinerant intellectuals in the fifth century B.C.E. who came to Athens from various corners of the Greek-speaking world—from Asia Minor (modern-day Turkey), Sicily, the Italian peninsula—and made money by their words alone. They made a fortune, in fact, by giving speeches and by teaching others how to speak on topics where they may or may not have any knowledge at all. In their speeches, they dazzled the Athenians by the novelty of their style and their ability to persuade practically anybody of practically anything. Some of Athens’s most prominent citizens—their respected leader Pericles, their wealthiest heir Callias, their most infamous celebrity Alcibiades—paid for lessons so they could be as convincing as the Sophists from the floor of the assembly. As you might guess, this gave the Sophists an “in” to the politics of Athens, but their political influence did not benefit the Athenians. Rather, the Sophists’ ultimate aim was to use Athens’s politics to benefit their own home cities. All of this was developing in the lead-up to the war.


If you were to ask a Sophist who they were or what they did, they would say they were international intellectuals and teachers in the arts of language. They might also say they drilled their students in the practice of public virtue, or how to be a good citizen, which involved the indispensable skill of speaking well. But if you were to ask an Athenian survivor who was most to blame for the fall of Athens, believe it or not, they would not say Sparta. They wouldn’t even say the oligarchs or the henchmen who collaborated with the tyrants. Almost everyone agreed that there was one group and one group only to blame for Athens’s ruin, and that was the Sophists, since it was the Sophists who had taught the Athenians how to make convincing arguments for things that simply were not true.


The Sophists were very good at what they did, and very persuasive. Their surviving speeches demonstrate how clever they were, but also how tricky their arguments could be. They were able to argue convincingly on matters that common sense dictates no one should believe.13 A Sophist named Gorgias, for example, made a pretty darn convincing case that nothing exists. Another work by a Sophist named Protagoras made the case that contradiction is both impossible and inevitable, and he did so, quite remarkably, without contradicting himself!14 As I say, they were clever—this, after all, is the reason they were called Sophists. The word means “wise ones” (or, perhaps more accurately, “smarty-pants”). When Plato used the term, he meant it as a backhanded compliment—like when some of my family members call me “elite” or “intellectual,” it’s not supposed to be a good thing.


The Sophists were masters of speech, but this speech was very different than the oral tradition that had existed before writing became widespread. Intellectual experimentation, playing with language, and inverting hard-won and long-standing wisdom was no longer such a high-risk enterprise. Because traditional sayings and conventional wisdom were preserved in writing, a clever speaker could safely fool around with that wisdom without running the risk of losing it forever. Now, a person who knew the literary tradition well, as the Sophists did, could, as Plato described, “use the power of speech to make trivia appear important and important things trivial, or get novelties to sound old and old things fresh and new.”15 Achilles can now be described as a sniveling coward, just for the fun of it. Odysseus can be feckless. Helen can be blameless. Writing means that knowledge is no longer hard-won, precious, or fragile, so there’s no need to scrupulously conserve it. The Sophists exploited this facet of literacy for entertainment value, to be sure. As we’ll see in the coming chapters, they also exploited it in Athens’s politics. The Greek historian Thucydides described how people, following the Sophists’ lead,




claimed the right to change the usual meanings of words to fit in with the way they were behaving. So for instance, irrational recklessness was described as loyal courage, while looking before you leap was seen as fair-seeming attempt to disguise one’s cowardice; self-restraint was said to be a screen for the faint-hearted, and using intelligence to consider every aspect of a situation was said to make one incapable of any action at all. Impulsiveness was added to the qualities of true manliness, and taking thought for possible dangers was called a specious excuse for keeping out of danger. Ranting and raving was the mark of a man you could trust, and to contradict him was to make yourself an object of suspicion. Intelligence was shown by successful intriguing, and even greater intelligence by sniffing out intrigues.16





Truth, in other words, was taking a serious beating.


The Sophists used their technological know-how (rhetoric) to manipulate the political scene in Athens to their own benefit. They offered displays of the tricky and clever proofs they could create using only words. Wealthy Athenians were understandably quite impressed and wanted to learn how to do the same things themselves so they could be more persuasive in the legislative assembly and in the courts. They began paying, and paying handsomely, for lessons with the Sophists. Two of Athens’s wealthiest citizens, Callias and Alcibiades, probably paid the most. After learning how to speak as convincingly as the Sophists, they were easily manipulated into convincing Athens to provoke a battle with Sparta in Sicily to free the Sicilians from Spartan control. The Sicilian expedition was unequivocally a bad idea for Athens: a heedless act of irreversible self-destruction that would devour their navy and a generation of fighters. Nevertheless, tantalized by promises of replenished grain and timber supplies, the Athenians were convinced that the expedition was in their best interest. The power of words alone got them to ignore the obvious: that freeing Sicily from Spartan control would have directly benefited Callias’s and Alcibiades’s teacher Gorgias, who was from Sicily, more than it would have benefitted Callias, Alcibiades, or Athens. Athens lost about fifty thousand soldiers and oarsmen and most of its ships in the expedition, leading directly to Athens’s defeat. Callias lost his family’s entire fortune and died a penniless beggar, and Alcibiades first defected and then was banished from Athens and ultimately hunted down and killed in retaliation for his betrayal.17 Sparta installed the Thirty Tyrants in Athens, who brought democracy to an end.


Plato believed that the Sophists’ verbal trickery was to blame for Athens’s downfall and submission to foreign tyranny. It might be entertaining for Gorgias to prove that nothing exists or for Protagoras to prove—without contradicting himself—that contradiction was both inevitable and impossible. But when such verbal tricks were done not for entertainment but for deciding whether to send ships to battle or troops to war, the consequences could be devastating. Plato needed to develop a different understanding of truth and language precisely so that the verbal tricks of the Sophists would not so easily succeed.


One of Plato’s favorite questions, which he has his teacher Socrates pose again and again throughout the dialogues, is, “Would you agree that there is such a thing as false speech?” This may seem like an absurd question to us today (who doesn’t know that there is such a thing as false speech?), but the fact that Plato puts it forward so many times, and it consistently proves so difficult to answer, indicates that the answer was not so obvious to Plato or to his readers. Even though the characters in the dialogues readily agree that there is such a thing as false speech, the task of defining or measuring what makes false speech false proves to be nearly impossible almost every time the question is asked.


Why would this be? It has something to do with the ancient Greeks working with a different understanding of truth, as we’ve already seen. Because truth had not yet stopped smashing, they did not yet think of language as something that represents or signifies the world, and they also did not think of truth as correct representation. Instead, at least to the Sophists, truth was roughly equivalent to success at winning an argument. Plato’s problem was that it was very difficult to determine what made true speech true in and of itself, because truth could only be determined in the specific context by who won and who lost. Truth was limited to a particular contest between verbal combatants.


Think of it as a wrestling match with words rather than bodies. Winning an argument for the Sophists was a matter of making it impossible for an opponent to maintain his view, forcing him to abandon it, and causing him to admit his defeat by rendering him unable to speak. The opponent’s silence was his defeat. This model of verbal combat was something the Sophists were very good at, and they achieved it through the verbal art of contradiction called antilogic.


Here is an example. Two of the lesser-known Sophists, brothers Euthydemus and Dionysodorus, managed to get their opponent to agree with the preposterous claim that it was impossible to tell a lie—a position that common sense would dictate is untenable.18 They got their opponent to take this position in the following way:




• They first got him to agree that no one can make something that is not—because things that “are not” do not exist.


• Then they got him to agree that speaking is a kind of making (i.e., making language).


• Finally, they got him to agree that telling a lie is speaking what “is not.”




By admitting to each of these views, the Sophists’ opponent was backed into the corner of claiming that it is impossible to tell a lie because a lie is speaking what “is not,” and what “is not” does not exist. (Note here the Sophists’ cleverness: the position they got their opponent to adopt is itself a lie!) Because their opponent earlier had maintained that it was possible to tell a lie, and the Sophists led him to contradict this view, the opponent lost and the Sophists won. The Sophists achieved victory when their opponent declined to speak any further.


The sophistic art of forcing opponents to contradict themselves was only effective because opponents accepted such self-contradiction as a mark of defeat.19 They accepted their defeat precisely because their speech was inseparable from themselves—it was an extension of their own body and soul. Because they thought of language in this way, people were personally committed to the things they uttered. In the same way that wrestlers struggle against one another during a wrestling match, using every physical technique they can muster to pin their opponents to the mat, so too for the Sophists and for Plato, one’s words were locked in combat with the words of one’s opponent until those words were immobilized and silenced. The victorious words were considered true not because of how accurately they represented reality but because, at the end of the fight, they had remained standing. When the opponent is silent and can no longer defend himself with words, the physical disappearance of those words makes them as good as false. Truth is the “victorious word” in this physical struggle, and making an opponent commit a contradiction silences his words.


Though the victor silenced his opponent’s words, he didn’t disprove them. This was the problem Plato had with this form of truth. As the war with Sparta clearly demonstrated, it was possible for a wrong position to defeat or silence a right one. Plato wanted to create a form of truth that would allow what he considered to be a wrong position to be disproven once and for all. To do this, language had to be detached from both speakers and the world. It had to become representational. It had to stop smashing and start dropping hankies.


This leads to the biggest difference between Plato’s truth problem and our own: where Plato’s truth problem was silence without disproof, our post-truth problem is disproof without silence. Because we think of language as existing separately from the world—outside it, above it, representing it, signifying it, and so on—we don’t think of it as being part of us. Language is as detached from us as it is from the world it represents. So we can say anything we want, and if we find we have contradicted ourselves or said something inconsistent, it is of very little concern to us. We can always delete the tweet, take down the post, and deny that we ever said those words in the first place, or go on and say something else. We can keep talking and talking and talking, long after we have been disproven. This goes a long way toward explaining why truth has increasingly become so difficult for us to grasp today. What on earth is true? And who on earth are we supposed to believe?
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