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“A lot of people think of rhetoric as a dirty word, but a long time ago—think an-

cient Greece—it was perhaps the noblest of arts. Jay Heinrichs’s book is a timely,
valuable, and entertaining contribution to its much-needed rehabilitation.”

—BEN YAaGoDA, author of About Town: The New Yorker and the World It Made

and The Sound on the Page: Great Writers Talk About Style and Voice in Writing

“Knowing how to use the proper words is an art; knowing how to intersperse them
with savvy pauses is a mystery. Words are treacherous: they either explain or con-
ceal. And silence is all the more dangerous: speak too much and you’ve become
redundant; speak too little and you’re ignored. But speak in just the right way and
then be quiet and you’ll be revered and esteemed. Jay Heinrichs’s superb mod-
ern manual on rhetoric shows the extent to which we are what we say—and how.
Ah, the mysteries of the tongue!”

—ILAN STAVANS, author of Dictionary Days: A Defining Passion

“A rhetorical cocktail party where the guest list includes Cicero, Britney Spears,

Saint Augustine, and Queen Victoria. From MTV to Aristotle, Heinrichs entertains,

enlightens, and even teaches us a little Greek, persuading us that the big battles

and daily combats of work, love, and life can be won. If argument is the cradle of
thought, Thank You for Arguing can make us all better thinkers. So listen up!”

—SARAH McGINTY, author of Power Talk: Using

Language to Build Authority and Influence

“Reading Thank You for Arguingis like having a lively talk with the author about the
very backbone of real talk, the willingness of people to change each other’s—and
their own—ideas through constructive argument. Writing with vividness and rigor,
Jay Heinrichs maps this territory so yow’ll always know where you are. You’'ll
scratch your head, grit your teeth, smack your forehead, and laugh out loud as he
guides you through the landscape of differing with a difference.”
—MARGARET SHEPHERD, author of The Art of Civilized Conversation:
A Guide to Expressing Yourself with Grace and Style

“Who knew that a rhetorician could be a seducer, a swashbuckler, and a stand-up
comic? In this inspiring and original study, Jay Heinrichs illuminates the ways
in which we understand, enjoy, and infuriate each other, all the while instructing
us on ways to make certain everyone will be on our side. Heinrichs’s prose is not
only engaging, it’s hysterically funny. Aristotle would have loved him; so too John
Adams, Daniel Webster, and Abraham Lincoln; E. B. White would have become his
agent. Rhetoric doesn’t get any better than this.”

—REGINA BARRECA, editor of The Signet Book of American Humor
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To Dorothy Junior and George:

You win.
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A

PREFACE

ew people can say that John Quincy Adams changed their lives. Those
tho can are wise to keep it to themselves. Friends tell me I should also
avoid writing about my passion for rhetoric, the three-thousand-year-old art
of persuasion.

John Quincy Adams changed my life by introducing me to rhetoric.

Sorry.

Years ago, I was wandering through Dartmouth College’s library for no
particular reason, flipping through books at random, and in a dim corner
of the stacks I found a large section on rhetoric, the art of persuasion.
A dusty, maroon-red volume attributed to Adams sat at eye level. I flipped it
open and felt like an indoor Coronado. Here lay treasure.

The volume contained a set of rhetorical lectures that Adams taught
to undergraduates at Harvard College from 1805 to 1809, when he was a
United States senator commuting between Massachusetts and Washing-
ton. In his first class, the paunchy, balding thirty-eight-year-old urged his
goggling adolescents to “catch from the relics of ancient oratory those
unresisted powers, which mould the mind of man to the will of the speaker,
and yield the guidance of the nation to the dominion of the voice.” To me
that sounded more like hypnosis than politics, which was sort of cool in a
Manchurian Candidate way.

In the years since, while reading all I could of rhetoric, I came to real-
ize something: Adams’s language sounded antique, but the powers he
described are real. Rhetoric means more than grand oratory, more than
“using words . . . to influence or persuade,” as Webster’s defines it. It teaches
us to argue without anger. And it offers a chance to tap into a source of
social power I never knew existed.

You could say that rhetoric talked me into itself.






Concordia discors
Harmony in discord

—HORACE
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1. Open Your Eyes

A

THE INVISIBLE ARGUMENT

A personal tale of unresisted persuasion

Truth springs from argument among friends. —DAVID HUME

t is early in the morning and my seventeen-year-old son eats breakfast,
I giving me a narrow window to use our sole bathroom. I wrap a towel
around my waist and approach the sink, avoiding the grim sight in the mir-
ror; as a writer, I don’t have to shave every day. (Marketers despairingly call
a consumer like me a “low self-monitor.”) I do have my standards, though,
and hygiene is one. I grab toothbrush and toothpaste. The tube is empty.
The nearest replacement sits on a shelf in our freezing basement, and I'm
not dressed for the part.

“George!” I yell. “Who used all the toothpaste?”

A sarcastic voice answers from the other side of the door. “That’s not the
point, is it, Dad?” George says. “The point is how we’re going to keep this
from happening again.”

He has me. I have told him countless times how  TRY THISIN A MEETING

Answer someone who
the most productive arguments use the future expresses doubt over

tense, the language of choices and decisions. your idea with “Okay,
let’s tweak it.” Now focus

the argument on revising
please get me some toothpaste?” your idea as if the group
had already accepted it.
This move is a form of
beat his father at an argument. concession—rhetorical

Or did he? Who got what he wanted? In reality, Jujitsu that uses your
opponent’s moves to

by conceding his point, I persuaded him. If I simply  your advantage.

“You’re right,” I say. “You win. Now will you

“Sure.” George retrieves a tube, happy that he

said, “Don’t be a jerk and get me some toothpaste,”
George might stand there arguing. Instead I made him feel triumphant,
triumph made him benevolent, and that got me exactly what I wanted.
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I achieved the height of persuasion: not just an agreement, but one that
gets an audience—a teenaged one at that—to do my bidding.

No, George, I win.

The Matrix, Only Cooler

What kind of father manipulates his own son? Oh, let’s not call it manipu-
lation. Call it instruction. Any parent should consider rhetoric, the art of

argument, one of the essential R’s. Rhetoric is the
» Useful Figure

The syncrisis (Greek for
“alternative judgment”)
reframes an argument
by redefining it. “Not
manipulation—instruction.”
You'll find a whole chapter
on figures later on, as well
as a glossary in the back.

art of influence, friendship, and eloquence, of
ready wit and irrefutable logic. And it harnesses
the most powerful of social forces, argument.
Whether you sense it or not, argument sur-
rounds you. It plays with your emotions, changes
your attitude, talks you into a decision, and goads
you to buy things. Argument lies behind political
labeling, advertising, jargon, voices, gestures, and guilt trips; it forms a real-
life Matrix, the supreme software that drives our social lives. And rhetoric
serves as argument’s decoder. By teaching the tricks we use to persuade one

another, the art of persuasion reveals the Matrix in
» Persuasion Alert

It’s only fair to show my
rhetorical cards—to tell
you when | use devices
to persuade you. The
Matrix analogy serves as
more than a pop culture
reference; it also appeals
to the reader’s accept-
ance of invisible wheels
within wheels in modern

all its manipulative glory.

The ancients considered rhetoric the essential
skill of leadership—knowledge so important that
they placed it at the center of higher education. It
taught them how to speak and write persuasively,
produce something to say on every occasion, and
make people like them when they spoke. After the

existence, from com-
puter software to quan-
tum physics. Rhetoric
calls this shared attitude
a “commonplace”; as
you shall see, it is one of
the building blocks of
persuasion.

ancient Greeks invented it, rhetoric helped create
the world’s first democracies. It trained Roman or-
ators like Julius Caesar and Marcus Tullius Cicero
and gave the Bible its finest language. It even in-
spired William Shakespeare. Every one of Amer-
ica’s founders studied rhetoric, and they used its
principles in writing the Constitution.

Rhetoric faded in academia during the 1800s, when social scientists dis-

missed the notion that an individual could stand up to the inexorable
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forces of history. Who wants to teach leadership when academia doesn’t

believe in leaders? At the same time, English lit replaced the classics, and

ancient thought fell out of vogue. Nonetheless, a few
remarkable people continued to study the art. Dan-
iel Webster picked up rhetoric at Dartmouth by join-
ing a debating society, the United Fraternity, which
had an impressive classical library and held weekly
debates. Years later, the club changed its name to
Alpha Delta and partied its way to immortality by
inspiring the movie Animal House. To the brothers’
credit, they didn’t forget their classical heritage en-
tirely; hence the toga party.

Scattered colleges and universities still teach
rhetoric—in fact, the art is rapidly gaining popular-
ity among undergraduates—but outside academia

» Persuasion Alert
Here | yank you from
Webster to Animal
House, not just to
encapsulate rhetoric’s
decline but to make
you unconsciously
vote for my side of the
argument. Whose side
are you on, Webster’s
or John Belushi’s? The
technical term for this
shotgun marriage of
contrasting thoughts
is antithesis, meaning
“opposing idea.”

we forgot it almost entirely. What a thing to lose. Imagine stumbling upon

Newton’s law of gravity and meeting face-to-face with the forces that drive

the universe. Or imagine coming across Freud for the first time and sud-

denly becoming aware of the unconscious, where your Id, Ego, and Super-

ego conduct their silent arguments.

I wrote this book for that reason: to lead you through this ill-known

world of argument and welcome you to the Persuasive Elect. Along the

way you’ll enhance your image with Aristotle’s three
traits of credible leadership: virtue, disinterest, and
practical wisdom. You’ll find yourself using logic as a
convincing tool, smacking down fallacies and build-
ing airtight assertions. Aristotle’s principles will also
help you decide which medium—e-mail? phone? sky-
writing?—works best for each message. You will dis-
cover a simple strategy to get an argument unstuck
when it bogs down in accusation and anger.

And that’s just the beginning. The pages to come
contain more than a hundred “argument tools” bor-
rowed from ancient texts and adapted to modern
situations, along with suggestions for trying the tech-
niques at home, school, work, or in your community.
You will see when logic works best, and when you

TRY THISIN A
PRESENTATION

The Romans were
using the “But wait,
there’s more” pitch

a couple of millennia
before infomercials.
They gave it a delec-
table name: dirimens
copulatio, meaning “a
joining that interrupts.”
It’s a form of amplifi-
cation, an essential
rhetorical tactic that
turns up the volume as
you speak. In a presen-
tation, you can amplify
by layering your points:
“Not only do we have
this, but we also .. .”
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should lean on an emotional strategy. You’ll acquire mind-molding figures of
speech and ready-made tactics, including Aristotle’s irresistible enthymeme,
a neat bundle of logic that I find easier to use than pronounce.

By the end of the book you will have mastered the rhetorical tricks for
making an audience eager to listen. People still love a well-delivered talk;
the top professional speakers charge more per person than a Rolling
Stones concert. I devote a whole chapter to Cicero’s elegant five-step
method for constructing a speech—invention, arrangement, style, mem-
ory, and delivery—a system that has served the greatest orators for the past
two thousand years.

Great argument does not always mean elaborate speech, though. The
most effective rhetoric disguises its art. And so I’ll reveal a rhetorical device
for implanting opinions in people’s heads through sheer sleight of tongue.

Besides all these practical tools, rhetoric offers a grander, metaphysical
payoft: it jolts you into a fresh new perspective on the human condition.
After it awakens you to the argument all around, the world will never seem
the same.

I myself am living proof.

Ooh, Baby, Stir Harder

To see just how pervasive argument is, I recently attempted a whole day
without persuasion—free of advertising, politics, family squabbles, or any
psychological manipulation whatsoever. No one would persuade me, and I
would avoid persuading them. Heck, I wouldn’t even let myself persuade
myself. Nobody, not even I, would tell me what to do.

If anyone could consider himself qualified for the experiment, a con-
firmed hermit like me could. I work for myself; indeed, having dropped out
of a career in journalism and publishing, I work by myself, in a cabin a con-
siderable distance from my house. I live in a tiny village in northern New
England, a region that boasts the most persuasion-resistant humans on the
planet. Advertisers have nightmares about people like me: no TV, no cell
phone, no BlackBerry, dial-up Internet. I'm commercial-free, a walking
NPR, my own individual, persuasion-immune man.

As if.

My wristwatch alarm goes off at six. I normally use it to coax myself out
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of bed, but now I ignore it. I stare up at the ceiling, where the smoke detec-
tor blinks reassuringly. If the smoke alarm detected smoke, it would alarm,
rousing the heaviest sleeper. The philosopher Aristotle would approve of
the smoke detector’s rhetoric; he understood the power of emotion as a
motivator.

For the time being, the detector has nothing to say. But my cat does. She
jumps on the bed and sticks her nose in my armpit. As reliable as my watch
and twice as annoying, the cat persuades remarkably well for ten dumb
pounds of fur. Instead of words she uses gesture and tone of voice—potent
ingredients of argument.

I resist stoically. No cat is going to boss me around this morning.

The watch beeps again. I wear a Timex Ironman, whose name comes
from a self-abusive athletic event; presumably, if the watch works for a

masochist who subjects it to two miles of swimming, a
hundred miles of biking, and 26.2 miles of running all in
one day, it would work for someone like me who spends
his lunch hour walking strenuously down to the brook to
see if there are any fish. The ancient Romans would call
the Ironman’s brand appeal argumentum a fortiori, “argu-
ment from strength.” Its logic goes like this: If something
works the hard way, it’s more likely to work the easy way.
Adpvertisers favor the argument from strength. Years ago,
Life cereal ran an ad with little Mikey the fussy eater. His
two older brothers tested the cereal on him, figuring
that if Mikey liked it, anybody would. And he liked it! An
argumentum a fortiori cereal ad. My Ironman watch’s own
argument from strength does not affect me, however. 1

TRY THISIN A
PROPOSAL

If your idea has
been used else-
where, describe its
success in vivid
detail as though
the audience itself
had accomplished
it. Show how
much more skill
and resources
your plan dedi-
cates to the idea.
Then feel free to
use your favorite
cliché, e.g., “It’'s a
slam dunk.”

bought it because it was practical. Remember, I'm advertising-immune.

But its beeping is driving me crazy. Here I'm not even up yet and I

already contemplate emotional appeals from a cat and a smoke detector
along with a wristwatch argument from strength. Wrenching myself out of
bed, I say to the mirror what I tell it every morning: “Don’t take any crap
from anyone.”

The cat bites me on the heel. I grab my towel and go fix its breakfast.

Five minutes later I'm out of toothpaste and arguing with my son. Not
a good start to my experiment, but I'll chalk it up to what scientists
euphemistically call an “artifact” (translation: boneheaded mistake) and
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move on. I make coffee, grab a pen, and begin writing ostentatiously in a

notebook. This does little good in the literary sense—I can barely read my

own scribble before coffee—but it produces wonderful rhetorical results;

when my wife sees me writing, she often brings me breakfast.

Did T just violate my own experiment? Shielding the notebook from

view, I write a grocery list. There. That counts as writing.

TRY THIS AT HOME

If you’re appalled at
the notion of manip-
ulating your loved
ones, try using pure
logic—no emotions,
no hidden tactics, no
references to your
authority or the sac-
rifices you make. Do
it for a whole day,
and you may be
surprised by a rising
level of anger in your
family. Seduction is a
great pacifier.

Dorothy returned to full-time work a year and a half
ago, after I quit my job. The deal was that I would take
over the cooking, but she loves to see her husband as
the inspired author and herself as the able enabler. My
wife is a babe, and many babes go for inspired authors.
Of course, she might be persuading me: by acting as the
kind of babe who goes for inspired authors, she turns
me on. Seduction underlies the most insidious, and en-
joyable, forms of argument.

Seduction is not just for sex, either. Writer Freder-
ick Kaufman recently showed in Harper’s Magazine how
the Food Network uses techniques identical to that of
the porn industry—overmiked sound, very little plot,

good-looking characters, along with lavish close-

ups of firm flesh and flowing juices.

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

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

» Tips from the Ancients
WHEN JUSTICE WASN’T
BLIND: Aristotle said that
emotion trumps logic.

A famous Roman orator
proved this by using strate-
gic pornography to defend
a beautiful priestess of

the Temple of Aphrodite
charged with prostitution.
When the trial appeared to
be going badly, the orator
made the young woman

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

stand in the middle of the
Roman Forum, where he
tore off her clothes. It
worked. Moved by this
zaftig agent of the god-
dess of love, the (all-male)
jury acquitted her. The
same technique helped
Sharon Stone get away
with murder in Basic
Instinct.
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suggested a test drive, and as soon as I buckled in he said, “Want to see
P. T. Barnum’s grave?” Of course I did.

The place was awesome. We had to stop for peacocks, and brilliant-
green feral Peruvian parrots squawked in the branches of a huge fir tree.
Opposite Barnum’s impressive monument stood Tom Thumb’s marker
with a life-sized statue of the millionaire midget. Enthralled by our test
drive, I did everything else the salesman suggested, and he suggested I buy
the Ford. It was a lemon.

He sized me up and changed my mood; he seduced me, and to tell you
the truth, I enjoyed it. I had some misgivings the next morning, but no
regrets. It was a consensual act.

Which leads us to argument’s grand prize: the consensus. It means
more than just an agreement, much more than a compromise. The con-
sensus represents an audience’s commonsense thinking. In fact it isa com-
mon sense, a shared faith in a choice—the decision or action you want.
And this is where seduction comes in. As Saint Augustine knew, faith re-
quires emotion.

Seduction is manipulation, manipulation is half of TRy THIS AT WORK
You can use

. . seduction—the
duction offers more than just consensual sex. It can nonsexual kind—in

argument, and therefore many of us shy from it. But se-

bring you consensus. Even Aristotle, that logical old 2 presentation. Will
. . . . . your plan increase
soul, believed in the curative powers of seduction. Logic efficiency? Get
alone will rarely get people to do anything. They have to ~ youraudience to
. . . s . . lust after it; paint a
desire the act. You may not like seduction’s manipulative igon of actually

aspects; still, it beats fighting, which is what we usually  taking lunch hours
and seeing their

mistake for an argument. families more.

Birds Do It . ..

Meanwhile my experiment gets more dubious by the moment. I'm leaving
the bathroom when Dorothy puts a plate of eggs on the table, shrugs into
her suit jacket, and kisses me good-bye. “Don’t forget, I'll be home late—
I'm having heavy hors d’oeuvres at the reception tonight,” she says, and
leaves for her fund-raising job at a law school. (Fund-raising and law. Could
it get more rhetorical?)

I turn to George. “So, want to have dinner with me or on campus
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tonight?” George attends a boarding school as a day student. He hates the
food there.

“I don’t know,” he says. “I’ll call you from school.”

I want to work late and don’t feel like cooking, but I'm loath to have
George think my work takes priority over him. “Okay,” I say, adding with as
much enthusiasm as I can fake, “we’ll have stew!”

“Ugh,” says George, right on cue. He hates my stew
TRY THIS AFTER )
YOU’RE PUT ON HOLD even more than school food. The odds of my cooking

This works with most tonight have just gone way down.
bureaucrats. Pretend

you have all the time
in the world, and I did it again_
present your choice
as the lesser of two
evils. They either cut tors with flattering explanations for missing their
you a break, or waste
more time with you.
Functionaries, like dards!) I put off calling Sears to complain about a
water, follow the path
of least resistance.

Oops, as that fine rhetorician Britney Spears put it.
And so goes my day. In my cabin office, I e-mail edi-
deadlines. (I'm just trying to live up to their high stan-

$147 bill for replacing a screw in our oven. When I do
call eventually, I'll take my time explaining the situa-
tion. Giving me a break on the bill will cost less than dealing with me any
further.

At noon, I grab some lunch and head outside for a walk. A small pile of
fox scat lies atop a large granite rock. “Mine,” the fox says with the scat. “This
spot belongs to me.” Territorial creatures, such as foxes and suburbanites,
use complicated signals to mark off terrain and discourage intruders—
musk, fences, scat, marriage licenses, footprints, alarm systems . . . Argument
is in our nature, literally.

A mockingbird sings a pretty little tune that warns rivals off its turf.
Without a pause it does the same thing in reverse, rendering a figure of
speech called chiasmus. This crisscross figure repeats a phrase with its mir-

ror image: “You can take a boy out of the coun-
TRY THIS IN A PRESENTATION
Present a decision with a
chiasmus by using a mirror “I wasted time, and now time doth waste me.”
image of your first choice:
“Either we control expenses
or let expenses control us.” most of us lack the rhetorical savvy to wield them.

try, but you can’t take the country out of a boy.”
Our culture underrates figures, but only because

They can yield surprising power. John F. Ken-
nedy deployed a chiasmus during a televised address—*“Ask not what your
country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country”—and thou-
sands joined the Peace Corps. I fell in love with figures, and even launched
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a Web site, Figarospeech.com, devoted to them. Fig-
ures add polish to a memo or paper, and in day-to-
day conversation they can supply ready wit to the
most tedious conversations.

The phone is ringing when I get back to my cabin.
It’s George calling to say he plans to eat at school.
(Yes!) So I work late, rewarding myself now and then
by playing computer pinball. I find I can sit still for
longer stretches with game breaks. Is this persuasion?
I suppose it is. My nonrhetorical day turned out to be
pretty darn rhetorical, but nonetheless agreeable.

11

» Persuasion Alert
Whoa, there. A presi-
dential chiasmus
drove people into the
Peace Corps? | use
one of the more per-
suasive ways to cheat
in logic—because B
follows A, A caused
B. I call it the Chanti-
cleer fallacy, after the
rooster who thought
his crowing made the
sun come up.

I finally knock off work and head back to the house for a shower and

shave, even though this isn’t a shaving day. My wife deals with a lot of good-

looking, well-dressed men, and now and then I like to make a territorial

call, through grooming and clothing, to convince her she did not marry a

bum. I pull on a cashmere sweater that Dorothy says makes my eyes look

“bedroomy” and meet her at the door with a cold gin and tonic.

Let the seduction begin.
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2. Set Your Goals

A

CICERO’S LIGHTBULB

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

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

ack in 1974, National Lampoon published a parody comic-book version
Bof Plato’s Republic. Socrates stands around talking philosophy with a
few friends. Each time he makes a point, another guy concedes, “Yes,
Socrates, very well put.” In the next frame you see an explosive “POW!!!”
and the opponent goes flying through the air. Socrates wins by a knock-
out. The Lampoon’s Republic has some historical validity; ancient Greeks,
like argumentative nerds throughout the ages, loved to imagine themselves
as fighters. But even they knew the real-life differ-

. . »Meanings
ence between fighting and arguing. We should, too. “Debate” and “battle”
We need to distinguish rhetorical argument from the share the same Latin

root. Typical of those
pugnacious Romans.

blame-shifting, he-said-she-said squabbling that de-
fines conflict today. In a fight, each disputant tries to
win. In an argument, they try to win over an audience—which can comprise
the onlookers, television viewers, an electorate, or each other.

This chapter will help you distinguish between an argument and a fight,
and to choose what you want to get out of an argument. The distinction can
determine the survival of a marriage, as the celebrated research psycholo-
gist John Gottman proved in the eighties and nineties. Working out of his
“love lab” at the University of Washington, he and his assistants videotaped
hundreds of married couples over a period of nine years, poring over every
tape and entering every perceived emotion and logical point into a data-
base. They watched hours and days and months of arguments, of couples
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glaring at each other and revealing embarrassing things in front of the
camera. It was like a bad reality show.

When Gottman announced his findings in 1994, though, rhetoricians
around the country tried not to look smug, because the data confirmed
what rhetoric has claimed for several millennia. Gottman found that
couples who stayed married over those nine years argued about as much as
those who ended up in divorce. However, the successful couples went about
their arguments in a different way, and with a different purpose. Rhetori-
cians would say they instinctively followed the basic tenets of argument.

When some of the videotapes appeared on network television, they
showed some decidedly uncomfortable moments, even among the happy
couples. One successfully married husband admitted he was pathologically
lazy, and his wife cheerfully agreed. Nonetheless, the couples who stayed
married seemed to use their disputes to solve problems and work out differ-
ences. They showed faith in the outcome. The doomed couples, on the
other hand, used their sessions to attack each other. Argument was a prob-
lem for them, not a means to a solution. The happy ones argued. The un-
happy ones fought.

Much of the time, I'm guessing that the happy ones also seduced—they
manipulated one another. That’s a good thing. While our culture tends

to admire straight shooters, the ones who follow
TRY THIS WITH YOUR CAREER

The growing profession of
“leadership branding coaches” ~ people rarely get their way in the end. Sure,
teaches CEO wannabes how
to embody their company.

The ideal trait? Not aggres- tories through intimidation or simply by talking
sion, not brains, but the ability
to tell a compelling life story

their gut regardless of what anyone thinks, those
aggressive loudmouths often win temporary vic-

us to exhaustion; but the more subtle, eloquent

and make yourself desirable. approaches lead to long-term commitment. Cor-
Later on, you'll see how story- porate recruiters will confirm this theory. There
telling is critical to emotional 3 .

persuasion. are a few alpha types in the business world who

live to bully their colleagues and stomp on the

competition; but if you ask headhunters what they look for in executive
material, they describe a persuader and team builder, not an aggressor.

You succeed in an argument when you persuade your audience. You win

a fight when you dominate the enemy. A territorial dispute in the backseat

of a car fails to qualify as argument, for example, unless each child makes

the unlikely attempt to persuade instead of scream. (“I see your point, sister.

However, have you considered the analogy of the international frontier?”)
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At the age of two, my son, George, became a devotee of what rhetori-
cians call “argument by the stick”; when words failed him, he used his fists.
After every fight I would ask him: “Did you get the other kid to agree with
you?” For years he considered that to be a thoroughly stupid question, and
maybe it was. But eventually it made sense to him: argument by the stick—
fighting—is no argument. It never persuades, it only inspires revenge or
retreat.

In a fight, one person takes out his aggression on another. Vice Presi-
dent Dick Cheney was fighting when he urged U.S. senator Pat Leahy to
commit an autoerotic act on the Senate floor. Cheney said this spleen vent-
ing made him “feel better,” but it wasn’t an argument. (It would have been
one if Cheney really wanted Leahy to do what he suggested, God forbid.)

On the other hand, when George Foreman tries to sell you a grill, he
makes an argument: persuasion that tries to change your mood, your mind,
or your willingness to do something.

Homer Simpson offers a legitimate argument when he demonstrates
our intellectual superiority to dolphins: “Don’t forget—we invented com-
puters, leg warmers, bendy straws, peel-and-eat shrimp, the glory hole, and
the pudding cup.”

Mariah Carey pitches an argument when she sings, “We belong to-
gether,” to an assumed ex-boyfriend; she tries to change his mind (and
judging by all the moaning in the background, get some action).

> Persuasion Alert
Daughter screaming at her parents: fight. The ancients hated
arguing through

books, partly because
Howard Dean saying of Republicans, “A lot of an author cannot see

his audience. If |
could speak to you

Business proposal: argument.

them have never made an honest living in

their lives”: ﬁght. personally, | probably
Yogi Berra saying, “It’s not the heat, it’s the wouldn’t veer from
T my son to Dick
humility”: argument. Cheney to George

Foreman to Homer
Simpson to Mariah
Carey. | would know
fight: an argument, done skillfully, gets people to which case appeals
to you the most. Still,
the wildly varied

to achieve agreement. examples make a
point all their own:
You can’t escape
stances, though, argument can take a great deal of argument.

The basic difference between an argument and a
want to do what you want. You fight to win; you argue

That may sound wimpy. Under some circum-
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courage. It can even determine a nation’s fate. Ancient rhetoricians dreaded
most the kind of government led by a demagogue, a power-mad dictator
who uses rhetorical skills for evil. The last century shows how right the an-
cients were. But the cure for the dark side of persuasion, they said, is the
other side. Even if the stakes aren’t quite as high—if the evildoer is a rival
at work or a wacky organization on campus—your rhetorical skills can bal-
ance the equation.

But rhetoric offers a more selfish reason for argu-

TRY THIS IN A ing. Learn its tools and you’ll become the face to
POLITICAL ARGUMENT

If you actually get
someone to agree and women to your will, and make any group yield to
with you, test her
commitment to your
point. Ask, “Now what you’ll get them to want to yield, to commit to your plan,
do you think you’ll say
if someone brings up
this issue?” them desire what you desire—seduce them into a con-

watch, the rising star. You’ll mold the minds of men
the dominion of your voice. Even more important,
and to consider the result a consensus. You will make

sensual act.

How to Seduce a Cop
A police patrol stops you on the highway and you roll your window down.

you: What’s wrong, Officer?

cor: Did you know that the speed limit here is fifty?
you: How fast was I going?

copr: Fifty-five.

The temptation to reply with a snappy answer is awful.
you: Whoa, lock me up!

And indeed the satisfaction might be worth the speeding ticket and risk
of arrest. But rewind the scene and pause it where the cop says “fifty-five.”
Now set your personal goal. What would you like to accomplish in this
situation?

Perhaps you would like to make the cop look like an idiot. Your snappy
answer accomplishes that, especially if you have passengers for an audi-



SET YOUR GOALS

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

THE GOAL: Ask your-
self what you want at
the end of an argu-
ment. Change your
audience’s mind? Get
it to do something

or stop doing it? If it
works, then you’ve
won the argument,
regardless of what
your opponent thinks.

To win a deliberative argument, don’t try to outscore your

opponent. Try instead to get your way.

It’s unlikely that your opponent knows any rhetoric, however. He prob-

ably thinks that the sole point of an argument is to humiliate you or get you

to admit defeat. This cognitive dissonance can be useful; your opponent’s

aggressiveness makes a wonderful argument tool. Does he

want to score points? Let him score points. All you want " Meanings

Rhetoric has

to do is win—to get your audience to accept your choice or a name for

do what you want it to do. People often win arguments on debating

points, only to lose the battle. Although polls showed that

that seeks to
win points:

people thought John Kerry won the presidential debates eristic.

against President Bush, the president’s popularity actually

improved. The audience liked Kerry’s logic, but they preferred Bush—not

the words but the man. Kerry won on points; Bush won the election.

Even if your argument includes only you and another person, with

no one else looking on, you still have an audience: the other person. In

that case, there are two ways to come out on top: either by winning the

argument—getting your opponent to admit defeat—or by “losing” it. Let’s

try both strategies on your cop.

1. Win the argument with a bombproof excuse.

you: My wife’s in labor! I need to get her to the hospital stat!

cop: You're driving alone, sir.
you: Oh my God! I forgot my wife!

Chances are, this kind of cop won’t care if your wife is having triplets all

over the living room floor. But if the excuse works, you win.
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2. Play the good citizen you assume the cop wants you to be. Concede

his pOIHt‘ » Argument Tool
CONCESSIO,
you: I'm sure you're right, Officer. I should have the formal
name for
been watching my speedometer more. concession.
Concede your
opponent’s
Good. You just let the cop win on points. Now get him point in order
to let you off easy. to win what
you want.

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

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

cop: You can start by driving under the speed limit. Then you
won’t have to watch your speedometer so much.

you: Well, that’s true, I could. I've been tailgated a lot when I
do that, but that’s their problem, isn’t it?

cop: Right. You worry about your own driving.

you: I'will. This has helped a lot, thanks.

Now what do you think is most likely to happen? I can tell you what
won’t happen. The cop won’t order you out of the car. He won’t tell you to
stand spread-eagled against it while he pats you down. He won’t call for

backup, or even yell at you. You took the anger out of

TRY THIS IN A the argument, which these days is no mean accom-
POLITICAL ARGUMENT . . .
Practice your rhetorical plishment. And if he actually does let you off with a
jujitsu with a variation warning, congratulations. You win. The cop may not
on the rhetorical ques- . it b h . hed the b kind
tion “With friends like recognize it, but you have just notched the best kin
that, who needs ene- of win. He leaves happy, and so do you.

mies?” Opponent: “The
Democrats are now the
reform party.” You: to score points is to let him. Concede a point that will
“With reformers like
that, who needs

crooks?” says, “You never let me have any fun,” you say, “I sup-

The easiest way to exploit your opponent’s desire

not damage your case irreparably. When your kid
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pose I don’t.” When a coworker says, “That’ll never work,” you say, “Hmm,

maybe not.” Then use that point to change her mood or her mind.

In other words, one way to get people to agree with
you is to agree with them—tactically, that is. Agreeing
up front does not mean giving up the argument. In-
stead, use your opponent’s point to get what you want.
Practice rhetorical jujitsu by using your opponent’s own
moves to throw him off balance. Does up-front agreeing
seem to lack in stand-up-for-yourself-ishness? Yes, I sup-
pose it does. But wimps like us shall inherit the rhetori-
cal earth. While the rest of the world fights, we’ll argue.
And argument gets you what you want more than fight-
ing does.

How to Manipulate a Lover

> Persuasion Alert
Pretty agreeable
of me, yes? The
ancient Greeks
gave a hame to
this kind of antici-
patory conces-
sion, agreeing in
advance to what
the other person
is likely to say:
prolepsis, mean-
ing “anticipation.”

Having decided what you want out of an argument, you can determine how

your audience must change for you to achieve

> Tips from the Ancients

that goal. Maybe all you need to do is alter a The playwright Aristophanes

person’s mood, as in, say, seduction. Or you

said that persuasion can make
“the lesser side appear the

want to change someone’s mind—to promote greater.” Plato thought that
. . . bad thing; but through-
you instead of a rival, for instance. Or you was @ bad Thing, it Freds
out history, ninety-pound
want your audience to do something concrete weaklings have applauded.
for you.

Actually, the seductive argument often entails more than just a mood

change. Suppose your goal is a little lovemaking. If
both of you are in the mood already, then you need -
no persuasion. As Lord Nelson said, never mind ma-

neuvers, go straight at ’em.
vyou: Voulez-vous couchez avec moi?

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

you: Know what would really liven things up,

Persuasion Alert

| risk offending some
readers with talk of sex.
But like an actor per-
forming a nude scene,

| do it for art. Seduction
is the rhetorical oppo-
site of fighting; and it’s
a wonderful tool for
teaching rhetoric. Some
of the standard topics
for practicing speeches
in Roman schools were
extremely racy.
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relationship-wise? If we did that role-playing game. Which

one of us should wear the maid’s costume?

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

you: Let me pour you some more wine. The music? Oh, just

Barry White. Wow, by candlelight you look like a movie

star.

That, at least, is how history’s greatest orator, Mar-
cus Tullius Cicero, would say to do it. He came up with
three goals for persuading people, in order of increas-

ing difficulty:

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

Sometimes it takes all three goals to get some ac-
tion. For some reason this reminds me of the tired old
joke “How many psychiatrists does it take to screw in a
lightbulb?”

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

First, the punch line says, the bulb has to want to change. How inefficient!

How long will that take? Twenty years of therapy? And once the bulb de-

cides to change, what will compel it to carry out the job? A rhetorician

would go about this much more simply—by persuading the lightbulb. The

task would require three persuasive steps:

Start by changing its mood. Make the bulb
feel how scary it is to sit in the dark. This
turns it into a receptive audience, eager
to hear your solution.

Then change its mind. Convince the bulb
that a replacement is the best way to get
some light in here.

Finally, fill it with the desire to act. Show the
bulb that changing is a cinch, and inspire

TRY THIS IN A SPEECH
You don’t need a strong
emotion to get an audi-
ence to change its
mind; attentiveness may
be the best mood for a
rational talk. Instead of
a joke, use mild surprise.
“l brought some pre-
pared remarks, but after
meeting some of you
today I've decided to
speak from the heart.”
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it with a vision of lightness. This requires stronger emotions
that turn a decision into a commitment.

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

The Seduction Diet

Changing the mood is the easiest goal, and usually the one you work on first.
Saint Augustine, a onetime rhetoric professor and one of the fathers of the

Christian Church, gave famously boffo sermons. The
TRY THIS AT HOME

secret, he said, was not to be content merely with seiz-
ing the audience’s sympathetic attention. He was never
satisfied until he made them cry. (Augustine could
not have been invited to many parties.) As one of the
great sermonizers of all time, he converted pagans to
Christianity through sheer emotional pyrotechnics.
By changing your audience’s emotion, you make them
more vulnerable to your argument—put them in the
mood to listen.

Wringing tears from an audience is easy compared
to goal number two, making them decide what you want.

Henry Kissinger used a classic persuasive method

To see whether people
actually do the thing
you ask them to—
whether they desire
the acts—create a
“commitment ratio”:
divide the number of
“Okays” and “Yes,
dears” by the number
of times they followed
through. | achieved a
70 percent rate over
three days—a passing
grade. (You may do
better if you don’t
have children.)

when he served as Nixon’s national security adviser. He would lay out five
alternatives for the president to choose from, listing the most extreme
choices first and last, and putting the one Kissinger preferred in the middle.
Nixon inevitably chose the “correct” option, according to Kissinger. (Not
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TRY THIS IN A STORE
Like Kissingetr, retailers
use the Goldilocks
technique all the time,
offering lower-priced
junk and high-end
goods to make their
best-selling items
seem just right. Next
time you buy, say, an
electronic gadget, ask
the sales staff to show
you the midpriced
version first. Then go
up or down in price
depending on your
desires and budget.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

exactly the most subtle tactic, but I've seen it used suc-
cessfully in corporate PowerPoint presentations.)

Usually, since most arguments take place between
two people, most of the time you deal with just two
choices—yours and your opponent’s. My daughter,
Dorothy Junior, makes an especially difficult adver-
sary. Although she enjoys argument much less than
her brother does, she can be equally persuasive. She
launches an argument so gently you fail to realize
you’re in one.

I recently visited her in London, where she was
spending a term as a college student. My first evening
there, she proposed dinner at a low-price Indian

restaurant. I wanted to play the generous dad and take her someplace

fancier. Guess who won.

ME: We could still eat Indian, but someplace more upscale.

DOROTHY JR.: Sure.

ME: So do you know of any?
DOROTHY JR.: Oh, London’s full of them.

ME: Uh-huh. So do you know of any in particular?

DOROTHY JR. [vaguely]: Oh, yeah.

ME: Any near here?

DOROTHY JR.: Not really.

ME: So you’d rather eat at your usual place.

DOROTHY JR.: If you want to, sure.

ME: I don’t want to!

And then I felt guilty about losing my patience, which, though she denies it,

may have been Dorothy Junior’s strategy all along. We ate at her usual

place. She won, using my guilt as her emotional goal. Dorothy couldn’t

have done better if she had prepared a Ciceronian speech in advance.

Cicero might even approve: the most effective rhetoric disguises itself, he

said. Dorothy knew this instinctively. She has a biting tongue but knows how

to restrain it to win an argument. Still, Dorothy had it relatively easy. We

were going to dinner one way or another. All she had to do was pull me

toward her choice.
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Goal number three—in which you get an audience to do something or to

stop doing it—is the most difficult. It requires a different, more personal

level of emotion. Suppose I didn’t want to go to dinner at all. Dorothy would

have had a lot more arguing to do to get me out the door. That’s like get-

ting a horse to drink, to use an old expression. You can give the horse salt

to stimulate its desire for water (arousing its emotions,
if you will); you can persuade it to follow you to a
stream (the choice part); but getting it to commit to
drinking poses the toughest rhetorical problem.

Get-out-the-vote campaigns for young people are
notoriously bad at this. The kids flock to rock concerts
and grab the free T-shirts; they get all charged up and
maybe even register as Democrats or Republicans—
a triumph of persuasion, as far as emotions and choice
are concerned. But showing up at the polls on elec-
tion day is something else altogether. Youth turns
stubborn at the getting-to-drink part. (I meant that
metaphorically.)

Besides using desire to motivate an audience, you
need to convince it that an action is no big deal—that
whatever you want them to do won’t make them sweat.
A few years ago, when I was an editorial director at the
Rodale publishing company, I heard that some people
in another division were working on a diet book. God,
I thought, another diet, as if there weren’t enough al-
ready. Plus, the title they planned for the book made
no sense to me. It referred to a particular neighbor-
hood in a major city, a place most Americans probably
had never heard of. The author, a cardiologist, hap-
pened to live there. But who would buy a book called
The South Beach Diet?

So I’'m a lousy prognosticator of best sellers; but in

TRY THIS IN A
WRITTEN PROPOSAL
After you outline the
document, jot down
a two-part inventory
of your goal: (1) Have
you thought of all the
benefits and weighed
them against the
alternatives? (2) How
doable is it? How
cheap or easy com-
pared to the other
choices? Now check
off those points in
your outline. Did you
cover everything?

> Persuasion Alert
Self-deprecating
humor is an accept-
able way to brag.
Mentioning a
moment of bone-
headedness at my
former company
beats the far more
obnoxious “l was a
high-level manager
at a publishing
company that had
twenty-three mil-
lion customers the
year | left.” But I'm
still bragging.

retrospect I can explain why the title was not such a bad idea after all.

“South Beach” conjures an image of people—you—in bathing attire. It says

vacation, one of the chief reasons people go on a diet. The Rodale editors

stimulated an emotion by making readers picture a desirable and highly
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personal goal: you, in a bathing suit, looking great. So much for the desire
part. The book’s subtitle employs the no-big-deal tactic: The Delicious, Doctor-
Designed, Foolproof Plan for Fast and Healthy Weight Loss. No suffering, perfectly
safe, instant results . . . they hit all the buttons except for So You Can Eat Like
a Glutton and Get Hit on by Lifeguards. People took action in droves. At this

writing, the book has sold nearly five million copies.

The Tools

This chapter gave you basic devices to determine the outcome of an argu-
ment:

* Set your personal goal.
* Set your goals for your audience. Do you want to change their

mood, their mind, or their willingness to carry out what you want?



3. Control the Tense

A

ORPHAN ANNIE’S LAW

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

MARGE: Homer, it’s very easy to criticize . . .
HOMER: And fun, too! —THE SIMPSONS

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

number):
Bl € » Argument Tool
Values THE THREE CORE ISSUES:
. blame, values, choice.
Choice

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

Who moved my cheese? This, of course, is a

blame issue. Whodunit? )
. , > Persuasion Alert
Should abortion be legal? Values. What'’s What’s missing from

morally right or wrong about letting a my list? How about
capital-T Truth? Can’t
you argue about truth
budding life inside her own body? (My and falsity? You can,
but that wouldn’t be
persuasion. Absolute

woman choose whether or not to end the

choice of words implies the values each

side holds—a woman’s right to her own Truth demands a dif-
. . ferent kind of argu-
body, and the sanctity of life.) ment, one the
Should we build a plant in Oaxaca? Choice: to philosophers called

“dialectic.” It seeks to
discover things, not
Oaxaca. talk people into them.

build or not to build, Oaxaca or not
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Should Brad and Jen have split wp? Values—not moral ones, necessar-
ily, but what you and your interlocutor value. Were they just too
cute to separate?

Did O.]. do it? Blame.

Shall we dance? Choice: to dance or not to dance.

Why should you care which question slots into which core issue? It mat-
ters because you will never meet your goals if you argue around the wrong
core issue. Watch a couple in their living room, reading books and listening
to music:

sHE: Can you turn that down a little?

HE: You're the one who set the volume last.

sHE: Oh, really? Then who was it blasting “Free Bird” all over
the place this afternoon?

HE: So that’s what this is about. You hate my music.

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

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

It’s hard to make a positive choice about turning the volume knob when
you argue about a past noise violation and the existential qualities of
“Free Bird.”

The examples I gave of the core issues—blame, values, and choice—
show a certain pattern. The blame questions deal with the past. The values
questions are in the present tense. And the choice questions have to do
with the future.

Blame = Past
Values = Present

Choice = Future

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

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

HE: You're the one who set the volume last.
sHE: Then who was it blasting “Free Bird”?

If you want to try someone on charges of volume
abuse (not to mention bad taste), you’re in the right
tense. Forensic argument helps us determine whodunit,
not who’s-doing-it or who-will-do-it. Watch Law and
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TRY THIS AT WORK
Most office back-
stabbing uses the
past or present
tense. (“He’s the
one who screwed
up that bid.” “She’s
a total jerk.”) If you
find yourself a vic-
tim, refocus the
issue on future
choices. “How is
blaming me going
to help us get the
next contract?”
“Whether you think
I'm a jerk or not,
let’s figure out a
way for you and me
to get along.”

Order and you’ll notice that most of the dialogue is in the past tense. It
works great for lawyers and cops, but a loving couple should be wary of the
tense. The purpose of forensic rhetoric is to determine guilt and mete out
punishment; couples who get in the habit of punishing each other suffer
the same fate as the doomed marriages in Dr. Gottman’s love lab.

How about the present tense? Is that any better? It can
> Persuasion Alert

be. The rhetoric of the present handles praise and con-
demnation, separating the good from the bad, distin-
guishing groups from other groups and individuals
from each other. Aristotle reserved the present for de-

If this seems to
hint at an agenda,
you’re right. The
Democrats and
Republicans love

the present tense.
It’s a great way to
stir up the base,
and a lousy way
to conduct a
democracy. More
on this in the last
chapter.

scribing people who meet a community’s ideals or fail
to live up to them. Itis the communal language of com-
mencement addresses, funeral orations, and sermons. It
celebrates heroes or condemns a common enemy. It
gives people a sort of tribal identity. (We’re great, ter-
rorists are cowards). When a leader has trouble con-
fronting the future, you hear similar tribal talk.

Aristotle’s term for this kind of language is “demonstrative” rhetoric, be-
cause ancient orators used it to demonstrate their fanciest techniques. Our
argumentative couple uses it to divide each other.

HE: So that’s what this is about. You hate my music.
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» Meanings
Avristotle’s Greek word
for demonstrative
rhetoric is epideictic,
but the only people
who use that unpro-
nounceable term are

academic rhetoricians.

They’re just being
demonstrative.

TRY THIS IN A PITCH

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

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

You might say that the man bears sole blame for
switching tenses from past to present. But let’s not
get all forensic on each other, okay? The man may be
right, after all; perhaps the argument has to do with
the guy’s thing for Lynyrd Skynyrd and not the vol-
ume knob. In any case, their dialogue has suddenly
turned tribal: I like my music, you hate it. If the man
happened to be a politician he would find it hard to
resist adding, “And that’s just wrong!” We use the
present tense to talk about values: That is wrong.
This is right. Detesting “Free Bird” is morally wrong.

If you want to make a joint decision, you need to
focus on the future. This is the tense that Aristotle
saved for his favorite rhetoric. He called it “delibera-
tive,” because it argues about choices and helps us
decide how to meet our mutual goals. Deliberative
argument’s chief topic is “the advantageous,” accord-
ing to Aristotle. This is the most pragmatic kind of
rhetoric. It skips right and wrong, good and bad, in

favor of expedience.

Present-tense (demonstrative) rhetoric tends to finish with people

bonding or separating.

Past-tense (forensic) rhetoric threatens punishment.

Future-tense (deliberative) argument promises a payoff. You can

see why Aristotle dedicated the rhetoric of decision making to

the future.

Our poor couple remains stranded in the present tense, so let’s rewind

their dialogue and make them speak deliberatively—in the future tense,

that is.

sHE: Can you turn that down a little?

HE: Sure, I’d be happy to.

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

“would” instead of “will’—he leaves himself an opening.
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HE: But is the music too loud, or do you want me to play
something else?

sHE: Well, now that you mention it, I’d prefer something a
little less hairbandy.

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

HE: Something more elevatorish, you mean? That doesn’t

really turn me on. Want to watch a movie?

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

sHE: What do you have in mind?
HE: We haven’t seen Terminator 2in ages.

SHE: Terminator 27! I hate that movie.
L . . » Persuasion Alert
As he well knows. This is a little off topic, but I | presumably didn’t
dash this book off in

can’t resist giving you another rhetorical trick: pro-
one draft, so what

pose an extreme choice first. It will make the one you excuse do | have for
want sound more reasonable. I used the technique straying off topic?
. . . Cicero used digres-
myself in getting my wife to agree to name our son sions to change the
after my uncle George. I proposed lots of alterna- tone and rhythm of

an argument, and
so do |. By describ-

Heinrichs—until she finally said, “You know, ‘George’ ing a persuasive

> » . trick in the middle
doesn’t really sound that bad.” I kissed her and told of my description

her how much I loved her, and notched another argu- of tenses, | hope to
show how these
tools work on all
Back to our couple. sorts of occasions.

tives—my personal favorite was Herman Melville

ment on my belt.

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

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

SHE: Okay.

Lawrenceit is. Which happens to be the movie he wanted in the first place.
The distinctions between the three forms of rhetoric can determine the
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success of a democracy, a business, or a family. Remem-
ber the argument I had with my son, George?

ME: Who used all the toothpaste?

GEORGE: That’s not the question, is it, Dad? The
question is, how are we going to keep it from
happening again?

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

» Persuasion Alert
A good persuader

anticipates the audi-

ence’s objections.
Ideally, you want to
produce them even

before the audience
can think to. The tech-
nigue makes your lis-
teners more malleable.
They begin to assume
you'll take care of all
their qualms, and they

lapse into a bovine

state of persuadability.
(Oh, wait. You’re the
audience here. Scratch

“bovine.”)

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

TRY THIS WHEN
ARGUING TURNS
TO FIGHTING

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

Annie’s Pretty Sure Bet

Hold on. The future sounds lovely, but isn’t civil dis-
course supposed to be about sticking to the facts? The
future has no facts, right? Doesn’t it simply speculate?

Correct. Facts do not exist in the future. We can
know that the sun came up yesterday, and that it
shines now; but we can only predict that the sun will
come up tomorrow. When Little Orphan Annie sings
that godawful Tomorrow song, she doesn’t make a fact-
based argument, she bets. Like a proper Aristotelian,

Annie even admits the case.

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

Annie concedes that the sunrise has not yet become a fact. Call it Or-

phan Annie’s Law: The sun only may come up tomorrow. A successful argu-

ment, like anything about the future, cannot stick to the facts.

Deliberative argument can wuse facts, but it must not limit itself to them.

While you and I can disagree about the capital of Burkina Faso, we’re not

arguing deliberatively; we simply dispute a fact. Neither of us can decide to

make it Ouagadougou. We merely look it up. (I just looked it up.)
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All we have for the future is conjecture or choices, not facts. When

Homer Simpson argues with his wife in the future tense of deliberative

argument, facts have nothing to do with it:

MARGE: Homer, I don’t want you driving around in a car you

built yourself.

HOMER: You can sit there complaining, or you can knit me

some seat belts.

Instead of helping us to find some elusive truth, deliberative argument

deliberates, weighing one choice against the other, considering the circum-

stances.
Choices:

Beach, or mountains, this summer?

Should your company replace its computers, or hire a

competent tech staff?
Will Frodo come out as a gay Hobbit?
Should we invade Iraq?

When you argue about values, you use demon-
strative rhetoric, not deliberative. If you rely on a
cosmic authority—God, or Bono—then the audi-
ence has no choice to make.

Eternal truths will answer these:

Is there a God?

Is homosexuality immoral?

Is capitalism bad?

Should all students know the Ten
Commandments?

In each case the argument has to rely on mor-
als and metaphysics. And it takes place mostly in
the present tense, the language of demonstrative
rhetoric. It can be particularly maddening in a
marital dispute, because it comes across as preachy.
(Demonstrative rhetoric is the rhetoric of preach-
ers, after all.) Besides, it is far more difficult to

» What’s Wrong with This
Argument?

Caller: | don’t know much
about the Democrats,
but George Bush is a
jerk!

Next Caller: I'm unbeliev-
ably angry at that
caller. If she saw what
Bush is doing for our
boys in Irag, she’d shut
her mouth!

Host: Put her in a burkha,
baby.

WHAT’S WRONG: The host
could have turned this
into a political argument
by asking whether Bush’s
policies will get what we
want in Iraq. Instead, he
went all tribal: She’s not
one of us! Tribal talk deals
with present questions—
who’s in and who’s out?
Political talk deals with
the future: what’s to our
best advantage?
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change someone’s values than to change her mind. After all, eternal truths
are supposed to be . . . eternal.

Practical concerns, on the other hand, are open to deliberative debate.
Because deliberation has to do with choices, everything about it depends—
on the circumstances, the time, the people involved, and whatever “public”
you mean when you talk about public opinion. Deliberative argument re-
lies on public opinion to resolve questions, not a higher power.

The audience’s opinion will answer these:

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

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

FATHER: Our kid could break her neck on those old monkey
bars.

MOTHER: On the other hand, she may not. Besides, the coor-
dination she learns might prevent future accidents.

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

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

Deliberation is the rhetoric of choice, literally. It deals with decisions,
and decisions depend on particular circumstances, not eternal truths and
cold facts. If life were free of contingencies, then we could live by a few
rules written in stone that would apply to all our decisions. Every baby
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would come with an operating manual, the same guide that worked for her
older brother. Every rule of thumb would apply to every situation. The early
bird would always catch the worm, everything would be cheaper by the
dozen, and the world would come in two colors: black and white. But alas,
it doesn’t. Sometimes, under some circumstances (say, jumping out of an
airplane for the first time), it’s a very bad idea to look before you leap.
Sometimes the enemy of your enemy makes a terrible friend.

Girl Versus Turkey

A husband and wife debate over whether to invest more in stocks, or in bonds.

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

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

HE: My dad always said blue chips are the way to go. That’s

the right kind of investment.
sHE: Well, that’s just wrong. My astrologer says blue chips are

evil.
TRY THIS IN A
MEETING
Hold your tongue
until well into the
discussion. If an
argument bogs
down in the past
or present tense,
switch it to the
future. “You're all
making good

The same couple argues over whether to provide
orthodontia for their ten-year-old.

sHE: Straight teeth will be good for his self-
esteem.

HE: Yeah, but if we put the money into a college
fund, we’ll have a debtfree college graduate.

SHE: A bucktoothed college graduate.

Is there a right choice? Maybe. But they don’t know
what it is and have to make a decision nonetheless. These
questions deal with probabilities, not facts or values.

Suppose your uncle Randy decides to divorce your

points, but how
are we going
to...?” Make
sure that ques-
tion defines the
issue in a way
that’s favorable
to your side.



36 THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

aunt on their thirtieth anniversary so he can marry a surfing instructor he
met at Club Med. You have two issues here, one moral and the other practi-
cal. The moral issue is inarguable by our definition. Your uncle is either
wrong or right. You could remind him that he is breaking a wonderful
woman’s heart, but you would be sermonizing, not arguing. You could
threaten to bar him from Thanksgiving dinner, but that would be coercion,
not argument—assuming he would prefer your turkey to a cruise buffet
with his Club Med hottie.

The practical, debatable issue in your uncle’s case deals with the likely
consequences of ditching your aunt for the trophy wife.

you: She’ll leave you within the year, and you’ll be lonely and
miserable forever.

UNCLE: No she won’t. And a young woman will make me feel
younger, which means I'll live longer.

» Argument Tool Which prediction is true? Neither of you has a
SPOT THE INARGUABLE:
It’s what is permanent,
necessary, or undeniably good practical reasons for remarrying. Will he ever
true. If you think your
opponent is wrong—if

clue. But Uncle might persuade you that he has

convince you that he is morally in the right? Not

it ain’t necessarily so— a chance. Morals are inarguable in deliberative
then try to assess what rhetoric
the audience believes. ,
You can challenge a Argument’s Rule Number One: Never debate
belief; but deliberative the undebatable. Instead, focus on your goals. The
argument prefers to use . .
beliefs to persuasion’s next chapter will tell you how to achieve them.
advantage.

The Tools

We expect our arguments to accomplish something. You want a debate to
settle an issue, with everyone walking away in agreement—with you. This is
hard to achieve if no one can get beyond who is right or wrong, good or
bad. Why do so many arguments end up in accusation and name-calling?

The answer may seem silly, but it’s crucial: most arguments take place
in the wrong tense. Choose the right tense. If you want your audience to
make a choice, focus on the future. Tenses are so important that Aristotle
assigned a whole branch of rhetoric to each one. We’ll get into tenses in
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much greater detail in the chapters to come. You'll see how you can use val-
ues to win an argument about choices, and how tribal speech can help
mightily in an otherwise rational debate. Meanwhile, remember these

tools:

Control the issue. Do you want to fix blame? Define who meets
or abuses your common values? Or get your audience to
make a choice? The most productive arguments use choice
as their central issue. Don’t let a debate swerve heedlessly
into values or guilt. Keep it focused on choices that solve a
problem to your audience’s (and your) advantage.

Control the clock. Keep your argument in the right tense. In a
debate over choices, make sure it turns to the future.



4. Soften Them Up

A

CHARACTER, LOGIC, EMOTION

The strangely triumphant art of agreeability

Audi partem alteram.
Hear the other side. —SAINT AUGUSTINE

t the age of seven, my son, George, insisted on wearing shorts to school
Ain the middle of winter. We live in icy New Hampshire, where play-
ground snow has all the fluffy goodness of ground glass. My wife launched
the argument in the classic family manner: “You talk to him,” she said.

So I talked to him. Being a student of rhetoric, I employed Aristotle’s
three most powerful tools of persuasion:

Argument by character
Argument by logic
Argument by emotion

In this chapter you will see how each of these tools works, and you’ll
gain some techniques—the persuasive use of decorum, argument jujitsu,
tactical sympathy—that will put you well on the way to becoming an argu-
ment adept.

The first thing I used on George was argument by character: I gave him
my stern father act.

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

But he just looked at me with tears in his eyes. Next, I tried reasoning
with him, using argument by logic.
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ME: Pants will keep your legs from chapping. You’ll feel a lot
better.
GEORGE: But I want to wear shorts.

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

ME: Doh-de-doh, look at me, here I go off to work wearing
shorts . . . Don’t I look stupid?

GEORGE: Yes. (Continues to pull shorts on.)

ME: So why do you insist on wearing shorts yourself?

GEORGE: Because I don’t look stupid. And they’re my legs. I
don’t mind if they get chaffed.

ME: Chapped.

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

ME: All right. You can wear shorts in school if your mother
and I can clear it with the authorities. But you have to put
your snow pants on when you go outside. _

» Useful Figure
Deal? These two sentences

GEORGE: Deal. (“Good idea? | believe

it was.”) form a figure

of speech called a

hypophora, which

the school. A few weeks later the principal declared asks a rhetorical ques-
tion and then immedi-
ately answers it. The
culottes herself. It was mid-February. Was that a good hypophora allows you
to anticipate the audi-
ence’s skepticism and
believe it was. nip it in the bud.

He happily fetched his snow pants, and I called
George’s birthday Shorts Day; she even showed up in

idea? For the sake of argument, and agreement, I

Aristotle’s Big Three

I used my best arguments by character, logic, and emotion. So, how did
George still manage to beat me? By using the same tools. I did it on pur-
pose, and he did it instinctively. Aristotle called them logos, ethos, and pathos;
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and so will I, because their meanings are richer than th
Together they form the three basic tools of rhetoric.

Logos is argument by logic. If arguments were chil-
dren, logos would be the brainy one, the big sister who
gets top grades in high school. It doesn’t just follow the
logical rules; instead, its techniques use what the audi-
ence itself is thinking.

e English versions.

» Argument Tool
LOGOS: argument
by logic.

Ethos, or argument by character, employs the persuader’s personality,

reputation, and ability to look trustworthy. (While logos sweats over its GPA,

ethos gets elected class president.) In rhetoric, a sterling
reputation is more than just good; it’s persuasive. I
taught my children that lying isn’t just wrong, it’s unper-
suasive. An audience is more likely to believe a trustwor-

» Argument Tool
ETHOS: argument
by character.

thy persuader, and to accept his argument. “A person’s life persuades better

than his word,” said one of Aristotle’s contemporaries.

This remains true

today. Rhetoric shows how to shine a flattering light on your life.

Then you have pathos, or argument by emotion,
the sibling the others disrespect but who gets away
with everything. Logicians and language snobs hate
pathos, but Aristotle himself—the man who invented
logic—recognized its usefulness. You can persuade
someone logically, but as we saw in the last chapter,
getting him out of his chair to act on it takes some-
thing more combustible.

» Argument Tool
PATHOS: argument
by emotion. Pathos
forms the root of the
word “sympathy”; a
successful persuader
must learn how to
read the audience’s
emotions.

Logos, ethos, and pathos appeal to the brain, gut, and heart of your audi-

ence. While our brain tries to sort the facts, our gut tells

us whether we can

trust the other person, and our heart makes us want to do something about

it. They form the essence of effective persuasion.
George instinctively used all three to counter my
own arguments. His ethos put mine in check:

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

His logos also canceled mine out, even if his med-
ical terminology didn’t:

TRY THIS BEFORE AN
IMPORTANT MEETING
If you want to get a
commitment out of the
meeting, take stock of
your proposal’s /ogos,
pathos, and ethos: Do
my points make logical
sense? Will the people
in the room trust what
| say? How can | get
them fired up for my
proposal at the end?
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ME: Pants will make your legs feel better.
GEORGE: I don’t mind if they get chaffed.

Finally, I found his pathos irresistible. When he was little, the kid would
actually stick his lower lip out when he tried not to cry. Cicero loved this
technique—not the lip part, but the appearance of struggling for self-
control. It serves actually to amplify the mood in the room. Cicero also said
a genuine emotion persuades more than a faked one; and George’s tears
certainly were genuine. Trying not to cry just made his eyes well up more.

I'wish I could say my pathos was as effective, but George failed to think it
funny when I hiked my pants up. He just agreed that I looked stupid. I had
been studying rhetoric pretty intensively at that point, and to be thrown
to the mat by a seven-year-old was humiliating. So was facing my wife
afterward.

DOROTHY: So did you talk to him?
ME: Yeah, I handled it.

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

DOROTHY: Then why is he wearing shorts?

GEORGE: We made a deal!

DOROTHY: A deal. Which somehow allows him to wear shorts
to school.

ME: I told you, I handled it.

So what if his legs looked like rhubarbs when he came home? While I
was moderately concerned about the state of his skin, and more apprehen-
sive about living up to Dorothy’s expectations, neither had much to do with
my personal goal: to raise persuasive children. If George was willing to put
all he had into an argument, I was willing to concede. That time, I like to
think, we both won. (Today he expresses his individuality in the opposite
way: he wears ties to school. And pants, even.)

Logos, pathos, and ethos usually work together to win an argument, de-
bates with argumentative seven-year-olds excepted. By using your oppo-
nent’s logic and your audience’s emotion, you can win over your audience
with greater ease. You make them happy to let you control the argument.
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Logos.: Use the Logic in the Room

Later on, we’ll get into rhetoric’s more dramatic logical tactics and show
how to bowl your audience over with your eloquence. First, though, let’s
master the most powerful logos tool of all, concession. It seems more Jedi
knight than Rambo, involving more self-mastery than brute force, but it lies
closer to the power center of logos than rhetoric’s more grandiloquent
methods. Even the most aggressive maneuvers allow room for the oppo-
nent’s ideas and the audience’s preconceptions. To persuade people—to
make them desire your choice and commit to the action you want—you
need all the assets in the room, and one of the best resources comes
straight from your opponent’s mouth.

Calvin concedes effectively in the comic strip Calvin and Hobbes when his

dad tries to teach him to ride a bike:
TRY THIS AT HOME

pAD: Look, Calvin. You've got to relax a little. Aristotle said that
every point has its
flip side. That’s the
CALVIN: | can’t help it! Imminent death makes trick to concession.
When a spouse says,
“We hardly ever go

.. . . out anymore,” the
Clever boy. Perched atop a homicidal bike, he still wise mate does not

Your balance will be better if you're loose.

me tense! I admit it!

manages to gain control of the argument. By agreeing  spew examples of

s . . . recent dates; he
that he’s tense, he shifts the issue from nerves to peril, says, “That's be-

where he has a better argument. cause | want you all
to myself.” This

Salespeople love to use concession to sell you stuff. response will at least

I once had a boss who came from a sales background. buy him time to
. . . think dibl
He proved that old habits die hard. The guy never dis- NP @ credibie
change in tense:

agreed with me, yet half the time he got me to do the = "Butas a matter of
fact, | was going to
ask if you wanted

to go to that new
ME: Our research shows that readers love beau- Korean restaurant.”

opposite of what I proposed.

tiful covers without a lot of type.

BOSS: Beautiful covers. Sure.

ME: I know that clean covers violate the usual rules for selling
magazines on the newsstand, but we should test dual cov-
ers: half of them will be crammed with the usual head-
lines, and half of them with a big, bold image—very little

type.



SOFTEN THEM UP

BOss: Clean covers. Great idea. How’ll that af-
fect your budget?

ME: It'll cost a lot. I'm gambling on selling
more magazines.

BOSS: So you haven’t budgeted for it.

ME: Uh, no. But I tell you, boss, I'm pretty
confident about this.

BOss: Sure. I know you are. Well, it’s a great
idea. Let’s circle back to it at budget time.

ME: But that’s nine months from—

BOSS: So what else is on your agenda?

43

TRY THIS IN A
POLITICAL ARGUMENT
Politics makes an ex-
cellent test of conces-
sion, in part because
the tactic is so refresh-
ing. See if you can go
through an entire dis-
cussion without overtly
disagreeing with your
opponent. She: “I'm
willing to give up a
little privacy so the
government can keep
me safe.” You: “Safety’s
important.” She: “Not

that they’re going to
tap my phone.” You:
“No, you'd never rock
the boat.” She: “Of
course, I'll speak up if

| disagree with what’s
going on.” You: “l know
you will. And /et the
government keep a file
on you.”

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

Pathos: Start with the Audience’s Mood

Sympathize—align yourself with your listener’s pathos. You don’t have to
share the mood; when you face an angry man, it doesn’t help to mirror that

anger. Instead, rhetorical sympathy shows its con- ) o000l

SYMPATHY: Share your
listeners’ mood.

cern, proving, as George H. W. Bush put it, “I care.”
So when you face that angry man, look stern and
concerned; do not shout, “Whoa, decaf!” When a little girl looks sad, sym-
pathy means looking sad, too; it does not mean chirping, “Cheer up!”

This reaction to the audience’s feelings can serve as a baseline, letting
them see your own emotions change as you make your point. Cicero hinted
that the great orator transforms himself into an emotional role model,
showing the audience how it should feel.

LITTLE GIRL: Ilost my balloon!
you: Awww, did you?
(Lattle Givl cries louder. )
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YOU (still trying to look sad while yelling over the crying): What'’s
that you’re holding?

LITTLE GIRL: My mom gave me a dinosaur.

YOU (cheering up): A dinosaur!

Being a naturally sympathetic type, my wife is especially good at conced-
ing moods. She has a way of playing my emotion back so intensely that I'm
embarrassed I felt that way. I once returned home from work angry that my

employer had done nothing to recognize an award my magazine had won.

DOROTHY: Not a thing? Not even a group e-mail congratulat-
ing you?

ME: No. ..

DOROTHY: They have no idea what a good thing they have in
you.

ME: Well . ..

DOROTHY: An e-mail wouldn’t be enough! They should give

you a bonus.

TRY THIS AT WORK
Oversympathizing makes
someone’s mood seem
She agreed with me so much that I found  ridiculous without actually

L . . ridiculing it. When a staffer
myself siding with my lousy employers. I believe complains about his work-

ME: It wasn’t that big an award.

her sympathy was genuine, but its effect was the ~ space say, “Let’s take this
. . . . straight to the top.” Watch his
same as if she had applied all her rhetorical skill mood change from whiny to

to make me feel better. And I did feel better, if a nervous. Of course, you could
. . have an Alice’s Restaurant—
bit sheepish.

style backfire. Arlo Guthrie
And then there’s the concession side of ethos, velled, “I wanna kill! Killt”
when he registered for the
draft, and they pinned a

of all, which is why the whole next chapter is de- medal on him. You'll see more
of this technique, called the
“backfire,” later on.

called decorum. This is the most important jujitsu

voted to it.

The Tools

“Thus use your frog,” Izaak Walton says in The Compleat Angler. “Put your
hook through his mouth, and out at his gills . . . and in so doing use him
as though you loved him.” That pretty much sums up this chapter, which
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teaches you to use your audience as though you loved it. All of these
tools require understanding your opponent and sympathizing with your
audience.

Logos: Argument by logic. The first logical tactic we covered was
concession, using the opponent’s argument to your own
advantage.

Pathos: Argument by emotion. The most important pathetic tactic
is sympathy, registering concern for your audience’s emotions
and then changing the mood to suit your argument.

Ethos: Argument by character. Aristotle called this the most impor-
tant appeal of all—even more than logos.

Argument by logic, emotion, and character are the megatools of rheto-

ric. You're about to learn specific ways to wield each one. Read on.



5. Get Them to Like You

A

EMINEM’S RULES OF DECORUM

The agreeable side of ethos

He who is unable to live in sociely, or who has no need because he is sufficient for

himself, must be either a beast or a god. — ARISTOTLE

An agreeable ethos matches the audience’s expectations for a leader’s
tone, appearance, and manners. The ancient Romans coined a word
to describe this kind of character-based agreeability: decorum. The concept

is far more interesting than the mandato oli-
» Argument Tool g Iy p
DECORUM: Your audiences
find you agreeable if you

meet their expectations.

tesse of Emily Post and Miss Manners. Rhetorical
decorum is the art of fitting in—not just in polite
company but everywhere, from the office to the
neighborhood bar. This is why salespeople wear terrific shoes, and why a six-
teen-year-old girl will sneak out of the house to get a navel ring. She fits her-
self into a social microhabitat that happens to exclude her mortified parents.

Actually, the Latin word decorum meant “fit,” as in “suitable.” In argu-
ment, as in evolution, survival belongs to the fittest. The elite of every soci-
ety large and small, from the playground to the

» Meanings
Ethos in Greek originally
meant “habitat”—the envi-
ronment animals and people
live in. This makes no sense

boardroom, are the product of survival of the
decorous.
Decorum tells the audience, “Do as I say and

until you think about the
meaning of “ethics” (a
direct etymological descen-
dant of ethos). An ethical
person fits her audience’s
rules and values the same
way a penguin fits the pecu-
liar habitat of an iceberg.
Ethos has to do with a per-
son’s ability to fit in with a
group’s expectations.

as I do.” The speaker should sound like the col-
lective voice of his audience, a walking, talking
consensus. To show proper decorum, act the
way your audience expects you to act—not neces-
sarily like your audience. Parents sometimes
make this mistake when they deal with groups of
children. Talking baby talk to a three-year-old
does not just look idiotic to fellow adults; the
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three-year-old also sees you as an idiot. The ultimate fashion crime is to
dress like your own teenager. Whenever I spot a do-rag or baggy pants on
someone over forty, I want to shoot them and put them out of their kids’
misery.

We think of decorum as a fussy, impractical art, but the manuals the an-
cients wrote on decorum—covering voice control, gestures, clothing, and
timing, as well as manners—touted the same themes as a modern best
seller, combining the contents of How to Dress for Success, Martha Stewart,
Emily Post, and The One-Minute Manager. A couple of thousand years after
the Romans invented it, modern rhetorician Kenneth Burke declared that
decorum is “perhaps the simplest case of persuasion.” He went on to offer a
good inventory of decorous skills:

You persuade a man only insofar as you can talk his language by
speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, altitude, idea, identifying

your ways with his.

Burke wrote that in 1950, by the way—back when it was perfectly deco-
rous to refer to a person as “a man,” a usage that most people today would
consider rude. Does that mean we grow more polite every year? Few people
over eighteen seem to think so. But that doesn’t mean we have grown
ruder, either. Every era has its rules; humans continuously adapt those rules
to changes in the social environment. Men used to wear coat and tie to the
movies, but they also smoked in them.

Speaking of movies, my mother was fourteen when Gone with the Wind
came to the local theater in Wayne, Pennsylvania. Rhett Butler’s profanity
was all the buzz back then. Mom was looking forward to hearing someone
actually curse in a movie, but when the time came for “Frankly, my dear, I
don’t give a damn,” the audience gasped and whispered so much that she
never heard it. “The line was quite a shocker,” she said many years later.

These days every middle school student talks like a sailor. Score one for
the superior politeness of my mother’s generation. On the other hand,
when Mom watched Gone with the Wind, she had to sit in the balcony; she
went with the family’s cook, who was black. Even in suburban Philadelphia,
back in 1939, while Gone with the Wind reminisced about the chivalrous
South, theaters banned “coloreds” from the good seats.

What are manners but the ways we treat one another? People who
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complain about “political correctness” may just be lamenting inevitable
change in the social environment. Sure, some people love to enforce man-
ners; every culture has its bluenoses who take decorum to the point of rude-
ness—bluenoses on the left who get offended at an ethnic joke, and
bluenoses on the right who practically faint when someone wishes them
“Happy Holidays” instead of “Merry Christmas.” But more than manners
are at stake here. We’re talking about a critical persuasive tool.

Decorum follows the audience’s rules. If you
TRY THIS IN AN INVASION

It may seem obvious that find yourself in a fundamentalist church, you do

discretion is the better not lecture the parishioners about the etymology
part of decorum, but « . ” . .
someone should have told ~~ Of “holiday”; you wish them a Merry Christmas. If

the Pentagon. It didn’t you attend a faculty meeting on an Ivy League cam-
begin training substantial

numbers of officers in
Iraqi decorum until three somebody refers to “people of color.” You sit there
years after the Iraq inva-
sion. Force let us win on
points, but it failed to win be decorous. Away from talk radio and the more
native commitment.

pus, you do not roll your eyes and snort when
and look pious. Of course, no law says you have to

diversity-mad college campuses, it’s a free country.
Go ahead and tell it like it is. But you cannot be indecorous and persuasive
at the same time. The two are mutually exclusive.

Deliberative argument is not about the truth, it’s about choices, and
persuasive decorum changes to match the audience. When in Rome, do as
the Romans do; but when you’re not in Rome, doing as the Romans do
might get you in trouble. Decorum can make the difference between per-
suading an audience and getting thrown out by it.

One of the greatest decorum scenes in movie history graces the climax
of 8 Mile, Eminem’s semiautobiography. He gets talked into a competition
at a dance club in downtown Detroit where hip-hop artists (orators, if you
will) take turns insulting each other. The audience chooses the winner by
applause. Eventually, the contest comes down to two people: Eminem and
a sullen-looking black guy. (Well, not as sullen as Eminem. Nobody can be
that sullen.) Enimem wears proper attire: stupid skullcap, clothes a few
sizes too big, and as much bling as he can afford. If he showed up dressed
like Cary Grant, he would look terrific—to you and me. But the dance club
crowd would find him wildly indecorous.

Clothing is the least of his decorum problems, though. He happens to be
white, and everyone else in the room is black. Eminem nonetheless man-
ages to devastate his adversary by revealing a nasty little secret: this putative
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gangbanger attended a prep school! All the poor guy’s hip-hop manners are

pointless, because the audience finds them phony. Eminem, that foul-

mouthed master of decorum, blends in better with an inner-city crowd than

his black opponent does.

Was My Fly Down?

As Cicero said, decorum that works for one persuader may not work for

another, even in front of the same people. Before you begin to argue, ask

yourself, What do they expect?—and mean it. To
move people away from their current opinion, you
need to make them feel comfortable with you.

This is more difficult than it sounds. When I
worked in Greensboro, North Carolina, I carried a
coffee mug with large black type that said “Piss Off.”
People loved it in New York, but it didn’t get the
same reception in Greensboro. No one said anything
until I started gesturing with it in a meeting with po-
tential clients. Luckily they thought it was funny, but
my boss told me to switch cups. Not so funny was the
bumper sticker of an entry-level editor I hired right
out of college. The sticker advertised a local rock
band by claiming that it violated “Your Honor Stu-
dent.” Some employees complained. When I casually
advised the young woman to ditch the bumper sticker,

her reaction surprised me.

TRY THIS WITH A
STRANGE CROWD
Before you walk in front
of people of a different
culture or social group,
try to reach a member
of the audience a few
days before. Ask, “What
are the five stupidest
things you’d expect a
person like me to do?”
If they expect a badly
dressed faux pas
spewer, then you might
try the unexpected.

A white woman, for
example, would win
propers—respect—in a
traditional black church
if she wore a great hat.
Traditionalist African-
American women love
high-class headgear.

NEW EDITOR: I can’t believe they complained about it!

ME: Yeah, I know. But you’ve been living in the South for

years. You know the culture better than I do.

N.E.: It’s a freedom of speech issue!
ME: No, actually, it’s not . . .

N.E.: I have the right to put anything I want on my car.

ME: That’s true.
N.E. (uneasily): Right.

ME: Butif you can’t get along with people here, the company
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has the right to fire you. You own the car, but it owns
your job.

She never removed the sticker. She didn’t have to; someone removed it
for her that afternoon.

It isn’t always easy to adapt your decorum to the circumstances, even if
you want to. Back when I was single and living in D.C., my younger brother
came to visit me. One evening in Georgetown, center of Washington’s
nightlife, we crossed M Street to hit a few bars when a Hare Krishna ap-
proached us with some scraggly-looking roses for sale. John bought one
and gave it to the first pretty woman he saw, saying, “Here you go, doll.”

Here you go, doll? Who did he think he was, Dean Martin?

Instead of smacking him, the woman said, “Oh,

TRY THIS IN A NEW JOB
When my wife resumed
but her girlfriends dragged her across the street. her career, she asked me
what she should wear on
casual Fridays. “Does
anyone above you dress

thank you!” She looked as if she wanted to kiss him,

I stared at John in astonishment.

JonN: What? casually?” | asked. “No,”
. she said. “Then don’t go
. ?
ME: How did you do that: casually,” | said. “Always
JoHN: Do what? Give a girl a flower? dress one step above
. « » your rank.” It worked.
ME: You called her “doll. Within eighteen months
JOHN: Yeah. She was cute. she was promoted to

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

ME: Here ya go, doll.
wOMAN: Go to hell.

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

More likely, the one I approached sensed my em-
barrassment. John is the kind of irony-free, straight-
ahead guy who attracts women. I'm not, apparently.
Cicero would nod his head. He taught that you can’t
assume a character that strays too far from your own.
What works for one can wreak disaster for the other.
“Indeed,” said Cicero, “such diversity of character
carries with it so great significance that suicide may
be for one man a duty, for another (under the same
circumstances) a crime.”

Speak for yourself, C-man. But we get the point.
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» Persuasion Alert
We have been taught
that a successful per-
suader never admits
ignorance, but the
Romans saw doubt
as a rhetorical device.
They called it aporia:
wonder openly or
admit you cannot
fathom a reason, and
the audience will
unconsciously start
reasoning for you.
Without even know-
ing it, they comfort-
ably get inside your
head.

Decorum is the art of the appropriate, and an ethos that fails to fit your

actual personality is usually indecorous. People pick up on it.

Captain Kangaroo’s Fashion Tip

Romans wore togas, so Cicero offers little relevant advice for us on how

to dress decorously. But the decorum rule of thumb applies to dress as well

as everything else: look the way you think your audience will want you to

look. When in doubt, use camouflage. Dress the way
the average audience member dresses. Is black the
common color in your office? Wear black. You want
to dress slightly above your rank—wearing a jacket on
a casual Friday, for instance—but not too far above (a
Friday tie makes you look like a jerk in many offices).
And if you're in a persuasive situation, don’t let your
clothes make a statement unless your audience will
agree with it. A camo tie might be a witty fashion
accessory in the offices of the People for the Ethical
Treatment of Animals, but the PETA people may not
enjoy your indecorum.

In all honesty, I'm not the best one to give fash-
ion advice. I once found myself in a job that had me

TRY THIS WHEN YOU
RUN FOR OFFICE

If you find it difficult
to blend in with your
audience, delight in

it. Because Jimmy
Carter’s presidency
didn’t go so well, we
forget what a great
campaigner he was.
He would wear con-
servative suits and
sweeten them with his
broad smile. Decorum
is an aspect of sym-
pathy. You don’t have
to be your audience;
just be deeply sym-
pathetic to it.
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speaking in front of business execs as well as fellow editors. Up to that point
I considered corduroy the height of male fashion. So I went to the best
men’s store I could afford in New Hampshire and introduced myself to a
salesman named Joe, a natty dresser who looked like the businessmen I was
meeting. I said I wanted to equip myself minimally—enough for a two-day
trip—but that I'd be back once I had observed enough successful men and
got a clue about what I was supposed to wear.

As it happened, Joe had the wisdom of a Zen master. He told me to look
for guys wearing the most expensive-looking shoes—not so I could imitate
the shoes, mind you; I couldn’t afford them. Their suits would also be out
of my reach. But he said I could mimic the colors and patterns in their
shirts and ties.

Actually, I'm paraphrasing. Joe put it more cryptically.

JoE: Look for the guy with the best shoes, but > useful Figure

The this-not-that
figure is called a
dialysis: “Don’t buy
the shoes. Buy the
colors.” People

don’t buy the shoes. Buy the colors.

Every man should have a clothier like Joe. He be-

came my fashion consultant for years, even though he take your wisdom
rocked my confidence by including Captain Kangaroo more seriously if

. . . . . . you put it crypti-
among his clients. I'm not joking. While looking at a cally: it's the idiot
suit in the mirror, I saw Bob Keeshan—the Captain— savant approach.

C oy . But perhaps you
enter the store. He had the kids’ show when I was little, don't wish to be
and he hadn’t changed much in forty years. Same bad an idiot savant.
haircut, even. Bad hair is decorous on a kiddie show,

but not in a clothing store.

CAPTAIN KANGAROO: Wondering whether to buy it?

(I nod, suddenly feeling five.)

CAPTAIN: Well, if you’d be willing to wear that suit every
single day for a year without getting

. . . TRY THIS IN A PRESENTATION
tired of it, then buy it.

If you have to address more
than one audience, make two
outlines: one for the contents,
and the other for the occasions.
card I looked down at the Captain’s shoes. List the people who should be
at each one, with a chart for
what they believe and expect.
The suit turned out okay, but I never wanted Adijust your speech accordingly.

I bought it. But when I gave Joe my credit

They were terrible—some sort of loafer deal.
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to wear it daily. The Captain was wrong. So was the comte de Buffon,
the man who first said, “Style makes the man.” It doesn’t. Style makes the

occasion.

Basketball Decorum in Afghanistan

Besides knowing how to dress, a decorous persuader has to know how to
adapt her language to the particular occasion. This is especially important
in business. A PowerPoint presentation needs a sophisticated sense of deco-
rum, because the speaker may be delivering versions of it to several differ-
ent audiences.

First, she might give it to her department head, while sitting on the edge
of the conference table and talking blue, with phrases like “If this doesn’t
work, we’re screwed” or “The bleeps in accounting need to support us on
this.”

Next comes the presentation to the vice president. Some blunt or even
crude language might be appropriate, but sitting on the edge of the table
isn’t. She sits at the table, establishing eye contact before looking up at the
screen and hitting the buttons of her remote.

When she speaks to the COO, she stands, wearing her best suit and speak-
ing as though she doesn’t see the big boss check messages on his cell phone
and flip through the paper “leave-behind” version of the presentation.

On each occasion she behaves appropriately, the way the people in the
room expect her to behave—not necessarily the way the audience itself
behaves. If our presenter acted as rudely as the COO, she would get pink-
slipped in no time.

Naturally, the same adaptive rule applies to poli- TRy THIs WITH YOUR
WRITING

Besides checking your
ior, and even his dress to suit the expectations of spelling and grammar,
go over your e-mails and
memos for decorum. Are
politics than in business. A businesswoman can keep you meeting your audi-

tics. A good politician changes his language, behav-

particular audiences. But decorum is a lot trickier in

ence’s expectations?
. L. . Exceeding them? In later
definitely political. The public doesn’t expect the chapters, you'll learn

president of the United States to canoodle with an  specific ways to size up
those expectations.

her life private, while for a politician the personal is

intern; up until recently, it was scandalous even to
get a divorce.
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Senator Bob Packwood learned the personal-is-political lesson the hard
way, with a decorum disaster that wrecked his career. One of the most effec-
tive feminists on Capitol Hill, the Oregon Republican championed women’s
rights legislation. But in 1992 word got out that he was chasing female staff
around his desk; the civil rights hero turned out to be a total horn dog.
Although he was a great public servant for women, his lack of decorum
showed how he really felt about them. Persuasion requires sympathy. His
rotten behavior made him unpersuasive. In politics, persuasion is power;
so, bereft of political capital, he eventually resigned. Packwood may have
been true to himself. Maybe, deep down, he was a horn dog. But persuasion
doesn’t depend on being true to yourself. It depends on being true to your
audience.

That may sound dishonest and cynical, especially in our society. We
celebrate indecorous behavior. Because we undervalue persuasion, deco-
rum seems to put us at a disadvantage. When everyone around us acts like
a jerk, why should we behave? As we have seen, though, decorum—rightly
understood—is a source of rhetorical strength, not weakness. It gives
people a sense of group identity, a resource that rhetoric loves to exploit.
Get the group to identify with you and you have won half the persuasive
battle.

Besides, being true to your audience can be downright noble. Decorum
counts even more in the Senate than it does in other places, because so
much is at stake. When one person addresses the other as “the distin-
 Persuasion Alert guished senator from the commonwealth of Massa-

| risk sounding preachy
here, which would be
extremely indecorous.
But | need to counter

the attitude most of us
bring to persuasion.

chusetts,” he is not merely following tradition; he is
maintaining a high state of decorum so that a minor
violation won’t end up in a political squabble or—
what the founders feared most—civil war.

“The last thing we need
these days is manipula-
tion,” people often say
to me. So | throw
Afghans and senators
into the mix to show
argument’s civic virtue.
It results in peace, love,

freedom, and mastery of
your fellow beings. What

more could you want?

You will find exceptional decorum in places
where the consequences of indecorous behavior are
the most dire. Anthropologists say that basketball in
the more remote parts of Afghanistan, where mis-
sionaries introduced it long ago, may be the politest
game on earth. Personal fouls are virtually unheard
of, because touching another man could lead to a
blood feud.
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In short, people who stick to their guns are the ignoble ones. Decorum
is the better part of valor.

The Tools

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

Decorum: Argument by character starts with your audience’s love.
You earn it through decorum, which Cicero listed first among
the ethical tactics.



6. Make Them Listen

A

THE LINCOLN GAMBIT

Converting character into a tool of persuasion

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

Cicero said you want your audience to be receptive—sitting still and
not throwing anything at you. Beyond that, they should be attentive—

willing to listen closely to what you have to say. And most

» Argument Tool
THE PERFECT

require argument by character. This chapter will delve AUDIENCE: recep-

tive, attentive,

and well disposed

According to Aristotle, people have to be able to toward you

important of all, they should like and trust you. All three
deeper into the techniques of ethos.

trust your judgment as well as your essential goodness.
They may think you’re a terrific person, but they won’t follow you if they
think you will lead them off a cliff. Likable knuckleheads make bad leaders.
Your audience also has to consider you a good person who wants to do the
right thing and will not use them for your own nefarious purposes.

All of which boils down to Aristotle’s three essential qualities of a per-
suasive ethos:

Virtue—the audience believes you share their » Argument Tool
THE THREE TRAITS

of persuasive
Practical wisdom, or street smarts—you appear leadership: virtue,

values

practical wisdom,

to know the right thing to do on every dicinterest
Isinteres

occasion
Selflessness, or disinterest—the audience’s interest seems to be
your sole concern

Assuming that you think I'm a good person who knows what he talks
about and whose only desire is to make you more persuasive, let’s take a
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closer look at those three traits. We begin with that
strange, highly subjective quality called virtue. As you
shall see, persuasive virtue strays from the virtue of Mom
and Dad—or Moses and Abraham, for that matter.

Janet Jackson’s Impeccable Virtue

What defines a virtuous woman (assuming anyone still
uses “virtuous” and “woman” in the same sentence)?
Self-sacrificing loyalty to husband and children? Invio-
late chastity? No wonder you rarely hear “virtue” men-
tioned in daily conversation. Now, a virtuous man, on
the other hand, is . . .

Hey, pal, who are you calling virtuous? The word con-
notes weakness and dependency—a sexist’s idea of fem-
ininity. In rhetorical terms, though, virtue means
anything but. It continues to play a big role in argument;
we just avoid using the term. Instead, we talk about “val-
ues.” That’s because a person who upholds the values of
a group is rhetorically virtuous. This kind of persuasive
virtue does not require purity of soul and universal
goodness. You don’t even have to do what your heart
knows is right; you simply must be seen to have the “right”
values—your audience’s values, that is. Jesus Christ had
the pure kind of virtue, while Julius Caesar’s was decid-
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TRY THIS WITH
YOUR RESUME
Edit your résumé
by ethos instead of
chronology. Think
of the company
you would most
want to work for,
and list the values
you share (virtue),
your relevant
knowledge and
experience (prac-
tical wisdom), and
how your ambi-
tions match the
company’s goals
(disinterest). Now
redo it chronologi-
cally. It should be
ethically persua-
sive now.

v

Persuasion Alert
Interrupting your-
self (“Hey, pal....”)
to address a differ-
ent audience, even
a virtual one, keeps
your original audi-
ence on its toes.
It’s an old trick;
the Greeks played
many variations

on this theme.

edly rhetorical. The audience for each man considered him virtuous.

This is where values come in to deliberative argument—not as a subject

of debate but as a tool of ethos. Values change from audi-
ence to audience; pop culture, for example, favors
youth, money, good looks, and a body enhanced by gym
and surgeon—which makes Janet Jackson a paragon of
virtue to her fans. She lost virtue only when her audi-
ence expanded to include people who didn’t appreciate
exposed nipples on network television.

Members of the same family can have different ideas
of virtue. Dorothy Junior proved that on a family hike

» Useful Figure
The litotes (“didn’t
appreciate”)
understates a
point ironically. It
has fallen out of
favor in our hyper-
bolic times, but
makes for a more
sophisticated kind
of speech.
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some years ago. The forest road on the way to the trailhead had washed out
in a recent storm, lengthening an already long hike by two miles. My
daughter values comfort and sense above all else; George and I believe that

meeting a pointless challenge outweighs her values.
> Meanings (Dorothy Senior puts herself on Dorothy Junior’s side,

“Virtue” may sound . . .
schoolmarmish to but she hikes nonetheless because she likes it.) We

our ears. But the voted on whether to turn around at the washout, and
Roman virtus meant
“manliness”—good
sportsmanship, independent twelve-year-old can, until we were a mile
respect for values,
and all-around
nobility. appeared around a turn.

Dorothy Junior lost. She went along as gracefully as an

from our car, when she suddenly ran ahead and dis-

ME: She knows she’s not supposed to do that.

DOROTHY SENIOR: It’s only a mile, and she has the best sense
of direction in the family. Now, if you were to run ahead,
I’d be worried.

ME: Very funny. But my pack has her raingear, and it’s already
starting to drizzle. She’ll just have to stand there freezing
in the parking lot until we come. Serves her right.

DOROTHY SENIOR: Not really.

ME: Why?

DOROTHY SENIOR: She has the car keys.

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

ME: Fun’s over. Unlock the car.
DOROTHY JUNIOR (mouthing over the music): Say you're sorry.
ME: I'msorry?! You're the one who . ..

She unlocked the car, because she saw me say, “I'm sorry.” It was prob-
ably for the best; an apology was the only way I could get her to let us in,
other than a credible threat—the rhetorical “argument by the stick.” There
was no persuading her any other way; lacking her idea of virtue, I wasn’t
persuasive. In her eyes, I was just wrong.

Families are bad enough. When values differ, another group’s behavior
can seem downright bizarre. The House of Representatives mystified Euro-
peans when it impeached Bill Clinton simply because he dallied with an in-
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tern and lied about it. Shortly before the impeachment
hearings, both the wife and the mistress of Francois
Mitterrand had attended the former French presi-
dent’s funeral. The French didn’t understand Ameri-
cans’ insistence on sexual loyalty in a leader; to the
French, an affair adds to a powerful man’s ethos. And
lying about your mistress is an affaire d honneur.

What seems ethical to you, in other words, can
hurt a person’s ethos. Atticus Finch, the Southern
lawyer in 7o Kill a Mockingbird, seems utterly virtuous
when we watch him on DVD. The townsfolk in the
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» Persuasion Alert
If attaching values to
audiences sounds like
relativism, you’re in
good philosophical
company; Plato cer-
tainly thought it did.
But the point of rhet-
oric isn’t to transform
you into a better per-
son—or a worse one,
for that matter—but
to make you argue
more effectively.

movie think he is, too, until he strays from the values of 1930s white South-
ern culture by defending a black man charged with raping a white woman.
While we consider Finch even more virtuous for that selfless act of pro
bono lawyering (my wife almost swoons when Gregory Peck leans in toward
the jury), the more Finch does the right thing, the more his rhetorical
virtue declines. Without the respect of many townsfolk, he loses persuasive
power, along with the case.

What could he have done differently? Maybe nothing. But a clue lies in
the informal language Lincoln used before he won the presidency. Friends

said he loved darkie jokes and even saw fit to use
» Try This with a Bigot

You can’t talk a preju-
diced person directly
out of a prejudice. But
you can dissuade him
from its harmful results.
If he says, “All foreign

the N-word now and then. That sounds terrible now,
but keep in mind the culture at the time. Only the
most extreme liberal whites took offense at racist
jokes, and Lincoln’s opposition to slavery put him

in a small minority. To stop its expansion and even-
tually end it altogether, he needed to win over
more than a few racists. He did that with rhetorical
virtue—he talked the audience’s talk. Many dis-

Arabs in the U.S. should
have their green cards
taken away,” talk about
a specific person who
would be affected, and

describe values that
you all have in common.

liked his party’s antislavery platform, but they liked
him. Whether Lincoln actually was a racist or not
doesn’t matter rhetorically; his outward attitude was an effective ethos gambit.

Here we find ourselves back in the realm of decorum, but of a special
kind; this decorum has nothing to do with clothing or table manners. It has
to do with the ability to match the audience’s beliefs. Lincoln made his au-
dience well disposed toward him; emancipation was easier to accept coming
from a racist than from one of those insufferable abolitionists up in liberal
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Massachusetts. If he had sermonized about racial equality the way they did,
he never would have become president.

Clearly, if you want to pack your own ethos with persuasive virtue, you
need to determine your audience’s values and then appear to live up to
them—even if your audience comprises a single sullen teenager. Suppose
you want the living room music turned down, only this time your adversary
is a sixteen-year-old instead of a spouse. A kid that age values independence
more than anything; if you simply issued an order, your ethos would do noth-
ing for you, because you would simply prove to the kid that you never let

him make his own choices. To dodge that rap, you could give him a choice:

you: Would you mind turning that down? Or would you

rather switch to headphones?
> Classical Hits
Otherwise, you could appeal directly to a different AYE CANDY: In
Rome, political can-
didates symbolized

L. their pure virtue
You: How about giving me a chance to play my by wearing white

own music? Do you like Lynyrd Skynyrd? togas; candidus
means “white” in
Latin, which is why
“candidates” and
growth. Show a single-minded dedication to profit, and “candy” (made of
white sugar) share
the same “candid”

value, the passion that most kids have for fairness:

In the workplace, values tend toward money and

you gain business virtue. If the boss is a law-abiding

type who values playing by the rules, then a straitlaced root. “Candid.” in

ethical approach to profit makes you even more rhe- fact, used to mean
. . . . “openminded.”

torically virtuous. But if you worked for Enron during The Federalist

the nineties, obeying the law would have made you un- often addresses the

. . . . “candid reader.”
virtuous. The top brass considered cutting ethical cor-

ners to be perfectly kosher. Not that you should have broken the law
yourself, of course. But an atmosphere like that requires a Lincolnesque
kind of virtue right at the start of the wrongdoing—talking the talk while
tripping up the bad guys.

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

Admittedly, it would take thousands of Lincolnesque arguments like
that to stop an Enron. But what little persuasive virtue you display within
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the company has to start with the company’s idea of
virtue. At Enron, following your conscience or the
laws would have lost you your audience. It is indeco-
rous to stand in judgment of the very people you
want to persuade. You don’t want to stand apart from
them. You want the audience to consider you the
epitome of the company “Us.” So you turn the regula-
tors into “Them”—the judgmental types who'll screw
everything up.

This isn’t so easy. Virtue is complicated. You may
find yourself trying to persuade two audiences at the
same time, each with different values. Many years ago,
I took over a college alumni magazine and turned a
deficit into a profit by increasing advertising reve-
nue. I never received a raise beyond cost-of-living
increases. I couldn’t understand what I was doing
wrong until I saw the situation rhetorically: what was
virtuous in a private company didn’t help in acade-
mia. I was acting businesslike, while academics valued
scholarship. My magazine, with its class notes and sto-
ries about life on campus, definitely wasn’t scholarly.
The values clashed when a faculty dean asked me to
publish a professor’s article in German.

ME: Why German?
DEAN: To send a message.

ME: But what if hardly anyone can read the mes-

sage?
DEAN: You don’t get it, do you?

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

alumni.
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> Persuasion Alert

A common if ham-
handed ethos en-
hancer: Overwhelm
the audience with
examples of your
erudition. An easily
cowed audience will
take your word for

it rather than chal-
lenge your individual
points. But | have a
different motive for
tossing you all these
tools. Rhetoric is as
much about aware-
ness and attitude as
it is about technique.
Don’t worry about
knowing each tool.
(At any rate, you'll
find a list at the end
of each chapter and
in the back of the
book.) Just read on,
and you’ll gain an
instinct for persua-
sion that will take you
further than any set
of tools.

TRY THIS WITH
YOUR EMPLOYER
Write down a per-
sonal mission state-
ment. Why are you
working? What are
your motives, both
selfish and noble?
Now compare your
mission statement
with your employer’s
(or write your em-
ployer’s yourself if
his is meaningless).
Is it a reasonably
close match? Other-
wise, follow the
directions on p. 57
for redoing your
résumée.
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The Eddie Haskell Ploy

It’s not hard to pump up your rhetorical virtue for a particular audience.
I will give you a few ideas, but the essential point is to fashion yourself into
an exemplar of their values. You want to look like a good person—“good,”
that is, in their eyes.

The most red-blooded American technique is simply to brag about all
the good things you have done. Or you can get someone to brag for you.
You can arouse sympathy by revealing an appealing flaw (we’ll get to that).
Or, when you find yourself on the wrong side, you can switch.

While bragging is the easiest way to show how great you are, it doesn’t
always work. God, for his part, bragged to great effect in the book of Job.
Satan bets Jehovah that the most worshipful man on |,

rgument Tool
earth would curse God’s name if his life were miserable. BRAGGING: Use it
only if your audi-
ence appreciates
asses, kills his ten children, and, when Job continues to boastful hyper-

bole in the mode
of Muhammad Ali.

You’'re on, says God, who wipes out Job’s cow and she-

praise his name, allows Satan to give him loathsome sores
from head to foot. Job finally yells to heaven.

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

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

Gop: Answer me this. Where were you when I laid the foun-
dations of the earth? Can you rule the heavens? And the
whale: who do you think made i¢?2 What makes you think
you even know enough to argue with me?

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

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

FATHER: Mind turning that down?
KID: You never let me play my music!
MOTHER: Your father gaveyou that stereo.

Then there is the tactical flaw: reveal some defect
that shows your dedication to the audience’s values.
George Washington was the unequaled master of
this device. Late in the Revolutionary War, his offi-
cers grew frustrated by the Continental Congress’s
delays in paying them, and they threatened mutiny.
Washington requested a meeting and showed up
with a congressional resolution that assured imme-
diate pay. He pulled the document from his pocket
and then fumbled with his spectacles.
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» Argument Tool
CHARACTER REFERENCE:
Get others to do your
bragging for you.

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

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

WASHINGTON: Forgive me, gentlemen, for my eyes have grown

dim in the service of my country.

The men burst into tears and swore their fealty to the chief. It was a sen-

timental time. And it was George Washington, for crying out loud. His offi-

cers considered him to be God and Caesar rolled up in one.

Though you probably don’t happen to be the
father of your country, you can use the same tech-
nique to recover from a mistake. Turn it into a
tactical flaw by attributing your error to some-
thing noble. Imagine you sent a memo to every-
one in your office, only to find that you screwed

up your figures by a decimal point or two.

TRY THIS IF YOU’RE SHORT
When a microphone is too
high for you, don’t lower it
yourself. Get someone else
to do it, then say, “The
great thing about being
short is you get good at
making people do things
for you.”

You: Sorry, my bad. I wrote it late last night and didn’t want

to wake the others to check the facts.

Of course, this strategy risks the loathing of the rest of your staff, but it

might work on an impressionable boss.
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You can also polish your virtue by heartily supporting what the audience
is for, even when that means changing your position. This technique can be

> Argument Tool tricky, so you had better use it sparingly. To avoid

OPINION SWITCH: When looking like a waffler, show how your opponent—
an argument is doomed
to go against you,

heartily support the mation or compelling logic that made the switch
other side.

or, better, the audience itself—gave you new infor-

inevitable to anyone with an unbiased mind. Those
who stick to your former opinion in the face of such overwhelming reasons
aren’t, well, reasonable.

Otherwise, if you can get away with it, simply pretend you were for your
new stand all along. George W. Bush made a smooth switch in opposing the
Department of Homeland Security and then fighting for it when its crea-
tion seemed inevitable. He never apologized, never looked back, and few
people called him a waffler.

My own daughter used a more subtle variation of the switching-sides
technique when she was in high school. Friends invited her to an unsuper-
vised party. Aware that we would try to call the parents and then forbid her
to go, Dorothy Junior decided to use the occasion to bolster her standing
with us—a sort of rhetorical sacrifice fly.

DOROTHY JR.: I've been invited to a big party  » Argument Tool

. THE EDDIE
this weekend.
HASKELL PLOY:
ME: Where? Make an inevitable

decision against

. . you look like a will-
cided not to go. His parents won’t be there ing sacrifice on

DOROTHY JR.: Just some kid’s house. But I've de-

and (looking dramatically serious) there’ll prob- your part.
ably be alcohol.

TRY THIS AT HOME The kid had never seen Leave It to Beaver, yet she
The Eddie Haskell Ploy could do a dead-on Eddie Haskell. Even though I saw
can work in reverse. . . .

Your sister, a ballroom through the ruse, I admired it. Her virtue went way
dance instructor, offers up in my eyes.

to teach your son for

free. You turn her

down; you couldn’t pay

him to dance the

rumba. You tell your The TOOlS
son, “Aunt Sally said
she’d give you free les-
sons, and | told her you
weren’t the type.” that he could say something normally offensive, and

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

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

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

Brag.

Get a witness to brag for you.

Reveal a tactical flaw.

Switch sides when the powers that be do. A variation is the
Eddie Haskell Ploy, which throws your support behind the
inevitable. When you know you will lose, preempt your
opponent by taking his side.



7. Show Leadership

A

THE BELUSHI PARADIGM

The tactics of practical wisdom—the rhetorical kind

They should rule who are able to rule best. —ARISTOTLE

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

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

He runs from the room, and nobody moves. How come? While it could
use some fact checking, the speech is not so bad. Bluto uses several time-
tested logical and emotional devices: the good old rhetorical question, the
popular if well-worn chiasmus (“When the going gets tough . . .”), and a
rousing call to action. So why does it fail?

The three traits of ethos—virtue, practical wisdom, and goodwill—show
why the speech bombs. Bluto is the classic likable knucklehead; he lacks
practical wisdom, the appearance of knowing what to do. He offers no idea
about what should happen after he runs out. So why follow him? (He leaves
a wiser character, Otter, to propose “a really futile and stupid gesture.”)

Bluto’s ethos is not all bad, however. His interest is their interest, partic-

ularly their interest for revenge.

BLUTO: I’'m not gonna take this. Wormer, he’s a dead man!
Marmalard, dead!
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He wants what they want, and once Otter gives them a plan, they all pull
together to sabotage the homecoming parade—a successful consensus.
(According to the credits, Bluto eventually becomes a U.S. senator, under-
standably.) In short, he has plenty of selfless goodwill; Otter makes up for
Bluto’s lack of practical wisdom; and as for virtue, well, as you saw with
decorum, almost anything can seem good and proper, depending on the
occasion.

You have seen how much depends on the audience. The persuader
must recognize what they believe, sympathize with their feelings, and fit in
with their expectations—characteristics of logos, pathos, and ethos. All right,
so Bluto clearly believes in what his brothers believe: nothing. Well, anarchy
at any rate. He has the same feeling of wounded pride and injustice. He not
only fits in, he personally bestowed names on each of the freshmen. He has
the whole package of logos, pathos, and ethos, right?

Not exactly. He suffers a major ethos malfunction here. It’s not enough
simply to blend in with the brothers. Before they follow Bluto, they have to
consider him worth following.

When you seem to share your audience’s values, they believe you will
apply them to whatever choice you help them make. If evangelical Protes-
tants think you want to do what Jesus would do, they probably will find you
trustworthy. If an environmentalist considers you earth-centric, she will re-
spect your thinking about the proposed new power plant. But sharing your
audience’s values is not sufficient. They also have to believe that you know
the right thing to do at that particular moment. While an evangelical Chris-
tian will respect you for trying to do what Jesus would do, he still won’t let
you remove his appendix.

This kind of trust is where practical wisdom comes > Argument Tool
PRACTICAL WISDOM:
The audience thinks
son, as well as sufficiently knowledgeable to deal with you know how to
solve the problem
at hand. Aristotle’s
a medical degree proves your practical wisdom more word for this kind of

than your knowledge of the Bible. wisdom is phronesis.

Practical wisdom entails the sort of common sense

in. The audience should consider you a sensible per-

the problem at hand. When you remove an appendix,

that can get things done. A persuader who shows it tends to be more
Edison than Einstein, more Han Solo than Yoda. Look at past presidents,
and you can see what Aristotle meant. John Adams, Herbert Hoover, and
Jimmy Carter were among our most intellectually endowed presidents.
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They were also among the least effective, being gifted with more 1Q) than
street smarts.

Practical wisdom does not entail looking up decisions in books, or stick-
ing to universal truths. It’s an instinct for making the right decision on every
occasion. Pure eggheads lack it. When we think of the Apollo space program,
we rarely picture the rocket scientists. We remember a failed mission—
Apollo 13—when three guys jury-rigged their spaceship and got back to
earth alive. They were among the most highly trained people ever to leave
the ground, but they had little training in the repair of carbon dioxide
scrubbers. Still, they were able to combine instructions from the ground
with their skill as first-class tinkerers. That’s practical wisdom: flexibly wise
leadership. All great heroes have it.

Strict rule followers lack it. Straitlaced Captain William Bligh’s com-
mand of the Bounty was mediocre, to put it mildly; but after mutineers left
him and eighteen men in a twenty-three-foot launch, he pulled off one of
the greatest feats of navigation in history, steering an open boat more than
thirty-six hundred nautical miles to safety. When he led by following rules,
he failed; when he applied his navigational skills to solve a practical prob-
lem, he became a hero. He finally showed practical wisdom.

To get an audience to trust your decision, you can use three tools.

Show off your experience. If you debate a war and you’re a veteran
yourself, bring it up. “I've been in battle,” you say. “I know what it’s like.” In
an argument, experience usually trumps book learning. And it is fine to

brag about experiences, rather than yourself.
TRY THIS WITH SOMEONE

Even God did that with Job. Rather than call him- N auTHoRITY
self a great guy, God mentioned all the feats he ~ Chancesare, whenyou ask
. i . . the person in charge for
carried out, like inventing the whale. something special, she'll
Bend the rules. Be Captain Bligh the naviga-  recite the rules and tell you
. . . she can’t make exceptions.
tor, not Captain Bligh the martinet. If the rules | scad. start the conversa-

don’t apply, don’t apply them—unless ignoring  tion by praising her practi-
cal wisdom. “I've heard

wonderful things about
Jones showed some practical wisdom when a mas- you. They say you treat
everyone as an individual,
not as some dough in a
man advanced with all the complex skill of a cookie cutter.” Even if she
sees right through your
flattery, she’ll be reluctant
The rules didn’t apply. to contradict it.

the rules violates the audience’s values. Indiana
ter swordsman attacked him with a scimitar. The
fencer, and Jones wearily shot him with his pistol.

How does that work in real life?
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spOUSE: This book says that after three months we shouldn’t

let the baby sleep in our bed.
vou: Too bad. The kid wants it. We want it.

SPOUSE: Yeah, but the writer says the separation will just get

more difficult later.

you: So we should kick the kid out to make things easier?
spOUSE: When do you think she should sleep in her own crib?

you: When she’s old enough to reason with.

SPOUSE: You're still not old enough to reason with.

Nonetheless, you're the one showing the street smarts. Of course, if the

decision proves a disaster, then you may want to check your practical wisdom.
Seem to take the middle course. The ancient Greeks had far more re-
spect for moderation than our culture does. But humans in every era in-

stinctively prefer a decision that lies midway between
extremes. In an argument, it helps to make the audi-
ence think your adversary’s position is an extreme one.
(I once heard a congressional candidate call his oppo-
nent an “extreme moderate,” whatever that means.) If
the school board wants to increase the education
budget by 8 percent, and opponents say taxes are
already too high, you can gain credibility by propos-
ing a 3 percent increase.

Presidents use the middle-course tactic when they
choose a running mate with more extreme opinions
than their own—Nixon with Agnew, Clinton with
Gore, Bush with Cheney. Their vice presidents al-
lowed them to look moderate even when their own
politics strayed from the center of American opinion.
Cheney’s aggressive stance on cruel and inhumane

TRY THIS WITH A
PROPOSAL

Every proposal should
have three parts (not
necessarily in this
order): payoffs,
doability, superiority.
Describe the benefits
of your choice; make
it seem easy to do;
and show how it beats
the other options. You
might even keep your
audience in suspense,
not telling them your
choice until you have
dealt with the alter-
natives. Rhetoric is
most effective when
it leads an audience
to make up their

own minds.

treatment of suspected terrorists, for example, gave Bush some breathing

room on the Iraq war.

If you have children, you can use the middle-course technique by play-
ing good parent-bad parent. Suppose bedtime has slid later and later on
weekends, and you want to get the kid to bed a half hour earlier.

BAD PARENT: Okay, time for bed. Chop-chop!

KID: Butit’s nine o’clock! I usually stay up till ten on Fridays.
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GOOD PARENT: Custom’s a pretty weak reason. Got a better
argument?

KID: I wake up later on Saturdays. I’ll get just as much sleep.

GooD PARENT: All right, that’s legitimate. We’ll let you stay up
a half hour later.

The kid may not like it, but she may well put up with the decision.

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

DOROTHY JR.: May I sit by my friends at the football game?

DOROTHY SR.: I guess so. Let’s meet up at halftime, though.

GEORGE: Can I sit with my friends?

ME: MaylI. ..

GEORGE: May I sit with my friends?

ME: No.

GEORGE: Butyou let Dorothy. ..

ME: She’s older.

GEORGE: You let her sit with her friends when she was my age.
It’s unfair!

ME: It certainly is. But consistency is the hobgoblin of little
minds.

DOROTHY JR.: Then you should be consistent.

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

moving parts.
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The Tools

We’re still talking about the ways to use the appearance of wisdom to per-

suade. The practically wise rhetorician seems to have the right combination

of book learning and practical experience, both knowledge and know-how.
Tools for enhancing your practical wisdom:

Show off your experience.
Bend the rules.
Appear to take the middle course.



8. Win Their Trust

A

QUINTILIAN’S USEFUL DOUBT

Using selflessness for personal gain

To be not as eloquent would be more eloquent. ~—CHRISTOPH MARTIN WIELAND

he third ethos asset, which Aristotle called “disinterested goodwill,”
Tcombines selflessness and likability. Think of a friend picking up the
dinner tab. The benevolent persuader shares everything with his audience:
riches, effort, values, and mood. He feels their pain and makes them be-
lieve he has nothing personal at stake. In other words, he shows himself to
be “disinterested”—free of any special interest.

Most people use “disinterest” and “uninterest” interchangeably today. But
in earlier times, a reputation for selflessness determined whether a politician
got elected. In The Federalist, Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John
Jay not only wrote anonymous letters in favor of the proposed new Constitu-

tion; they were so eager to disguise their “interest”
g EZZ:;;SZrigina”y that they pretended they had never attended the Con-

meant both freedom vention in the first place. Hamilton and colleagues
and frankness. Free

would have wondered at our preference for billion-
people—those who

weren’t beholden to aires; the founders considered rich people the most
asource of income= " «jperested” of all. Eighteenth-century leaders were
could speak freely . . .

because they were extremely anxious to show their disinterest; a number
‘disinterested.” of them even gave away their fortunes and bank-

rupted themselves. This passion for disinterest contin-

ued through the early nineteenth century, when politicians clamored to

claim an impoverished childhood in a log cabin. The up-by-the-bootstraps
story showed a man’s ability to make it on his own, beholden to no one.

Although our society has mostly forgotten the original meaning of the

word, disinterest can still work for you. I'll show some tricks, but the main



WIN THEIR TRUST 73

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

» Argument Tool
THE RELUCTANT
really eager to prove. CONCLUSION:
Act as though
you felt com-
pelled to reach
after confronting overwhelming evidence. This is what your conclusion,

Hamilton and Madison did in The Federalist. It also works despite your

own desires.
for a teenager who wants to borrow his father’s car.

Seem to deal reluctantly with something you are

Make it sound as if you reached your opinion only

KID: You know, I'd just as soon walk my date to the movie.
The theater is only three miles from her house, and there
are sidewalks at least a third of the way. But her dad
says no.

FATHER: SO you want to borrow my car.

KID: No, I want you to call her father. Tell him I can protect
her against gangs of rapists, and I'll have a cell phone in
case she’s hit by a truck.

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

You can apply the same method yourself. Simply claim you used to hold
your opponent’s position.

HE: I’'m against capital punishment. The government shouldn’t
be in the death business.

you: Yeah, I was against capital punishment, too, because of
the chance of executing an innocent person. But now that
DNA testing has become almost universal, I'm convinced
that we could avoid that problem.

What a fairminded person you are! You once believed what your
opponent believed, but found yourself overwhelmed by sheer logic. This
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approach helps you disguise changing the issue from a values question to a

practical one—from government-sponsored killing to avoiding mistakes.

Another disinterest technique:

Act as if the choice you advocate hurts you personally.

you: The company probably won’t give me credit for this

idea, boss, but I'm still willing to put in the hours to make

it work. It’s just too good to ignore.

vou: Look, kid, I hate brussels sprouts, too. But I've learned

to eat them because they make me smart.

How Bluto Became a U.S. Senator

Look at leadership breakdowns in real life and you see the same ethos prin-

ciples, or lack of them.

Jimmy Carter: In speaking of a “national malaise,” he failed in rhetorical

virtue. Carter went against his nation’s values. This is America. The French

» Persuasion Alert
Can | really place
Carter and Nixon in
the same unvirtuous
boat? Sure. In rhe-
torical terms, both
men lacked virtue.

» Persuasion Alert
I’'m making a double
point here. Marie
Antoinette didn’t
actually say, “Let
them eat cake”; her
enemies planted the
quote. But her lousy
ethos made it believ-
able. An argument
rests on what the
audience believes,
not on what is true.

have malaises, not us. We don’t even have problems—
they’re opportunities!

Richard Nixon: Another virtue failure. Watergate vi-
olated the American notion of fair play.

Herbert Hoover: Failure of practical wisdom. He fol-
lowed the rules of traditional economics and tried to
balance the budget during a depression. Roosevelt
showed practical wisdom when he broke the old
rules, promoted deficit spending, and became a hero.

Marie Antoinette: Major goodwill breakdown. In-
stead of making her constituents believe that their in-
terest was her sole concern, she let her ethos suffer
with that quote about cake.

Hamlet: No practical wisdom whatever. He follows
a ghost’s directions. No wonder his girlfriend cops it.

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

Honest Abe’s Shameless Trick

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

Make it seem you have no tricks.

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

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

The Romans called the technique dubitatio, as in » Argument Tool
DUBITATIO: Don't
look tricky. Seem
He used it to help him get elected president. A lawyer to be in doubt

“dubious.” Abraham Lincoln was a wizard at dubitatio.
and two-term former congressman who had lost a race about what to say.
for a Senate seat, Lincoln was a political nobody in the

winter of 1860, when he traveled east to explore a bid for the presidency.
What he lacked in background, he made worse in appearance: freakishly
big hands, aerodynamic cheeks, a Western rube’s accent; and when he
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TRY THIS IF YOU’RE A
NERVOUS SPEAKER
Don’t try to calm your
butterflies; use them.
Keep in mind that an
audience will sympa-
thize with a clumsy
speaker—it’s a first-
rate tactical flaw. And
employ just one tech-
nigque: gradually speak
louder. You will sound
as if you’re gaining

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

addressed New York’s elite in its premier athenaeum,
the Cooper Union, he did nothing to raise expecta-
tions. Speaking in his characteristic harsh whine, he
warned the crowd that they weren’t about to hear
anything new. Absolutely brilliant.

What was brilliant? The speech, for one thing.
It segued into a first-class summary of the nation’s
problems and how to fix them. It was rational and
lawyerly. His dubious opening set his highbrow audi-

confidence from the
sheer rightness of your
speech’s contents.

I have used this tool
myself (sometimes out
of sheer stage fright),
and it works.

ence up, not just by lowering expectations but also
by conveying absolute sincerity. The speech was a
smash. Without it, Lincoln likely “would never have
been nominated, much less elected, to the presidency
that November,” according to Lincoln scholar Har-
old Holzer.

Modern persuasion research confirms Quintilian’s dubious theory: a
knowledgeable audience tends to sympathize with a clumsy speaker and
even mentally argue his case for him. Dubitatio also lowers expectations and
causes opponents to “misunderestimate” you, as Bush (a master of dubita-
tio) puts it. Lincoln’s country-bumpkin image disguised a brilliant political
analyst who could speak lucidly about the issues. His ethos made the audi-
ence trust his sincerity while doubting his intellect—until he showed them
his intellect.

You can use the same technique without being a Lincoln. When you
give a talk to a group, begin hesitantly, and gradually get smoother as you
go. Speakers often think they have to grab the audience’s attention right
off the bat. Not necessarily; most people start with an attention span of at
least five minutes. Just make sure your pauses don’t stretch too far; legend
has it that a Dartmouth president known for his thoughtful silences gave a
speech at MIT with such a long hiatus that the host finally felt compelled to
nudge him. He promptly fell to the floor; the podium apparently had been
propping him up. He wasn’t thoughtful, he was dead. Still, as long as you
and your audience have a heartbeat, a slow beginning works better than the
classic opening joke.

You can use a subtler form of dubitatio in a one-on-one argument. It
works like this: When your partner finishes talking, look down. Speak softly
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and slowly until you’re ready to make your main point. Then stare intensely
into the eyes of the other person. Get the technique right, and it can con-
vey passionate sincerity. My son will testify to this form of personal dubitatio.
I had described it to him a year or so back when I was researching Quintil-
ian, and forgot I ever mentioned it; then, several weeks ago, he came home
from school looking pleased with himself.

GEORGE: [ tried that thing you told me about.

ME: What thing?

GEORGE: That—I forget what you called it. The thing where
you look down until you make your point and, blam! Stare
into her eyes.

ME: Her eyes? What were you telling her?

GEORGE: None of your business.

ME: None of my...?

GEORGE: We were just talking politics, Dad. You have a dirty

mind.

Ethos works best when it disguises its own trickery, even to the point of
deliberate ineptness. Blue-staters laugh at Bush’s Bushisms, and that makes

red-staters love him all the more. (In fact, a lot more
» Classic Hits

goes on with the president than mere syntactical
clumsiness, as you shall see in a few chapters.) For
your own ethos to be credible, your audience must
not notice your rhetoric’s inner workings. This does
not mean just “being yourself.” It may require the op-
posite. In argument, you don’t rest on your personal-
ity and reputation, you perform them. Ethos is not
karma; you can start afresh with your virtue, practical
wisdom, and selflessness in every argument.

Does this seem unethical? Not in the original
sense of ethos. Paying attention to the attitude of your
audience, sharing its trials and values, makes you

BUSH TALKS LIKE A
GREEK: Literati of
every generation
have bemoaned the
decline of fine lan-
guage. But even in
ancient Greece, audi-
ences trusted plain-
spoken leaders more
than skilled ones.
They said that fancy
talk made a speaker
sound “Asian,” and
preferred the “pure”
Greek of Athens.

agreeable—both literally and figuratively. You’re not manipulating . . . well,

all right, you are manipulating them. But you’re also sharing. In the next

chapter, where we deal with pathos, we’re into big-time caring.

Rhetorical caring, that is—like real caring, only better.
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The single best word for Aristotle’s selfless goodwill is “disinterest,” the
appearance of having only the best interest of your audience at heart—
even to the point of sacrificing for the good of the others. Its tools:

The reluctant conclusion: Act as if you reached your conclusion only
because of its overwhelming rightness.

The personal sacrifice: Claim that the choice will help your audience
more than it will help you; even better, maintain that you’ll
actually suffer from the decision.

Dubitatio: Show doubt in your own rhetorical skill. The plain-
spoken, seemingly ingenuous speaker is the trickiest of them
all, being the most believable.



9. Control the Mood

A

THE AQUINAS MANEUVER

The most persuasive emotions, at your service

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

I f you know an imperfect child, you may find this familiar: just as I was
withdrawing money in the lobby of a Hanover, New Hampshire, bank, my
three-year-old daughter chose to throw a temper tantrum, screaming and

writhing on the floor while a couple of matrons > Meanings

looked on in disgust. (Their children had been per- Pathos means more
than just “feelings” in
the emotional sense.
by Dorothy Junior—now a self-directed college jun- It also has to do with
physical sensations—
what a person feels
appointed look and said, “That argument won’t or, more precisely,
suffers. (The Greeks

. . . were into suffering.)
She blinked a couple of times and picked herself Hence the medical

off the floor. term pathology, the
study of diseases.

fect, apparently.) I forget what triggered the outburst
ior who aspires to med school—but I gave her a dis-

work, sweetheart. It isn’t pathetic enough.”

“What did you say to her?” one of the ladies asked.

I explained that I was a passionate devotee of classical rhetoric. Doro-
thy had learned almost from birth that a good persuader doesn’t merely
express her own emotions; she manipulates the feelings of her audience.
Me, in other words.

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

Back when people knew their rhetoric, “pathetic” was a compliment; my
daughter knew that the persuader bears the burden not just of proof but of



80 THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

emotion as well. As long as she tried to persuade me, her feelings didn’t
count. Only mine did. An argument can’t be rhetorically pathetic unless it’s
sympathetic.

Matt Damon’s Pathetic Joke

Done properly, the ancient Sophists said, pathos affects an audience’s judg-
ment. Recent neurological research has confirmed their theory; the seat of
the emotions, the limbic system, tends to overpower the more rational parts
of the brain. As Aristotle observed, reality looks different under different
emotions; a change for the better, for example, can look bad to a depressed
man. Protagoras, a famous Sophist, said that food tastes bitter to an invalid
and the opposite to a healthy person. “While the doctor makes changes
with drugs,” he said, “the Sophist does it with words.”

Words can indeed act like a drug, though to paraphrase Homer Simp-
son, what works even more like a drug is drugs. Aristotle, that rational old

soul, preferred to modify people’s emotions through
» Classic Hits . . . .
IT'LL FEEL GREAT their beliefs. Emotions actually come from belief, he

WHEN | STOP HITTING said—about what we value, what we think we know,
YOU: We don’t count

physical hurt as an
emotion these days, entirely from rhetorical logic. It may sound strange
but many Greeks
thought that pain
was the secret to all oric does precisely that.
emotions. The good
passions, like joy,
were the absence of heart might stop right now, even while you read this.
pain. This fun bunch
called themselves the
Stoics. est fear could trigger an arrhythmia that sets off an

and what we expect. Aristotle didn’t separate pathos
to combine the emotional with the rational, but rhet-

Take fear. Suppose I made you believe that your
It could happen; in the susceptible victim, the slight-

electrochemical storm within your heart muscle. It
could start to beat wildly out of sync, destroying critical tissue and causing
you to clutch your chest and die.

That didn’t scare you, did it? Your disbelief kept you from fear. Emo-
tion comes from experience and expectation—what your audience be-
lieves has happened, or will take place in the future. The more vividly you
give the audience the sensations of an experience, the greater the emo-
tion you can arouse.
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Suppose you wanted to make me angry at your next-door neighbor. You
could tell me what a jerk she is—that she flirts in front of her husband and
watches bad TV. None of this would make me angry at her. You describe
her personality, not an experience. To make me angry, give me a vivid de-
scription of a specific outrage.

yvou: She called the Boy Scouts a fascist organization.

ME: Well, she’s entitled to her—

you: On Halloween? When my little boy comes to her stoop
wearing his older brother’s uniform?

ME: How do you—

you: I'was there. When he started to cry, she said, “If you turn
out to be gay, you’ll be glad you met me.” Then she looked
straight at me and slammed the door.

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

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

Don’t call names. Don’t rant. Aristotle said that one of » Argument Tool
STORYTELLING:

the most effective mood changers is a detailed narrative.
The best way to

The more vivid you make the story, the more it seems like change an audi-
a real experience, and the more your audience will think ence’s mood.

. . . . . . Make it directly
it could happen again. You give them a vicarious experi- involve you or
ence, and an expectation that it could happen to them. your audience.

Storytelling works for every kind of emotion, includ-
ing humor. A joke sounds funnier if you pretend you were there. Matt
Damon’s character in Good Will Hunting uses the technique when he talks
to his therapist, played by Robin Williams.

wiILL: You know, I was on this plane once. And I'm sittin’ there
and the captain comes on and is like, “We’ll be cruising at
thirty-five thousand feet,” and does his thing, then he puts
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the mike down but forgets to turn it off. TRY THIS IN FRONT OF
AN AUDIENCE

You already know that
[insert unmentionable sex act here] and a audiences love anecdotes.
But if you want to put
them in a particular

nin’ up towards the cockpit to tell him the mood, don't just tell a

mike’s still on, and this guy in the back of ~ Personal story; tell one
that gives them a thrill of

the plane goes, “Don’t forget the coffee!” recognition. Suppose you

Then he says, “Man, all I want right now is

cup of coffee.” So the stewardess goes run-

SEAN: You’ve never been on a plane. advocate a new senior
. , . . center. Invoke guilt by
wiLL: I know, but the joke’s better if I tell it 5 king about a lonely

in the first person. elderly relative who lost
her husband; she begs

you to visit more often,

The same technique works for seduction. To but you have a full-time
job and home responsibil-
ities. Say, “This may sound
you plan—champagne, soft music, unmentionable  familiar” Comedians use
this technique all the
time, because emotions
place in the future. Provide enough details, and  are linked to the familiar.

get someone in the mood, describe in detail what
stuff, and the evening’s activities. Your story takes

your mate will be yours. The anecdote is a powerful

tool. Use it responsibly. In the movie Ruthless People, the nasty “spandex
miniskirt king” played by Danny DeVito calls his mistress after she sends
him a sex tape.

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

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

How Webster Made the Chief Justice Cry

Besides storytelling, pathos depends on self-control. A persuader who ap-
parently struggles to hold back her emotions will get better results than one
who displays her emotions all over the floor of a bank. My daughter’s tem-
per tantrum showed the danger of pouring it on too much; she already
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knew Cicero’s dictum that good pathetic argument is
understated. When you argue emotionally, speak sim-
ply. People in the middle of a strong emotion rarely
use elaborate speech. The most emotional words of all
have just four letters. Less is more, and in pathetic

terms, less evokes more.

83

» Argument Tool
EMOTIONAL VOLUME
CONTROL: Don’t vis-
ibly exaggerate your
emotions. Let your
audience do that
for you.

The conservative talk show host in The Simpsons commits a rhetorical

error when he forgets his pathetic volume control at a town meeting:

B. T. BARLOW: Mr. Mayor, I have a question for you. . . . what if

YOU came home one night to find your family tied up and

gagged, with SOCKS in their mouths? They're screaming.

You're trying to get in but there’s too much BLOOD on

MAYOR QUIMBY: What is your question about?
B. T. BARLOW: It’s about the budget, sir.

You might prefer to follow a skilled rhetorician like
Daniel Webster. We remember him as a blowhard, but
his contemporaries considered him the most persuasive
person in the country. He prosecuted a case in Massa-
chusetts where a well-known ship captain—a Captain
White, no less—had been murdered in his sleep. It was
the O. J. Simpson case of its day. The suspect was a farm
boy with no prior record, and people wondered how
such a nice young man could commit something so
heinous. Webster stood before the jury and, looking as
though he could barely contain his outrage, narrated
the murder in ordinary, everyday terms, making the
crime sound like a farm chore to this twisted soul and

TRY THIS WITH A
BAD EMPLOYEE

If you're angry at an
underling—say, you
caught him bad-
mouthing you to
higher-ups—call him
into your office and
keep your heat
inside. Speak more
softly than usual,
don’t gesture with
your hands, and

let your eyes betray
your cold fury. The
overall effect can
terrify the most
blasé employee.

anticipating In Cold Blood by more than a century. The jury hanged the boy.

Holding your emotions in check also means taking your time to use

them. Pathos tends to work poorly in the beginning of an argument, when

you need to make the audience understand what you want and trust your

character; that’s the bailiwick of logos and ethos. Let emo-
tion build gradually. Aristotle said that you can turn it up
loudest in a speech before a large crowd; logos and ethos

are your main strengths in a one-on-one argument, he

» Argument Tool
THE PATHETIC
ENDING: Emotion
works best at
the end.
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said. But even when you harangue a political convention, your emotions

will work best in gradually increasing doses.

When you speak before a small group—say, the Supreme Court—pathos

can work, but only if you use it subtly. Some years after the Captain White

affair, Webster argued a case before the Supremes on behalf of Dartmouth

» Persuasion Alert
We live in a much
more ironic time. I'm
compelled to use an
ironic comment to
distance myself from
Webster’s pathetic
appeal, lest you think
the “small college”
shtick makes me cry,
too. That works only
on the more zealous
Dartmouth alums.

College, his alma mater. The state of New Hampshire
was trying to take it over and turn it into a university.
At the end of two days of rational argument, Webster
came to his peroration—an apt time for pathos. Fight-
ing tears, he turned to Chief Justice John Marshall.
“It is, sir, as I have said, a small college.” His voice
cracked a little. “And yet, there are those who love
her.” A witness at the hearing said Justice Marshall’s
own eyes misted over. It was the most pathetic thing.
Webster won the case, and Dartmouth—an Ivy League

university with engineering, business, and medical schools—remains Dart-

mouth College.

How does this work in real life? Suppose the reason for my daughter’s

bank fit was a sudden yen for ice cream. Instead of prostrating herself, she

could have begun quietly:

DOROTHY JR.: Daddy, can I have an ice cream cone?

ME: May I have an ice cream cone.

DOROTHY JR.: May I have an ice cream cone?

ME: No.

TRY THIS IN A

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

PRESENTATION

While rhetoricians
encourage you to start
quietly and turn up
the volume gradually,
a veteran adman told
me he did the oppo-
site, lowering his voice
more and more so that
people would have to
lean in to hear what he
was saying. Then he
ended with an emo-
tional crescendo. The
soft voice made the
peroration that much
more dramatic, he said.
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Now grown up, Dorothy Junior tells me that losing my temper never

worked on her.

DOROTHY JR.: When you got really mad, you sort of got funny.

ME: What do you mean, funny?

DOROTHY JR.: You did this, you know, Yosemite Sam thing.

ME: Well, if you just treated your father with a little—

DOROTHY JR. (laughing): Yeah, like that! It was when you

talked quietly and let your eyes get all scary—that was

frightening.
ME (making scary eyes): Like this?
DOROTHY JR.: No, Dad. That’s just pathetic.

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

Other Passion Plays

Humor ranks above all the other emotions in persuasiveness, in part be-

cause it works the best at improving your ethos. A sense of humor not only

calms people down, it makes you appear to stand above petty squabbles.

The problem with humor, though, is that it is perfectly awful at motivating

anyone into any sort of action. When people laugh, they rarely want to do

anything else. Humor can change their emotions and their minds, but the

persuasion stops there.

Aristotle, who was as close to a psychologist as an
ancient Greek could get, said that some emotions—
such as sorrow, shame, and humility—can prevent
action altogether. These feelings make people in-
trospective. They draw a bath, listen to Billie Holi-
day, and feel sorry for themselves.

Other emotions—such as joy, love, esteem, and
compassion—work better, Aristotle said. Some
people tend to revel in them, while others start

fund drives. Hurricane Katrina showed the power

» Persuasion Alert
We talked about fear
earlier, but Aristotle
called its use a fallacy—
argument by the stick—
even if the speaker
isn’t the one doing
the threatening. Fear
compels people to
act, and compulsion
precludes a choice.
No argument there,
only naked instinct.

of compassion, but a disaster carries more force than an argument. When

you want action to come out of argument, your most useful emotions arouse

people’s tribal instincts—exploiting their insecurities about where they
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stand in a group, and how much they belong to it.  mentioned in an earlier
chapter that you want the audience to identify with you and, through you,
the action you promote. We will delve further into identification in a later
chapter. But it’s enough to know that action requires identification. This is
why Aristotle listed anger, patriotism, and emulation among emotions that
can get an audience out of its seats and make it do what you want.

A person who desires something is especially susceptible to anger. Frus-
trate her ability to assuage that desire, Aristotle said, and you have an angry
person. (Try withholding ice cream from a feisty daughter.) Young people
have more desires than old people, so they rouse to anger more easily. Ditto
the poor and the sick.

The easiest way to stimulate anger, Aristotle went on, is to belittle that

desire. Keep in mind that he lived in a culture that re-
» Argument Tool
THE BELITTLEMENT
CHARGE: Show
your opponent
dissing your audi-
ence’s desires.

sembles the modern street gang—macho, violent, and
sensitive to any slight. Disrespect an ancient Greek or
an ancient Greek’s woman, and you should be pre-
pared to hop the next trireme. But for the purposes of
persuasion, the kind of anger that comes from belittle-
ment is especially useful. If you want a hospital patient to sue a doctor, con-
vince the patient that the doc neglected to take her problem seriously. Most
personal lawsuits arise out of this sense of belittle-

TRY THIS IN A PROTEST
If you want to stir up
the masses, don’t just
promote your cause or
attack its opponents;
portray the enemy as
belittling your cause.
“The president calls
you and me soft-
headed on global
warming. Our glaciers
are melting! Coral reefs

ment. It’s an identification thing: people who feel
themselves being cast out by the elite will go to great
lengths to restore their status.

A few weeks after writing this, I am scheduled
to testify before the New Hampshire legislature on
broadband Internet access in rural areas. I like to tell
people that my dial-up connection here is so slow, a
stamped envelope gets delivered faster than e-mail.

are dying! And what
does the president do?
He calls for more
research! He’s laughing
all the way to the lab!”

(That literally happened once.) The problem is the
phone company, which holds a monopoly in this
state. Its lobbyists oppose any plan that would create
competition; on the other hand, the company does
nothing to bring broadband to my area. Which of

these two statements has the best chance of getting a law that forces the

company to provide statewide broadband?
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ME: The company shows it couldn’t care less about rural cus-

tomers like me.

ME: The company has mocked this legislature for years, saying,

“Sure, we’ll provide broadband, leave it to us,” and then

forgetting you the moment it leaves this hearing room.

Actually, both might work, and I might use them.
But which argument will make the representatives an-
griest at the phone company? I vote for number two;
as Aristotle would say, the state reps will feel person-
ally belittled.

On the other hand, I may play down the pathos in
my testimony. Anger gets the fastest action, which is a
reason why most political advertising tries to make you
mad. The problem is, while angry people are quick on
the trigger, they tend not to think far ahead; hence the
crime of passion. So anger isn’t the best emotion for
deliberative argument, where we make decisions about
the future. The Greeks reserved it for courtroom rhet-
oric, when they wanted someone to hang.

Patriotism does a much better job of looking into
the future. This rhetorical group loyalty doesn’t have
to be all about country. You can be patriotic for a high
school, a British soccer team, or—rarely these days—a
company. Do not confuse it with idealism, which is not
an emotion. Soldiers have died for democracy and free-
dom, indeed, but their patriotism burns for a country,

TRY THIS WITH
RECRUITING

To show you how well
Aristotle knew his
stuff, look at the tech-
nique that managers
use to pry a star
employee away from
a rival company:
“You're doing all this,
and you're still mak-
ing that crummy
salary?” “If you'd
been working for us,
you’d have had your
own parking space
ages ago.” The man-
ager gets the recruit
angry by making him
believe his company
belittles him.

» Argument Tool
PATRIOTISM: Rouse
your audience’s
group feelings by
showing a rival
group’s success.

not an idea—the stars and bars, not the Constitution. An effective argu-

ment against flag burning is bound to be emotional, because it’s all about

zeal for country. An argument to allow flag burning must use logos more

than pathos, because it emphasizes ideals more than patriotism.

Few colonists supported the founders’ democratic notions when the

Revolution started, which is understandable from a rhetorical perspective.

Not until the British began stomping over the countryside did Americans’

patriotism rouse them to join the cause of independence. In the same light,
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the Patriot Act has little to do with defending Amer- TRY THIS WITH ANY
INSTITUTION

When managers talk
triotism—[)athos, not lOgOS. about “pride,” they really
mean patriotism, an
essentially competitive
College showed its patriotism when it built its own emotion. If you want that
win-one-for-the-Gipper
attitude, focus on a
Middlebury College, a school in next-door Vermont single rival. “Their church

that had opened a “snow bowl.” Middlebury was  raised twenty percent
more for disaster relief

smaller than Dartmouth and, unlike Dartmouth, did 31 our church, and

ican ideals; it’s about defending America. This is pa-
On a somewhat less profound level, Dartmouth

expensive ski area. The impetus was provided by

not belong to the Ivy League; of course Dartmouth  they don't even kneel
. . .. during Communion!”

had to build a ski area. It was an act of patriotism—

not so much a rational decision as an emotional one.

You can use patriotism to your own advantage: show how a rival is best-
ing your own group. The old suburban phenomenon of keeping up with
the Joneses is a matter of patriotism; they have a statusmobile, and we’re at
least as good as they are. Patriotism has its personal side, as a form of com-

petitive jealousy.

PARENT: I hear that Mary got into Harvard early decision.
KID: Yeah.

PARENT: You don’t like her much, do you?

KID: She thinks too much of herself.

PARENT: Smart kid, though. Works hard.

KID: Not as smart as me.

PARENT: Mmm, maybe not. Hard worker, though.

Where patriotism often gets triggered by something negative—you get
patriotic when your group is under threat—emulation works the opposite
way. We find it hard to see emulation as an emotion;
the ancients were much bigger on imitation than we » Argument Tool

were. But emulation makes sense in modern times EMULATION: Provide
only the kind of role

model your audience
model. A kid sees the Three Stooges on cable and already admires.

gives his younger brother a noogie: that’s emulation.

when we view it as an emotional response to a role

It also comes out of our atavistic need to belong.

Unfortunately, parents and children tend to choose different role mod-
els. For emulation to work, you need to start with a model the audience
already looks up to, which is not always easy. A mother wants her daughter
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to emulate the head of the honor society, while the
daughter dreams of wearing a leather jacket and rid-
ing a Suzuki motorcycle like her older cousin. Imagine
a nineteen-year-old who wants to see the world, views a
documentary about the World Trade Center attack,
and watches his high school quarterback enlist—that
kid will be especially susceptible to an army recruiter.

All of the most persuasive emotions—humor, anger,
patriotism, and emulation—work best in a group set-
ting. TV sitcoms invented that marvel of rhetorical
humor, the laugh track, for this very reason. Aristotle

noted that a big crowd expects big drama in a speech.

89

TRY THIS WITH
PUBLICATIONS

If you publish a
newsletter or run a
Web site that has
reader participation,
edit brutally. People
will imitate what they
see, and soon you
won’t have to edit
much at all. | learned
this in magazines:
when readers see
short, witty letters to
the editor, they write
short, witty letters.

When your audience is only one person, though, you had better know your

logos. And you don’t want to overplay your emotions.

That goes for announcing them as well as projecting them. Emotions

should sneak up on people, especially if your audience doesn’t already feel

them. For that reason, never announce the mood you
foster. Anyone who has ever told a joke knows not to
proclaim its humor in advance. As they say in writing
classes, show, don’t tell. Yet people still hype emotions
before they introduce them. My son was guilty of this
just the other day, when he came home in a bad mood

and found me in a perverse one.

» Argument Tool
THE UNANNOUNCED
EMOTION: Don’t
advertise a mood.
Invoke it.

GEORGE: I heard something today that’s going to make you

really mad.
ME: No it won’t.
GEORGE: How do you know?

ME: It won’t make me mad if I'm prepared for it.

GEORGE: Will you let me talk?
ME: Sure. I just won’t get mad.
GEORGE: Dad, just shut up!

DOROTHY SR.: Don’t speak to your father that way.

By giving me advance warning of an emotion, George inoculated me

from it. But he was unprepared to get mad himself. It’s amazing how much

fun it is to manipulate emotions.
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The Tools

Rhetorical tradition has it that when Cicero spoke, people said, “What a
great speech.” When the fiery Athenian orator Demosthenes spoke, people
said, “Let’s march!” The Greek spoke more pathetically than the Roman;

emotion makes the difference between agreement and commitment. Use

the tools of pathos to rouse your audience to action.

Belief: To stir an emotion, use what your audience has experienced
and what it expects to happen.

Storytelling: A well-told narrative gives the audience a virtual expe-
rience—especially if it calls on their own past experiences, and
if you tell it in the first person.

Volume control: You can often portray an emotion most effectively
by underplaying it, in an apparent struggle to contain yourself.
Even screaming demagogues like Hitler almost invariably began
a speech quietly and then turned up the volume.

Simple speech: Don’t use fancy language when you get emotional.
Ornate speech belongs to ethos and logos; plain speaking is more
pathetic.

Anger often arises from a sense of belittlement. You can direct an
audience’s fury at someone by portraying his lack of concern
over their problems.

Patriotism attaches a choice or action to the audience’s sense of
group identity. You can stir it by comparing the audience with a
successful rival.

Emulation responds emotionally to a role model. The greater your
ethos, the more the audience will imitate you.

Unannounced emotion lets you sneak up on your audience’s mood.
Don’t tip them off in advance. They’ll resist the emotion.



10. Turn the Volume Down

A

THE SCIENTIST’S LIE

Transforming anger into receptiveness

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

— ARISTOPHANES

This talk of pathetic manipulation will make the argument-squeamish

uncomfortable. If only the world could follow formulas and conduct its

affairs scientifically. But in actuality, even scientists
regularly employ a pathetic trick. Their writing uses a
thousands-year-old rhetorical device to calm the pas-
sions, the passive voice. “The experiment was con-
ducted upon thirty domestic rhesus monkeys,” says
the researcher who did the experiment on monkeys.
When you think about it, scientists seem almost child-
ish pretending their work somehow just happened.
They behave like the golfer who looks away inno-
cently as he nudges his ball toward the hole. The
technique works to calm the emotions because it dis-
embodies the speaker and removes the actors, as if
whatever happened was what insurers piously call an
“act of God.” Of course, it also can serve as a political
subterfuge.

Creationists use the passive voice as a sneaky
weapon against science. Lehigh University biologist
Michael Behe, a leading proponent of intelligent
design, argues that some biological phenomena are
too complex for Darwinism to explain.

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

» Argument Tool
THE PASSIVE VOICE:
Pretend that things
happened on their
own. You didn’t track
mud across the living
room floor. Mud was
tracked across the
living room floor.

TRY THIS WITH AN
ANGRY BOARD

The passive voice can
help you describe
wrongdoing by a friend
or coworker while
calming the audience:
“The account got
fouled up,” not, “Marcia
fouled up the account.”
Just don’t use the pas-
sive voice when you are
the culprit. If your audi-
ence sees through your
ruse, you want them
thinking you’re just
defending a coworker,
not weaseling out of
something yourself.
Elected officials who
say, “Mistakes were
made,” don’t win votes.
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By whom? Steve Jobs? The intelligent design crowd presents a difficult
target. They don’t have to defend their Designer in Chief, because they
have taken care not to drag him into the argument. With God out of the
picture, molecular machines “were created.” (It would be uncharacteristic
for the Old Testament Jehovah to use the passive voice himself.)

The passive voice encourages passivity. It calms the audience, which
makes it a great pathos trick. That hardly argues for its users’ objectivity.
Still, you have to applaud scientists for at least trying to be objective. Sci-
ence determines facts, and emotions would only get in the way. But as we
have seen, deliberative argument has a touchier relationship with the facts.

Kick My Ass or I'll Tell a Joke

Suppose your audience has already worked itself into an emotional state,
and that state happens to be raging anger—against you. The passive voice
may not be enough here. A dose of mild humor could reduce the tension,
as you will see in a bit. Anything that neutralizes an acidic mood with a little
basic calm can’t hurt.

But a riskier, sneakier, and far more enjoyable technique does just the
opposite: set a backfire. Artie Fufkin, the publicist in This Is Spinal Tap,
does a superb backfire defense when no one shows up for a record signing.

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

TRY THIS WITH A CLIENT
A caveat: the backfire
works best one-on-one,
with someone you know
and like. Strangers may
take your dramatic state-
ment at face value. If you
have a good client, use a
screwup to strengthen
the relationship. Say you
wanted to be the one to
tell her, detail what you

I'm telling with this. Kick my ass.

A backfire inspires sympathy through a mea
culpa routine that exaggerates the emotions the
audience feels. It works in just about any setting
except politics. (Bids for sympathy won’t help you

get elected unless you're the widow of a popular,
and recently dead, incumbent.)

Early in my publishing career, I worked for a
small magazine that had no fact checkers. When
Mount Saint Helens erupted for the first time, I
wrote a short news piece in which I cluelessly

have done to fix the prob-
lem, and mention how
angry you are at yourself
for not living up to your
usual standards. If you have
the right kind of client,
she’ll defend you, and think
the better of you.
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placed the volcano in Oregon. I didn’t realize my mistake until after the
magazine was published and a reader pointed it out to me. I walked into
the editor’s office and closed the door.

ME (looking stricken): I've got bad news, Bill. Really bad news.

BILL: What?

ME: It was sloppy and stupid and I swear, boss, it’ll never hap-
pen again.

BILL: What will?

ME: I put Mount Saint Helens in the wrong state.

BILL: It’s in Washington, right?

ME: I putitin Oregon. I'm dying over this one.

BILL: Hey, don’t be so hard on yourself. These things hap-
pen. Just write a correction for the next issue.

ME (handing him the correction): Done.

BILL: Well, great. Lesson learned. Let’s put this behind us.

Only later did I tell him that the first reader to point out the mistake was
Dixy Lee Ray, the governor of Washington. She said her state wanted its vol-
cano back.

My wife uses the backfire constantly; she loves to oversympathize with
my mood.

ME (wincing): This firewood is heavier than I thought.

DOROTHY SR.: Is your back okay?

ME: It hurts a little. (Thinking fast) I could use a backrub.

DOROTHY SR.: Sure. Let’s get you some ibuprofen first, and
I'll heat up a compress in the microwave. Lie on the bed.

ME: I was about to go swimming.

DOROTHY SR.: You're not going anywhere with your back in
that condition!

ME: I'm fine.

DOROTHY SR.: I thought you said your back hurt.

ME: It doesn’t hurt anymore.

If she weren’t such a good person, I'd say she talked her way out of giv-
ing me a backrub.
Use the backfire only if you’re willing to risk a blaze that gets out of
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hand. This is one instance where agreement may not serve you; tell some-
one to kick your ass, and the danger is that they might comply.

Humor is much safer—provided that you use the right kind. Sigmund
Freud said that making people laugh “relieves anxiety” by releasing im-

pulses in a disciplined manner. The wisest rhetoricians
» Argument Tool

HUMOR: the best
calming device for
most emotions—
except anger.

knew that you can’t teach it; Cicero noted that the
Greeks put out several manuals on humor, all uninten-
tionally funny. Freud should have learned that lesson.
If you ever get a chance, take a look at his book jJokes
(Der Witz). It’s hilariously full of unfunny jokes. (Prisoner on his way to the
gallows: “Well, this is a good beginning to the week.”)

Although the rhetoricians found it hard to teach, they had a good time
codifying it. One type of humor may work better for you than the others.

Urbane humor depends on an educated audience; it relies on word
play. When British general Charles Napier captured the Indian province of

» Persuasion Alert Sind in 1843, he alerted his superiors with a one-word
| devote more
space to humor
than to any other
emotion, because
that’s what Cicero
did. | try to practice
what he preached;
this book is full of
my attempts at wit.
Humor relaxes the
more fearful emo-
tions and, | hope,
makes you less
wary of my argu-
ment for argument.

telegram: PECCAVI. Every educated Brit knew that pec-
cavi is Latin for “I have sinned.” Damned droll, that
Napier chap.

Urbanity has fallen out of favor. A good pun gets a
groan these days; but wordplay, like a mind, is a terrible
thing to waste. You don’t force this kind of humor. Just
be ready for any opportunity. The

TRY THIS AT A
PROFESSIONAL
MEETING

One way to inject
urbane humor into a
talk is to invent a
neologism that only
your audience would
understand. | did this
once while lecturing
on political rhetoric.
Having explained the
difference between
deliberative rhetoric
and the verbal fight-
ing called eristic,

other day, as my family sat around
the dinner table discussing Trans-
america, a movie about a transsex-
ual, the conversation turned to the
actors we would most want to see playing transsexual
roles, and whether the actors would ever agree to play-
ing them.

DOROTHY SR.: Would John Wayne?
ME: No, he would wax.

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

| suggested calling
talk show hosts
“eristicrats.” I’'m sure
| saw at least two
people smile.
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you can teach yourself. If you lack a sense of humor otherwise, the urbane
version makes a reasonable substitute.

Wit isn’t ha-ha funny either, just mildly amusing. Its humor is drier than
urbanity, and instead of wordplay, it plays off the situation. When Chief Jus-
tice John Roberts worked for Ronald Reagan, the White House asked his
advice on whether the president should send the Irish ambassador a Saint
Patrick’s Day greeting on stationery printed with An Teach Ban (Gaelic for
“The White House”). Roberts said he saw no legal problem, but he encour-
aged the staff to fact-check the Gaelic. “For all I know it means ‘Free the
L.R.A.,”” he wrote. Not ha-ha-funny. But rather witty.

Facetious humor, which covers most jokes, is supposed to make you
laugh. That is its sole purpose. Rhetoricians through the ages have frowned
on this kind of funny. If your ethos is on par with Calvin Coolidge’s, joke
telling could win you the sympathy of your audience—but only if you have
a staff of professional yuck scribes, as Laura Bush did before her famous
send-up of her husband at the White House Correspondents Dinner in
2005. The former school librarian told what ABC News claimed to be “the
first public joke ever by a First Lady about the president of the United
States engaged in intimate contact with a randy male horse.” The crowd
went wild, and the president’s own ratings got a boost.

A joke can defuse a touchy argument, if only through sheer distraction.
If it’s funny enough, people will forget what they were talking about.

Banter is a form of attack and defense consisting of clever insults
and snappy comebacks. The traditional African-American game of snaps of-
fers the most competitive banter today. The object is to out-insult your

opponent.
> Classic Hits

, CICERO KILLED ’EM,
Your mama’s so fat, when she hauls ass she AND THEY RETURNED

has to make two trips. THE FAVOR: Banter
was Cicero’s favorite
Man, that snap was staler than your breath. kind of humor. While

Your mama’s so ugly, her birth certificate he was famously

quick with a come-
back, though, not
company. everyone appreci-
ated his talent. One
of the many victims
the car doors. of his ridicule put a
hit on him. Cicero
literally bantered
just use yours. himself to death.

was an apology letter from the condom
Well, your mama’s idea of safe sex is locking

Hey, I don’t have a mama. Me and my dad
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But that’s demonstrative rhetoric. When you use deliberative argument,
you might prefer to banter with concession, agreeing with a point only to
use it against your opponent. Cicero cited an example during a trial in the
Forum, when a brash young man used concession to rebut an elder:

ELDER: What you are barking at, pup?
YOUNG MAN: Isee a thief.

The young man accepted the elder’s point: TRy THIS WITH YOUR
CHILDREN

Admittedly, it’s not easy to
opponent. There is a technique to this. First, accept ~ perform a bantering con-
cession well. My children
have made themselves
low its logic to a ridiculous conclusion; or simply alarmingly good at it by

throw it back with a twist. Kids often use a crude practicing with the tele-
vision. They banter with

version of this concession: Yeah? Well, if I'm a [insert the ads and talking heads.

maybe I am a dog. Then he used it right back at his

your adversary’s statement at face value, then fol-

insult], then that makes you a [insert worse insult]. In Talking Head: America is
a faith-based culture.

Dorothy Jr.: Right. It takes

in defense, conceding a point to your advantage. faith to believe an ape

No one did this better than Winston Churchill; like you has a culture.

witness his famous reply.

deliberative argument, though, banter works best

LADY ASTOR: Winston, if you were my husband I’d flavor your
coffee with poison.
CHURCHILL: Madam, if I were your husband, I should drink it.

You have seen the advantages of rhetorical jujitsu already. Combine con-
cession with wit, and you get banter. If you find an opportunity to follow

up with a great retort, go for it. You might disarm your
> Tips from the , . .
Ancients opponent. But make sure you're capable of this rapid-

TWO CORPSES response humor. Frankly, I'm hit-or-miss, which is why
WALK INTO A BAR:
Cicero helpfully
advised Romans Otherwise you can limit your banter to slower forms
not to make jokes
about a shocking
crime or a pitiful time for cleverness. In an old Cold War joke, the Soviet
victim. Appar-
ently, they needed
to be told that. condoms from the United States, just to mess with our

I try to entertain my unappreciative family with puns.
of communication, such as snail mail, to allow more

Union places an order for 20 million sixteen-inch-long
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minds. We Americans comply, sending 20 million condoms in packages
marked “small.” That’s banter—not live banter, but postal.

The Tools

Passive voice: If you want to direct an audience’s anger away from
someone, imply that the action happened on its own. The chair
got broken, not Pablo broke the chair.

Backfire: You can calm an individual’s emotion in advance by over-
playing it yourself. This works especially well when you screw up
and want to prevent the wrath of an authority.

Humor: Laughter is a wonderful calming device, and it can
enhance your ethos if you use it properly. Urbane humor plays
off a word or part of speech. Wit is situational humor. Facetious
humor is joke telling, a relatively ineffective form of persuasion.
Banter, the humor of snappy answers, works best in rhetorical
defense. It uses concession to throw the opponent’s argument
back at him.



11. Gain the High Ground

A

ARISTOTLE’S FAVORITE TOPIC

How to use your audience’s point of view

Speech is the leader of all thoughts and actions. —ISOCRATES

A man feels sick, so he goes to a clinic.

poc: I have good news and bad news.

MAN: Give me the bad news first.

poc: You have a rare and incurable illness, with less than
twenty-four hours to live.

MAN: My God! What’s the good news?

poc: You know that nurse who took your blood pressure, the
one with the huge . . .

MAN: Yeah, so?

poc: We’re having an affair.

Nice bedside manner, dude. It sums up the prevailing enough-about-
you-let’s-talk-about-me mind-set. People often pitch an argument that sounds
persuasive to themselves, not to their listeners. This rhetorical mistake can

be fatal, because messages that appeal only to the
» Argument Tool
THE ADVANTAGEOUS: speaker have a tendency to boomerang. You saw how

Base your argument important sympathy is in argument by emotion; the
on what’s good for the

audience, not for you. same thing goes with argument by logic. In delibera-

tive argument, you need to convince your audience

that the choice you offer is the most “advantageous”—to the advantage of

the audience, that is, not you. This brings us back to values. The advanta-
geous is an outcome that gives the audience what it values.

If you can persuade a two-year-old that eating her oatmeal is to her
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advantage, for example, then she may actually comply. Suppose the toddler
holds the value that older brothers should be taken down a peg.

you: Eat half your oatmeal and you can fling the bowl at your

brother’s head.
While your argument may seem morally dubious— » Classic Hits
and from the brother’s point of view, personally objec- HE WOULD HAVE
. . . LOVED GITMO: In
tionable—at least it does what an argument is supposed reality, Aristotle
to do. Aristotle maintained that the person most affected would have caned

the kid. He was a
great believer in
more qualified to judge a dish than the chef, he said, corporal punish-
ment; he said a
slave’s testimony
the decision is up to the audience, the burden of proof was invalid except
under torture.

by a decision makes the best judge of it. The diner is
meaning that the girl outweighs you rhetorically. While

is on you. To prove your point, start with something your
audience believes or wants.

Unfortunately, most parents base their arguments on what they want—
such as strong bones and healthy bodies. That sounds like Esperanto to
two-year-old ears. You want strong bones. She doesn’t. What does the kid
want? What is to her advantage? And is it worth the trouble of choking
down a bowl of oatmeal? That’s the stuff of logos.

My friend Annie had a logos problem during the 2004 presidential cam-

paign. Annie grew up in Ohio and now lives on the

TRY THIS IN A
POLITICAL ARGUMENT
Ohioans she knew to try and tilt the state to Kerry. Many debates divide
between morals and

X the advantageous. In
toughest customer. After chatting about the weather politics, the advanta-

and their families (weather is Topic One in the Mid- ~ 9eous usually wins in
the long run (state-

craft is a selfish art).
If you believe in mili-
tary action to depose
violent dictators, for
in November? example, argue the
morals of your side;
but spend more time
ANNIE: Kathy, you need to know some reasons showing how your
why I think that would be a mistake. \C(OUfmy would benefit

ou’re more likely to

win your point.

East Coast. A passionate Democrat, she called all the

Her former college roommate turned out to be her

west), Annie segued into politics.
ANNIE: So, Kath, who are you going to vote for

KATHY: Oh, I'll vote for Bush, I guess.
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She ran through a list of problems with Bush. Annie was well-prepared

for this call: logical, concise . . .

KATHY: I don’t want my taxes to go up.
ANNIE: But those tax cuts are causing the deficit to spin out

of control!
. , » Argument Tool
KATHY: Ijust don’t want my taxes to go up. BABBLING: “Babbling”
ANNIE: But they won’t go up. All the Demo- is what Aristotle calls

an arguer’s tendency
to repeat himself over
expire. Let’s face it, Kathy, you’re married and over. This reveals
the bedrock of your
audience’s opinion.

crats want is to let the tax cuts on the rich

to a lawyer who makes a godawful amount
of money.

KATHY (doing perfect stone wall impression): If Kerry gets elected,
my taxes will go up. And I just don’t want them to.

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

Or can she?

Cracking Good Clicheés

Before you begin an argument, first determine what your audience is think-
ing. You need to know its beliefs and values, the views it holds in com-

mon. The common sense of your audience is square
» Argument Tool

THE COMMONPLACE: one—the beginning point of your argument. To shift
Use it as the jumping- people’s point of view, start from their position, not
off point of your I h . 1 thi 1

argument. yours. In rhetoric, we call this spot a commonplace—

a viewpoint your audience holds in common. You
can use it as your argument’s jumping-off point.

We equate a commonplace with a cliché, but the term once had a
broader connotation. The rhetorical commonplace is a short-form expres-
sion of common sense or public opinion. It can range from a political be-
lief (all people are created equal) to a practical matter (it’s cheaper to buy
in bulk). Commonplaces represent beliefs or rules of thumb, not facts;
people are created equal only if you agree on the definitions for “created”
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and “equal,” and it’s not always cheaper to buy in bulk. > Meanings
Rhetoric loves
geographical
person’s head, however. “I'm hungry” does not repre- metaphors.
Besides the com-
y o , , monplace, there’s
away” is a commonplace, as is “When I’'m hungry, that’s the topic. The

A commonplace is not just anything that pops into a

sent a commonplace. But “When I'm hungry, I eat right

word comes from

good; it means I'm burning fat.” Different groups (such
the Greek word

as dieters and healthy eaters) have different common- topos, meaning
places. In fact, people identify with their groups through “place.” “Topic”

) . . and “topography”
the groups’ commonplaces. These attitudes, beliefs, <hare this same
and values also determine a person’s self-identity—the root; both offer

. points of view.
assumptions and outlook on the world that define an

individual. We will delve into identity later; right now, let’s look at the com-
monplace as the starting point of rhetorical logic.

A commonplace takes advantage of the way humans process informa-
tion. When you spot your friend Bob, your nervous system fires up common
networks of synapses. This neural shortcut saves your brain from having to
identify Bob’s hair, then his eyes, then his nose, then his mouth. When the
signals come in for Bob’s face, the set of neurons associated with that face
all light up at once. Bob! A commonplace works the same way. I say, “The
early bird catches the worm,” and you instantly know that I refer to the habit

of waking up before most people. It’s an argument
TRY THISIN A
COMMENCEMENT
agrees with: ADDRESS
Suppose you want to
encourage students
People who get out of bed earlier than the average  graduating from an
elite private liberal arts
college to enlist in the
military. Use the audi-
ence’s commonplaces,
not the military’s.

shortcut that skips what prevailing wisdom already

Joe tend to have more success in life blah blah blah.

You probably would avoid a cliché like the early

bird except to annoy your children. Fine. A common- Instead of “A strong
place doesn’t need a cliché. The concept—rising  nationisapeaceful
. L. . nation,” say, “Our
early holds moral and practical superiority over ris- armed forces can use
ing late—constitutes a commonplace on its own.  independent critical
thinkers.”

When most CEOs discuss their schedule, they brag

about getting up early more than they do about working late. American

public opinion strongly favors early rising, making it a commonplace.
Filmmakers use commonplaces, clichéd and otherwise, as a shorthand to

express character without unnecessary dialogue or explication. A two-day
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TRY THIS WITH A
PUBLIC ISSUE
Rhetorical labeling
is all about com-
monplaces. If you
can define an issue
in language that’s
familiar and com-
fortable to your
audience, you will
capture the higher
ground. What does
your audience hold

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

beard and a glass of whiskey connote an alcoholic. A
movie hero will take a beating stoically and then wince
when a woman dabs him with antiseptic—an efficient
way of showing the big lug’s sensitive side. We make fun
of devices like these, and they can betray lazy directing;
but by playing to shared assumptions about people and
things, the director can establish a movie’s characters
and themes without taxing our attention span.
Conversational commonplaces offer the same effi-

most dear: Safety,
or risk? Lifestyle,
or savings? Educa-
tion, or instinct?

ciency; they let us cut to the topical chase and bring us
closer as a group. In my family, for instance, we value
an occasional obscenity, so long as one utters it skillfully.
Instead of saying, “Yes,” or, “Well, all right,” to my chil-
dren, I say sweetly, “You do whatever the hell you want, sweetheart.” My
children picked it up at an early age. That was our commonplace, and—
bizarre as it would seem to a family with more conventional verbal taboos—
it raised a smile whenever one of us said it. Of course, there are those outside
our family who object to that sort of thing; one of them was Dorothy Junior’s
nursery school teacher, who informed me that my daughter had answered
a request to share a toy, “You do whatever the hell you want, sweetheart.”
It was a Heinrichs commonplace, not one shared by the nursery school.
Not every commonplace is all that benign (assuming you think teaching
vulgarities to small children is benign). An evil twin lies in the stereotype.
“Three black guys came up to me last night” will spark a different image in
most Americans’ minds from “Three Frenchwomen came up to me last
night.” We should also recognize commonplaces that corporations and
campaigns use on us. Ancient rhetoricians would applaud most of the la-
bels the Bush White House attached to policies and
legislation: No Child Left Behind. Operation Iraqi
Freedom. Clear Skies. Healthy Forests Initiative.

» Argument Tool
THE COMMONPLACE
LABEL: When politi-
cians speak of labeling,
they really mean the
application of com-
monplaces to legisla-
tion, bumper stickers,
and talk radio.

Culture of Life. Marriage Protection. Each of these
phrases represented a prefab consensus. Our cul-
ture loves the idea of an even playing field where
every kid gets a shot at a future, for instance, and
anyone opposing a bill titled No Child Left Behind
would seem to oppose that basic American value. Similarly, who would
argue against freedom, clear skies, healthy forests, life, or marriage? All
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these are commonplaces: our shared notions of what’s advantageous for
our society. They help define our peculiar culture and our identity as en-
lightened twenty-first-century citizens.

The same phrases may not have worked in a different setting. The an-
cient Spartans, who practiced infanticide, may have objected to “No Child
Left Behind.” Politicians would have had to rewrite it as something like “No
Healthy Male Spartan Child Left Behind.” Britons might not have en-
dorsed “Iraqi Freedom” when the empire was at its height. Iraq was part
of that empire. And the French would wonder what we were “protecting
marriage” against. Those are American commonplaces. They help define
Americans as Americans. And any politician who fails to get on board risks
looking un-American.

The right seems better at this game than the left. The antiabortion move-
ment’s Pro Life, for example, trumped Pro Choice; conservatives knew in-
stinctively that “life” has more pathetic value than the murkier “choice.”
But commonplaces represent opinion, not truth, and every one has a po-
tential counter-commonplace. Liberals would have done better if they had
countered the Republicans’ labels. Match Culture of Life with Culture of
Freedom. Marriage Protection with Family Protection (“Because Gays Have
Families Too”). Propose replacing the Patriot Act with the Courage Act
(“Take Courage Not Cover”). Instead, liberals came up with the “Safe Act,”
implying they would rather be safe than patriotic. Commonplaces are pow-
erful weapons. Do not aim them at your foot.

We Got Commonplaces in River City

To persuade an audience, it helps to know the commonplaces it already
uses. Suppose you want a group of conservatives to support low-cost housing
in your city. “Marriage needs protection” would be an excellent common-
place to start. Keep the family together and foster the culture of ownership.
(Another commonplace!)

Listen for the commonplaces. If your audience refers to her volunteer
work as a “journey,” then you know she views the ordinary activities of life in
terms of adventure and growth (and that she will not shrink from a cliché).

If she refers to “kids these days,” it is extremely unlikely that your audi-
ence enjoys rap music.
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If she says, “It’s not PC to say this, but . . .,” then she probably holds cul-
tural nuance in low regard.

Do you share these opinions? If not, no rhetorical rule says you have to
pretend to. But every commonplace offers a potential jumping-off point.
Professor Harold Hill stood on the “kids these days” platform to sell band
instruments in The Music Man. Playing off parents’ concern about wayward
youth, Hill coined a slogan:

We got trouble in River City.

An audience’s commonplaces are easy to find, because you hear them fre-
quently. When someone rejects your argument, she usually does it with a
commonplace. Take Kathy, for instance. Hers is hard to miss: Democrats

A raise taxes. Taxes taxes taxes. She favors Bush because
rgument Tool
THE REJECTION: An she believes his promise to keep taxes down. Indeed,
audience will often
say no in the form
of a commonplace. cans—a commonplace in politics. If you’re a Demo-
You now have

your new starting . ) )
ground—provided doesn’t matter. The audience, Kathy, believes Bush will

Democrats tend to be more pro-tax than Republi-
crat, you doubtless have a great rebuttal, but that

:’ﬁ“ can Contti””e keep taxes down, while Kerry will raise them. She will
€ argument. .
stand her ground, and that ground is her common-

place. Annie made a mistake when she argued against it.

ANNIE: The Republicans will increase the defi-

cit! The Democrats won'’t raise taxes! > Useful Figure
The anadiplosis

(“She will stand her

What if she chose to agree with it instead? ground, and that
ground . ..”) builds
ANNIE: Oh, I know what you mean. The taxes I one thought on top
. of another by taking
pay are unbelievable! the last word of a
clause and using it
Here she jumps onto the commonplace instead to begin the next
. . clause. Ben Franklin
of running away from it. Next, she expands her argu- uses it famously:
mentative territory by adding the politicians-are-all- “For want of a shoe

the horse was lost,
for want of a rider
the battle was
ANNIE: You know what, though? Mine are high lost ...” It turns your
argument into an
unstoppable jugger-
islature. They’re all alike, aren’t they, Kath? naut of logic.

alike truism.

and we have a Republican governor and leg-
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Having established her proof, Annie can now push
a little bit.

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

Would that work? Maybe. Pitching it in terms of a
personal favor can’t hurt. A phone call out of the blue
may not be the right occasion to launch a political dis-
cussion, but at least it would be a discussion, instead of
the yes-it-is, no-it-isn’t kind of squabble they actually
had. With a little deft rhetoric, when they hang up,
they remain friends.

Commonplaces are the sort of things everybody
knows. What makes them clichés is that they get re-
peated until we’re sick of them. Nonetheless, com-
monplaces are useful to track. When you stop hearing
one, you know that the common ground of public
opinion is beginning to shift. If you want to keep close
track of maxims that serve politics, just follow the
opinion polls. After 9/11, you heard a lot of political
language with “safety” and “security” in it, and the
election turned on a cautious maxim.

Don’t switch horses in midstream.

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

Americans have a right to privacy in their own home.
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TRY THIS BEFORE A
JOB INTERVIEW
When you do your
Web research on a
prospective employer,
don’t just delve into
facts and history.
Google the CEO and
write down the catch-
words he uses. Now
try to think up a few
bumper stickers using
these catchwords as
commonplaces. (“Hire
Mary for Value-Driven
Management”). You'll
get a feel for the
company’s lingo and
tone, even if you don’t
blatantly repeat the
phrases themselves.

> Tips from the
Ancients
WHY JEFFERSON
DIDN’T BLOG: Start-
ing with the Renais-
sance, students
kept commonplace
books—collections
of practical wisdom
that they could use
in arguments. Rhe-
toricians taught
how to organize
the material, which
could be original or
copied from some-
one else’s wisdom.
Thomas Jefferson
kept commonplace
books all his life,
and they nicely
reveal the public
attitudes of his day.

Not everyone subscribes to the prevailing maxims. Almost half of Amer-

icans would have been happy to switch presidents in midstream, and
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supporters of a ramped-up Patriot Act counter the right-to-privacy com-
monplace with

We’re at war.

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

1t’s your thing. Do what you want to do.
1 can’t tell you who to sock it to.

TRY THIS WITH A
NEW BOSS

That was a solid-gold maxim a few decades ago, an

age that saw soaring crime, abortion, and divorce
rates. By the early nineties (1990s, that is), under-
standably, it wasn’t your thing anymore. Doing what
you wanted to do was not accepted wisdom. Instead,

people began to use an opposing maxim—
It’s about values.

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

When commonplaces clash, arguments begin.

The Tools

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

Public opinion “is held in reverence,” said Mark Twain. “It settles every-
thing. Some think it is the Voice of God.” The original definition of “audi-
ence” had the same pious tone. It meant a “hearing” before a king or
nobleman. The first audience, in the other words, was a judge. According
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to Aristotle, it still is. Your audience judges whether your opinion is the
right one.

But we’re talking deliberative argument, not a court of law. So the statute
books don’t determine the outcome; the audience’s own beliefs, values,
and naked self-interest do. To persuade them, you offer a prize: the advan-
tageous, which is the promise that your choice will give the judges what
they value.

In order to convince them, you have to start with what they believe,
value, or desire. You begin, in other words, with the commonplace.

The Advantageous: This is the tiber-topic of deliberative argument,
persuasion that deals with choices and the future. The other
forms of rhetoric cover right and wrong, good and bad.
Deliberative argument talks about what is best for the audience.
That is where persuasion comes in; you make the audience
believe your own choice to be the advantageous one.

The Commonplace: Any cliché, belief, or value can serve as your
audience’s boiled-down public opinion. This is the starting point
of your argument, the ground the audience currently stands on.
Logos makes it think that your own opinion is a very small step
from their commonplace.

Babbling: When your audience repeats the same thing over and
over, it is probably mouthing a commonplace.

The Commonplace Label: Apply a commonplace to an idea, a
proposal, or a piece of legislation; anyone who opposes it will
risk seeming like an outsider.

The Rejection: Another good commonplace spotter. When your
audience turns you down, listen to the language it uses; chances
are, you will hear a commonplace. Use it when the argument

resumes.



12. Persuade on Your Terms

A

WHAT “1S” IS

How to define the issue in your favor

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

've stopped arm-wrestling my son. He no longer finds me much of a chal-

lenge, and I get tired of feeling my arm bend the wrong way and slam
against the table. Up until a year or so ago, however, we were closely
matched—even though he got stronger than I long before that. I was bet-
ter because I knew the right kind of grip: subtle enough that he didn’t feel
me squirm for advantage, while enclosing enough of his hand to allow full
use of my arm muscles. The moment he learned the same technique, 1
didn’t stand a chance.

This is exactly how the persuasive strategy of definition works: as a
rhetorical method for getting a favorable grip on an argument. In this
chapter you will learn the technique of top lawyers and political strategists:
the ability to define the terms and the issue in a way that stacks an argu-
ment in your favor.

The ancients listed “definition” as the tool to fall » Argument Tool

back on when the facts are against you, or when you STANCE: The technical
name is “status the-

lack a good grasp of them. If you want, you can har- ory” Status is Latin for

ness definition to win an argument without using “stance.” It comes from

the stance wrestlers

any facts at all. Facts and definitions are part of a would take at the

larger overall strategy called stance. It was originally beginning of a match.
The technique is a fall-

back strategy: fact,
Before you begin to argue, or when you find your- definition, quality, rele-
vance. If the first won’t
work, fall back on the
second, and so on.

designed for defense, but it works offensively as well.

self under attack, take your stance:
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If facts work in your favor, use them. If they don’t (or you don’t
know them), then . ..

Redefine the terms instead. If that won’t work, accept your
opponent’s facts and terms but. . .

Argue that your opponent’s argument is less important than it
seems. And if even that isn’t to your advantage . . .

Claim the discussion is irrelevant.

Use fact, definition, quality, and relevance in descending order. The
facts work best; fall back through definition, quality, and relevance until
one works for you.

Suppose a father catches his kid smuggling a candy bar into her room
before dinner. The kid takes me on as counsel for the defense. What do 1
advise her?

The facts don’t work for her. She was caught red-handed.

She could try to redefine the issue by saying she was not smuggling
candy, exactly, but Aiding it from her brother before he grabbed it for des-
sert. Suppose she doesn’t have a brother, though. Plus, any lame excuse
risks an angry parent. So she has to fall back again.

The quality defense would have her admit she smuggled the candy. But
she would argue that it wasn’t as big an offense as you might think. Maybe
she hadn’t had time to eat lunch, and was faint with hunger. With luck, the
father lectures her on proper nutrition and lets her off without punish-
ment. The quality defense just might work.

If it doesn’t, relevance remains as her last fallback. In a real trial, the
relevance tactic entails arguing that the court has no jurisdiction in the
matter. In the girl’s case, it would mean claiming that Dad has no right
to judge her. Didn’t she see him pop a cookie into his mouth when he
came home from work? And is his customary predinner whiskey good
for him?

You can see why relevance is the last position you want to take. It car-
ries big risks. But you normally won’t have to fall back that far. Most of
the time, defining the issue wins the day. Definition is such a great tool,
actually, that you may want to use it even when the facts are on your side.
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Tax-and-Spend Labelers
Let’s start with the terms. You can accept the words your opponent uses.

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

Or you can change the terms.
You: No, I don’t think he’s lazy. He’s bored.
Or you can redefine them.

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

One of the best ways to define the terms is to » Argument Tool
REDEFINITION:
Don’t automat-
ically accept

redefine them.

Don’t accept your opponent’s definition. Come up with the meaning
. your opponent

your own instead. That way you sound as though you agree attaches to a
with your opponent’s argument even while you cut the legs word. Redefine

. . . it in your favor.
out from under it. For most lawyers, redefining is a matter

of instinct. When President Clinton told the special prosecutor, “That de-
pends on what your definition of ‘is’ is,” he was redefining a term—in the
slickest, most lawyerly way, unfortunately. Wayne in the movie Wayne’s World
does better.

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

Now, when I talk about defining the terms, I don’t necessarily mean
choosing which of The Oxford English Dictionary’s eight definitions of “mar-
riage” to use. The dictionary simply offers the literal meaning of the word,
its denotation. Wayne does something different. He redefines the connota-
tion of the word—the unconscious thoughts that the term sparks in people’s
minds. Garth has teased Wayne by asking whether he plans to marry his
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girlfriend; to Garth, marriage connotes something adult and mushy. Wayne’s
reply erases whatever marital image Garth has in his mind and replaces it

with criminal justice.

Redefinition works well in politics, where candidates try to stick labels

on each other.

CONSERVATIVE: My opponent is another tax-and-spend liberal.

LIBERAL: “Liberal” doesn’t mean tax-and-spend. That’s just a

nasty label. “Liberal” means caring about working-class

families. My opponent is a conservative, which means rob-

bing from the working class and giving to the rich.

Definition tactics can serve you just as well at home and in the office.

They can help you fend off labeling—the rhetorical practice of attaching

a pejorative term to a person or concept. The defini-
tion tactic gives you an effective instant retort. Do you
accept your opponent’s definition, or not?

You may find that your opponent’s insult actually
favors you, presenting an opportunity for argument
jujitsu.

SIBLING: You're just talking like an egghead.

» Argument Tool
DEFINITION JUJITSU:
Accept your oppo-
nent’s term and its
connotation, then
defend it as a posi-
tive thing.

you: Yes, I'm talking like an egghead. I am an egghead.

If that definition fails to suit your argument perfectly, change it, or re-

define it.

you: If talking like an egghead means knowing
what I'm talking about, then I'm talking like
an egghead.

When you’re on your best definition game, you can
spike any label that comes your way, slamming it back
at your opponent with double the power. In fact, this is
one instance where the best offense is a good defense.
(That is not the case when you define whole issues in-
stead of people and individual concepts.)

Obviously, you want to avoid giving your opponent

TRY THIS IN THE
OFFICE

Arguments don’t
just attach labels to
people; they also
label everything you
do at home or work.
If a coworker labels
your idea “unorig-
inal,” say, “Sure, in
the sense that it’s
been used success-
fully.” Better to
employ your oppo-
nent’s language than
to deny it. “Sure”
trumps “No, it’s not.”
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an easy label to spike. Make sure the definitions you start with work in your
favor. Suppose you’re the one who accuses a sibling of talking like an egg-
head. Make sure you include an airtight definition.

you: You're just talking like an egghead—using fancy jargon
to show everybody how educated you are.

SIBLING: So I'm educated. If you’re insecure about your own
lack of knowledge, don’t go attacking me.

Whoa, what went wrong? You defined “egghead” neatly—as showing off
with fancy jargon—but then you dropped another term, “educated,” with-
out defining it. Better just to stick with:

you: You're just talking like an egghead—showing off with
fancy jargon.

SIBLING: I'm not showing off! I'm using words that any edu-
cated person would know.

Now you have your opponent on the defensive, and you can bear down.
you: Using obscure words doesn’t show you’re educated.

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

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

My Word Versus Theirs

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

. . The periphrasi
over and over to “frivolous lawsuits.” Opponents of e periphrasts
swaps a description
tort reform—particularly the Democratic Party, which for a name—good

for labeling a person
or an issue. A more
have had a hard time redefining the issue as a citizen’s general word for this

receives a big chunk of money from trial lawyers—
right to a day in court. That’s a less vivid label than Is “circumlocution.”
“frivolous.” They might do better with “the right to

sue bad doctors and corporate crooks.” A personalized definition usually
beats an impersonal one.

You don’t have to repeat yourself to attach a label to an issue. Just define
your side with a term that contrasts with your opponent’s. Let me give you a
personal example. I'm currently consulting with a publishing company that
is bidding for the privilege of doing a major airline’s in-flight magazine.
Several other publishers are competing with my client; one of them puts
out a highly respected general interest magazine that sells on newsstands.
Its editors are some of the brightest in the business—well educated, imagi-
native, with a thorough knowledge of magazines. My client, on the other
hand, has only one editor dedicated to the project, besides me. I'll help
hire a staff only if my client wins the bid.

I can picture walking into a conference room after the well-dressed,
articulate rival team has finished its brilliant presentation. Gulp. What rhe-

torical device could I use to beat it?

Make your opponent’s most positive words look like

negatives.

I don’t mean trashing them to the airline executives, > Argument Tool
DEFINITION JUDO:
Use contrasting
(terrific) shoes. Nor am I going to maintain that profes-  terms that make
your opponents
look bad.

calling them sissy intellectuals and making fun of their

sionalism and editorial talent are bad. Instead, our team
will pitch a magazine around one simple-sounding word:
“fun.” The airline uses that word frequently in its materials. It likes to con-
vey a spirit of egalitarian informality. So my clients and I will pitch a fun
magazine—one filled with humor and pleasant surprises. Because the air-
line doesn’t offer movies, we’ll provide an “in-flight cinema” right in the
magazine: tiny flip-book images that animate when you flip the pages’ lower
right corner.
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TRY THIS AT A
PUBLIC MEETING

If you want to attack
a person’s reputation
without appearing
to, say, “I'm not here
to make personal
attacks; | just want
to...,” then name
the opposite of your
opponent’s weak-
ness. For instance, if
you're debating a

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

See what I'm doing? The competition defines a
good magazine as “professional’—an approach that
favors them. But I redefine the issue as “fun,” using the
corporation’s commonplace and moving the argument
to an arena where I have a fighting chance—while
making the competition’s professionalism actually work
against them.

Imagine the discussion in the following days, when
the airline’s execs try to decide who should get the bid.

college professor
who has a tendency
to overtheorize, say,
“I'm not got going to
get personal; | just
want to talk about
the practicalities.”

They sit around the table with mock-ups of each bid-
der’s proposed magazine. “I really liked the profession-
alism of that team that does that great magazine,” says
one exec. Everyone nods. Meanwhile, several of them
thumb through our mock-up and watch the little flip-
book flower spit out the bee. They fill in the space for
“competitive doodling.” (We’ll give prizes for the best doodles sent in.)
And they quietly show one another our funny plot summaries of current
(real) movies. With any luck, “professionalism” will sound like a bad thing.
And pop will go our rival’s beautifully made balloon.

Will the technique win us the bid? Well, more goes into a pitch than
that. But look how well defining the terms worked for Antony in Shake-
speare’s Julius Caesar. In his “I've come to bury Caesar, not to praise him”
speech, Antony calls Brutus “an honorable man” so many times in the con-
text of Caesar’s assassination that “honorable” begins to sound like an accu-
sation. The crowd is ready to tear Brutus from limb to limb for his
honorableness.

Nuclear Commonplaces

You want to choose terms that favor you while putting your opponent in a
bad light. That means using words that already carry a big emotional throw
weight with your audience. Let’s call them commonplace words—the key
words that form commonplaces.

Look at the quotation at the beginning of this chapter. Mr. Burns is the
owner of a nuclear power plant that has had an accident. He tries to define
the issue by replacing “meltdown” with “unrequested fission surplus.” “Melt-
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down” is a commonplace word, heavily laden with emo-
tion; he swaps it for jargonistic terms that don’t show
up in any commonplace. They have almost no emo-
tional effect. While we might object to his new terms,
his dislike of “meltdown” is understandable. The term
is burdened with so much connotative baggage that
Burns feels compelled to swap it out. The words
“chemicals” and “logging” have a similar negative con-
notation—unfairly in many cases. Where would we be
without chemicals and wood? Yet you would have a
hard time redefining either of these words for just
about any audience except chemists and loggers.
Your job as a persuader is to find the common-
place words that appeal most to your audience—or if
you’re on the attack, repel them. Politicians use focus
groups to test terms like “reform” and “protection,”
which resonate with American voters—for now. Attach
“reform” to enough pork legislation, though, and poli-
ticians may find themselves stuck with a negative com-
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» Persuasion Alert
I’'m trying to make
my own issue, rhet-
oric, appeal to as
broad an audience
as possible. So when
| talk about “defin-
ing” and “labeling”—
terms that carry
negative emotional
baggage for many
readers—I| empha-
size defense over
offense. Notice how
| use spare, oh-by-
the-way language
when | refer to
attacking with com-
monplace words.
The technical name
for this technique
of skipping over an
awkward subject is
metastasis. It's one
of the more manipu-
lative figures.

monplace word. You don’t need focus groups to deal with smaller audiences.

Just listen to the expressions people use, and spot the key persuasive words.

We need to be more aggressive.
Welcome to the team.

If we work smarter, we’ll win.

I'like him. He has a good heart.

We need to change the paradigm.

I can’t relate to her way of working.
Chalk it up to a learning experience.
He was traumatized in his last job.

All of the italicized words reflect certain attitudes and come with vary-

ing emotional charges—all positive except for the last one. Don’t call your

new plan innovative if you hear the word “aggressive” repeatedly. Call it

aggressive. Refer to your plan as a team effort that changes the paradigm. Of

course, you don’t have to speak like a cliché-programmed humanoid. I

exaggerate for effect. Just remember to spot the key words and use them

to define the issue.
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Get Out of a Tough Scrape

An issue doesn’t have to entail big, overarching political fights or global
concerns. An issue is simply what your argument is about. The words
people use to sum up an argument constitute the issue’s definition: “It’s
about values.” “It’s about getting things done.” “This is really about wanting
to go out Saturday night.” The rhetorical tenet that there are two sides to
everything applies to issues as well: there are two descriptions to every issue.
Suppose you returned your rental car with big scrapes down each side.
(I actually did this in Nice, France.) What’s the issue? The agency will obvi-
ously call it an “operator error.” The driver (me) can try to redefine the
issue to one of “wrong equipment.” What did the company mean by rent-
ing me a car too big for the Riviera’s narrow, walled streets? That issue fa-
vored me. (Fortunately, I didn’t have to use it. The worker in the return lot
took one look at the car, gave a Gallic shrug, and sent me on my way.)
Look at other issues and their two-sided descriptions.

Abortion: A baby’s right to live, or a woman’s right to her own
body.

Gun control: Our increasingly violent society, or a citizen’s right
to protect himself.

Borrowing the car: A privilege, or a matter of fairness (big sister
got to borrow it last week).

Political consultants—and just about everybody else these days—call
this kind of issue definition “framing.” A framing consultant lurks behind
almost every candidate, and universities offer courses in the subject. But
framing essentially follows the same rhetorical principles we have been talk-

ing about.
. » Argument Tool
First, look for the most popular commonplaces FRAMING: The same
among the persuadable audience—the undecideds thing as defining an

issue. Find the per-
suadable audience’s
phase of an argument. As always, the most persuad- commonplaces.
Define the issue in
the broadest con-
to debate abortion, your most persuadable audience text. Then deal with
the specific prob-
lem at hand, using
to allow them without restriction. A good pro choice the future tense.

and moderates. You might call this the bumper sticker
able audience is the one in the middle. If you happen

is the one that wants neither to ban all abortions nor
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slogan might be “An Egg Is Not a Chicken” or “Make Abortions Safe and
Rare.” (Hillary Clinton and her husband, Bill, have been fond of the sec-
ond one.) While “An Egg Is Not a Chicken” isn’t exactly a household rule
of thumb, it still counts as a commonplace in Aristotle’s book, because it
appeals to the commonsense notion that you can’t make an omelet out of a
chicken. The slogan also works to convey the image of an embryo as an egg

and not something that moves and responds to you.

Once you have your commonplaces nailed down,
you want to make sure that the issue covers as broad a
context as possible—appealing to the maximum num-
ber of people with the widest ideological and institu-
tional diversity.

To continue with the abortion example: the pro
life movement did a wonderful job of attaching “cul-
ture of life” to the issue. This definition welcomed

into the pro-lifers’ big ideological tent everyone who

TRY THIS AT WORK

A broad context
trumps a narrow one
in a political situation;
this includes office
politics. Suppose the
company wants to
merge your depart-
ment with one headed
by an idiot. How
should you define the
issue? In terms of fair-
ness? The manager’s

competence? Or your
department’s ability
to produce more as an
independent entity?
Productivity is the
broadest of the three
issues, because it
appeals to the widest
array of company
managers.

happened to be alive. (Of course, the commonplace
may cause some political discomfort among pro-lifers
who also support the death penalty. Executing crim-
inals has its political merits, but fostering a culture of
life isn’t one of them.)

The pro choice side likes to define the issue as one
of government intrusion. That’s fairly broad—many
Americans are concerned about government intru-
sion—Dbut still not as broad as “culture of life.” Besides, the antiabortion
movement managed to define the issue in positive terms (pro choice; pro
culture of life), while the pro-abortion-rights crowd got stuck with a nega-
tive issue (antigovernment intrusion). In politics, “pro” usually beats “con.”
What’s a poor advocate to do?

A wise one would separate the “rights” part of the equation from the
“abortion” part. Rights are a positive thing, and a substantial majority of
voters are indeed for abortion rights. Abortion, though, is a negative; and
the same polls show that most voters are uncomfortable with it. So the most
effective way to keep abortions legal is, paradoxically, to oppose them. The
Clintons did just that with their slogan “Abortions Should Be Safe, Legal,
and Rare.” (Personally, I would leave out the “legal” part, since “safe” al-
ready implies it. But that’s quibbling.) The issue turns from government
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interference to making abortions theoretically unnecessary. And when your

audience thinks your stand will make abortions unnecessary, you have not

just broadened the issue, you've solved it.

Am [ just saying that activists appeal to a larger number when they mod-

erate their stands? No, I'm saying that they expand their appeal when

TRY THIS AT HOME
You can frame a
family issue broadly
by appealing to the
values you know
everyone shares.

If your kids accuse
you of working late

people see them as moderate. In the late 1990s, the pro-
life movement abandoned most of its overt efforts to
outlaw abortion altogether; instead, it worked around
the edges, fighting late-term abortion and requiring
parental permission for minors. The pro-lifers appealed
to the commonplace that abortion is a bad thing, while

too often, don’t say,
“That’s what puts
the meat on the
table.” The alterna-
tive, starvation, is
probably unimagin-
able to well-fed chil-
dren. Say instead,
“I'm working late so
we can go to Disney
World.”

avoiding the pitfall of rights. Meanwhile, some of the
most prominent pro-choicers insisted on portraying
abortion as another form of contraception. While nei-
ther side actually moderated its views—the pro choice
people continued to oppose any restrictions on abor-
tion, while most pro life organizations opposed any
form of abortion—the choice crowd portrayed itself as
extreme while the pro-lifers looked relatively moderate.
You can understand why the decade from 1995 to 2005 saw a steady erosion
of abortion rights, with clinics shutting down across the country.

But then it was the pro life movement’s turn to look extreme. South Da-
kota passed a draconian law banning all abortions regardless of the mother’s
health or circumstances. A twelve-year-old girl raped by her father would
have no choice under state law but to bear the child. Big rhetorical—and
political —mistake.

Now Switch Tenses

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

what? If you are a politician, you might want to support a ban on third-
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trimester abortions while allowing the “morning after” pill. On the other
hand, a pro-life politician might advocate abstinence. Both positions deal
with specifics of the issue, with concrete steps, and they take place in the
future.

Advocates who give rhetoric its due—working the commonplaces, de-
fining the issue in the broadest context, and switching from values to the
future—increase their batting average. The country benefits as well. Out of
sheer political self-interest, the advocates find themselves on the middle
ground. Suddenly, an intractable, emotional, values-laden issue like abor-
tion begins to look politically arguable. Making abortions rare is to the na-
tion’s advantage, as Aristotle would say. Now, what are the most effective
(and politically popular) ways to make abortions rare? The answers might
give the extremes of both sides a lot to swallow; on the left, pro-choicers
would have to agree that abortion is a distasteful form of contraception. On
the right, pro-lifers would have to allow some abortions.

Of course, they don’t have to. They can stick to their guns. And remain
unpersuasive.

The Tools

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

Here are the specific techniques for labeling:

Term changing: Don’t accept the terms your opponent uses. Insert
your own.

Redefinition: Accept your opponent’s terms while changing their
connotation.

Definition jujitsu: If your opponent’s terms actually favor you, use
them to attack.

Definition judo: Use terms that contrast with your opponent’s,

creating a context that makes them look bad.
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Here are the framing techniques:

First, find audience commonplace words that favor you.

Next, define the issue in the broadest context—one that appeals to
the values of the widest audience.

Then, deal with the specific problem or choice, making sure you

speak in the future tense.

The definition tools fall under the strategy of stance, the position you
take at the beginning of an argument. If the facts don’t work for you, define
(or redefine) the issue. If that won’t work, belittle the importance of what’s
being debated. If that fails, claim the whole argument is irrelevant. In sum,

stance comes down (in descending order) to

Facts
Definition

Quality

Relevance.



13. Control the Argument

A

HOMER SIMPSON’S CANONS OF LOGIC

Logos, inside out

A fool may talk, but a wise man speaks. —BEN JONSON

nough with the care and feeding of your audience. You made it think

Eyou’re a Boy Scout, insinuated yourself into its mood, put it in an in-

genuous state, offered it the rich rewards of its own advantage, and plucked

the beliefs and desires from its mind. Now let’s use that audience to your
own advantage. It’s time to apply some logos and win our own goals.

The commonplace gives us our starting point. Homer Simpson employs

a pair of them—the value of safe streets and his audience’s presumed affec-

tion for the weak and nerdy—in a speech he gives to a group of Australians.

> Persuasion Alert
| bring in Homer
and things have never been better. The streels are Simpson so often

. because The

safe. Old people strut confidently through the darkest Simpsons satirizes
alleys. And the weak and nerdy are admired for their America’s social
fallacies; its humor
relies on twists of
children run wild and free, because as the saying logic. You couldn’t
find a better set of
examples in Plato.

In America we stopped using corporal punishment

computer programming abilities. So, like us, let your
goes, “Let your children run wild and free.”

The passage is doubly notable, for its logical use of commonplaces and
its bold unconcern for the facts. If you want your streets to be safe and
your nerds to be cherished, Homer says, don’t hit your kids. (Whether
Australians actually want their nerds to be cherished, and whether safe
streets are an outcome of unhit kids, lie beyond our discussion at the mo-
ment.) Homer dangles before them the Advantageous Prize that every ra-
tional persuader should offer, and he struts confidently through the dark
alley of his own ignorance.
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For many of us, the most frustrating thing about an argument is the feel-
ing that we don’t know enough about an issue. That happens to be where
logos shines, because it allows us to skip the facts when we have to, focusing
instead on rational strategy, definition, and subtle tactics of manipulation.

Logos also works well in defense, since you don’t have time to fact-check
every argument. What do you say to a kid who swears she has finished her
homework? How should you respond to a television commercial that at-
tacks a candidate’s war record? Is there any way to listen to talk radio and
separate fact from fiction? The nastiest political ads, the most underhanded
sales pitches, and the stupidest human mistakes all rely on our ignorance of
logic.

Bad logic wastes time, and it ruins our health and our budgets. Children
use it to torture their parents (“All the other kids get to”). Parents respond

with bad logic (“If your friends told you to go jump in a

» Persuasion Alert
Hyperbole is an
incredibly useful
figure (to coin a
hyperbole); to
make it easier to
swallow, start
small and work
your way up—
budget and diet,
life and death,
and the future of
humanity. One lvy
League slogan—
“God, man, and
Yale”—got it back-
ward. But perhaps
they thought
otherwise.

lake . . .”). Doctors kill patients with it (“There’s noth-
ing wrong with you; the tests came back negative”). It
can make you fat (“Eat all of it—children are starving in
Africa”). Candidates base their campaigns on it (John
Kerry: “Every American family has to live within their
means. Their government should, too”). We even wage
wars over bad logic (“If we pull out now, our soldiers will
have died in vain”). Push polls—fake surveys with loaded
questions—are bad logic (“Do you support government-
financed abortions and a woman’s right to choose?”).
These are no mere logical punctilios. We’re talking
credit lines and waistlines, life and death, the future of
human existence!

Excuse the hyperbole—which, by the way, is not

necessarily illogical, despite what you learned in school or on Star Trek. My
own logical education before college consisted entirely of Mr. Spock, who
led me to believe that anything tainted by emotion or values was “illogical”
and that my status as an Earthling got me off the hook. Vulcans could be
logical; the rest of us were hopeless. This was fine with me, because his kind
of logic was a one-man date repellant. But in rhetoric—and among some
branches of formal logic—emotions do not a fallacy make. Mr. Spock, it
turns out, was no philosopher. He was just a stiff.

The elementary logic taught in school is a step up from Star Trek, but it
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fails to apply to many real-life situations. One reason is that, while rhetoric
helps us understand how humans communicate, formal logic has little use
on this planet. Strictly logical argument, called dialectic, is mathematical
and formulaic. While it trains the mind and can help you learn to spot falla-
cies, dialectic is too rule-bound to help you in daily conversation. In fact,
some arguments that count as fallacies in formal logic are perfectly kosher
in rhetoric.

In this chapter, we’ll deal with formal logic—not formulaically, but in a
way you can actually use. In the next two chapters, we’ll get into specific
fallacies and rhetorical fouls that bollix up our arguments.

Socrates and Sports Cars

You can already see that logos means more than just logic. Bible translators
interpret it as “word.” But the Greeks also applied logos to logic, conversa-
tion, delivering a speech, and all the words and strategy that go into an ar-
gument. The tools of logoslet you apply facts (if you have them), values, and

attitudes to a particular problem.

Rhetorical logic works differently than the logic
taught in philosophy classes, thank God. Rhetoric is
much less boring, for one thing, and far, far more
persuasive. While philosophy scorns public opinion,
in rhetoric, the audience’s beliefs are at least as im-
portant as the facts. For persuasive purposes, the
opinion of your audience is as good as what it knows;
and what it thinks is true counts the same as the truth.

To show you how rhetorical logic works, I have to
give you a brief—very brief—summary of the philo-
sophical kind of logic, starting with that torturous
device, the syllogism. You may have suffered from syl-
logisms sometime during your education. They’re a
widely used introduction to logic, and almost entirely
useless in day-to-day conversation. Aristotle himself
seemed committed to make the syllogism as boring
as possible. Here’s an example he himself used to
illustrate it:

» Meanings
The gospel of John,
written in Greek,
begins, “In the begin-
ning was logos”—
in the beginning was
the word. You could
also translate the
sentence as, “In the
beginning was the
plan.” The early
Renaissance philoso-
pher and rhetorician
Desiderius Erasmus
chose, “In the begin-
ning was the speech.”
Erasmus, who uncov-
ered many of Cicero’s
writings in old librar-
ies and monasteries,
thought it perfectly
natural for the Crea-
tor to talk, or even
persuade, the world
into being.
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All men are mortal.
Socrates is a man.
Therefore, Socrates is mortal.

Many syllogisms have this “Well, duh” quality to them, but they make
more sense if you see them thrown up on a screen. Marketers use a kind
of syllogism all the time in Venn diagrams—those interlocking circles in
PowerPoint presentations. Suppose the automotive designers at Ford came
out with a new muscle car called the Priapic, designed to appeal to
testosterone-challenged men aged twenty-five to forty. What'’s the size of the
potential market? The Priapic marketing team pulls the stats and projects
them as circles at the next managers’ meeting. The biggest circle contains
the annual number of car buyers; the second circle contains all twenty-five-
to forty-year-old men; and the third shows the number of households with
incomes that can afford a Priapic. The target is the overlap between
youngish men and affluent households. The three circles form a syllogism:
things slotted into categories to reach a conclusion.

Similarly, you could convert Aristotle’s syllogism about Socrates into a
Venn diagram. Make a big circle representing all mortals, place the circle
for men inside it, and then a dot for Socrates within the men’s circle. The
market size of male mortals named Socrates totals one. Logicians call this
sort of reasoning “categorical” thinking. Most political labeling falls under
this kind of logic, with candidates trying to shove one another like sumo
wrestlers into unflattering Venn circles. All Democrats are tax-and-spend
liberals; my opponent is a Democrat; therefore, my opponent is a tax-and-
spend liberal.

A second kind of syllogism comes from “if-then” thinking:

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

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

125

But that ad copy would appeal only to philosophy majors. Even the

Greeks found syllogisms boring, because the middle line tends to be pain-

fully obvious. One already assumes that the Priapic market is babe-prone.

Aristotle made rhetorical logic zippier by stream-
lining the syllogism, ditching the middle line and
leaving out the “if-then” part. The result is a neat
little argument packet called the enthymeme. It takes
a commonplace—a belief, value, or attitude—and
uses it as a first step in convincing the audience.

Let’s apply Aristotle’s enthymeme to the Priapic.

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

» Argument Tool

THE ENTHYMEME
(EN-THIH-MEEM):

A logic sandwich that
slaps a commonplace
and a conclusion to-
gether. “Enthymeme”
means “something in
the mind.” It uses

a commonplace—
something in the
audience’s mind—to
support a choice.

When a car ad portrays a pouty young woman, in other words, it simply

employs Aristotle’s enthymeme. The car ad, the enthymeme, and the tired

old syllogism all fall under deductive logic. It starts with
a premise—a fact or commonplace—and applies it to
a specific case to reach a conclusion. “All men are mor-
tal” is a general concept. “Socrates is mortal”—that’s
the specific case. Conclusion: “Socrates is mortal.”

Inductive logic works the opposite way, taking spe-
cific cases and using them to prove a premise or con-
clusion:

Socrates, Aristotle, Cicero, and anyone else
born more than a century and a half ago
are dead.

TRY THIS WITH A
PAPER OR MEMO

Use an enthymeme to
nail down your central
argument. Choose a
commonplace or
commonly accepted
axiom and link it to
your conclusion. “To
gain more point-of-
purchase awareness,
we should simplify
our logo.” Now use
that as an abstract on
your title page.

[The enthymeme would skip the obvious line “All of them were

human.”]
Therefore, all humans are mortal.

Sherlock Holmes made deduction a household word when he applied

commonsense principles—commonplaces—to his detective-story obser-

vations. In “A Scandal in Bohemia,” Holmes guesses that poor, ingenuous
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Dr. Watson had been out in the rain (in London? No way!) and that he had
an incompetent servant girl:

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

» Useful Figure
Leaving aside that passage’s fetishistic tone, you The paralipsis (“leaving
aside”) mentions some-
thing by saying you're
Aristotelian enthymeme does: not going to mention it.
It’s the not-to-mention
figure, as in, “Not to
mention the fact that

can see Sherlockian deduction working the way the

If a shoe sole with scoring marks means

careless scraping, you snore like a buzz
And if such careless scraping must be done saw in bed.” It makes
. X X you sound fairer than

by an incompetent serving girl, you are—denying you'll
Then a gentleman with a carelessly scraped Kick a man when he's

down while digging a

shoe has an incompetent serving girl. boot into his ribs.

Like Aristotle, Holmes skips the middle line—careless scraping equals
incompetent servant—because his snooty Victorian audience already knows
that.

Similarly, Annie could have used an enthymeme’s deductive logic to talk
Kathy into voting for a Democrat.

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

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

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

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

Since Kathy presumably hates both taxes and lying, Annie can skip the
middle line in each syllogism. Deduction is really quite elementary, as our
smug detective would say. Take something the audience believes—a fact or
commonplace—and apply that premise to a choice or conclusion that you
want the audience to accept. Skip the part that goes without saying—taxes
are bad, lying is bad—and voila! An enthymeme.

Deductive logic starts with a general premise and works toward the spe-
cific, applying a fact or commonplace (all politicians are alike) to a situa-
tion (the election). The premise is the proof. The choice you want your
audience to make is the conclusion. Every logical argument has a proof and
a conclusion.

In deliberative argument, the conclusion is a choice—you can take your
umbrella, or you can take your chances. The persuader bears the burden of
proof; it’s up to her to back up the choice she wants you to make. She can
prove her point in two ways:

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

Premise This is part of deductive logic. A premise is something the

audience knows or believes.

So much for the proof. The conclusion in deliberative argument is a
choice—what you want the audience to decide. Sometimes, though, you
may find it hard to distinguish an argument’s proof from its conclusion.
Here are two ways to spot the proof.

If you already accept part of the argument, it probably constitutes the
proof.
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Eat your peas because they’re good for you.

You already know that peas are good for you, so that’s the proof. The
choice is between eating your peas and not eating them. If you already
planned to eat them, then you don’t have an argument in the first place.

Another way to spot the proof is to look for the word “because.” It
usually heads up the reason: eat your peas “because they’re good for you.”
Arguments often imply “because” without actually stating it.

Vote Republican and keep taxes down.

» Argument Tool
If you have trouble finding the reason in this argu- PROOF SPOTTER:
A proof consists
of examples or a
tence makes no sense with “because” in it, then someone premise. A prem-
ise usually begins
with “because,”
works fine: “Vote Republican, because Republicans will or implies it.

ment, restate it with “because” in the middle. If the sen-
may be pitching you a fallacy. In this case, though, it

keep taxes down.”
I think I'll use the “because” technique to abuse a pollster.

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

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

ME: You mean I should vote Democratic because that’ll help
the middle class?

POLLSTER: I’'m not supposed to answer questions.

ME: I only answer questions. You didn’t ask one.

POLLSTER: Yes, sir, I did. I said . ..

ME: You're right. Actually, you asked two questions. Do I plan
to vote Democratic, and do I want to help the middle
class? Now, which would you like me to answer?

POLLSTER: [Click.]

I had a deductive exchange recently with a subscriber to my blog. The
woman, named Martha, objected to my accusing intelligent design advo-
cates of “kidnapping God and forcing him to teach biology.”
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MARTHA: What issue do you have exactly with TRY THIS IN YOUR
OWN ARGUMENTS
Your opponent will
and evolution, in school? Isn’t this hijacking often begin her
argument with a
commonplace, as
when does being balanced mean believing in  Martha did. Try

teaching both approaches, intelligent design

Darwin and forcing him to teach biology? Since

only ONE approach, belief, theory, etc.? using concession,
s . . . as | did. See if you
ME: Oh, I'm certainly for teaching both sides, can agree with her
whenever there are two of them. But in this commonplace,
. . . s then show how it
case—creationism and biology—we’re deal- fails to suit her
ing with a logical fallacy: if intelligent design conclusion. Teach-

ing both sides is
good, agreed. But
have an effect without a cause, a disconnect creationism and
biology are not
two sides. They’re
they can name the designer, then they’re in the the side of an
apple and the side
of an orange.

people refuse to name the designer, then they
that Aristotle, pagan as he was, abhorred. If
realm of faith, not science.

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

If intelligent design people won’t name the designer,

[And if every effect in a logical argument must have a cause, ]

Then intelligent design isn’t a logical argument.

If intelligent design people do name the designer,

[And if such a metaphysical designer must be outside the realm
of science, |

Then intelligent design isn’t science.

Did Martha see the error of her ways and become an ardent foe of intel-
ligent design? I doubt it. She is way too smart for that. But I wasn’t trying to
convince her; my audience was the readership of my blog, a proudly geeky
crowd that gets ecstatic at the sight of an exposed fallacy. The strange thing
is, though, I did convince her—not about intelligent design, but about my
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blog. She had originally asked to unsubscribe, but changed her mind after
reading my reply.

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

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

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

You could almost say that Martha beat me. While I won her back as a
subscriber, she won me over, making me think twice before I trash the in-
telligent design people’s intelligence again. See what a little agreeability
can get you? And I think to myself, what a wonderful rhetorical world—at
least until I read the next comment on my blog, which calls me a “Godless
bastard.”

I am not godless.

Mozart Induces Hell

Rhetorical deduction goes like this: premise, therefore conclusion. You believe
this, so you should do that. That is an enthymeme. In Annie’s case, I'm
afraid that her enthymeme about all politicians being alike may not work. It
has a problem with its commonplace: Kathy probably does not believe that
all politicians are alike. She thinks that Democrats and Republicans are
very different species. Annie will have to come up with some serious proof
before she can sew doubts in Kathy’s mind.

Once again, Aristotle comes to the rescue, with deduction’s fraternal
twin, induction. In rhetoric, inductive logic uses examples for its proof in-
stead of commonplaces. Induction is great for when the audience’s com-
monplaces don’t work for you.

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

That’s inductive logic. Annie’s examples prove
that Republicans raise taxes. Therefore you should
vote for the party that will not lie about it. Of
course, Annie doesn’t prove that the Republicans
raise taxes as much as Democrats do. But that’s for
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» Meanings
If you have trouble re-
membering the differ-
ence between inductive
and deductive logic, con-
sider their roots. Induc-
tion comes from Latin for
“to induce” or “to lead.”
Inductive logic follows
a trail, picking up clues
that lead to the end of
an argument. Deduction
(both in rhetoric and
expense accounts) means
“to take away.” Deduction
uses a commonplace to
pull you away from your
current opinion. If that
still doesn’t work, skip
the terms altogether and
just use the argument
tools you like.

Kathy to argue.
You can combine deduction and induction to make an » Meanings
. . The point you
especially strong argument.. In this case, ?four proof has two orove with
parts: examples and premise. Once again, we can observe examples is
Homer Simpson’s logical pyrotechnics for illustration. tecllh’;ica”y
called a
paradigm—
HOMER: I'm not a bad guy! I work hard, and I love arule thlat
. you apply to
my kids. So why should I spend half my Sunday the choice
hearing about how I’'m going to hell? you want
your audi-

ence to make.

A splendid instance of logical induction as argument.

Homer’s examples—works hard, loves his kids—show he is not such a bad

guy. Having established his nice-guy premise, he heads straight to his con-

clusion: church wastes his time. Whether the examples actually do prove

his case is up to the audience. And God. But the logic works.

Homer recites facts, sort of. That’s one kind of example.

But his examples are really more comparison than

» Argument Tool

fact. Comparisons are the second kind of example. He THE RHETORICAL

works harder and loves his kids more than the average

churchgoer.

EXAMPLE: Fact,
comparison, or
story.
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Then there’s a third kind of example, the story—
jokes, fiction, fables, and pop culture. Most of the ex-
amples I use in this book fall in the story category.

Let’s use all the logic we gained in this chapter.
Suppose I want to persuade you to go to a poker game
instead of the Mozart concert you had planned to at-
tend. I start with an enthymeme:

ME: You want to relax, right? Then there’s no

choice. You're going to play poker.

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

Fact:

TRY THIS IN A
PRESENTATION

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

ME: You yourself said nothing’s more soothing than a good

cigar and a full house.

Comparison:

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

Huh? Do they?

Story:

ME: I knew a guy who went to see Don Giovanni a few years

ago. He suffers through the whole thing until right at the

end, when he clutches his heart and slumps over dead.

The last thing he sees before he dies is Don Giovanni get-

ting sucked into Hell.

I suggest you try a similar argument on your significant other before
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your next night out. Scope out your partner’s commonplaces: do you hear
the word “relax” a lot when you plan a date, or does the word “boring” re-
peat itself?

Now apply the commonplace to an argument packet: “Since [common-
place], then we should [your choice].”

Throw in a few examples: fact, comparison, story, or all three.

Now button your lip, baby. Button your coat.

The Tools

The historian Colyer Meriwether says the American founders were masters
at rhetorical logos: “They knew how to build an argument, to construct a log-
ical fortress; that had been their pastime since youth. They could marshal
words, they could explore the past . . . they had been doing that for years.”

You now have the foundation to build your own logical fortress. Actu-
ally, it should be more like a logical mansion; the best persuaders are com-
fortable within their logic, and not afraid to let people in. Don’t worry; we’ll
cover many more tools to make you feel more at home with logic.

We started with the basic tools of logos.

Deduction: Deductive logic applies a general principle to a
particular matter. Rhetorical deduction uses a commonplace to
reach a conclusion, interpreting the circumstances through a
lens of beliefs and values.

Enthymeme: The logical sandwich that contains deductive logic.
“We should [choice], because [commonplace].” Aristotle took
formal logic’s syllogism, stripped it down, and based it on a
commonplace instead of a universal truth.

Induction: In rhetoric, induction is argument by example. This
kind of logic starts with the specific and moves to the general.
Whereas deductive logic interprets the circumstances through
an existing belief—a commonplace—inductive logic uses the
circumstances to form a belief. It works best when you’re not
sure your audience shares a commonplace.

Fact, Comparison, Story: These are the three kinds of example to
use in inductive logic.






DEFENSE







14. Spot Fallacies

A

THE SEVEN DEADLY LOGICAL SINS

Ways to use logic as a shield

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

HOMER: Lisa, would you like a doughnut?
LISA: No, thanks. Do you have any fruit?
HOMER: This has purple in it. Purple is a fruit. —THE SIMPSONS

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

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

Actually, this is just stupid, and no one would fall for it. The most insidi-
ous fallacies, on the other hand, seem valid until you take them apart.

There are dozens of logical fallacies; I collected the ones most common
to daily life and organized them around seven logical sins. But while the
sins will help you understand what we’re talking about, you don’t have to
remember them—Iet alone the fallacies’ formal names—unless you want
to impress (and annoy) your friends.

All logical fallacies come down to . . . bad logic. In » Persuasion Alert

the logic of deliberative argument, you have the proof | committed a fallacy
with “All logical falla-
cies come down to
tive logic works; it starts with what the audience bad logic.” As you'll
see, that constitutes a
tautology—repeating
it to a particular situation to prove your conclusion. the same thing as if
I’'m proving some-
thing. Politicians love
The proof in induction is a set of examples. this trick.

and a choice. We saw in the last chapter how deduc-
knows or believes—the commonplace—and applies

In deduction, the commonplace serves as your proof.
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So, to see whether a fallacy lies hidden in an argument, ask yourself

three questions:

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

I suppose I should add a fourth question:
4. Who cares?

Honestly, there’s no need to care, provided you never fall for fallacies
yourself. In fact, one big difference between formal logic and the art of per-
suasion is their attitudes toward the rules. Logical fallacies are verboten in
logic, period. Commit one, and logic sounds the gong and you’re booted
off the stage. (Never mind that there is no stage for formal logic, which ex-
ists only in theory.)

In rhetoric, on the other hand, there really are no rules. You can com-
mit fallacies to your heart’s content, as long as you get away with them. Your
audience bears the responsibility to spot them; but if it does, there goes
your ethos. Your audience will consider you either a crook or a fool. So be-
fore you commit a fallacy, you will want to know your fallacies.

Besides, assuming that you have fallen for logical tricks like the rest
of us, this chapter will come in handy as a defensive tool. An ability to de-
tect a fallacy helps you protect yourself—against politicians, salespeople,
diet books, doctors, and your own children. All you have to do is look for
a bad proof, the wrong number of choices, or a disconnect between the
proof and the conclusion.

Bad proofs include three sins: false comparison (lumping examples
into the wrong categories), bad example, and ignorance as proof (asserting
that the lack of examples proves something).

Wrong number of choices covers one essential sin, the false choice: of-
fering just two choices when more are actually available, or merging two or
three issues into one.

Disconnect between proof and conclusion results in the tautology (in
which the proof and the conclusion are identical), the red herring (a
sneaky distraction), or the wrong ending (in which the proof fails to lead to
the conclusion).



SPOT FALLACIES 139

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

First Deadly Sin: The False Comparison

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

Made with all natural ingredients.

It may not seem like it, but the “all natural” pitch
commits the “purple is a fruit” error: because an in-
gredient belongs to the same group as things that are
good for you (natural substances, purple fruit), the in-
gredient also must be good for you. But botulism is
natural, too, and not at all good for you. (Not to men-
tion the sneaky syntax that implies a hyphen between
“all” and “natural.” Add a gram of grape pulp and a
gram of wheat germ to a doughnut’s chemical blend
and voila! All-natural ingredients. Two all-natural in-
gredients, to be exact.)

You can spot the all natural fallacy by breaking it in
half. “This doughnut has purple, and purple is a fruit,
so you should eat this doughnut.” Purple’s fruitiness
constitutes the “reason.”

But purple isn’t a fruit, which means the proof
doesn’t hold up, and the argument is spoiled. If I said,
“This doughnut has a grape jelly filling, grapes are
fruit, so this doughnutis a fruit,” the proof (grape jelly,
grapes) would have been legit. But the argument would
still be a fallacy. The proof, even a correct one, has
to lead to the conclusion. Just because the doughnut

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

v

Meanings

One category of
fallacy that | don’t
deal with is ambi-
quity, logic’s version
of “Eats shoots and
leaves.” The hyphen
in “all-natural ingre-
dients” commits
this fallacy.

v

Common Fallacy
THE ALL NATURAL
FALLACY: It assumes
that members of the
same family share
all the same traits.
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has fruit doesn’t make the doughnut fruit. It’s a false
comparison.

Small children seem to have a passion for proofs,
judging by their love of “Why.”

PARENT: Don’t go into the living room.

KID: Why?

PARENT: Because the dog was sick.

KID: Why?

PARENT: Because your father fed it hot dogs
from the table.

Kip: Why?

PARENT: Go ask him.

That may explain their equal love of fallacious

reasoning.

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

TRY THIS IN ACADEMIA
College administrators
like to say each school
is unique, but then
they do all they can

to imitate one another.
In the eighties, lvy
League schools began
favoring candidates
interested in one thing
rather than the well-
rounded students of
tradition, and the

fad spread. An alum-
nus who objects to
the policy could ask
officials what other
schools use that pol-
icy, and if the admin-
istrator offers his list
with a smug tone,
retort, “When my kids
said, ‘Everyone else
does it, I'd tell them,
‘Don’t you want to rise
above the crowd?’”

Other parents drive their children; therefore you should drive me. The

kid falsely compares her parents with all the others. What makes it false?

For one thing, not all parents are chauffeurs; surely some make their kids

take the bus. For another, her parents happen not to be the parents of the

kid’s schoolmates; what is good for those others may not be good for her.

How does one respond? First, you might raise the child’s self-esteem.

PARENT: That was an Aristotelian enthymeme, dear!

Now squash her.

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

your choice.

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

» Common Fallacy
THE APPEAL TO
POPULARITY:
Because all the
other kids get
to, | should, too.
The premise fails
to prove the
conclusion.
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never win another argument. Meantime, if you feel especially obnoxious,
name the fallacy: the appeal to popularity, which legitimizes your choice by
claiming that others have chosen it. My children would rather suffer an old-
fashioned caning than hear me label their fallacies.

If you simply used a parental cliché instead of logic, > Persuasion Alert
What about persua-
sion by character?
Isn’t any appeal to

you yourself would be guilty of a similar fallacy.

PARENT: What if all the other children’s par- ethos an appeal to
. . popularity? Indeed

ents told them to jump off a cliff? Would it is. This is one of
you follow? the logical fallacies

allowed in rhetoric,
as you'll see in the

John Locke, the philosopher (and rhetoric profes- next chapter.
sor!) who described many logical fallacies in the early
1700s, would call this shot a foul. The collective parents of an entire school
are extremely unlikely to propose mass suicide, which makes your fallacy a
reductio ad absurdum, reducing an argument to absurdity. You falsely com-
pared being driven to school with jumping off a cliff. The proof crumbles
and the conclusion collapses.

Logic can do more than save you from driving your ~ * Common Fallacy
. . REDUCTIO AD
kid to school. It can also save your life. ABSURDUM:

Reducing an argu-
ment to absurdity.
The premise is
had an accident yet. unbelievable.

DRIVER: I don’t have to slow down. I haven’t

Since there are no examples here—just one adrenaline-challenged
driver—you know to look for a reason. He thinks he can speed safely be-
cause he has a good driving record. Does his proof lead to his conclusion?
Does the man’s perfect record keep you safe? It

may increase the likelihood of an accident-free trip, =~ * Common Fallacy
) _ , THE FALLACY OF
but weigh that against the guy’s lead foot and, per- ANTECEDENT: It never

sonally, I would take the bus. His claim is a form of happened before, so it
never will. Or it hap-

pened once, so it will
is perfect, what he does in the future must be per- happen again. Another
reply to the antecedent
fallacy: “That’s a long
fallacy of antecedent, but you probably won’t have time to tease fate.” Or
for a certain audience:
“Your karma must be
an hour. Instead, try conceding. terrible.”

false comparison; because what he did in the past
fect, too. The official name for this logical error is

the presence of mind to trot it out at eighty miles
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you: I'm sure you’re a great driver, but going this fast scares
me. So it’s irrational. Humor me.

Or if you don’t mind risking road rage on top of ~ » What's Wrong with
This Argument?
“My dog doesn’t bite.”

. That’s a classic fallacy
PROPER RHETORICAL REPLY: No one is DOA a of antecedent.

unsafe driving, give a snappy answer.

second time!

v

Another sham comparison, the false analogy, bol- Common Fallacy

THE FALSE ANALOGY:
| can do this well, so |
can do that unrelated

thing just as well.

lixes up government across this great land of ours.

CANDIDATE: I'm a successful businessman.
Elect me mayor and I'll run a successful
city.

v

What’s Wrong with
This Argument?
When told | cut my
trepreneurs have successful political careers, but at own trees for fire-
wood, a New Yorker
gasped, “How can
the hard way that in public service, political skills you make yourself do
it? Someone told me
they shriek when they
fall.” They do some-
times, but sounding
you give me dividends and let me sell off human doesn’t make
them human. She
committed a type of
false analogy called

So the guy made a lot of money in business. The
problem is that City Hall is not a business. Many en-

least as many do not. Entrepreneurs have learned

count for more than business skills.

PROPER RHETORICAL REPLY: I’ll vote for you if

my shares of the city.

False comparisons also cause very bad math. anthropomorphism.
You see this fallacy in
you: Our profits rose by 20 percent this fiscal reverse when people

refer to sex offenders
as “predators” and
pAL: What was your margin at the beginning other criminals as
“animals.” It’s a false
analogy: because

year.

of the year?

you: Twelve percent before taxes. they act inhumanely,
th tb th

pAL: Wow, so your profit’s 32 percent! ¢y must be another
species.

The proof is that your profits started at 12 percent and grew by 20 per-
cent. So what’s the problem? Twelve plus 20 equals 32, right?

The problem is called a unit fallacy, mistaking one kind of unit for an-
other. People commit this error all the time in business. To avoid it, try to
keep track of the difference between a piece of the pie and the whole pie.
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I give you a piece that amounts to one-eighth of a pie. > Common Fallacy
THE UNIT FALLACY:
One apple plus
sliver that measures just one-fifth the size of the first one orange equals
two apples.

Not big enough, you say. So I give you an additional tiny

piece I gave you. I'm not giving you a fifth of the pie,
am I? A percentage is a piece of the pie. A percentage
of a percentage (20 percent of 12 percent profit) is not a fraction of the
whole. If this still confuses you, just stick to this rule: never add up percent-
ages without a calculator.

PROPER RHETORICAL REPLY: That 20 percent was on top of
100 percent of our profit. So we actually made 120 percent!

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

ME: Why did you buy this?

DOROTHY SR.: It’s the super economy size. It’s cheaper.

ME: Than what?

DOROTHY SR.: Than the smaller sizes. If you did more of the
shopping, you’d know about these things.

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

ME: Unless prices jumped dramatically this month, the super
economy size costs 7 percent more per ounce than the
regular size.

DOROTHY SR.: Yes, but it’s a larger box, so it works out as less
expensive.
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ME: No, dear, a larger box doesn’t make something cheaper.

You would save money buying the smaller box.

DOROTHY SR.: Oh.

ME: So do you think maybe you’re sorry for saying I don’t

know these things?

DOROTHY SR.: Yes, I'm sorry. I'm very, very sorry. It’s clear that

I don’t have the math skills to do the shopping. From now

on, you’d probably better do it.

Oh.

Second Deadly Sin: The Bad Example

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

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

PARENT: Seeing all those crimes on TV makes me want to

lock up my kids and never let them out.

The examples don’t support the conclusion, be-
cause local television news—which depends on crime
for ratings—misrepresents the crime rate. The ac-
tual rates of most crimes have been dropping for

years, but perceptions of crime continue to rise. In

» Common Fallacy
MISINTERPRETING
THE EVIDENCE: The
examples don’t sup-
port the conclusion.

other words, the parent uses unrepresentative examples to reach her para-

noid conclusion. This is a fallacy called misinterpreting the evidence.

PROPER RHETORICAL REPLY: Good! That'll keep a couple

more potential criminals off the streets.

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

» Common Fallacy
HASTY GENERALIZATION:
The argument offers too
few examples to prove
the point.
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COWORKER: That intern from Yale was great.
Let’s get another Yalie.

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

PROPER RHETORICAL REPLY: Didn’t that jerk
in Legal go to Yale?

Third Deadly Sin:
Ignorance as Proof

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

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

PROOF: The lab tests are all negative. So . . .
CONCLUSION: Nothing is wrong with you.

But a logical chasm lies between the negative
tests and perfect health. The proof doesn’t support
the conclusion. Never mind that you happen to be
doubled over in pain and seeing spots; the doctor
has no data of illness, so you must be well. The only
way to respond to this illogical argument, other
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» What’s Wrong with
This Argument?
“You don’t have many
black people in New
Hampshire,” a bigot
said to me. “You’d think
differently about them
if you had to live with
them.” It’s a standard-
issue hasty generali-
zation. Similarly, an
argument that begins,
“You have no right to
argue . ..,” will often
precede the fallacy:
“because you're not
black.” A legitimate
answer: “No, I’'m not.
But we’re talking about
race relations, not one
person’s relations.”

» Common Fallacy
THE FALLACY OF
IGNORANCE: If we
can’t prove it, then it
must not exist. Or if
we can’t disprove it,
then it must exist.

» What Makes This a Sin
Again, there’s a discon-
nect between the proof
and the choice. The
examples—or lack of
them—don’t support
the choice.

than throwing up on his shoes, is to suggest more examples.

you: Then you must have tested for everything.

poc: Well, not everything . . .
vou: Did you test for beriberi?
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poc: You don’t have beriberi.
you: How do you know?

poc: There hasn’t been a case of beriberi in the United States

since . . .

you: Butyou didn’t test for it. So I could be the first.
poc: It is possible, though unlikely, that you may have one of

several other diseases.
You: So what should we do?
poc: We’'ll run some more tests.

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

BELIEVER: Dude, I believe in extrasensory perception and

UFOs because scientists have never disproved them.

PROPER RHETORICAL REPLY: They never disproved that the

moon can talk, either.
BELIEVER: You think it can?
you: Never mind.

Fourth Deadly Sin: The Tautology

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

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

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

CAMPAIGN WORKER: You can trust our can-
didate because he’s an honest man.
PROPER RHETORICAL REPLY: I don’t trust
you, so that makes your guy seem twice

as shady.

» Common Fallacy
TAUTOLOGY: The same
thing gets repeated in
different words. Logicians
call this fallacy “begging
the question,” but “tau-
tology” is a better term.
To most people, “begging
the question” means
asserting a conclusion
without stating the prem-
ise. “The Republicans will
win the White House next
election” begs the ques-
tion: Who will get the
nomination? “Whoever
wins that election will
become president” —
that’s a tautology.
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The tautology may seem like a harmless if knuckle-
headed sin, but it can be used deliberately to lead you
astray. I once lived in a town with a road that a developer
named “Vista View.” It had a view of a vista: a rubble-
strewn parking lot. Was the developer ignorant, or sneaky
enough to conjure the vision of a vista (to coin another
tautology) in your head? The comedian Alan King loved
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» What Makes
This a Sin
Another discon-
nect. The proof
doesn’t support
the choice, be-
cause the proof
is the choice.

to tell how his lawyer used a tautology to talk him into doing a will. “If you

die without a will,” the lawyer warned, “you’ll die intestate!” Only later did

he realize that “intestate” means “without a will.” “In other words,” King

said, “if I die without a will, then I’ll die without a will. This legal pearl cost

me five hundred dollars!”

Fifth Deadly Sin: The False Choice

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

» Common Fallacy
MANY QUESTIONS:
Two or more issues
get squashed into
one, so that a con-
clusion proves
another conclusion.

POLLSTER: Do you support governmentfinanced abortions

and a woman’s right to choose?

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

tions necessarily makes you pro life.

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

PROPER RHETORICAL REPLY: I support a woman’s right to

choose government-free abortions.
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A related fallacy arises from a false choice.
Suppose your company plans to produce a
new line of lingerie for cats.

MARKETING DIRECTOR: We can appeal

» What’s Wrong with This

Argument?

“What did the president know,
and when did he know it?” That
famous Watergate question
committed the fallacy of many
questions. “When did he know

either to the cat fancier or to the

general consumer. Since we want

it” implied Nixon’s guilt by
assuming he knew something

about Watergate in the first

to target our market, we obviously
should limit sales to cat shows.

place. Two issues are at stake
here: First, did the president

know anything, and if so, what?

PROOF: What’s the reason? “We want

Second, if he knew something,

when did he know it?

to target the cat fancier.”
CONCLUSION: What’s the choice? “We
should focus on cat shows.”

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

PROPER RHETORICAL REPLY: Do cat fanciers do
anything but go to shows?

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

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

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

» Common Fallacy
FALSE DILEMMA:
You’re given two
choices when
you actually have
many choices.

v

What’s Wrong
with This
Argument?

“You Can Help This
Child, or You Can
Turn the Page.”
This ad raised a
bundle for charity,
but it was a false
dilemma. You may
have helped the
child already by
putting money in
the church collec-
tion plate.

v

Common Fallacy
COMPLEX CAUSE:
Only one cause
gets the blame (or
credit) for some-
thing that has
many causes.
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PROPER RHETORICAL REPLY: Should the  »
helmet have had a label warning against
driving a hundred miles an hour while
cracking open a beer and talking on a
cell phone? Because that’s what the liti-
gant was doing.

Sixth Deadly Sin: The Red Her
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What’s Wrong with This
Argument?

“If you’re so smart, how
come you ain’t rich?” This
commits any number of
fallacies, including com-
plex cause. Lots of things
can make you rich, and
being smart is not a suffi-
cient cause—not in my
experience.

rng

At some vague point in history, some bad guys theoretically used strong-

smelling smoked herrings to throw dogs off their scent.
this fallacy, in which the speaker deliberately brings
up an irrelevant issue. But since no one even knows
what a red herring is, a more common name is sneak-
ing into the lexicon: the Chewbacca defense, named
after a South Park episode. A record label sues one
of the show’s characters for harassment after the man
requests credit for a song the label plagiarized. The

Hence the name of

» Common Fallacy
RED HERRING, A.K.A.
THE CHEWBACCA
DEFENSE: It switches
issues in midargu-
ment to throw the
audience off the
scent.

company hires Johnnie Cochran, who launches into the same argument

that, South Park claims, he used for O.].

COCHRAN: Why would a Wookie, an eightfoot-tall Wookie,
want to live on Endor, with a bunch of two-foot-tall Ewoks?

That does not make sense! But more important,
you have to ask yourself: what does this have
to do with this case? Nothing. Ladies and gen-
tlemen, it has nothing to do with this case! . ..
And so you have to remember, when you’re
in that jury room deliberatin’ and conjugatin’
the Emancipation Proclamation [approaches
and softens] does it make sense? No! Ladies and

gentlemen of this supposed jury, it does not

» What Makes This
aSin
Here the problem
may not be with
the proof or the
conclusion at all.
The problem is
that they’re the
wrong argument—
a distraction from
the real one.

make sense! If Chewbacca lives on Endor, you must acquit!

The defense rests.



150 THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

The show satirizes the rhetorical red herring that Johnnie Cochran held
in front of the jury’s noses: the glove that the prosecution said O.]. wore to
kill his wife and wife’s lover. “If the glove doesn’t fit, the jury must acquit!”
Nice Chewbacca defense. He hijacked the murder trial and made it revolve
around one piece in a very large and confusing body of evidence. (The
South Park Cochran’s defense—and the one the real-life Cochran actually
used in the O.]. trial—also qualifies as a complex cause.)

You would think that lobbyists go to some secret red herring school, be-
cause they base whole careers on it. Take the TV industry. The number of
sex scenes on television has doubled over the past seven years, according to
a Kaiser Family Foundation study—now five per hour on 70 percent of all
network shows. Instead of admitting that every network is turning into the
Porn Channel, industry flack Jim Dyke, executive director of the mislead-

ingly named TV Watch, argued against government interference.

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

Dyke uses the straw man tactic, which ignores the > sneaky Tactic
THE STRAW MAN:
A version of the
man—an easier argument to attack. The interview was Red Herring fal-
lacy, it switches

. . . . . topics to one that’s
to fend off legislation, the industry might consider easier to fight.

opponent’s argument and sets up a rhetorical straw
about TV’s disgusting stats; rather than hire lobbyists
policing itself. Instead, the lobbyist switches topics to

<@ : ”»
government interference.

PROPER RHETORICAL REPLY: Can you say that naked?

Seventh Deadly Sin: The Wrong Ending

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

The proof is fine: college campuses remain predominantly Caucasian.
But does it support the choice? No. The real argument is over whether
affirmative action works. The premise only proves that a problem exists—
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assuming you think that a Waspish campus and un- » Common Fallacy
THE SLIPPERY SLOPE:
If we allow this rea-
sonable thing, it’ll
inevitably lead to an

needed to assuage our guilt. extreme version of it.

educated minorities are a problem.

POSSIBLE REPLY: Affirmative action is mostly

One of the fallacies that result from the sin of the wrong
ending is called slippery slope: if we do this reasonable » What Makes

thing, it’ll lead to something horrible. You hear it a lot in m:’;riio"f
politics. Allow a few students to pray after class, and one day may be okay,
gospel ministers will be running our public schools. If Con- :’:i;:ewariig
gress bans machine guns, pretty soon cops will be shooting conclusion.

hunters out of tree stands. But politicians aren’t the only

slippery slope culprits.

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

This argument is so weird, you wonder why so many parents use it. Let-
ting one kid skip will not cause you to dismiss the other kids. What law of
parenting says that every rule has to apply equally to every child? Come on,

Mom and Dad, show a little logical backbone.
3 . » Try This in Any
But the most common kind of reason-conclusion Argument
One of the best

X . . replies to the slip-
town cut education funding dramatically and student pery slope is con-

confusion mixes up cause and effect. Suppose your

test scores plummeted the following year. cession. Seem to
take your oppo-

. nent’s premise seri-
EDUCATION ADVOCATES!: Budget cuts are ruin- ously, and solemnly

ing our children! oppose it. “l am
adamantly against

, , . shooting hunters out
Where’s the reason, and what’s the conclusion? of tree stands.” The

Figure it out by inserting “because.” slippery slope has a
built-in reductio ad

. . . absurdum. It practi-
Because the district cut the budget, our chil- cally ridicules itself.

dren are being ruined.

Now you know the reason: the district cut the budget. Does the reason
prove the conclusion? Did the budget cuts cause the bad grades? You see no
proof of that. In fact, I doubt that scores would fall so soon. The education

advocates in this case commit the same fallacy as Chanticleer, the rooster in
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the French fable who thinks his crowing makes the sun come up. The fal-

lacy’s official name is post hoc ergo propter hoc—after this, therefore because

of this—but I call it the Chanticleer fallacy. Another

example:

COLLEGE ADMINISTRATOR: Our newsletter is a
big success. After we started publishing it,

alumni giving went up.

The boost in giving followed publication of the
newsletter. Does that mean the letter made giving go

» Common Fallacy

THE CHANTICLEER
FALLACY, a.k.a. POST
HOC ERGO PROPTER
HoC: After this,
therefore because

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

up? Not necessarily. Nonetheless, this fallacy is rampant in academia, which

explains why alumni get showered with stupid college mailings.

PROPER RHETORICAL REPLY: Congratulations! But
the percentage who gave declined. Did the
newsletter cause that, too?

Babies instinctively commit the Chanticleer Fallacy.

BABY (internal babbled monologue): 1 kicked and got

milk! I'll kick again and get more!
So do governments, with potentially disastrous results.

GOVERNMENT (external babbled monologue): We ran
up the deficit and the economy improved!

TRY THIS BEFORE
YOU HIRE
SOMEONE

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

We’ll increase the deficit more and the economy will get

even better!

And so do superstitious types.

JEREMIAH: That hurricane wiped out a whole city. See what

happens when you allow gay marriage?

Crow on, Chanticleer, and fill your lungs to the glory of the sun. But

don’t let it go to your head.
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The Tools

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

He was in logic a great critic,
Profoundly skill’d in analytic;

He could distinguish and divide

A hair twixt south and south-west side.

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

Bad proof
Bad conclusion
Disconnect between proof and conclusion

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

2. Bad Example: The example that the persuader uses to prove the argu-
ment is false, unbelievable, irrelevant, or wrongly interpreted. The hasty gen-
eralization uses too few examples and interprets them too broadly. Michael
Jordan uses these sneakers; buy them and you’ll become a basketball star.
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A close relative is the fallacy called misinterpreting the evidence. It takes the
exception and claims it proves the rule. That guy lost weight eating Subway
sandwiches. If you eat at Subway, you’ll lose weight!

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

tion falls under this fallacy.

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

easily marketable.

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

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

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



15. Call a Foul

A

NIXON’S TRICK

The pitfalls and nastiness that can bollix an argument

Rhetoric is an open palm, dialectic a closed fist. —ZENO

» Meanings

y first experience in debating was in junior high
M school. We didn’t have a debating team; this was
more like a Lunch Period Repartee Society. My friends
and I sat in the cafeteria and amused ourselves by arm-
wrestling over half-melted slabs of ice cream; when we
tired of that game, we turned to another, equally intel-
lectual pursuit called “If You Do That.” The object was
to threaten each other with such elaborately disgusting
harm that the loser wouldn’t be able to finish his
lunch. It was like snaps, the game of bantering insults,
except that we didn’t insult each other. We just grossed
each other out.

Philosophers call
the mannerly dia-
logue of formal
logic dialectic. It’s
like the figures in
figure skating: pre-
cise, self-contained,
and boring. Zeno,
the ancient Greek
philosopher-
mathematician,
contrasted dialec-
tic’s “closed fist”
with rhetoric’s
“open palm.”

If you do that, I'll dig out your eyeballs and shove them . . .

I'm sorry, but it is impossible to describe this game without alienat-
ing the reader, and myself for that matter. The point is that we used our
thirteen-year-old wit competitively in a classically useless and time-wasting
fashion. Without knowing it, we mimicked some of the early Sophists, who
included the sleaziest rhetoricians. They argued simply to win arguments,
using logical and pathetic trickery to tie their opponents in knots. This is
where the term “sophistry” comes from, and how rhetoric got its less than
stellar reputation. These argumentative types were out to win, not deliber-
ate. In rhetoric, that constitutes the biggest foul of all: to turn an argument

into a fight.
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Fighting also happens to be practically the only foul you can commit in
rhetoric. In sports they say it’s only a foul if the ref blows the whistle; the
same is true in argument. When someone commits a logical fallacy, it rarely
helps to point it out. The purpose of argument is to be persuasive, not “cor-
rect.” Pure logic works like organized kids’ soccer: it follows strict rules, and
no one gets hurt. Argument allows tackling. You wouldn’t want to put your-
self in a game where the opposing team gets to tackle while your team plays
hands-off. That’s what happens when you stick to logic in day-to-day argu-
ment; you play by the rules, and your opponents get to tackle you. While it
is important to know how to spot and answer a logical fallacy, if you limit
yourself to simply pointing them out, your opponents will clobber you.
Rhetoric allows logical fallacies, unless they distract a debate or turn it into
a fight.

So long as you stick to argument, making a genuine attempt to persuade
instead of win, rhetoric lets you get away with many fallacies that formal
logic forbids. Take this old-time family argument.

PARENT: Eat everything on your plate, because kids are starv-
ing in [insert impoverished nation].

The parent commits the logical sin of the wrong ending: the proof fails
to lead to the choice. Eating everything is unlikely to end starvation in the
Third World; in fact, a kid can point out that the opposite might be true.

CLASSIC WISE-ASS REPLY: Well, hey, let’s send them my vege-
tables. I'll help pay postage.

My children love to talk back like that, which is my own fault. Proud as
I am that they know how to handle a fallacy, I have been a lenient parent,
rhetorically speaking. But you can do more than just recognize fallacies. In
rhetoric, it’s actually kosher to use many of them in your own arguments.
Strangely enough, while logic forbids illogical thinking,

» Common Fallacy
THE FALLACY OF rhetoric allows it.
POWER: The per-
son on top wants
it, so it must be cally wrong only if it fails to persuade. That’s because,
good. This logical
fallacy is fine to
use in argument. tional sense. The parent uses it not to end starvation but

The kids-are-starving angle, for example, is rhetori-

nonsensical as the argument is logically, it makes emo-
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to make his child feel guilty. So while not a logical argument, it makes a de-
cent pathetic one—provided the kid misses the fallacy.

Here’s another logical mistake, which I deliberately excluded from the
seven deadly logical sins: the fallacy of power. Because the guy in charge
wants it, this fallacy says, it must be good.

COWORKER: Hey, if the boss wants to do it, I say we should
do it.

Does the boss’s inclination make the choice a good one? Besides, what
does she have underlings for? Surely not to think.

PROPER RHETORICAL REPLY: Are you making a good decision

or just being a suck-up?

But back up a second. Was that response really fair? What if the boss is
smart and knows the business better than anyone else? Is it such a bad idea
to trust her decision? The appeal to authority is a logical fallacy but an im-
portant ethos tool. If your boss thinks it wise to relocate the company to An-
chorage, and you know her to be a savvy businesswoman, then you have a
decent probability that Anchorage is a good idea.

This is where pure logic and rhetorical logos part ways. In most cases,
there are no right or wrong decisions in argument; there’s only likely and
unlikely. We find ourselves back in the misty realm of deliberative argu-
ment, where black-and-white becomes the Technicolor of probability. If the
boss’s inclination makes the decision seem more legitimate, then your col-
league has a good reason to try it on you. After all, he is not trying to per-
suade the boss; he’s talking to you.

Logically inclined parents (no, that is not an oxymoron) usually call a

fallacy when a kid uses a peer as an authority.

KID: My friend Eric says Mr. LaBomba is a mean teacher.
PARENT: Just because Eric says he’s mean doesn’t mean it’s
true.

But do we really deal with the truth here? The kid states an opinion, not
a fact. Aristotle might actually back her up, since in deliberative argument
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the consumer makes the best judge. If she can convince her parent that
Eric is a psychological prodigy, then the probability of Mr. LaBomba’s
meanness goes way up.

KID: Oh, yeah? Well, remember when Eric said there was
something sneaky about Miss Larson and the cops caught
her stealing money from all the other teachers and she
went to jail?

Eric is starting to look like a pretty good forensic psychologist. If I were
the parent, I would keep an eye on Mr. LaBomba.

The essential difference between formal logic and rhetoric’s delibera-
tive argument is that, while logic has many rules, argument has but a few.

Actually, it has just one rule, with a few ramifications.

Never argue the inarguable. » Meanings
Ramification is an
eponym—a word
named after a person.
thing that keeps it from reaching a satisfactory con- Petrus Ramus was a
sixteenth-century
French rhetorician
Imagine a game of no-rules soccer, where the who banished logic
from rhetoric. A strict
Calvinist who believed

In other words, don’t block the argument. Any-
clusion counts as a foul.

field has no bounds, you can body-check and tackle

any way you want, and all you have to do is get the that only God and
ball past the goalie. Even though things might get truth could rule us, he
R . emasculated rhetoric
rough, as long as everybody has the right attitude, by dividing it into
the game is playable. But what if players went beyond dysfunctional aca-

demic departments.

body-checking and started kicking one another in In short, Ramus rami-

the groin? Or worse, stopped to take calls on their cell fied. French authori-
ties had him burned
at the stake as

tively, if there was only one ball and a player picked it a heretic.

phones? Then the game would deteriorate. Alterna-

up and took it home, that would end the game alto-
gether. Even a “no-rules” game has a few minimal rules: you need a ball and
goals, and the players have to play.

The same thing goes for argument, only without the ball. You need
goals, and everyone has to remain intent on real persuasion. Things can get
a little rough—you might have some logical horseplay, an ad hominem at-
tack or two, some intense emotions, crude language, even—but the game
continues. The argument can reach its conclusion so long as no one fights
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or distracts. In rhetoric, fighting and distracting constitute the same foul:

in each case it means arguing the inarguable.

I love rhetoric’s refreshing lack of rules. It forgives your logical sins. It

says to humanity, Don’t ever change, you’re beautiful. Any sort of discourse

that required reforming humans would make me hide
in my cabin. Idealists who begin sentences with, “Can’t
we all just . . .” should have their guitars smashed and
their flowers trampled. I don’t want to buy the world a
Coke and live in perfect harmony; harmony means
unanimity, and history shows that unanimity is a scary
thing. I'd prefer to play rhetoric’s no-rules game with
just a few rules.

Fine Nixonian Rhetoric

» Persuasion Alert
Who said anything
about buying the
world a Coke? | set
up an idealistic
straw man to make
my no-rules argu-
ment sound more
reasonable.

In deliberative argument, the only real foul, arguing the
inarguable, makes the conversation grind to a halt or
turn into a fight. Take this next quote, which, like the
last one, commits the sin of the wrong ending; the proof

» Useful Figure
The yogiism
(“no-rules game
with just a few
rules”) is a figure
of logical non-

fails to lead to the choice.

If we pull out now, our soldiers will have died in vain.

The proof is the supposed endgame—soldiers dying
for nothing. (You can find it by planting “because” in the
sentence: “We shouldn’t pull out now, because that

sense named
after the immor-
tal baseball man-
ager Yogi Berra,
the man who
said, “No one
goes there any-
more. It’s too
crowded.”

means our soldiers will have died in vain.”) The choice is to pull out or not

to pull out. But the proof fails to lead to the choice. We have a real cause-

and-effect problem here. Will continuing the war add meaning to the sol-

diers’ sacrifice? Yes, but only if continuing the war
leads to victory, and the quote says nothing about the
likelihood of success.

When corporate types commit this fallacy, they
throw good money after bad. A corporation buys a
rotten company and then pours money into the lousy
merger for fear of wasting the money it already spent.

» Common Fallacy
GOOD MONEY AFTER
BAD: Trying to rec-
tify a mistake by
continuing it. A log-
ical fallacy, but you
can use it patheti-
cally without break-
ing rhetorical rules.
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Householders do it, too. A guy brings home a pricey flat-screen television
and discovers he can’t hang it on his wall. So he spends another thousand
on a custom-made shelf. But the TV is a lemon, and he returns it, only to
find that the company has discontinued that model and all the replace-
ments are a different size. So he returns to the cabinetry store . . .

You can see why you want to recognize a logical
TRY THIS IN A MEETING o ] ] )
When someone says of  fallacy when it hits you. But while fallacies will gum

a losing investment,

up formal logic, they can help you in an argcument. As
“After all we put into it, p 816 Y Py g

we can’t stop now,” with the kids-are-starving chestnut, you can use it as a
ask him: “If it were a legitimate pathetic appeal. Mr. Spock’s formal logic
double-or-nothing bet, . . . . .

do you think the odds forbids emotion, while rhetoric encourages it. Most
would be good people can’t bear the thought of abandoning a war in

enough to take it?” . .. .. .
which citizens gave their lives. As long as you stay in

the future tense and focus on the likelihood of victory, you still follow the
lax rules of rhetoric.

In fact, a good rebuttal can use the same pathetic weapon.

RHETORICAL YOU: Don’t you dare talk about our soldiers dy-
ing in vain! By successfully ending the war, we’ll be honor-
ing our dead soldiers.

Notice how I changed the definition of “pulling out” from an ignomin-
ious disaster to a sort of victory. Pretty neat trick. Nixon used it to great ef-
fect in Vietnam. The logician will have a conniption over this, but
deliberative argument, unlike logic, doesn’t seek the truth—only the best
choice. If changing the definition helps the audience decide whether to
support a war, then your “fallacy” is no foul.

Consider the effect that a purer, more logically correct response might
have on your audience.

LOGICAL You: That’s a fallacy! If the war effort fails, then
many more soldiers will have died in vain.

This solid logical response risks making you look cold and heartless.
Real deaths are more wrenching than theoretical ones. Besides, calling a
foul here is like getting mad when someone bumps you in ice hockey. Don’t
expect an apology.
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Spock for President
Take another logical fallacy that’s good rhetoric: the appeal to popularity.

KID: All the other kids make fun of me for > Persuasion Alert
taking the bus. They think I'm weird. It would have been
more forthright to
put fallacies in the
“Advanced Offense”

section. But a per-
It could actually work on some besotted parents. suader has to start

Instead of logos, the kid makes a pathetic appeal.

But the more rhetorically inclined might choose an with what the audience
believes, and few audi-

ences consider the
fallacy a legitimate
offense.

unsympathetic response.

PROPER RHETORICAL REPLY: Ridicule builds
character. So does riding the bus.

You have just left the pure and noble realm of logos and wandered into
the seedier neighborhoods of pathos and ethos—the terrain of emotional
manipulation and ad hominem attacks, where rhetoric feels right at home.
Logos alone rarely inspires commitment. And a tactic that wins a logical ar-
gument will almost certainly lose a political one. Michael Dukakis demon-
strated this principle during the 1988 presidential campaign, when he gave
a disastrous answer to a vicious question. Bernard Shaw, the moderator,

asked Dukakis to imagine someone perpetrating a sex crime against his wife.

SHAW: Governor, if Kitty Dukakis were raped and murdered,
would you favor an irrevocable death penalty for the killer?

DUKAKIS: No, I don’t, and I think you know that I've opposed
the death penalty during all of my life.

Why, no, Mr. Shaw, thank you for asking . . . What » Useful Figure

The paraprosdokian
(pa-ra-proze-DOKE-
The planet Vulcan, obviously. Dukakis already ee-an) (“the planet Vul-
can”) attaches a surprise
ending to a thought.

planet was that guy on?

had a reputation as the Mr. Spock of politics, and

his cool, reasonable response only confirmed that The composer Harold
he was all logos all the time. Up to that point, Du- Arlen used it when he

. . . . said, “To commit suicide
kakis led in the polls. Pure logic may have cost him in Buffalo would be

the election. redundant.”
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TRY THIS IN AN
ARGUMENT
When someone
takes offense at
what you said, try
this neat little
concession: “I'm
sorry. How would
you have put it?”
Instead of getting
defensive, you put
your own words
in her mouth.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

So what should he have said? Should he have pointed
out Shaw’s blatant fallacy? After all, the question was a re-
ductio ad absurdum, because it is extremely unlikely that
Kitty Dukakis would ever suffer such a crime. But merely
pointing out the fallacy, or responding like an automa-
ton as Dukakis did, fails to persuade. Being in the right
may make you feel noble, but being persuasive gets the
rhetorical job done.

Dukakis would have done a much better rhetorical
job by getting strategically angry.

RHETORICAL DUKAKIS: Mr. Shaw, I find that question offen-

sive. That’s just the kind of sleaze that’s ruining politics

today. You shouldn’t bring my wife into this, and I think

you owe me an apology.

Shaw probably would have apologized. You might call Rhetorical Du-

kakis’s tactic a red herring, but it need not be one. Once he gained the

higher moral ground, he could define the issue to his own advantage.

RHETORICAL DUKAKIS: Now, let’s talk about the death penalty

without getting personal about it. The death penalty isn’t

supposed to be about personal revenge—it’s supposed to

reduce crime. And you know that executing criminals has

failed to reduce crime.

This approach would have made him look strong, passionate, and rea-

sonable all at once—an ethos trifecta.

On the other hand, anything that constitutes arguing the inarguable

counts as a rhetorical foul. Let’s look at a few.

Foul: Wrong Tense

GooD POLITICIAN: We need to figure a way to deal with the

skyrocketing cost of elderly care so future generations can

continue to take care of our seniors.
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BAD POLITICIAN: You're attacking our senior

citizens, and that’s just wrong!

Unless the Bad Politician gets right back to the fu-
ture, the argument is dead on arrival. If he actually
does switch to the future tense, then he redeems him-
self rhetorically.

REDEEMED POLITICIAN: We shouldn’t talk about
seniors in isolation. Everybody should bear
the burden of government expenses. So I
propose a broader discussion of the federal
deficit.

It’s okay to use sermonizing, demonstrative rheto-
ric in a deliberative argument to get the audience on
his side, but then the persuader should instantly switch
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TRY THIS IN A
PUBLIC MEETING
The answer to the
Bad Politician’s
“That’s just wrong!”
could be “Thanks
for the moral lesson.
But since when is it
immoral to save tax-
payers’ money while
helping our seniors?”
It’s another form of
concession: grant
the moral issue and
restate your pro-
posal in highly moral
terms. Then it helps
to restore the debate
to the future tense:
“Now can we stop
being holy for a
minute and talk
about fixing the
problem?”

to the future tense. This isn’t just because Aristotle said so. It is simply more

difficult to use the present tense to make a choice about the future. If your

opponent insists on sticking to the present or past, call the foul.

vou: Let’s get beyond all the blaming and sermonizing. These

folks want to know how we’re going to deal with the issue.

Avoiding the future can really mess up your home life. For instance,

whenever my wife wants to remind me of how clueless I am as a husband,
she brings up the Evening Class Incident. Many years ago, Dorothy Senior
casually mentioned over dinner that her twin sister, Jane, was learning ball-
room dancing; Jane’s husband had signed them up for classes. Taking the
hint, I arranged for Dorothy and me to take an evening class, too—in com-
puter programming. It was a great course, and we both got an A in it, but
she remembers it as a less than positive experience.

DOROTHY SR.: I’ve never forgiven you for that. How romantic!
ME: You never said anything about romance. I heard “eve-
. » .
ning class,” so I signed us up for a class.
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THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

DOROTHY SR.: In computer programming.

ME: I took the wrong hint. I apologized back then, and I re-

main sorry. So—want to learn ballroom dancing?

DOROTHY SR.: You just don’t get it, do you?

» Persuasion Alert
I’'m writing in the
past tense about
my wife’s failure to
use the future
tense. That puts me
on shaky ground,
both rhetorically
and maritally. But
we had this dia-
logue a while ago;
since then we’ve
both learned to
stop at “I'm sorry.”

No, I didn’t get it. I couldn’t, because she made it
impossible. She would see any romantic attempt at this
point as unromantic. Besides, we were in inarguable
territory. I tried to change the conversation to the future
tense (“Want to learn ballroom?”) and she wrenched it
right back to the sermonizing present (“You just don’t
getit”).

That same accusation became a feminist slogan dur-
ing the Clarence Thomas hearings, when the judge’s
allegedly sexist past threatened his nomination to the
Supreme Court. Feminists were outraged that the men

on the Senate Judiciary Committee grilled Thomas’s accuser, Anita Hill, as

if she were a hostile witness. “They Just Don’t Get It” became a rallying cry,

giving many women a feeling of solidarity. It was great demonstrative, pres-

ent-tense rhetoric, but it failed to solve anything. Only a future-tense, delib-

erative slogan might have done that:

How will we make them get it?

That makes an inferior bumper sticker, admittedly, but it might have in-

spired women to work on one jerk at a time. Meanwhile, my wife’s “You just

don’t getit” got us nowhere. How to respond? I could call the foul.

RHETORICAL ME (looking hurt): You’ve proven you married an

insensitive fool. What are you going to do about it?

Whoa, that’s extreme. But I mean it to be. By exaggerating her emotion,

I use the same pathetic device she often uses on me. It works, too.

DOROTHY SR.: Oh, you’re not all that insensitive. I love being

married to you.

ME: Fool. I said “insensitive fool.”

DOROTHY SR.: Mmm-hmm.
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I’ll declare victory here, even if she did have to get in another dig.

I probably deserve it. But we still can’t dance.

Foul: The “Right Way”

This foul is closely related to avoiding the future, because it sticks to values—

covering Right and Wrong, Who’s In and Who’s Out—instead of the main

topic of deliberative argument, the Advantageous.

Dorothy Senior will not want me to mention this, but
one of our longestrunning arguments has to do with
canned peaches on Christmas Eve. For years, she in-
sisted on serving not just peaches, not some other kind
of canned fruit, but canned peaches with our Christmas
Eve dinner.

ME: None of us particularly likes canned peaches.
You don’t like canned peaches.

DOROTHY SR.: It’s what we always had on Christ-
mas Eve.

ME: It’s what you had when you were a kid. We
had franks and beans, and you don’t see me
clamoring for weenies during the holidays.

DOROTHY SR.: It’s tradition, and that’s all there is
to 1t.

TRY THIS WITH

A STUBBORN
OPPONENT

When someone
says, “There’s a
right way and a
wrong way,” and
then tells you your
way is wrong,
bring up examples
of when your
opponent’s way
has failed, and say,
”If that’s the right
way, | think I'll go
with wrong.” Call it
the “If loving you
is wrong, | don’t
want to be right”
defense.

ME: Why can’t we start a new tradition? Like fresh pears, or

single malt scotch?
DOROTHY JR. (getting into the spirit): Or M&M’s!
DOROTHY SR.: Ifit’s new, it isn’t a tradition.

ME: We’'re celebrating the birth of Jesus! A Christian tradition

that began with . . . a@ new baby.

DOROTHY SR.: Can’t we just enjoy Christmas the right way,

without arguing about it?

The “right way” precludes a choice; without choice you have no argu-

ment; and therefore it’s a rhetorical foul. When your opponent commits

one, you have several choices. You can call the foul.



166 THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

ME: The “right way” would be a dish that makes everyone

happy. Why don’t we start a new tradition—one that our

children can use to torture their spouses someday?

Or you can bring the argument to an abrupt close—take the ball away,

if you will.

ME: If we can’t have a discussion that gets us somewhere,

there’s no use in talking to you.

Or you can decide that marital relations have precedence over getting

your way all the time. This is the option I took: I shut up and ate my

peaches. Which, to my surprise, proved to be persuasive. Dorothy was so

pleased she had won that, the following Christmas Eve, she served peach

pie. It became the new tradition.

Five Good Reasons

If you stick to the present tense when you’re supposed to make a choice,

or if you talk only of Right and Wrong when the argu-
ment should be about what’s the best choice, you
commit a foul. Don’t take me for a hypocrite here.
Sticking to the present tense and to values is not
wrong. It just makes deliberative argument impos-
sible. You can’t achieve a consensus; you can only
form a tribe and punish the wrongdoers.

Another way to foul up deliberation is to argue
for the sake of humiliating an opponent. This, too,
is demonstrative, present-tense, I’'m-one-of-the-tribe-
and-you’re-not rhetoric. Here’s a good example of

humiliation—from 7%e Simpsons, of course.

LENNY: So then I said to the cop, “No, you’re
driving under the influence . . . of being a
jerk.”

TRY THIS WITH A
SOPHIST

When someone tries
to derail an argument
with an insult, your
response depends on
who the audience is.
If the two of you are
alone, say something
like, “This isn’t recess.
I’'m out of here,” and
walk away. You’re not
about to persuade the
jerk. But if there are
bystanders, ridicule
the insult. “So Bob’s
answer to the problem
of noise in this town is
that I'm a jerk. Was
that helpful to you
all?” You turn sophistry
into genuine banter.
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And another, from the same rich source:

CHIEF WIGGUM: Well let me ask you this: shut up.

Most of the time, humiliation is banter without
argument. Humiliation seeks only to gain the upper
hand—to win points or just embarrass its victims. You
often hear it among thirteen-year-old boys, and it’s
probably good practice in wordplay. (It did wonders
for me.) But humiliation rarely leads to a decision.

A more insidious kind of humiliation comes in
the smiling guise of innuendo. If you object to it, you
can look like a fool.

BOsS: It’s nice to see you wearing a tie.

ME: I always wear a tie.

BOSS: [Meaningful smile; obsequious chuckles from
the sycophants in the room. |
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» Meanings
Humiliation is a form
of ad hominem
attack, which formal
logic calls a fallacy.
But in rhetoric, most
ad hominem argu-
ments are in bounds.
Attacking your oppo-
nent’s ethos in order
to win an argument
is an important tac-
tic. It becomes a foul
when you insult
someone simply to
debase him, and not
to persuade your
audience.

This kind of innuendo is an insulting hint. It puts a vicious backspin
on plain, innocent truth, turning a favorable comment

into a slam. I actually had a boss who used that innuendo. > Meanings

Innuendo comes
from the Latin
for “make a sig-
nificant nod.”

Saying he was pleased to see me dressed that way implied
that I usually didn’t. Which wasn’t true, but he gave me
nothing to deny. Talk about inarguable.

I could have responded with a counter-innuendo:

ME: Well, I'm just happy you’re not wearing women’s under-

wear this morning.
But I didn’t. It’s usually better just to play along with the boss.

ME: If this is what it takes to get you to notice my ties, I'll wear
this one every day.
BOss: Don’t bother. [Another smile at the snickering sycophants. |

Innuendo can be particularly harmful in politics. The classic campaign

innuendo makes a vicious accusation against an opponent by denying it.
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Richard Nixon did it when he ran for governor against
Pat Brown in 1962. He repeatedly denied that Brown

TRY THIS WITH A
SNIDE BOSS

It’s doubtful that you

can win points with a
boss like mine. Con-
sole yourself with the
likelihood that his
peers in other com-
panies consider him
a jerk. On your next
job interview, be de-
liberately tactful with
a figure of speech
called significatio, a
sort of benign innu-
endo that hints at
more than it says.
Interviewer: “What
do you think of your
boss?” You: “He’s
very particular about
his clothing.”

was a communist, which of course raised the previously
moot issue of whether Brown actually was a commu-
nist. Brown denied it, too, but his denials just repeated
Nixon’s innuendo.

The only decent rhetorical response would be to
concede Nixon’s argument.

Even my opponent calls me anticommunist. If a
guy like Richard Nixon thinks I'm tough on

communism, then you should, too.

(As it turns out, Brown didn’t have to answer Nixon.
The ex-veep lost the election and gave his famous
poor-loser statement, “You won’t have Dick Nixon to
kick around anymore.” Innuendo doesn’t always work, it seems).

It should be increasingly clear that most rhetorical fouls have to do with
speaking in a tense that doesn’t fit, arguing about values or offenses instead
of choices, or forcing someone out of an argument through humiliation. It
all comes down to a single foul: tribal talk instead of deliberative argument.
But not all argument stoppers are as subtle as the innuendo. One in par-
ticular, the threat, takes tribalism to a sword-rattling extreme.

The threat is a no-brainer, literally. The Romans called it argumentum ad
baculum, “argument by the stick.” Lucy does it to her little brother, Linus, in
Peanuts. “I'll give you five reasons,” she says, closing each finger into a fist.

“Those are good reasons,” Linus replies, reasonably. The problem is,
she doesn’t really give him a choice, and arguments are about choices. Par-
ents spare the rod these days, but they still employ the rhetorical stick.

You’ll take piano lessons and you’ll like them!

The tone determines whether that’s a hopeful prediction or argument
by the stick. Usually it’s the latter. And that makes it the worst of all rhe-
torical fouls. It denies your audience a choice, and without a choice you
have no argument.

The obscene gesture or foul language is a milder version of the threat,
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but it falls under the same rubric of tribalism. Not all
obscenity is bad, from a rhetorical standpoint. Kurt
Vonnegut had a character suggest an acrobatic copu-
lation with a rolling doughnut—inspired banter, and
even decorous under the right circumstance. Drivers
in New York City seem to consider flipping the bird a
form of salutation. But it hardly counts as deliberative
argument. At its worst, it constitutes a threat. Either
way, the only rebuttal is a similar gesture. Consider
not rebutting at all.

I have to add another foul that doesn’t really fall
under tribalism: utter stupidity. As the expression goes,
“Never argue with a fool. People might not know the
difference.” When Aristotle said that the better choice
is easier to argue, he clearly wasn’t thinking of debate
with a moron. The most common stupidity in argu-
ment, aside from the gratuitous insult, is the arguer’s
failure to recognize his own logical fallacies. Take this
classic Monty Python sketch.

: Oh look, this isn’t an argument.
Yes it is.

: Noitisn’t. It’s just contradiction.
No it isn’t.

: Itis!

It is not.

: Look, you just contradicted me.
I did not.

: Oh, you did!!

No, no, no.

: You did just then.

Nonsense!

: Oh, this is futile!

No it isn’t.

> 222 ®Z2E%Z2 %22 E
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» Classic Hits
THEY DID GIVE A FIG:
According to the
journalist-scholar
Bruce Anderson,
while our “bird” is
phallic, the ancient
Romans’ obscene
gesture mimicked a
female organ. The
mano fico (“fig
hand”) consisted of
a thumb inserted
between the first
two fingers. It had
the added advantage
of forming a fist.

TRY THIS WITH

A MORON

Again, if the two of
you are alone, walk
away. If you have an
audience, consider
throwing the fallacy
back at your oppo-
nent. “I see. Purple is a
fruit. So, since your
skin is tan, that makes
you a pair of khakis.”

Similarly, there is no way to reach a successful conclusion to an ex-

change that goes:
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“That’s a fallacy.”

“Noitisn’t.”

“Yes it is. Look, your premise doesn’t lead to your conclu-
sion.”

“Yes it does.”

Anyone who had a younger sibling during childhood has had bitter ex-
perience with the rhetorical foul of stupidity. When you find yourself back
in the realm of the inarguable, get out of there. Or if you’re four years old,

hit him. Yes, it’s another foul, but you may be doing him a favor.

The Tools

You now have the fallacies of formal logic, and the rhetorical argument
breakers. Strangely enough, I came up with seven of them—Iike the deadly
sins. But these rhetorical fouls aren’t “wrong,” since rhetoric has no real
rules. They simply make deliberative argument impossible; that’s why I call
them fouls, in the sense that they lie out of bounds. The game cannot con-
tinue until you’re back in bounds. (Grant me the annoying sports meta-
phor; I haven’t used one in a while.) Rhetoric allows occasional sins against
logic, but it can’t argue the inarguable.
The seven rhetorical out-of-bounds include

1. Switching tenses away from the future.

2. Inflexible insistence on the rules—using the voice of God, sticking
to your guns, refusing to hear the other side.

3. Humiliation—an argument that sets out only to debase someone,

not to make a choice.

Innuendo.

Threats.

Nasty language or signs, like flipping the bird.

Utter stupidity.

o otk
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A

PERSUASION DETECTORS

The defensive side of ethos

Virtue is a state of character concerned with choice, lying in a mean. —ARISTOTLE

You want the truth! You can’t handle the truth! No truth handler you! Bah! I deride
your truth handling abilities! —THE SIMPSONS

wish I had been there when my mother bought a pool table. It was the

single worst gift she could have given my father. He hated being indoors
and was something of a cheapskate. He never wasted time knocking balls
around; his idea of fun was to invent things. Our basement—the only room
that could fit a pool table—was the envy of the neighborhood kids. It had
fake palm trees, a volcano that lit up, and a waterfall that splashed into a
pool with real goldfish. The place also flooded regularly and smelled like a
sponge.

Mom found the table in a department store, when she went shopping
for a shirt to give Dad on Father’s Day. She got the pool table instead, and
presented it to him after dinner, leading him down the steep basement
steps with his eyes closed. The pool table sat where the Ping-Pong table

used to be.

MOM: Surprise!
DAD: What the hell is that doing there?
MoM: It’s a pool table.

I considered it the best Father’s Day ever. It was like The Newlywed Game,
except that my parents had been married for almost twenty years. They
weren’t really fighting. They were just mutually bewildered. I sat on the

basement steps, enjoying the exchange.
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pAD: Well, I guess I could turn it into something.

MoOM: You're supposed to play pool on it!
DAD: I don’t play pool.

The table was gone the next day.

Why she got it in the first place remained a
mystery for years. The salesman must have been
brilliant. He worked with practically nothing
but Mom’s vulnerability to a good pitch. She
was a bit of a sucker; she invariably agreed with
the person who went last in an argument. But
Mom wasn’t stupid, nor was she an impulsive
shopper. Years later, I asked her what happened.

MoM: There was something about that
salesman. He made me think that a
pool table would be perfect for your
dad.

ME: But he didn’t know Dad.

moMm: Well, he seemed to.

It sounds like some sort of ethos technique,
so we return to its basic principles: disinterest,
virtue, and practical wisdom. The same ethical
tools that a persuader uses to sway his audience
can serve you as a ready-made gauge of trust-

worthiness.

TRY THIS ON SALESPEOPLE
Doctors insist that the many
gifts pharma salespeople
bring have no influence on
them; in reality, a doctor who
receives gifts is four times
more likely to prescribe that
salesperson’s drug. The tech-
nique works like this: The
salesperson makes it clear she
expects nothing in exchange
for the gift—just friendship.
The doctor thinks he sepa-
rates the gifts from his drug
decisions; but his relationship
with the salesperson makes
him more easily persuaded by
her “information.” Do you
receive gifts at work? Don’t
worry about the gifts. Worry
about the relationship. Refuse
to discuss business face-to-
face with any gift giver. Insist
on getting all information by
mail—snail mail and e-mail.
Those media are more
rational than face-to-face, as
you’ll see in a later chapter.

Mom'’s Heart’s Desire

The salesman must have laid some major disinterest on Mom. According to
the rhetorician Kenneth Burke, ethos starts with what the audience needs.
The persuader makes you believe he can meet those needs better than you
or anyone else. Advertisers and salespeople have a reputation for creating
needs where they do not exist, but that is rarely true in a literal sense. In
rhetoric, you start with needs; the manipulation part happens when the
salesman or marketer makes you believe that his solution will meet those
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needs. A man responds to a beautiful woman in a car
ad out of his need for—well, out of his need for a
woman. But that was hardly the case with my mom.
She simply wanted to please my dad. And she surely
knew that a pool table wasn’t the ticket.
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TRY THIS AT WORK
Watch the best pre-
senters in your com-
pany. What material do
they start with—which
audience resources do
they use? If the talk is

mostly rational, the
foundation will be what
the audience knows
and believes. If it's
emotional, the pitch
will start with what the
audience expects. If
the speaker relies on
her character, you'll
hear about the audi-
ence’s needs, and how
she can meet them.
Similarly, branding is an
ethos strategy, and it
relies on needs.

ME: What exactly did the salesman say?

MoM: He didn’t say anything particular that
I can remember. He was very well-spoken,
though. I do remember that.

ME: You mean good looking?

MoM: No, I mean well-spoken.

ME: So you don’t remember what he said, but
you liked the way he said it?

MoM: I don’t know. Why are you asking me all
this? I felt an instant connection, as if he
really understood what I wanted.

Now we get to the bottom of it. Because the salesman understood what
Mom wanted, he had no need to know what Dad wanted. He knew Mom
needed to feel a connection with a person, such as a well-spoken, polite
salesman who seemed to understand her. They connected because he
made her feel as if the two were Father’s Day collaborators, sharing the
same interest. My guess is, Dad was forgotten for a while. Eventually, I im-
agine the salesman delivering the classic line “I have just the thing.” He
seemed to sympathize with her needs, and he knew how to meet them. So
how do you detect when this happens to you?

Here’s a secret that applies to all kinds of rhetorical defense: Look for
the disconnects. You already saw how logical short circuits can help you

spot fallacies. When somebody tries to manipulate
» Argument Tool

THE DISINTEREST
DISCONNECT: Is
there a gap between
your interests and
the persuader’s?
Then don’t trust
without verifying.

you through disinterest, look for a short circuit be-
tween his needs and yours; or if you’re buying a gift,
your needs and the recipient’s. There was a three-way
disconnect over the pool table: what Mom wanted and
what Dad wanted were very different, and what the
salesman wanted differed from what Mom and Dad
each wanted. The salesman used his temporary warm relationship with
Mom to cover up the disconnects in their needs. He doesn’t give a fig about
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TRY THIS BEFORE YOU VOTE

The Romans would ask,

“Cui bono?” meaning, “Who

benefits?” In modern polit-
ical terms, the question is:
Does the politician go after
votes, or money? Access
her voting record on www.
vote-smart.org, and get her
list of campaign donors
from www.fecinfo.com.
Does she consistently vote
her donors’ interest? Is she
bucking public opinion
when she does? Then when
she says, “I don’t just vote
the opinion polls,” what she
really means is, “I prefer
special interests to voters’
interests.” I'd vote for her
opponent.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

the commission! He just wants to make Mom—I
mean Dad—happy.

Disinterest is simply the merger of your needs
and the persuader’s. Suppose the salesman were
my mother’s cousin. Then the two may indeed
share the same needs—the guy might actually be
disinterested. If he were my mother’s ex-boyfriend,
however, then things could get complicated. His
interests might be split among making my mother
happy, earning a commission, and getting revenge
on my father.

Disinterest is one of the easiest rhetorical tricks
to spot, because most of the time, interest is rarely
far from the surface of a choice. Politicians will
often couch brazen selfishness in terms of disin-
terest. South Dakota senator John Thune voted

for a project that benefited a railroad he had lobbied for before he was
elected. Thune defended himself piously:

If you start banning elected officials from using their work-

ing knowledge on behalf of constituents, I think it would

greatly erode our representative form of government.

You can see a red herring here; a politician accused of ethical sins will

speak out against theoretical legislation that would ban it. You can also see

the ethos disconnect. Itis hard to know whether the railroad extension is good

TRY THIS WHEN YOU
BUY A CAR

Ask for references.
While she makes you
wait for the contract
to be drawn up, call
them—or pretend to. If
she doesn’t have a list
ready to hand, walk
away. A salesperson
who maintains contact
with customers has an
interest in long-term
profit that helps to
balance out the desire
for a quick buck.

for the nation; but we certainly see where Thune’s in-
terest lies. He brazenly fails the disinterest test, and
gets away with it. A constituency ignorant of the mean-
ing of “disinterest” will hardly make it a political issue.

Rhetorical defense is all about the disconnects. If
someone pitches a logical argument, you do a quick
mental inspection to find the short circuits in the argu-
ment’s examples or commonplaces and the choices.
If the argument lays some heavy disinterest on you—
your salesman acts as if his only desire is to make you
or your loved ones happy—then look for the discon-
nects between his needs and yours.
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If my mother had been more rhetorically inclined, she could have spot-

ted the salesman’s goodwill disconnect and called him on it. Let’s start

their conversation over.

MoM: Can you tell me where I can find men’s shirts?

SALESMAN: Sure. I can take you there if you like. Shopping

for Father’s Day?

MoMm: I am. I know it sounds boring, but my husband needs a

shirt.

SALESMAN: Mmm, I'm afraid it does sound boring. I remem-

ber my mother used to make a big deal out of Father’s

Day. Bigger than his birthday.
MoM: What did she get him?

SALESMAN (as if he just thought of the idea): May 1 show you

something?

At this point the salesman has my mother in a vulnerable state. If she
had had her wits about her, Mom should have told herself two things:

1. He’s a salesman.

2. He wants to show me something.
The combination rarely produces disinterest.

MOM (brightly): What are you going to show
me?

SALESMAN: It’s right over here. I think you're
going to love it.

MoM: Who's it for?

SALESMAN: It’s a really special Father’s Day
surprise.

MoM: So it’s for my husband?

» Useful Figure
| mentioned the /itotes
earlier, but it’s worth
showing you another
example (“rarely pro-
duces disinterest”). In
front of an intelligent
audience, this ironic
understatement can
make you look cool
and authoritative
while your opponent
looks like a blowhard.

SALESMAN: Well, actually, it’s for the whole family.

MoM: If I look at it, will you take me to the
shirt department?

When she asks who the surprise is for, the sales-
man dodges the question—a sure sign of a disinter-
est disconnect. Having spotted it, Mom brings the

» Argument Tool
THE DODGED QUESTION:
Ask who benefits from
the choice. If you don’t
get a straight answer,
don’t trust that person’s
disinterest.
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sales pitch to a crashing halt. Her failure to steer the conversation this way
in real life resulted in a $2,000 pool table instead of a $30 shirt. And do you
know how hard it is to return a pool table?

A Salesman, Lying in a Mean

The second characteristic of ethos, virtue, also has its disconnects, and it
makes an especially good lie detector. Aristotle lets you put up a red flag
even if you don’t know the person, even while he talks. The secret lies in
Aristotle’s definition of virtue:

A state of character concerned with choice, lying in a mean.

I know, I know. That hardly seems to define any kind of virtue you know.
But the thing about Aristotle is, when you live with his idea for a bit, it be-
gins to make a startling amount of sense. And you can use it to enhance
your own reputation as well as evaluate the character of another person.
Let’s see how.

A state of character means rhetorical virtue, not the permanent kind. It
exists only during the argument itself, and it adapts to the audience’s ex-
pectations, not the persuader’s. He could be a liar and a thief, but if you be-
lieve him to be virtuous, then he s virtuous—rhetorically and temporarily.
TRY THIS IN A MEETING That, for the moment, is his state of character.
Remember the false Concerned with choice: Aristotle means that vir-
choice logical sin? If

someone uses it, and . .
seems to do it deliber- those he tries to sell you on. A persuader who tries to

ately, don’t trust his

virtue. He’s not inter- . . .
ested in a reasonable by pitching the argument in the past or present—

tue comes out of the choices the persuader makes, or
prevent a choice—through distraction or threats or

argument. lacks rhetorical virtue.
Lying in a mean: That probably sounds Greek to

» Persuasion Alert
| employ a version of
the reluctant conclu- heart of deliberative rhetoric. To Aristotle, the sweet
sion here (“it did to
me at first”): | myself
was once turned off tremes. A virtuous soldier is neither cowardly nor fool-
by the term, but its
value compelled me
to change my mind. himself at the enemy; he lives to fight another day.

you (it did to me at first), but the concept lies at the
spot of every question lies in the middle between ex-

hardy, but exactly in between. He chooses not to fling
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But he does fight. The virtuous person “lies in the mean” between patriot
and cynic, alcoholic and teetotaler, workaholic and slacker, religious zealot
and atheist. (If Aristotle had lived among us, I suppose he would have been
an Episcopalian, or maybe a Presbyterian—some faith that lies midway be-
tween zealotry and atheism.)

If this person sounds like a Milquetoast, remember that deliberative
argument deals with choices, and Aristotle saw the middle road as the
shortest one to any decision. The mean lies smack in the middle of the audi-
ence’s values. In short, virtue is a temporary, rhetorical condition—a state
of character, not a permanent trait—and you can find it in the middle of
the audience’s opinions, or the sweet spot between the extreme ranges of a
choice. A virtuous choice is a moderate one. Someone who chooses it has
virtue.

How can you measure someone’s virtue? One way is to see whether he
finds the sweet spot between extremes. For example, when you walk into a
department store to buy something for Father’s Day, your

» Argument Tool
mean lies in the middle of your budget. A virtuous sales- THE VIRTUE

man asks what you want to spend and sticks to that YARDSTICK:
Does the per-

amount; a really virtuous salesman hits the sweet spot, tak- suader find the

ing your range of $50 to $100 and finding something that sweet spot

between the
extremes of

range, or who tries to move your sweet spot to sell you a your values?

costs exactly $74.99. A salesman who fails to ask you for a

$2,000 pool table, lacks rhetorical virtue.
Spotting a lack of virtue when numbers aren’t involved is a bit trickier.
Another way to evaluate a persuader’s virtue is to ask yourself:

How does he describe the mean?

First, determine the middle of the road in any question. What is the
mean in, say, child rearing? Aristotle would place it somewhere between se-
vere beatings and letting the kid run rampant. You will want to fine-tune
that mean according to your own lights.

Now imagine yourself a new parent asking people’s advice on how to
raise a child. (In actuality, you rarely have to ask for advice; people are all
too happy to volunteer it.) Your advisers may suggest all sorts of help—
prophylactic Ritalin, avoidance of “no,” Baby Einstein tapes, strict discipline—
and if you know absolutely nothing from kids, you might have trouble sifting
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> Persuasion Alert through all the theories. To test the virtue of the
Personally, | .. . s
wouldrt take any people ad?rlsmg you, asl'< the'm what they think of main
childrearing advice stream child psychologists like Dr. Spock or Terry Bra-

that doesn’t begin

) zelton. If they respond with extreme terms—“radical,”
with, “That depends

on the kid.” The “cruel,” “abusive”—then beware of their advice. They
practically wise can disagree with the prevailing wisdom—that is the
person uses “that . i . . .
depends” as his whole point of persuasion—but if they describe it as
guide. extreme, then they tag themselves as extremists.

Extremists usually describe the middle course as extreme.

Rhetorical virtue lets you leverage what you know, applying that limited
knowledge to areas where you don’t have the facts. This is especially useful

with political issues, where the pundits and pols know
Argument Tool
more than you and I. Politicians often pitch their own ar- THE EXTREMIST
DETECTOR: An
extremist will
polarized days. They do that by making their opponents describe a mod-

guments as the mean between extremes, even in these

appear to lie further from the middle than they actually erate choice as
extreme.

are. Conservatives can’t say the word “environmental”

without following it with “extremist”; that makes anyone who expresses con-

cern about global warming seem like a froth-at-the-mouth radical.

CONSERVATIVE: Environmental extremists want to prevent a
sensible energy policy, which is why they’re trying to block
careful, animal-friendly drilling in the Arctic National Wild-
life Refuge.

Whenever you hear the word “extremists” or “special interests,” consult
your own interests. Do you like the idea of drilling in the wilderness? If not,
does that make you an extremist? Take a look at the polls as well. Most
Americans don’t want to drill in ANWR. So a group that opposes drilling
isn’t, by definition, extremist.

Now, if you do support drilling, does that make you a member of the far
right?

ENVIRONMENTALIST: He’s on the conservative extreme that
wants to drill Alaska so he can tool around in his SUV.
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You’ll often see people do the reverse of the extremist label, describing
an extreme choice as moderate. Someone proposes marketing your prod-
uct to teenagers. You know the teenage market, and you further know that
appealing to it is a big risk. Yet the proposer describes it in moderate terms,
showing a lack of rhetorical virtue. When he adds that the company should
expand its advertising to cable TV, an area you know nothing about, as-
sume that the decision would be just as radical. In other words, don’t trust
his choice. In the current feisty political climate, though, officials make
“moderate” sound like a bad word.

As the Sophists liked to say, there are two sides to every question. Being
on one side or the other does not make one an extremist. In fact, no rheto-
ric rule book forbids you from using the extremist or moderate label as a
persuasive technique. If your own opinion lies outside the public’s mean,
you can describe that mean as extreme. Or you can label your own position
as moderate. But the technique is tricky, to say the least. Most audiences
don’t appreciate being labeled as extremists. Usually, when a persuader la-
bels an opponent as extreme simply because she disagrees with him, then
he’s probably the extreme one. Don’t trust his virtue.

You see this kind of labeling among liberals and conservatives on almost
every issue.

LIBERAL: The extreme Christian right wants prayer in the
schools so it can impose its religion on others.

Again, what are your interests? And what benefits the nation? Does allow-
ing a small group to pray in a classroom really constitute established reli-
gion? Besides, given the country’s other problems, should people even waste
time arguing about school prayer?

APPROPRIATE RHETORICAL REPLY: Most Americans support
school prayer. If that seems extreme, what does it make you?

The old expression “There’s virtue in moderation” comes straight from
Aristotle. Virtue is a state of character, concerned with choice, lying in a
mean. When moderates face scorn from the faithful of both parties, what
does that make our country? You can do your bit for democracy, and your
own sanity, with this pre fab reply:
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I know reasonable people who hold that opinion. So who’s
the extremist?

The Tools

“And, after all, what is a lie?” Lord Byron asked in his poem Don Juan.
“’Tis but / The truth in masquerade; and I defy / Historians, heroes, law-
yers, priests, to put / A fact without some leaven of a lie.” Byron may exag-
gerate, but the truth is often difficult to suss out in an argument. Rhetoric
allows you to skip that problem and focus on the person as well as what
she says. In other words, ethos provides . . . not a lie detector, exactly, but a
liar detector—with basic tools for telling how much you should trust some-
one’s sincerity and trustworthiness.

1. Apply the needs test (disinterest). Are the persuader’s needs your
needs? Whose needs is the person meeting?

2. Check the Extremes (virtue). How does he describe the opposing
argument? How close is her middle-of-the-road to yours?



17. Find the Sweet Spot

A

MORE PERSUASION DETECTORS

The defensive tools of practical wisdom

A companion’s words of persuasion are effective. —HOMER

n the last chapter, we saw Aristotle’s strangely sensible definition of vir-
I tue: a state of character, concerned with a choice, lying in a mean. Like
virtue, practical wisdom also lies in the mean—or rather, the persuader’s
apparent ability to find the sweet spot. While you want to know how virtu-
ous he is, you also want to assess his ability to make a good choice, one that
fits the occasion. We’re talking about Aristotle’s phronesis, or practical wis-
dom, here. It recognizes that the sweet spot changes according to the cir-
cumstances and the audience. If my mother were shopping for a house, the
sweet spot would lie a couple of hundred thousand dollars beyond the
price of a pool table. The principle gets more subtle when we talk about
politics or business. Then you want to see all of a persuader’s phronesis kick
in. Listen for two things.

First, you want to hear “That depends.” The prac- > Argument Tool
“THAT DEPENDS.”

A trustworthy per-
swering it. Your adviser should question you about suader matches her
advice with the par-
ticular circumstances
having a clue about your problem, then don’t trust instead of applying a
one-size-fits-all rule.

tically wise person sizes up the problem before an-
the circumstances first. If she spouts a theory without
her judgment.

NEW PARENT: I'm reading conflicting advice about toilet train-
ing. What'’s a good age to wean a child from diapers?

UNWISE ANSWER: I don’t believe in toilet training. Let the
child determine when she’s ready.

EVEN LESS WISE ANSWER: No later than age two.
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PRACTICALLY WISE ANSWER: That depends on the child. Does

she show interest in toilet training? Are you willing to put

in the effort? Are diapers giving you any problem?

TRY THIS IF YOU’RE

A PUNDIT

Research shows that
experts on TV make
lousy prognosticators;
in fact, the more knowl-
edgeable the person is,
the worse the predic-
tions. Rhetoric provides
a reason: pundits tend to
overapply their experi-
ence to specific situa-
tions. A solution that
won’t get you on talk
shows but will improve
your score is to do what
modelers do: describe
the likely outcome as
conditions change. Bad
Pundit: “China will be
the most powerful
nation by the end of the
century.” Practically
Wise Pundit: “If we keep
borrowing money from
the Chinese, their eco-
nomic clout will balance
our military strength. If
we get the deficit under
control, we're likely to
remain on top.”

I don’t speak entirely rhetorically here. Dorothy
Junior, being our first, fell victim to all sorts of child-
rearing books. Thankfully, she has no memory of
our well-meaning abuse involving tiny plastic toilets
and panicky bathroom visits. It was a total failure.
Months later, she trained herself. Now that our kids
are grown, new parents think that my wife and I
must know something about children. And in fact
we do—about our own children. But what worked
for Dorothy Junior often was a disaster for George.
So whenever anyone asks me for generic advice, I
reply, “Don’t listen to any advice.”

I make no exceptions; which, come to think of it,
probably isn’t very practically wise of me. A far more
sage person is my friend Dick. When my kids were
little, Dick and his wife, Nancy, moved overseas.
They were empty-nesters, having raised five great
kids and seen them through college. Dorothy and I
visited the couple on a vacation in Europe, and I re-
member sitting on their apartment balcony confid-
ing to Dick my frightening cluelessness as a parent.

ME: It seems that by the time I figure out how to deal with

one kid, she grows out of it, and then whatever worked for

her doesn’t work for her brother. Sometimes I wonder if

I'm ready to be a parent.

pick: I know what you mean. I'm stil/ not ready to be a parent.

It was the wisest, most reassuring parenting help I ever got.

Phronesis divides the rules people from the improvisers and helps us un-

derstand politics today. George Lakoff misses the point with his theory of

“moral politics.” Our country suffers more from a lack of perspective toward

rules and improvisation. George Bush, Howard Dean, and Nancy Pelosi are



» Persuasion Alert
Aren’t swing voters
moderate by definition?
Calling Breyer a “liberal”
and O’Connor a “con-
servative” exaggerates
my point about their
practical wisdom.
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all rules people who think in the past and present
tenses, forensically and demonstratively; they speak
in terms of right and wrong, good and bad. On the
other hand, it’s no accident that the two recent
swing voters on the Supreme Court, Stephen Breyer
and Sandra Day O’Connor—a liberal Democrat and

conservative Republican—were the only justices with

legislative backgrounds. They’re deliberative think-
ers, and the ones with the most phronesis. Their writ-
ten opinions use the future tense more than the
others’, and they tend to focus on the “advanta-
geous,” deliberation’s chief topic. When you think
about it, choosing a Supreme Court justice or a pres-
ident isn’t that different from choosing a spouse.
Check out the candidates’ disinterest, virtue, and

» Persuasion Alert
Am | showing good
phronesis here, or do
you see a disconnect in
my analogy? How much
is a presidency like a
marriage, really? The
analogy may hold up
better for the Supreme
Court, where justices

spend many decades in
close quarters with one
another.

phronesis, and you can make a reasonable predic-
tion about how they will vote once they’re in office.

Phronesis means more than good judgment; it
also means having experience with the problem. So, the second thing you
want to hear after “That depends” is a tale of a comparable experience.
Suppose my mother began to think a shirt wasn’t such a good idea but that
the pool table was too expensive.

» Argument Tool
COMPARABLE
EXPERIENCE: The
practically wise
persuader shows
examples from
his own life.

MoM: What about that bocce set over there?

PRACTICALLY WISE SALESMAN: That depends on
your lawn. I've played with that same set, and
the balls go all over the place if you have any
stones or rough spots.

The practically wise salesman should also figure out whom the gift is
really for. Father’s Day may just be an excuse for my mother to buy a toy
for herself. In which case the sale gets a whole lot easier.

Phronesis makes an especially good persuasion detector when you don’t
know where the sweet spot is—when you know too little about an issue, or
have no idea what you want to spend. To determine whether you can trust
the speaker’s judgment, ask: has the guy figured out your needs—your real
needs, that is? One of the most important traits of practical wisdom is “suss-
ing” ability—the knack of determining what the issue is really about. Ideally,
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» Argument Tool you want a pathologist like Greg House, the doctor on

“SUSSING” THE REAL
ISSUE: A trustworthy

TV with the worst bedside manner in history. House

persuader sees your homes in on the patient’s real problem, and he does

actual needs even if
you haven’t men-

it with an infallible accuracy that can come only from

tioned them. scriptwriters. In one episode, a patient with bright

orange skin comes in complaining of back spasms.

HOUSE: Unfortunately, you have a deeper problem. Your wife

is having an affair.
ORANGE GUY: What?!

HOUSE: You're orange, you moron! It’s one thing for you not

to notice, but if your wife hasn’t picked up on the fact that

her husband has changed color, she’s just not paying

attention. By the way, do you consume just a ridiculous

amount of carrots and megadose vitamins?

[Guy nods.]

HOUSE: The carrots turn you yellow, the niacin turns you red.

Get some finger paints and do the math. And get a good

lawyer.

The patient defines the issue as a golf in-
jury. House produces a bigger issue: any wife
who doesn’t notice her husband turn into a
carrot must be cheating on him. While the
AMA might not appreciate his Sherlockian
deduction, House shows the greatest phro-
nesis abilities a persuader can have: to figure
out what the audience really needs, and what

the issue really is.

TRY THIS IN SIZING UP A
PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATE

If the candidate touts experience
that’s less than germane, and
makes it analogous to the presi-
dency, vote for someone else.
Abraham Lincoln often spoke of
rural life, but he didn’t describe the
White House as a log cabin. Nor
did he see the president as a cor-
porate lawyer. His experience con-
tributed to his practical wisdom; it
didn’t dictate his decisions.

The Right Mean People

Even if you’re not buying anything, and you’re not in an argument, ethos

principles can come in handy to size up a stranger. Suppose you evaluate an

applicant for a management job. Use what you learned in the last chapter

and this one; if her disinterest, virtue, and street smarts seem intact,

chances are you found the right person.
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Disinterest: She should talk about what she can do for your company,
not what your company can do for her.

Virtue: She should hit the sweet spot for the job: aggressive but not
too, sufficiently independent but able to take orders. And her choices
should lie within the mean, as Aristotle would say. How does she describe
the company’s future? Does her strategy lie within the corporate sweet
spot—risk-taking but not too? Creative but practical?

Practical wisdom: Any candidate should have the right experience; you
don’t need rhetoric to tell you that. But how do you think she will use that
experience? Is she stuck in the rut of her own background? Suppose she’s
a top saleswoman being considered for a vice presidency; the aggressive,
elbows-out style that got her where she is may hurt her in management,
where she has to get cooperation and teamwork out of her people.

College admissions officers might use the same criteria to evaluate
young candidates. Think how disinterest, virtue, and practical wisdom

might work to produce the ideal liberal arts student.
> Persuasion Alert

So how do you know
you can trust me, the
author? What if | just
spun all these prin-
ciples in a way that
makes me look trust-

Does he reflect the institution’s values—or is he too
zealous about them? What kind of education will ful-
fill his potential and make himself useful?

Now let’s talk relationships. You know those cheesy

magazine quizzes where you measure your compati-
bility with your lover? Ethos can do that much better.

Disinterest: Do you share the same needs, and
interpret them the same way? Good. But does your

worthy? Boy, are you
a tough customer.
There’s a reading list
in the back.

beloved consider your happiness second to his or her own? Then you have

a serious disinterest problem. Mates can be disinterested only if they're

willing to sacrifice their own needs to that of the
relationship—in other words, if the relationship’s sta-
bility is of greater value than their individual needs.
You often hear about newlyweds’ territorial problems.
That’s just another way of saying their disinterest is
out of whack.

Virtue: Do you share the same values? Think about
which ones will crop up in most of your arguments.
And what do you and your lover consider “moderate”
behavior? In every aspect of your relationship, what
seems extreme? In Annie Hall, Woody Allen and Diane

» Persuasion Alert

Aren’t the ethos
traits just supposed
to make you /ook
trustworthy? Rhe-
torically, yes. But
we’re on the defen-
sive right now, and
our job is to measure
the gap between
your lover’s rhetori-
cal ability and how
much you can actu-
ally trust the person.
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Keaton go to separate analysts and talk about their marriage. Each analyst
asks how often they have sex.

HE: Hardly ever. About three times a week.
sHE: All the time. About three times a week.

This is no mere communication problem, it’s a rhetorical one—a mat-
ter of virtue. Their sweet spots lie too far apart. Aristotle’s definition of
virtue, “a matter of choice, lying in a mean,” really makes sense here. The
mean is your sweet spot on every issue.

Practical wisdom: Aristotle said that phronesis is the skill of dealing with
probability—what is likely to happen, and what’s the best decision under
the circumstances. This combines two skills: the ability to predict, based
on the evidence; and that of making decisions that produce the greatest
probability of happiness. A partner should neither make things up as he
goes nor be a rigid rule follower. Watch how your significant other re-
sponds to a problem you both face. Does your lover apply rules to every-
thing? Does he or she think every choice constitutes a values question?
If your lover asks what Jesus would do with whose turn it is to cook, you
may have problems. (As far as we know, Jesus didn’t leave any recipes.)

I can offer a personal example. When my wife and I decided to have
children, we faced that classic choice of professional couples: which, if ei-
ther of us, would stay home? I had this fantasy of playing the house hus-
band, caring for the theoretical children and writing while they took their
long, simultaneous naps. My wife was better organized, had superior social
skills, and a higher salary as a fund-raiser; I figured she would earn most of
the money. The problem was that Dorothy also had more domestic ability
than I did. My idea of cooking was to throw raw hamburger into a pot of
canned soup and call it stew. The other problem was that my wife hated
her job.

All that was decided one morning in a startling way, at least for me,
when Dorothy came into the kitchen.

DOROTHY SR.: I hate asking people for money.
ME: Boy, are you in the wrong profession.
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I hadn’t had my coffee, or I would have shut up right there. Instead, I

asked what I thought was a rhetorical question.
ME: Why don’t you quit?

She threw her arms around me, gave notice that very day, and two weeks
later, our household income dropped by more than half. Dorothy had not
seen my question as rhetorical. She didn’t get a job, and I didn’t write full-
time, for the next twenty years.

Now, you could interpret my response to her complaint as both a suc-
cess and a failure of practical wisdom. On the positive side, I had applied a
value we shared in common—that people who hated their jobs shouldn’t
work in them if they could help it—to the particular situation. On the flip
side, neither one of us actually deliberated over the decision, and one sign
of phronesis is the ability to deliberate—to consider both sides of a question.

It could be that Dorothy didn’t have much faith in my own wisdom,
though she denies it. Maybe she knew that we both would be happier if
I worked full-time and she reared the kids. She was right, of course. Plus
she not only got what she wanted, she gave me the satisfaction of having
proposed it in the first place. If she did it on purpose, it was with a time-
honored technique: making me believe that her choice was really mine.

The Tools

Virtue and disinterest are only two legs of the ethos stool. A candidate may
be the most pious, goodhearted, selfless woman who ever ran for mayor in
your town, but she’ll make a lousy mayor if she can’t fix the potholes.
Here’s how to assess a person’s practical wisdom:

The “That Depends” Filter. Does the persuader want to know
the exact nature of your problem? Or is she spouting a one-
size-fits-all choice?

Comparable Experience. This may seem painfully obvious, but
it seems to escape voters regularly. How many times have we

chosen the rich guy over the guy who’s actually been in
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politics? Comparable experience is less obvious when
someone tries to sell you something. Then the question is,
where did they get their information? From using the
product themselves, or from company training?

“Sussing” Ability. Can the persuader cut to the chase of
an issue?
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18. Speak Your Audience’s Language

A

THE RHETORICAL APE

Use words to gather a group around you.

CARL: Let’s make litter of the literati!
LENNY: That was too clever! You’re one of them!
[Punches him.] —THE SIMPSONS

N ow that you know some of the workings of argument by character, let’s

getinto the true black arts of ethos, the ones having to

» Argument Tool
THE IDENTITY

with. In this chapter and the next one, we’ll deal with the STRATEGY: Get

your audience

. . to identify with
with one another, and to see you as its ideal leader. Execute your decision.

do with the people and things your audience identifies
identity strategy. It starts with getting the audience to bond

it adroitly, and the strategy can make the audience think
of your choices as expressions of the group. Anyone who chooses otherwise
risks feeling separated from the pack.

In short, your word is their bond.

| Wanna Be Just Like You

What we humans do with words, wild chimpanzees do with lice. After every
major dispute over food or sex, according to animal behaviorists, chimps
devote extra time picking nits out of each other’s hair. In the aftermath of
an internal battle, they settle down to relationship mending. Prolonged
bouts of grooming let the animals repair their social bonds.

Instead of nitpicking, we humans use present-tense, demonstrative rhet-
oric, persuasion that brings us together and distinguishes us from other

groups. Demonstrative rhetoric exploits our instinct for forming tribes and
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rivalries, and our fear of being an outsider. “If men were not apart from one
another,” said the twentieth-century rhetorician Kenneth Burke, “there
would be no need for the rhetorician to proclaim their unity.”

The more people find themselves divided, the more they engage in
demonstrative gestures—a great speech like the Gettysburg Address, or a
heartfelt apology by a lover who nonetheless thinks he did nothing wrong.
It can be a song, like the chants soldiers use when they march or the tunes
kids swap on the Web. Even a common dialect—slang, jargon, or political
code language—lets people demonstrate how they belong together.

That may explain why doctors have infamous handwriting. No good
medical reason justifies it; the scribble is literally a code. The doc will prob-
ably tell you what the prescription is for, but the writing does the same
thing that speaking in Latin once did for the medical community, distin-
guishing the illuminati from benighted laymen. The prescription scribble
constitutes a kind of social grooming, like the nitpicking that chimps do to

» Argument Tool
CODE GROOMING.
Using insider language
to get an audience to
identify with you and
your idea

» Persuasion Alert
You could interpret my
use of rhetorical terms
in this book as a form
of code grooming,
welcoming you into an
elite group. Strangely,
though, the Greeks
saw their rhetorical
terminology as plain
language. They knew
the crisscross chias-
mus, for example, as
“the X figure.” The fig-
ure of understated
irony, the /itotes, they
called “the simple fig-
ure.” Litotes means
“plainness” in Greek.
You and | will call it
litotes. Why? Because
we’re cool.

please each other. Call it code grooming. It will be
our own exclusive term.

Even professional communicators practice code
grooming through language and symbols impene-
trable to anyone but themselves. Men and women
who have dedicated their lives to clarity are just as
guilty of code grooming as their scribbling doctors.
Magazine editors call the beginning of a story the
“lede,” and refer to a caption as a “cutline.” It’s a
bonding thing. They use “TK” to mean, “Fill in a fact
here.” It stands for “TO KOME” (the K makes it eas-
ier for proofreaders to spot).

Kids use code grooming in their instant mes-
sages. Look how fast they type—faster than some of
them can think. Why is it all in lowercase? Surely
they know how to use capital letters and punctua-
tion; they probably could spell out entire words if
they wanted to. What are they saying? You have no
idea, and that’s partly the point of all those weird
abbreviations, acronyms, emoticons, and wds 2 tuff
2 rede, lol (“laugh out loud,” for the uninitiated).
Why do they IM one another in the first place? Ken-
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neth Burke would know: teens feel insecure about their position in society,

so they mutually groom like crazy.

From a parental standpoint, it does beat more physical versions.

Hearing Your Vision

When it comes to talking in code, however, teenagers don’t hold a candle

to politicians. Getting elected president of the United States doesn’t always

require great skill in formal, rational debate. The ranks
of presidents have been filled—and will no doubt con-
tinue to be filled—with individuals whose rather un-
inspired speech has been transformed through the
alchemy of rhetoric into political dominance. Amer-
ica’s forty-third president, George W. Bush, deserves a
special place in the rhetorical pantheon owing to his
particular talent for code grooming. Future candi-
dates may be more articulate than Bush, but they still
have a lot to learn from the man. Pundits love to talk
about his Christian code, but religion forms only a
part of his grooming lingo. He also has his male code,
his female code, and his military code. Bush speaks a
pure demonstrative language of identity, favoring the
present tense and using terms that resonate among
various constituencies. When he speaks to the faithful,

TRY THIS AT A
PROFESSIONAL
MEETING

One of the best ways
to bond a group is to
tell a joke that only
they would get. Steve
Martin claimed he
delivered one at a
plumbers’ convention
that ended with the
punch line “It says
socket, not sprocket!”
| tried something sim-
ilar many years ago,
when | gave a speech
to a group of forest-
ers. “What’s one step
lower than grade-
three pulpwood?”

| asked. “A carrot.” It
killed them.

for example, he prefers “I believe” to “I think.” In the summer of 2001 he

used “believe” as a kind of fugue:

1 know what I believe. I will continue to articulate what I believe

and what I believe—I believe what I believe is right.

Believe it. His repetitive use of code language extends to women. Before

his reelection, Bush appealed to women with sentences that began, “I un-
derstand,” and he repeated words such as “peace” and “security” and “pro-
tecting.” For the military, he used “Never relent” and “Whatever it takes”
and “We must not waver” and “Not on my watch.” For Christians, he began
sentences with “and,” just as the Bible does:
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And in all that is to come, we can know that His purposes are just

and true.

For men, he used swaggering humor that implied he personally pulls

the military trigger:

When I take action, I'm not going to fire a two million dollar mis-

sile at a ten dollar empty tent and hit a camel in the butt. It’s

going to be decisive.

So what? Every politician uses codewords. What makes Bush different is

his masterful way of using codewords without the distraction of logic. He

speaks in short sentences, repeating code phrases in effective, if irrational,

order. “See, in my line of work you got to keep repeating things over and

over and over again for the truth to sink in,” he once said, “to kind of cata-

pult the propaganda.”

But he does more than just repeat things over
and over and over. He catapults his messages by leav-
ing logic out of them. The result is what the poet
Robert Frost called the “sound of sense”—the mean-
ing you intuit from hearing people speak in the
next room. You pick up the sense from the speakers’
rhythms and tone, and from an occasional empha-
sized word. If you ever played Sims on your com-
puter, you know what I mean. The game’s simulated
characters speak Simlish, a babble language in-
vented by a pair of improv comedians. (An angry
character will exclaim something like, “Frabbida!”)
You suss out much of what they say by their tone of
voice. Bush’s strange statement “Families is where
our nation finds hope, where wings take dream”
makes almost poetic sense. It has the sound of sense.
He has a masterful way of combining repetition,

tone, and codewords unfettered by context.

» Persuasion Alert

My tongue is not as
far in my cheek as you
might think. Bushisms
offer a profound
example of code
grooming in politics;
Bush’s illogic makes
the demonstrative lan-
guage that much eas-
ier to hear. His clumsy
rhetoric was at most
a minor obstacle to
election; in fact, by
making his speech
seem guileless—and
by allowing him to
repeat appropriate
codewords—Bushisms
may actually have
helped him win the
presidency.

We look forward to hearing your vision, so we can more better do

our job.
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This is a classic Bushism, fractured syntax that seems to come out of a
short circuit in the language center of his brain. You know what he means,
though, don’t you? If you heard it instead of read it, you would probably
miss the “hearing your vision” part and come away with “look forward” and
“hearing” and “vision” and “do our job.” The resulting message conveys op-
timism, listening, and duty. Bushisms treat audiences like the dog in the Far

Stde cartoon.

WHAT YOU sAY: Oh Ginger, that was a bad thing. You're a
bad, bad dog, Ginger.

WHAT A DOG HEARS: Blah Ginger, blah blah blah. Blah blah
blah blah, Ginger.

Clearly, Bush didn’t practice speaking Bushimistically. But he has done
nothing to fix his syntax, probably because he benefits from it. Logic-free
speech italicizes the words he wants to stick in our heads. When he says,
“We’ll be a great country where the fabrics are made up of groups and lov-
ing centers,” he does not paint any sort of realistic picture of America. Nor
does he intend to. The technique is not so much impressionistic as pointil-
list, dotting the rhetorical canvas with values to create a group identity. As
Bush himself succinctly put it, “Sometimes pure politics enters into the
rhetoric.” He keeps everything else out of his more rhetorical statements,
leaving only politically useful principles. “I'm a proud man to be the nation
based upon such wonderful values,” he says.

WHAT BUSH SAYS: Part of the facts is understanding we have a
problem, and part of the facts is what you’re going to do
about it.

WHAT STICKS IN PEOPLE’S MINDS: . . . facts . . . understand-
ing ... problem . .. facts.

The distracted listener gets the impression of an engaged, knowledge-
able leader.

Skeptical? Remember that you’re receiving this argument in print, a
logical medium. A good reader absorbs whole paragraphs, not words or
phrases. Imagine hearing a Bushism on television while you make dinner
and the dog barks and the kids argue over who got to use the PlayStation
last and you wonder whether it’s time to get an oil change. A great Bushism
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is a work of art—neither an accurate representation » Useful Figure
. . . . The polysyndeton
of reality nor an appeal to logic, but a series of impres-

] Y ) pp 8¢ p (pol-y-SIN-de-ton)
sions that bring Bush closer to the group he wants to makes a figure out
appeal to. of a- ruh—on sentence

by linking clauses
with a repeated
WHAT BUSH SAYS: I believe we are called to do conjunction. | use
. it here to convey
the hard work to make our communities sensory overload.
and quality of life a better place.
WHAT STICKS IN PEOPLE’S MINDS: . . . believe . . . called . . .
hard work . . . communities . . . quality of life . . . better

place.

Bush attracts red-state voters by emphasizing the values of hard work,
quality of life, and making our community a better place. He also injects
the Christian codewords “believe” and “called” (a Christian is called by God
to fulfill his mission in life). He uses these codewords efficiently, with a
brevity impossible in a logical sentence.

Now you try it. Experiment on your own. Take rational, fully articulated
thoughts and reduce them to logic-free collections of values.

RATIONAL THOUGHT: Boys, we can win this one. We’re bigger
in size, we’ve practiced harder, and we have the better
game plan.

LOGIC-FREE VALUES: Men, get out there. Be big. Be hard.
Work the plan. Win the game.

RATIONAL THOUGHT: Don’t be scared. There aren’t any mon-
sters under the bed.
LOGIC-FREE VALUES: You're safe. I'll be safe here, protecting

you, in your own warm bed.

Avoid the Monsters

Am I proposing that we all speak like Bush? No. Probably even Bush doesn’t
mean to speak like Bush. In fact, while eliminating the logic can make your
codewords stick better, you don’t want to eliminate logic altogether. Code-
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words tend to go along with present-tense, demonstrative, tribal rhetoric.
To get what you want in a deliberative argument, you usually need a healthy
dose of logic—spiked with values. Aristotle used the commonplace as the
centerpiece of deductive logic, not a substitute for it. Commonplace words
and codewords are often the same thing.

Straying more than a little from Aristotle, Bush takes those codewords
and repeats them like a political mantra until they become like a song you
can’t get out of your head. But it can help you pull a tribe together. Repeti-
tion acts like a football cheer, or the refrain to a song, or a protest chant,
making people feel part of a group—a group headed by you. These terms
are the ties that bind Bush to his audiences; and the more ties, the better.

To speak in Bushisms or other effective code language, choose the
words that work, and avoid denying words that trigger a bad response. You
want to avoid repeating terms that hurt your argument. If you say, “Don’t be
scared,” a kid may hear “scared.” If you say, “There aren’t any monsters
under the bed,” the kid hears “monsters under the bed.” As we have seen,
avoiding harmful words is especially important when you fend off an accu-
sation. If you repeat the charge (“I am not a crook”), you may actually
strengthen it in the audience’s mind.

In fact, the reverse is true. You can use denial to mean the exact oppo-
site of what you're literally saying, as Bush did when he described how
Iraqis received our troops.

WHAT BUSH SAYS: I think we are welcomed. But it was not a
peaceful welcome.
WHAT STICKS IN PEOPLE’S MINDS: ... welcomed . .. peaceful

welcome.

I call this technique reverse words—repeating the words that mean the
opposite of what hurts your case. Instead of saying, “We hadn’t anticipated

the violent reaction to the invasion,” Bush says, “We are
. i . » Argument Tool
welcomed. But it was not a peaceful welcome.” A violent REVERSE WORDS:

reaction turns into a peaceful welcome—with an inci- Repeat the terms
that express the

opposite of your
You can use the same tool whenever an argument weakness or
your opponent’s
stance.

dental “not” in front of it.

turns against you. Concede your opponent’s point by ad-
mitting that the point is not its opposite. Queen Victoria
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said, in a famous understatement, “We are not amused.” She did not say,
“We are appalled.”

OPPONENT: Your department is failing to meet its goals.
WRONG ANSWER: It’s not really failing.
RIGHT ANSWER: Well, we aren’t breaking records yet.

SIGNIFICANT OTHER (looking fat): Does this make me look fat?
WRONG ANSWER: No, not that fat at all.
RIGHT ANSWER: It doesn’t make you look thin.

Words like “failing” and “fat” generally do not make good codewords.
“Breaking records” and “thin” do.

Code grooming is an excellent way to get an audience to identify with
you. Blue-staters often have a hard time with it. They prefer a Bill Clinton
or John Kerry, who can speak whole, logical, publishable thoughts. But
John Kerry lost the election in part because he tried to win his arguments
while Bush focused on identity. In a formal debate, as the ancients said,
rhetoric is verbal jousting. In human society, as the modern rhetoricians
say, rhetoric is social glue.

The identity strategy can do more than make your audience identify
with you. In the next chapter you’ll learn how to make them identify with
your choice. You won’t just win friends. You will truly influence people.

The Tools

There are some 2,800 languages spoken on earth at the moment, along
with seven or eight thousand dialects. You can further divide dialects by re-
gional accents, professional jargon, religious and political speech, and
code language of all kinds. And these groups can split into the private jokes
and secret words of families, friends, lovers. If you want to define a group of
people—or rather, if you want to see how people define themselves—look
for the language that makes them most comfortable. Code language deter-
mines who’s in and who’s out of our personal Venn circles. It reveals what

we value.
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We express the purest kind of present-tense demonstrative rhetoric in

code—the words that we share within our own groups. The specific tools:

Code Grooming: Use language unique to the group, and as long as
you don’t apply it indecorously, you’ll get in tight with your audi-
ence.

Logic-Free Values: Perfectly rational speech can not only be a
turnoff for some audiences but actually distract them from a
values message. This is one reason why Aristotle said that logos
works better in an intimate setting than in front of a large
crowd. Focus on the individual values words to bring a group
together and get it to identify with you.

Repeated Codewords: Find those specific commonplace terms that
make a group bond, and use them again and again and again.

Reverse Words: Find words that mean the opposite of the ones
your opponent used. Avoid repeating your opponent’s terms
when you deny them.
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A

THE MOTHER-IN-LAW RUSE

Persuasion’s most magnetic tool: identity

Rhetoric is concerned with the state of Babel after the Fall.

—KENNETH BURKE

Learn to master the codes of your audiences, and you will go a long way

toward winning their trust. Even better, you can get them to identify

with your choice. If they’re for it, they’re in. If they’re against it, they’re out.

That is the purpose of this chapter: to take the
identity strategy to its next level. We will em-
ploy a skillful mix of deliberative and demon-
strative rhetoric, getting your audience to see
your choice as something critical to your rela-
tionship. They will identify with what you want,
and see the alternative choice, the one you op-
pose, as something alien to the relationship.

Sometimes identity is the sole purpose of
an argument. As it is, few of us get to pitch our
arguments on formal, organized occasions the
way George W. Bush does. Our own arguments
often come and go without any real resolution.

HE: So you think we should pull out of
Iraq? I don’t. We should finish the
job.

sHE: What do you mean by “finishing
the job”? You—/[Phone rings. She an-
swers, returns eventually. ]

HE: Who was that?

SHE: My mother.

TRY THIS IN A PUBLIC DEBATE
When it appeared that Ameri-
cans were torturing prisoners
in lIrag and Guantanamo, the
most effective argument
against it was the demon-
strative language of identity:
“Americans don’t torture
people. That’s not who we are.”
Similarly, when a group of tax-
payers opposed giving raises
to teachers in a wealthy school
district near us—arguing that
the district was already paying
them 40 percent over the state
average—a powerful rebuttal
would have been demonstra-
tive: “Salaries show concretely
what we value as a community.
A cosmetic surgeon in the local
hospital makes five times what
the average teacher earns.”
Then redefine the issue along
deliberative lines: “The ques-
tion shouldn’t be about what
we pay our teachers. It should
be about what we demand
from them. Let’s raise their
salaries and make them pro-
pose ways to boost our kids’
advanced placement scores.”
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HE: You told her we weren’t coming for Thanksgiving, right?
sHE: Well, 1. ..
HE: You didn’t? I thought we agreed to stay home for once.

A war debate thus turns into a quarrel over a family holiday. People
often argue this way, sliding into points of view, getting interrupted, chang-
ing subjects, sometimes losing any discernible train of thought. How can
you possibly stay on topic?

Much of the time, you can’t. Many arguments—perhaps most of them—
do not set about making rational choices; nor is that always such a bad thing.
Besides helping you decide what to do, an argument can strengthen a rela-
tionship. Or weaken it. The difference lies in how you use code grooming.

The couple seems to have made a decision already; both agreed to stay
home at Thanksgiving, at least until the woman was supposed to tell her
poor mother they planned to abandon her this year. Future and present
tenses get mixed; the man balances the pain of the trip (the disadvanta-
geous, if you will) with the marital points the man would win for giving in
gracefully. Call it deliberative argument: what choice will be to the family’s
best advantage? But their argument is not just about the “advantageous,” is
it? It’s also about obligations, about keeping the tribe together. This is tribal
talk, the language of demonstrative, present-tense rhetoric, whose main
topic isn’t the advantageous but what we value.

The man could weigh in with a strong demonstration of values:

HE: Hey, when I promise something, I stick to that promise. I
don’t change my mind because the sound of my mother’s
voice makes me feel guilty.

Then he could deliver a deliberative knockout blow that stresses the dis-

advantages of travel:

HE: And think of flying on the worst day of the year, only to
eat institutional food at the senior center.

He could also toss logical grenades, mix in some pathos over his stress
level at work, do a little ethos thing about the sacrifices he has made for the
family over the years, offer a tempting vision of a happy, quiet Thanksgiving
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at home—and leave the woman speechless with his dazzling persuasion. He
may even win and get to stay home. But the eventual result, most likely, is a
Pyrrhic victory. By winning the argument, he risks loosening family ties. He
may find himself doing relationship repair work for months to come, and
his marriage could slide into such a parlous state that he ends up spending
the night before Christmas with his feet hanging over the edge of a bed in
his mother-in-law’s spare room.

Which would you prefer: the family debating prize, or marital saint-
hood? Sometimes winning an argument may not be your best goal. Rela-
tionships and values occasionally trump the advantageous and a rational
decision. Ah, but is there a way for the man to have his Thanksgiving pie
and eat it too? Possibly. Very possibly. With the identity strategy, he might.
He needs to convince his wife that staying home strengthens the family, but
flying for Thanksgiving weakens it.

Disclaimer: We’re about to get into tactics involving naked, ruthless ex-
ploitation of a wife’s feelings. If the man does it right, he will actually make
her believe that stiffing her mother out of Thanksgiving is good for every-
body, even her mother. This may seem inappropriate, especially in a chap-
ter on defense, but I put it here for a reason: the identity strategy is one of
the chief ways that advertisers, politicians, salespeople, and nearly every
other nefarious element in society manipulate us. I place the weapon in
your hands so we can dismantle it together, see how it works, and know
when we’re the victims.

In the identity strategy, logos can be a distraction. We saw that with
Bushisms. Instead of weighing premises and offering compelling reasons,
identification language simply brings your audience and your choice to-
gether in one tight, happy tribe. Let’s resume the argument.

HE: I thought we agreed to stay home for once.
SHE: But you should have heard her. She’s counting on see-

ing me—us.
Fumble! The husband could pick up the ball and run with it:

HE (looking hurt): 1t’d be nice if you all considered me a mem-
ber of the family.

But that would be too easy, and it would hardly help the relationship. In-
stead, the husband employs demonstrative rhetoric. He ignores the slip and
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gently imitates his mother-in-law, a Southern woman with
Kentucky roots that stretch back to the Daniel Boone era.

HE: You're comin’ this Thanksgiving, ahn’t you?
When do the children get out of skoo’?

By mimicking the mother-in-law right down to her
eccentric usage of “school’,” the husband employs a time-
honored technique that brings his audience inside the
joke while distancing the victim. The wife laughs; she
loves that he knows her mother well enough for a dead-
on and yet gentle imitation. That brings the couple closer
together, tightening the circle around the two of them.
And it induces the wife to unconsciously leave her mother
outside it.

HE (looking serious): You really want to go, don’t you?

He’s being quite sneaky, playing off his wife’s sense
of guilt; she doesn’t want to go, but feels she should.

SHE: Oh, I don’t know. ..

Now he has the moral upper hand, and he uses it to
groom her.

HE: You know I love your mother. I'll support
you in whatever decision you make.

“Love” and “support” are superb codewords that
test well among women voters, sexist as that may sound;
it’s a bit risky to use it on the man’s wife, though, espe-
cially if she earns the steady income. But by evoking her
mother, he creates a forgiving environment that brings
the couple closer together in love, harmony, and shame-
less manipulation.

203

» Persuasion Alert
Just as Virgil
conducted Dante
through the
Inferno, | want to
be your trusty
guide through
the persuasion
underworld. So,
just to keep my
ethos intact here,
| want you to
know that |
would never,
ever do this to
my own mother-
in-law, and not
just because she
intends to read
this book.

TRY THIS IN THE
OFFICE

You can employ a
negative version of
the identity strategy
with an intentionally
bad endorsement.
Suppose your boss
is leaning toward a
decision that you
oppose. Instead of
arguing against the
decision, you use
your boss’s despised
predecessor as a
weapon. You (inno-
cently): “Larry
would have loved
that idea.” The neg-
ative endorsement
is risky, though. It
could hurt your
ethos by linking you
with the wrong
person.

sHE: Oh, let’s just stay home. I’ll take a long weekend in early

November and fly down myself.
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The man will spend an extra couple of eons in purgatory eventually, but

at least he won’t have to fly six hundred miles for Thanksgiving.

Catching Code

Yes, code grooming has a dark side to it. What bonds one group excludes
others. Exclusivity is part of the bond, after all. We lovers of language are
loath to admit it, but some of our passion for “correct” grammar comes
from an impulse not that different from a white adolescent’s love of hip-
hop lyrics: we grammarians know the code, which separates us from the
others. When language changes, and we have difficulty keeping up with it,
we feel some loosening of our social bonds. We feel ungroomed.

The misuse of the objective case (“He gave it to him and /,” instead of
the correct “him and me”) breaks my grammatical heart every day. Yet no
logical reason in our inconsistent, quirky old language exists for using the
objective case. Proper grammar is elite, not “good,” grammar. Still, learn-
ing it helps those who weren’t to the office born. Anyone who interviews for
a management job at a Fortune 500 company had better speak the corpo-
rate code, which puts the underprivileged at a disadvantage. On the other
hand, if you give a black child from Watts a decent education, he benefits
more than a privileged white kid from Greenwich—mnot because the Watts
kid knows less (he doubtless has a wealth of knowledge denied the white
kid) or because what he knows is less important, but because the black kid
can pick up a language the white one already has.

In rhetoric, the persuader speaks the language of the audience. That may
not be so easy. The nerdy white guy who mangles the dialect in the inner city
(“Yo, ma niggah, sup?”) is a commonplace in teen films, a variation of the
Beverly Hillbillies shtick—outsiders meeting a different tribe and misusing
the code, like rubes in L.A.

Your own tribe can be your family, age group, gender, religious denom-
ination, socioeconomic group—anything that binds you with your very own
words and images. When George Bernard Shaw referred to America and
England as “two nations separated by a common language,” he was making
a rhetorical point: the same literal tongue can be used with subtle varia-
tions that combine and exclude.

One of those variants—and an effective code-grooming tool in its own
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right—is irony, the technique of saying one thing to outsiders and another
to insiders. Wayne Campbell, Mike Myers’s character in the movie Wayne’s

World, uses irony on a clueless inventor who comes on |\ o0 qo)

IRONY: Bond with
people by speaking
a hidden language.

to their public-access show with the Suck Cut, a hair
groomer that, as he puts it, “sucks while it cuts.” Wayne
concedes, “It certainly does suck.”

When you see irony as a form of code grooming, it makes sense that a
time of deep societal division would be an especially ironic one. Feeling the
social tension, people use irony as frantically as lousy chimps. They want to
know who’s in and who’s out, and irony lets them strike a double chord that
uses two dialects at once. Irony therefore makes the perfect rhetorical fig-
ure. It dresses in drag and then lifts its skirt. A kind of reverse password, it
welcomes every member of the audience that “gets it.”

Irony is at its best when some people don’t get it. My daughter and I went
to see the movie Adaptation, which has a scene that drips with irony. One of
the characters says something especially sappy that the audience is not sup-
posed to take at face value. It’s meant to be funny. But a middle-aged
woman sitting behind us said, “That is so true.” Dorothy and I looked at
each other and cracked up. I'm grateful to that woman. She brought father
and daughter closer.

You can use irony to sugarcoat messages to kids, even young ones.

you: Wow, what did you do to your room?

KID: It’s not my fault. » Don’t Try This in
the Office
While it’s a great
demonstrative tool
for bringing a
group together,
irony can bollix up
decision making.
Action requires
commitment,
which in turn
requires more

you: No, I mean it’s fabulous. I love the decor’s
studied sans souci. My dirty clothes would
look perfect on this floor. Here, let me go get

some . ..

Well, it could work. At any rate, it might get a laugh—
out of your spouse, not your kid. Just make sure that

when you do use irony, it works for the audience you in-
tend. When you have to say, “It’s a joke,” it’s not a joke.
I once spent the night at the home of a working couple
with three small children. When Susan led me to my
bedroom, she apologized for the mess. Thinking she
knew what low standards I set as a housekeeper myself,

emotional power
than irony pro-
vides. This is why
you'll find few
ironic CEOs. Save
the irony for
people at your
own level.
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I replied ironically, “Well, you know, Susan, I find that a clean house creates
the right moral climate for one’s children. Clean house, clean mind.”

Dead silence. Susan turned at the doorway and stalked down the stairs.
“It’s a joke,” I murmured.

No, it wasn’t.

Code grooming can work beautifully when you want to repair relation-
ships or get your audience in sync with your mood and your ethos. But the
identity strategy can hurt a group as much as it can help it. For one thing,
overuse of identity leads to groupthink—where bonding, rather than the
“advantageous,” governs decisions. This is the danger of speaking demon-
stratively in the present tense. If the aim is identity, then the whole point of
persuasion is to make everyone eager to belong—the ultimate source of
yes-men and -women.

And as you have seen, code grooming can manipulate you in subtle
ways. So you need to watch out for the particular codes that appeal to the
groups you identify with, such as your education, gender, political leanings,
age, looks, hobbies, and degree of optimism toward the world. Marketers
slice demographic and psychographic groups into increasingly thin por-
tions. Once they learn enough of your preferences and habits, they can
predict your behavior with impressive accuracy. If you buy a Macintosh
computer, you're more likely to vote Democratic. If you have an American
eagle over your door, you're unlikely to drink single malt scotch. People
who run three times a week spend a relatively small portion of their money
on clothing. Along with these habits come code language, words that trig-
ger an emotional response.

To construct a rhetorical defense against the mar- > Argument Tool

CODE INOCULATION:

List the codewords

about yourself; for instance: that appeal to you so
you can be conscious

when a persuader
Educated uses them.

Subtle
Thoughtful
Contrarian

keting arts, list the words that make you feel good

Sophisticated
Cosmopolitan
Learned
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If an advertisement uses one of your words, congratulations: your group

is getting marketed.

McSnoot: The Educated Scotch
The Jaguar Peripatetic: For the Contrarian Driver
Grapefruit Juice: The Thoughtful Drink

The fact that I don’t see those words must make me part of an extremely
small marketing segment. Or a cheap one. I prefer to describe my group as
“exclusive” or “highly select”—just like someone who reads this book. Feel

sufficiently groomed?

The Tools

“Ideology” once meant the study of ideas; now it means a shared belief.
Ideas become beliefs when people identify with them—when they help de-
fine the group itself. It would be difficult to describe what distinguishes
Americans from other people, for example, without talking about what
Americans value and believe in. To help turn an idea into a belief, these
tools will get the audience to identify both with you and the idea:

Identity Strategy: The surest way to commit an audience to an
action is to get them to identify with it—to see the choice as
one that helps define them as a group.

A spin-off of the identity strategy is irony: saying one thing to
outsiders with a meaning revealed only to your group.

Code Inoculation: Be aware of the terms that define the groups
you belong to, and watch out when a persuader uses them.
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A

MONTY PYTHON’S TREASURY OF WIT

Figures of speech and other prepackaged cunning

I say they arve as stars to give light, as cordials to comfort, as harmony to delight,
as pitiful spectacles to move sorrowful passions, and as orient colours to beautify

reason.

— HENRY PEACHAM

now that feeling when you can’t think of a clever retort until it is too

late? The French and Germans, those connoisseurs of humiliation,

» Meanings

L’esprit de I'escalier
and Stehrwitt mean
“the spirit of the
staircase” and “stair
wit,” inspiration that
comes after one
leaves another’s
apartment.

v

Persuasion Alert
You may recognize
a fallacy of igno-
rance in “Modern
science hasn’t dis-
proved the theory”;
because it hasn’t
been disproved, the
fallacy goes, it must
be true. But I'm say-
ing we don’t know
either way, so I'll
cut myself some
slack here.

each had a name for it (lesprit de lescalier; Stehrwitt).
Rhetoric invented figures of speech as a cure for these
second thoughts; they arm you with systematic think-
ing and prefab wit so you never find yourself at a loss
again. Figures help you become more adept at word
play; they make clichés seem clever, and can lend
rhythm and spice to a conversation.

Up until modern times, rhetoricians believed that
figures had a psychotropic effect on the brain, im-
printing images and emotions that made people more
susceptible to persuasion. For all we know, they actu-
ally do; modern science hasn’t disproved the theory.
At the very least, figures add sophistication. They can
attract the opposite sex (at least those who find a clever
person sexy). Best of all, they form the coolest vehicle
to persuasion, speeding the audience to your argu-
ment goals and blowing their hair back.

So let’s pimp your rhetorical ride.
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Those Scheming Greeks

The Greeks called them “schemes,” a better word than > Meanings

The Greek word
for figures was
of thumb. While Shakespeare had to memorize more schemata. Some
rhetoricians use
“schemes” to
ones aren’t hard to learn. Besides, you already use plenty denote “figures
of thought,” but

.- . . , . . the Greeks did
(“military intelligence”), the rhetorical question (Do I not make the

“figures,” because they serve as persuasive tricks and rules
than two hundred of them in grammar school, the basic
of figures—analogy (“My love is like a cherry”), oxymoron

have to explain this one?) and hyperbole (the most amaz- distinction.
ingly great figure of all).
We spout figures all the time without knowing it. For instance:

you: Oh, you shouldn’t have.

If you really mean it—that if they give you one more ugly, illfitting
sweater you'll have to kill them—then you have not used a figure. But if the
gift is a new iPod, and you can barely keep from running off and playing it,
then your oh-youshouldn’thave constitutes a figure Figure
called coyness. Cheapskates who let others pick up the COYNESS: The
oh-you-shouldn’t-
have figure. Formal

name: accismus
CHEAPSKATE: No, let me . . . Really? Are you (as-SIS-mus).

tab tend to use the coyness figure.

sure?

Teenagers are especially fond of the figure called dialogue, which re-
peats a conversation for rhetorical effect. A beautiful example appears in

the first Austin Powers movie, when Dr. Evil asks his son
» Useful Figure

, .
how he’s doing. DIALOGUE: Formal
name: dialogismus

scoTT EVIL: Well my friend Sweet Jay took me to (di-a-lo-JIS-mus).

X . ; Use it to add real-

that video arcade in town, right, and they ism to storytelling.

don’t speak English there, so Jay got into a

fight and he’s all, “Hey quit hasslin’ me cuz I don’t speak
French” or whatever! And then the guy said something in
Paris talk, and I'm like, “Just back off!” And they’re all,
“Get out!” And we’re like, “Make me!” It was cool.
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» Useful Figure
SPEAK-AROUND,
which uses a de-
scription as a name.
Formal name:
periphrasis (per-1F-
ra-sis). The Latin-
derived name,
circumlocution, is
more common
among laypeople
than among rhetori-
cians. “Periphrasis”
is more insiderish.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

When John Mortimer’s fictional Rumpole of the
Bailey refers to his wife as “She Who Must Be Obeyed,”
he uses a speak-around, which substitutes a descrip-
tion for the proper name. Prince Charles used it deftly
when he referred to the leaders of China as “appalling
old wax works.” And a man who wants to sound like
a Rat Packer uses a speak-around when he refers to
women as “broads.”

Allow me a parenthesis here (which, by the way, is a
figure in its own right). A rhetorician who reads this
may squirm at my use of “dialogue” and “speak-around”

for dialogismus and periphrasis. But when the Greeks invented coyness, they

called it coyness, not some name they couldn’t pronounce. The Greek

terms stuck, unfortunately. By the 1600s, rhetoric was sinking under their

weight, to the point where the writer Samuel Butler complained:

All the rhetorician’s rules
Teach but the naming of his tools.

I’ll name the tools—in English and in Foreign. But you will find no final

exam at the end of the book. Instead, this chapter covers some of the prin-

ciples behind figures so you won’t have to memorize a thing. Just use the

tactics that sound best to you.

And God Said, Figuratively . ..

TRY THIS IN A

Figures come in three varieties: figures of speech, fig-
ures of thought, and tropes. Again, you don’t have to
know the terms; I use them just to show how they work.

Figures of speech change ordinary language through
repetition, substitution, sound, and wordplay. They
mess around with words—skipping them, swapping
them, and making them sound different.

In the King James Bible, every verse in the first
book of Genesis after “In the beginning God created
the heaven and the earth” starts with “And.”

PRESENTATION

And have you noticed
how political figures
often begin their sen-
tences with “And”?
Many use it as a sub-
stitute for “Um” or
“You know” while
they think of what to
say. “And” gives con-
tinuity and flow to
oral speech. Use it
too much, though,
and you sound like a
manic prophet.
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And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was

upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved

upon the face of the waters.

And God said, Let there be light: and there was light.
And God saw the light, that it was good: and God divided the

light from the darkness.

This technique is the repeated first words figure.
Monty Python and the Holy Grail uses repeated first words

in its own scripture, the Holy Book of Armaments.

BROTHER: And Saint Attila raised the hand gre-
nade up on high, saying, “Oh, Lord, bless this
thy hand grenade that with it thou mayest blow
thy enemies to tiny bits, in thy mercy.” And the
Lord did grin, and people did feast upon the
lambs, and sloths, and carp, and anchovies,
and orangutans, and breakfast cereals, and

fruit bats, and large . . .
MAYNARD: SKkip a bit, Brother.

BROTHER: And the Lord spake, saying, “First shalt

thou take out the Holy Pin . . .”

Another figure of speech makes one noun serve a
cluster of verbs. Hockey announcers use this figure,
multiple yoking, when they do play-by-play.

ANNOUNCER: Labombier takes the puck, gets
it past two defenders, shoots . . . misses . . .
shoots again, goal!

One of the most common figures of speech, the
idiom, combines words in an inseparable way that
has a meaning of its own. The whole ball of wax is an
idiom, for example. An idiom may be Greek to you (to
coin another idiom). Joe Average may not have the
foggiest notion of what a person is getting at, but take it
all with a grain of salt and Bob’s your uncle. Catch my
drift? Listen carefully for idioms in conversation; they

» Useful Figure
REPEATED FIRST
WORDS: Formal
name: anaphora
(an-AH-phor-a).

TRY THISIN A
SPEECH

The anaphora
works best in an
emotional
address before a
crowd. “Now’s
the time to act.
Now’s the time
to show what

we can do. Now is
the time to take
what’s wrong and
set it right!”

» Useful Figure
MULTIPLE YOKING,
the play-by-play
figure. Formal name:
diazeugma (die-ah-
ZOOG-ma).

TRY THIS IN A ONE-ON-
ONE ARGUMENT
Multiple yoking lets
you speak fast in a log-
ical argument to over-
whelm your opponent
and bowl over your
audience. “You failed to
answer the question,
used a whole string of
fallacies, seem to have
made up what few
facts you used, and
didn’t even bother to
speak grammatically.”



212 THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

make terrific code words. “Greek to me” comes from Shakespeare, and col-
lege graduates use it more than other people. If you hear someone say,
“They’re in a pickle,” chances are she comes from the Midwest, where that

idiom still gets served. When someone else suggests you

» Useful Figure “break bread” together sometime, the odds increase that
IDIOM (ID-ee-om),
which combines
words to make a relies on idioms like this to bring the tribe together.)
single meaning.

he’s a Christian. (George Bush’s Christian code often

And if someone warns against “changing horses in mid-
stream,” the commonplace idiom that helped get Bush
reelected, you probably are not dealing with a risk taker. A good salesper-
son will listen for idioms and speak them back to you. If you say you want a
stereo that “won’t break the bank,” for instance, you will probably hear the
salesperson echo the idiom. Don’t leave a good technique to the hawkers;
try it yourself when you want to persuade somebody. It’s one of the easiest
figures to use in daily life.

While figures of speech mess around with words, figures of thought are
logical or emotional tactics—ready-to-hand schemes for using logos or pathos
on the fly. Most of the tools you see in other chapters—from conceding a
point to revealing an attractive flaw—qualify as figures of thought.

The rhetorical question is that sort of figure. Here’s another: if you ask a
rhetorical question and then answer it, you employ the self-answering ques-
tion. Protesters use it all the time. (*“What do we want? Justice! When do we
want it? Now!”) So does the Cowardly Lion in The Wizard of Oz.

What makes a King out of a slave? Courage. » Useful Figure
SELF-ANSWERING
QUESTION: Formal
Courage. name: hypophora
(hi-PA-phor-a).
For some reason

What makes the flag on the mast to wave?

What makes the elephant charge his tusk in the

misty mist or the dusky dusk? this means “carry-
What makes the muskrat guard his musk? igg bkelowu n
reek.
Courage.

What makes the Sphinx the Seventh Wonder? Courage.
What makes the dawn come up like THUNDER?! Courage.

Tropes swap one image or concept for another. The word is a bit jargonis-
tic, but we use tropes all the time. Metaphor is a trope—it makes one thing
stand for another. (“The moon is a balloon.”) Irony is a trope as well, be-
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cause it swaps the apparent meaning for the real one.
Metonymy swaps a part for the whole (“bluehairs” for
elderly women; “longhorns” for cattle). And synecdoche
swaps a thing for a collection of things (“White House”).

In short, figures of speech switch words around, fig-
ures of thought use argument minitactics, and tropes
make a word stand for something different from its usual
meaning. Rather than just name the tools, though, I pre-
fer to show a few ways that let you coin figures in various

real-life situations.

Grab a Cliché and Twist

If an opponent uses an idiom or cliché (the two are kiss-
ing cousins, to use a clichélike idiom), you can win the
heart of an intelligent audience by giving the expression
a twist. Too many people avoid clichés like the plague,
but they’re a great resource—they make the rhetorical
world go round—but only if you transform them with
your instant wit. You will find it easier than it looks. For
instance, take your opponent’s cliché and stick on a sur-

prise ending.

SIGNIFICANT OTHER: I want to look like her. She
looks as if she was poured into her bathing suit.
you: Yes, and forgot to say “when.”

I confess, I adapted that line (practically stole it)
from P. G. Wodehouse. While I'm swiping, I will steal a
superb line from Rose Macaulay.

FRIEND: It’s a great book for killing time.
you: Sure, if you like it better dead.

You don’t have to wait for a cliché in order to mess

one up. Just bring one of your own.

213

» Useful Figure
METONYMY (meh-
TON-ih-mee),
which uses a part
to describe the
whole. | use the
original Greek or
Latin names for
some figures
because that’s
what they're
commonly called.

»Useful Figure
SYNECDOCHE
(syn-EC-do-kee),
which swaps
one thing for a
collection.

» Meanings
You might say
all words are a
kind of trope,
in which we
swap sounds
or symbols for
the things we're
talking about.
That’s pretty
much what
Plato said. He
saw our sense
of reality as a
kind of trope—
a set of images
that stand in for
the real thing.

» Argument Tool
THE CLICHE
TWIST: Concede
your opponent’s
cliché and then
mess it up
deliberately.

» Useful Figure
SURPRISE ENDING:
Formal name:
paraprosdokian
(pa-ra-pros-DOK-
ee-an).
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OSCAR WILDE: One must have a heart of stone to read the

death of little Nell without laughing.

Well, sure, easy for Wilde, Macaulay, and Wodehouse—three of the

wittiest people ever. But here’s a secret to make a cliché practically reinvent

itself: take it literally.

OPPONENT: Let’s not put the cart before the horse.

you: No. We might try something faster.

Most clichés qualify as figures in their own right. Putting the cart before

the horse, for instance, is a metaphor. If you forget the figure and just take

the cliché at face value, you find yourself thinking about its weird logic.

OPPONENT: Let’s not pour the baby out with the bathwater.

you: No, let’s just pull the plug.

That baby-and-bathwater thing is a pretty shocking cliché when you

think about it. By responding to it literally, you agree with your opponent

even while you contradict him. Nice jujitsu.

Suppose your town proposes expensive new rac-
quetball courts and hires an architect to design them.
The plans show that the courts will cost double what
the budget had predicted. The town council holds a
meeting, and you find yourself debating a racquet-
ball fan.

you: We don’t need racquetball. This town
has other priorities.

RACQUET GUY: But don’t eliminate the courts.
We shouldn’t throw out the baby with the
bathwater.

you: No, you're right. Let’s just pull the plug.

Most clichés are absurd when you take them liter-

ally, which gives you an excellent opportunity for wit.

OoPPONENT: The early bird catches the worm.
vyou: It can have it.

TRY THIS WHEN YOU’RE
FEELING SNARKY

Just think of appropri-
ate clichés and then
reverse them in your
head to see if one
makes sense. My bat-
ting average is about
.200. Gossiping about
a nasty acquaintance’s
new trophy wife:

ME: “In this case the
early worm got the
bird.”

FRIEND: “Surely she
had some say in
the matter.”

ME: “Well, that mysti-
fies me. I'd like to
brain her pick.”

(No, | didn’t actually
say these things; two of
them in a row would
make even me blanch.)
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The Yoda Technigue

You can also transform a banal idiom by switching words around.
0SCAR WILDE: Work is the curse of the drinking classes.

That reminds me of the clever anonymous soul who used Thorstein
Veblen’s theory of the leisure class to criticize the teaching load of a col-
lege faculty.

The leisure of the theory class.

But switching words around works with far more than clichés. One of
the most effective devices can transform just about any kind of sentence.
You saw it before: the mighty chiasmus. As I mentioned before, this is my fa-
vorite figure, partly because it sounds terrific, especially in a formal speech,
but also because it does a useful bit of persuasion. The chiasmus presents a
mirror image of a concept, rebutting the opponent’s point by playing it
backwards. Kennedy took a commonplace, “What’s the country done for
me lately?” and reversed it for his chiasmus. His speech wouldn’t have been
the same without it.

WITHOUT THE CHIASMUS: Instead of seeking help from gov-
ernment, you should volunteer for it.

WITH THE CHIASMUS: Ask not what your country can do for
you, ask what you can do for your country.

T K
The chiasmus lets you turn your opponent’s argu- oo this N A

ment upside down. Imagine you represent a corpora-  PRESENTATION
Business clichés
offer many oppor-
one member of Congress has even claimed that your  tunities for a figure.
To make your point,
choose a cliche
figure-free defense. that opposes i,
and then flip the
cliché in a chias-
mus: “Let’s not
ing move so some prosecutors and bureau-  settle for swimming
with the sharks.
Let’s make the
sharks want to

Or you could putitin a chiasmus. swim with us.”

tion accused of playing fast and loose with tax breaks;

company cheats the government. You could make a

you: We’re being falsely accused in a grandstand-

crats can score some easy points.
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you: It’s not a question of whether we’re cheating the gov-

ernment. It’s whether the government is cheating us.

As I wrote this, my son walked in looking unhappy. I helpfully made him

even more miserable with a chiasmus.

GEORGE: My friends never call me.

ME: Do you ever call your friends?

Of course he does. My response was foolish, but I couldn’t resist.

Besides countering an argument, the chiasmus lets you change the

meaning of a word. Just play the clause in reverse.

KNUT ROCKNE: When the going gets tough, the
tough get going.

This is hard to do spontaneously; but you could
add some humor to your writing by, say, inserting a
pun into a chiasmus. Suppose you give a surprise party
for a friend who turns forty. The guy’s mother gives
you some old photos, including one that shows your
friend at age two, splashing in a wading pool, buck
naked. (Or the now common “butt naked,” which is
incorrect but makes more sense.) What phrase comes
to mind that combines innocent nakedness with a
birthday? Birthday suit! Is there a pun there? Why, yes,
there is. “Suit” changes meaning when you turn it into
averb. So let’s make a card out of a chiasmus.

Front of Card (respectable recent photo of Bob):
WHAT KIND OF PARTY SUITS BOB’S BIRTHDAY?
Inside Card (photo of naked, two-year-old Bob):

THE KIND WHERE HE WEARS HIS BIRTHDAY SUIT.

Smaller type could say, “Come as you are to Bob’s
surprise party.” I admit, the chiasmus is far from per-

» Classic Hits
THE FIGURE OF
SPEECH DEFENSE:
The man credited
for inventing figures
of speech was a
Greek Sophist
named Gorgias
(GOR-gee-us, but
| like to call him
“Gorgeous”). He
once made a pre-
tend defense of
Helen of Troy, the
runaway bride who
launched those
thousand ships.
Gorgias declared
beautiful Helen
innocent by reason
of figures; smooth-
talking Paris used
them to “drug” her
into running off
with him, so she
wasn’t responsible
for her own actions.
Which goes to
show, even rhetori-
cians have their
fantasies.

fect. Neither is the card. Well, think you can do it better? Okay, but you’d

better do it well.
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How Churchill Got Rhythm

When you’re in a serious argument, wit and banter will only take you so far.
Then the figures you need the most will be the simplest figures of thought.
The most common take two points and weigh them side by side. You're
either for us or you’re against us. Or as Bush put it, “You’re either with us,
or you’re with the terrorists.” Cindy Sheehan, the woman who lost her son
in the Iraq war, used a contrasting figure when she held up a sign in front
of Bush’s ranch.

SHEEHAN: Why do you make time for donors and not for me?

The official name for this either/or figure is the dialy- » Useful Figure
sis, which succinctly weighs two arguments side by side. The dialysis.
] . . . offers a distinct
You're either this or you’re that. A close relative is the choice: either
antithesis. No figure does a better job of splitting the dif- we jo tEistOr
we do that.
ference. In fact, boxing referees use an antithesis at the
beginning of every match. » Useful Figure
The antithesis
X o weighs one
In this corner, weighing one hundred and seventy- argument next
six pounds, the middleweight champion of the to the other.

world, Julio Fuentes. And in this corner . . .

Notice how my examples tend to use repetition and parallel structure—
phrases with the same rhythm—as if the speaker were weighing a couple of

plums, one ripe, the other not. This pattern can clarify

. . TRY THIS IN A
things at home or in the office. FORMAL DEBATE
In an organized argu-
ment or a large meet-
ing, use jujitsu in
come to the movies, or do it later with a combination with an
antithesis by repeat-
ing your opponent’s
expression and then
EMPLOYEE: Our competition outsourced its call changing its form.
“The law wasn’t weak
until your administra-
percent of its customers; we kept things do-  tion weakened it.”
This actually pro-
duces another figure,
ahead. called antistasis.

PARENT: You can do your homework now and

babysitter.

center, saved twenty percent, and lost ten

mestic, gained market share, and came out
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wooDY ALLEN: Those who can’t do, teach. Those who can’t

teach, teach gym.

Each example does what too few people do in an argument: offer a
quick summary that shows who stands in what corner. Side-by-side figures
can be used for evil, though. Avoid them if you have more than two choices.
That’s cheating (if you get caught, that is).

Say Yes and No at the Same Time

An antithesis is particularly effective when it makes you sound objective.
You carefully weigh things side by side, look at the results, and come to a

) reasonable conclusion—or so the audience believes. An-
» Useful Figure

CORRECTION other way to achieve this rhetorical version of objectivity
FIGURE: Formal is to edit yourself aloud. Interrupt yourself, pretend you
name: epergesis , . . .

(eh-per-GEE- can’t think of what to say, or correct something in the
sis), meaning middle of your own sentence. Bartender Moe does it in

“explanation.”

The Simpsons.

MOE: I’'m better than dirt. Well, most kinds of dirt, not that
fancy store-bought dirt . . . I can’t compete with that stuff.

Actually, let’s not use Moe as an example. Instead, look at these two ways

of berating a lover.

WITHOUT THE CORRECTION FIGURE: I’ve never been so em-
barrassed as I was watching you at the party last night.

WITH THE CORRECTION FIGURE: I never was so embarrassed as
I was last night. Actually, I have been that embarrassed—
the last time we went to a party together.

Correcting yourself makes your audience believe you have a passion for
fairness and accuracy even while you pile on the accusations. That particu-
lar example isn’t great for a relationship, but if you intend to condemn
someone, at least do it eloquently.

In an earlier chapter we talked about how to redefine an issue during an

argument.
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DANIEL BOONE: I've never been lost but I will admit to being

confused for several weeks.

A great figure of thought for redefining an issue is a “no-yes” sentence.

LOVER: You seem a little put out with me this
morning.
you: Put out, no. Furious, yes.

The “no-yes” sentence offers you wonderful oppor-
tunities for irony. Change one word and your audience

will think you have an endless supply of catty wit:

FRIEND: He seems like a real straight shooter.
you: Straight, no. Shooter, yes.

COWORKER: She says they’re using a new system.
you: New, yes. Systematic, no.

Funny, no. Witty, yes, especially if it comes out spon-
taneously. Remember, things sound much more clever
when you say them aloud than they do on paper.

We Are Not Unamused

» Useful Figure
THE “NO-YES”
SENTENCE: formal
name: dialysis. It
repeats the oppo-
nent’s word with
“no” after it, fol-
lowed by a new,
improved word.

> Persuasion Alert

Yes, I'm being
defensive about my
cleverness. Writing
is far from the best
medium for teach-
ing rhetoric; even
Avristotle’s Rhetoric
would go down
easier if Aristotle
was teaching it in
a classroom (in
English).

The antithesis and the correction figures lie mostly in logos territory. But

some of the most effective figures of “thought” have to do with the emotions.

You can use them to turn the volume up or down in an argument. The

litotes is one of the most popular for calming things down. It makes a point

by denying its opposite; the result is an ironic understatement, and an ap-

propriate answer to a stupid question. When reporters asked O.J. Simpson

why he made an appearance at a horror comic book convention, he an-

swered with a litotes.

SIMPSON: I'm not doing this for my health.
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Under the circumstances, “I'm not doing this out
of good taste” would have made a better litotes. Still,
showing up at a horror convention after being acquit-
ted of a double murder certainly isn’t healthy.

A litotes can make you sound more reasonable
than your opponent, especially in an age when every-
one else on the planet uses hyperbole as his sole fig-
ure ... I mean, when understatement isn’t exactly the
current fad.

DAUGHTER: I'm going to school. Bye.

FATHER, WITHOUT A LITOTES: You're not go-
ing anywhere dressed like that.

FATHER, WITH A LITOTES: You're not exactly
dressed for the part.

TRY THIS IN A MEETING
You usually hear “not
exactly” at the begin-
ning of a litotes, a tired
usage that almost
turns it into a cliché.
Try “I don’t expect” or
“I hope” instead. My
wife and | went to the
ballet, where a male
dancer performed a
staid minuet while two
women spun and
whirled around him.

“I hope he doesn’t
strain himself,” Doro-
thy said, a bit too
loudly. It seemed to be
the highlight of the
evening for an alarm-
ing number of people.

The litotes goes against the grain in these bloviated times, when most

people assume an argument must consist of insults and exaggeration. Still,

turning up the volume isn’t such a bad thing at times. The ancients were

big on “amplification”—figures that make an argument seem bigger than

life. A particularly effective one orders your points so that they build to a

climax. This figure, called (wait for it) climax, uses the last part of a clause

to begin the next clause.

BEN FRANKLIN: A little neglect may breed great
mischief . . . for want of a nail the shoe was

lost; for want of a shoe the horse was lost; and

for want of a horse the rider was lost.

» Useful Figure
CLIMAX: Formal
name: anadiplosis
(an-a-di-PLO-sis),
meaning “climax.”

The climax’s structure works like a pyramid, with each part overlapping

the next. It can lend an ominous pathos to a highly logical bit of narration:

this happened, which led to this, which led to this. The climax also makes a

terrific plot summary.

JOAQUIN PHOENIX in Gladiator: They call for you: the general

who became a slave; the slave who became a gladiator; the

gladiator who defied an emperor. Striking story.
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You can also use a climax for comparison, organiz- TRY THIS IF YOU'RE
. . . THE BOSS
ing things from least to most or vice versa. Humphrey _
The climax can seem
Bogart chose most to least in The Caine Mutiny. dramatic and quiet

at the same time,
making it an ideal
business line. “Reach
formance is standard. Standard performance across departments
and form teams.
Teams boost crea-
not permitted to exist. That, I warn you. tivity. Creativity
boosts productivity.
And productivity is
what we are all
into—even when it disagrees with your point. The lis-  about”

CAPTAIN QUEEG: Aboard my ship, excellent per-

is substandard. Substandard performance is

The climax lends a rhythm that an audience gets

tener mentally fills in each next piece. This works so

well that it makes an efficient means of manipulation; a climax can lead an
unwary audience step by step straight into the slippery slope fallacy. Su-
preme Court justice Clarence Thomas tried just that in a law school speech.

THOMAS: If you lie, you will cheat; if you cheat, you will steal;
if you steal, you will kill.

As with any rhetorical tool, take good care of it, use it wisely, and try not

to hurt anyone.

In Praise of “Like”

Now comes the fun part, which I saved for last. We have covered some basic
techniques for coining figures of speech and thought. For the rest of the
chapter, let’s break some rules. We will start by using a figure of speech to
make up new words. This is dangerous in high school or a government
agency, where verbal originality often gets duly punished. You might also
face condemnation from people who consider novel usage a linguistic im-
purity. But the words will come, whether we want them to or not. Better you
and I should invent them than some adolescent on the street or, worse,
some adolescent behind a computer.

The figure I'm talking about is called verbing. LLanguage conservatives
who want to close our lexical borders hate this figure, because it’s a prodi-
gious neologizer. Calvin in Calvin and Hobbes dislikes the anthimeria (he’s
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» Persuasion Alert
Neologizer? That’s a
neologism—I just
made it up. | call the
anthimeria “verb-
ing” because that’s
its most common
use, but the figure
applies to any novel
change in a word’s
use—noun to verb,
verb to noun, noun
to adjective. | like
“neologizer.” It’s
very neologous.

THANK YOU FOR ARGUING

surprisingly conservative for a six-year-old). “Verbing
weirds language,” he says.

It certainly does. But our language can use some
weirding. It freshens things up. Shakespeare certainly
thought so. He used verbing to form “bet,” “compro-
mise,” “drugged,” “negotiate,” “puking,” “secure,”
“torture,” and “undress,” among many others, and he
created even more words by changing verbs to nouns
and nouns to adjectives. In an age when the average
person had a vocabulary of 700 (today’s college grad
averages 3,000), Shakespeare’s exceeded 21,000. He

accomplished this by weirding language. If weirding was a turn-on for him

(to use a once-popular anthimeria), it positively ecstacizes me.

You can Shakespearicate with some ease simply by turning nouns into

verbs or vice versa. I'm not sitting at a desk. I'm desking. Like any kind of

wordplay, verbing can distract instead of persuade. But if you need to atten-

tionize an audience, it makes a pretty good tool.

vou: The next set of slides show our strategy in detail—so

much detail that you might have trouble reading some of

the charts. Don’t try to get through them all. I just put

them in to give you the big picture. It’s a technique I call

PowerPointillism.

Usage abhors a vacuum, and verbing can fill it. For
years, grammarians frowned at the use of “contact” as a
verb, as in, “I’ll have my secretary contact your secre-
tary.” But words often enter common usage out of
need, not ignorance. “Contact” is shorter than “get in
touch,” and more general than “call,” “e-mail,” “write,”
“meet with,” or “bother.” If you don’t care how the sec-
retaries talk to each other (assuming people still have
secretaries), have them achieve contact.

“Impact” gets similar frowns, some of them de-
served, when it is used as a verb. A meteor impacts the
earth. A defensive lineman impacts the quarterback. I'd
even accept a tax cut that impacts the economy—that
runs smack up against it, for better or worse. But when

» Persuasion Alert
“PowerPointillism”
may exist already,
but I can’t find it
on the Web.
Believe me, |
didn’t spend a lot
of time thinking it
up. Fellow execs
would groan if |
whipped it out at
a meeting, but
deep down they’d
think me a witty
chap. Even the
most threadbare
figure comes off
as terribly clever
when it seems
to be spoken
spontaneously.
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people overuse “impact” as a stand-in for “harm,” I get impatient. “The bird
flu impacted South Asia the hardest.” This is metaphornication at its worst.
A virus could impact something minuscule, perhaps, just as sperms impact
eggs. But I'm sorry, microscopic viruses do not impact South Asia.

Verbing has a subspecies (called, technically, parelcon)—a word that gets
stripped of its meaning and used as a filler. “Y’know” (we’ll call that a word)
is an example, and a bad one. “Y’know” means, um, y’know. I mean, it
means “um.”

The word “so,” when used unnecessarily, is another misuse of an anthi-

meria:

HE: So when are you coming?

sHE: Well, so I was going to come tonight.
HE: So are you bringing Lamar?

SHE: So who’s asking?

This is empty, fruitless talk that only reaps all its “so’s.”
In most cases, “like” commits the same crime. Even the brightest college
students toss in “like” liberally, like a heart patient oversalting his fries. It’s

unhealthy. It impacts language wellness. But we _
» Not So Useful Figure

shouldn’t banish the place-filling “like” altogether. THE “LIKE” FIGURE:

In fact, let’s call it the rhetorical “like.” Used judi- Formal name: parefcon
: . €11 9 (pa-REL-con), mean-

ciously, the rhetorical “like” serves many subtle pur- ing “redundancy.”

poses. You may not appreciate this next example,

but bear with me:

SHE: I told him I was dating Wen Ho, and he was like, “You're
what?”

In this case, “like” serves as a disclaimer of accuracy. (“The following
quotation is an approximation, and only an approximation, of my ex-
boyfriend’s rhetorical ejaculation.”) Young people often use “like” in this
fashion to be ironic. It means, “He said that but not really.” It also expresses
ironic distance. (“The views expressed by my ex-boyfriend are not necessar-
ily those held by me.”) So, let’s stretch things a little.

HE: So are you, like, freaking or something?
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This makes even my teeth hurt a little. But the “like” does serve a
purpose—a couple, actually. It inserts a pause, like a rest in music, to place
more emphasis on the sentence’s key word, “freaking.” And it gives “freak-
ing” a broader connotation, as in, “Are you something in the nature of
freaking?”

So: even meaningless words have meaning. Place fillers tend to change
from generation to generation. “Y’know” was my generation’s, and “like” is
the filler of choice for the generation coming of age today. Why the evolu-
tion? Maybe my generation was (rightly) uncertain about its ability to com-
municate. “Y’know” meant, “Are you with me? Do you get what I'm saying?”

“Like,” on the other hand, reflects a group too timid to stand firmly on
one side of anything. This generation is an ambiguous one, which, from a
rhetorical standpoint, may not be so bad. But if you want a consensus, irony

eventually has to give way to commitment. Otherwise it’s, like, so wishy-washy.

The Tools

William Shakespeare seems not to have enjoyed the end- > Useful Figure

As Shakespeare
was undoubtedly
grammar school. His plays contain a number of unflat- aware, he used

a figure in this

. s abuse of figures:
terms precise, / Three-pil’d hyperboles, spruce affec- the asyndeton

tation, / Figures pedantical” (Love’s Labour’s Lost). Yet ~ (3-SYN-de-ton),
. X which eliminates
Shakespeare stitched figures into speech better than  the conjunctions

less list of figures he had to memorize at the Stratford

tering references to the likes of “Taffeta phrases, silken

anyone else, ever. His reluctant education in rhetoric =~ between phrases
for poetic or

lent rhythm and color to his compositions. While he  _ ciional effect.

ridiculed his education, he served
» Useful Figure . , .
“Get all Stratford as education’s ideal.

Grammar on you” You’'ll see a larger list of figures in the back of this
employs yet another

figure: the metallage
(met-ALL-a-gee) Stratford Grammar on you with figures to memorize.
takes a word or
phrase and uses it as
an object within a can work in speech, you will find yourself noticing fig-
sentence. (“I've
heard enough ‘Nos’
for today.”) own language with them.

book, but the point of this chapter is not to get all
Now that you see the ways that preplanned devices

ures all around you and, I hope, begin to freshen your
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Twist a cliché: Clichés make the world go round, and your job is to
screw up their orbit. Ways to undermine clichés include taking
them literally and reducing them to absurdity, attaching a
surprise ending, and swapping words.

Change word order: Besides doing this with clichés, you can coin
my favorite figure, the chiasmus, which creates a crisscross
sentence.

Weigh both sides: This category of figure sums up opposing posi-
tions and compares or contrasts them. The either/or figure
(dialysis) offers a choice, usually with an obvious answer. The
contrasting figure (antithesis), on the other hand, can be more
evenhanded. These side-by-side figures sum up an argument on
your own terms, allowing you to define the issue.

Edit out loud: Correcting yourself midsentence allows you to
amplify an argument while seeming fair and accurate. Another
editing figure is the redefiner (correctio), which repeats the
opponent’s language and corrects it.

Turn the volume down: The ironic understatement called litotes
can make you seem cooler than your opponent.

Turn the volume up: The climax uses overlapping words in succes-
sive phrases to effect a rhetorical crescendo.

Invent new words: Verbing (anthimeria) does this easily by turning a
noun into a verb or vice versa. The “like” figure (parelcon) also
transforms the usage of words, most often by stripping them of
meaning and using them as a rhetorical version of the musical
rest note.



21. Seize the Occasion

A

STALIN’S TIMING SECRET

Spot and exploit the most persuasive moments.

A time to rend, and a time to sew; a time to keep silence, and a time lo speak . . .

— ECCLESIASTES

s far as I know, my mother played exactly one practical joke in her en-
Atire life. She did it to teach my father a lesson, though neither one
ever told me what Dad had done. It must have been egregious; Mom was
not the joking type. She had a great sense of humor, but not the kind that
needs a victim—except for this one time. It was as if she had waited all
her life just to spring one joke and then retire in triumph. The joke went
like this.

Dad comes home from work one Friday evening > Persuasion Alert
Why am | suddenly

to find a dive mask, snorkel, fins, and a tiny Speedo .
using the present

laid out neatly on the bed. tense? For the same
reason jokes often
DAD: What'’s that for? do. The present con-

veys enargeia, the
sense that you're
DAD: I thought it was just dinner. right here, right now.

MoM: It’s for the party tonight.

MoM: No, it’s a costume party.

DAD: What for?

MoM: The women just thought it would be fun to have the
men wear something wild.

pAD: Where’s your costume?

MoOM: I'm wearing a dress. The women won’t be in costume.

You're thinking, what chump would fall for something like that? But it
was inconceivable that Mom would know how to pull off a joke, even if she
wanted to. It was unprecedented, and that was what made Dad fall for it.

So Dad puts on the Speedo, grabs an overcoat from the closet, and
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drives her to the party. There he dutifully sheds the coat and dons the gear
before flopping up to the host’s front door and ringing the bell.

pAD: What are the other men wearing?
MoM: Oh, we’re not supposed to tell. That’s a surprise.
pAD: What do you mean, a—

The door opens to reveal a formal crowd of women in dresses and, of
course, men in coats and ties. Dad told me later that he was too much in
awe to be angry. After all, she used remarkable patience and timing to
make her husband look like an ass. Whatever it was he had done to her, I
doubt that he did it again.

Rhetoricians would appreciate Mom’s mastery of » Argument Tool
KAIROS: Rhetorical
timing, an ability
to seize the per-
suasive moment.

time and occasion. The ancients had a name for it:
kairos, the art of seizing the perfect instant for persua-
sion. Just as educators have their “teaching moment™—
an opportunity to make a point—persuaders have their
persuasive moment. A person with kairos knows how to spot when an audi-
ence is most vulnerable to her point of view, and then exploit the opportu-
nity. When someone sees you all dressed up and wants to know what the

occasion is, he asks a kairos question: what timing
> Classic Hits

and circumstances warrant that outfit? Snorkeling
gear at an evening cocktail party is bad kairos. Know-
ing the perfect occasion to make your husband wear
inappropriate snorkeling gear: that’s good kairos.

A race car driver with kairos knows how to spot an
opening and cut off the car ahead. (The ancients re-
ferred to chariots. Same thing.) A kid with kairos can
tell precisely when her father is most vulnerable to a
request for ice cream. Kairos, in short, means doing
the right thing—practicing your decorum, offering
the perfect choice, making the perfect pitch—at the

WE CALL HIM “NICK
OF TIME”: The Greeks
made kairos into a
god, and sculpted him
as an athlete, beau-
tiful in front and bald
in back, to show the
persuasive moment as
fleeting. The Romans
changed his name to
Occasio—"“occasion.”
He survives in the
expression, “Fortune
is bald behind.”

right time. The ancients made a big deal of kairos, because those fleeting
moments are essential to changing an audience’s mind.

Many arguments fail simply because of bad timing. A husband wants to
talk his wife into buying a satellite radio but finds her paying bills—not a
good moment to talk about spending money. Or he approaches her just as
she starts crying over the novel in her hands. Or he tries to talk to someone
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about the election just when the guy has to leave work
to pick up his kid at school. You could have the best ar-
gument in the world, but it won’t get anywhere with
these audiences. Not at the moment.

Josef Stalin, on the other hand, was a master of
kairos. According to biographer Alan Bullock, Stalin
would sit mute until the very end of meetings. Finally,
if there was any disagreement, he would weigh in on
one side or the other and settle the matter. He did this
so often that comrades would look at him toward the
end of every meeting, waiting for his judgment. In a
party of equals, he made himself more equal than any-
one else, despite being a coarse, ill-dressed peasant
among well-bred colleagues. Stalin was the Eminem of
kairos, a man who used his rhetorical skill to persuade
an unlikely audience.

If it worked for the mass-murdering dictator, it can

work for you. In your own meetings, when do you

TRY THIS WITH A
NEW IDEA

You’re used to doing
outlines. You can
research an idea.
And (perhaps with
the help of this
book) you know how
to present it. But do
you know your way
around an occasion?
Consider making an
occasion plan, con-
sisting of (1) the spe-
cific people who
need to be con-
vinced; (2) the best
time (of year, week,
and day) to convince
them; and (3) the
perfect circum-
stances (restaurant,
office, gin joint) for
persuasion.

speak up, and when do you shut up? When is it a good idea to procrastinate

with an e-mail? When are the best times to broach a touchy family subject?

And can kairos improve your sex life? (Of courseit can!)

When the Commonplace Picks Up and Moves

If your audience is selfsatisfied and unanimous, perfectly content with its

current opinion, then you lack a persuasive moment. But few attitudes stay

intact forever. As circumstances change, cracks begin to form in your audi-

ence’s certainty.

When an audience’s mood or beliefs are on

the move, you have a persuasive moment.

You’ll find a persuasive moment in a time of un-
certainty, change, or need, when a mood shifts or the
audience sees evidence that challenges its beliefs—

» Argument Tool

MOMENT SPOTTER:
Uncertain moods and
beliefs—when minds
are already begin-
ning to change—
signal a persuadable
moment.

such as when the latest news conflicts with a commonplace. In the seven-

ties, a significant portion of the population held the commonplace “Drugs
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are a victimless crime,” right up until crack cocaine
hit the streets and caused a crime wave. That was a
great persuasive moment for those who wanted to
get tough on drug crimes. When the evidence chal-
lenges the commonplace, beliefs begin to migrate,
and you have a persuadable moment.

Some opportunities pop up in the middle of a
meeting. Beliefs can migrate when people are simply
sick of talking. Look at this scenario: A college con-
siders changing dining services, so it follows academic
tradition by holding a series of committee meetings
involving every campus constituency. You agree to go
to one, because the campus food tastes awful and it
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TRY THIS AT A TOWN
MEETING

Why do the last speak-
ers have the persuasive
advantage? (Lest you
doubt that they do,
research confirms it.)
One reason: the earlier
speakers can cause
opinions to begin
migrating. Take advan-
tage of this by restat-
ing the opinions of the
earlier speakers, includ-
ing opponents. The
uncertain audience can
be as vulnerable as the
half-persuaded one.

costs more than the fare offered by competing bidders. The meeting begins

badly, from your point of view.

TENURED PROFESSOR: I think we should
stick with what we have. The service
went out of its way to celebrate Martin
Luther King Day this year—soul food,
posters in the dining halls . . .

YOUNG INSTRUCTOR: I thought that was
demeaning. I mean, fried chicken and
collard greens!

TENURED PROF: That was entirely appro-
priate . . .

INSTRUCTOR: Do they serve spaghetti on
Columbus Day?

TRY THIS WITH A NEW
BUSINESS IDEA

Does your idea require an
investment, or does it save
money immediately? If it
costs money, wait to propose
it at the end of a successful
fiscal year, when there may
be money left in the budget
and the forecast looks good
for the next one. If your pro-
posal saves money, time it
for midyear. That’s when
execs get most nervous
about making their numbers.

PROF: I reject your analogy. Italian Americans don’t represent

a cohesive cultural minority.

DEAN: And we don’t celebrate Columbus Day. The Native

Americans . ..

SECRETARY: What do you mean Italian Americans aren’t cul-

tural?

People? People? Can we please talk about the food? The temptation to
yank the meeting back on track is awful. But you have a notion to try out
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your kairos, and this does not exactly seem like a persuasive moment. So you
do the proper rhetorical thing: look concerned while doodling in your
notepad. Eventually, the chair does her duty.

cHAIR: Clearly, diversity will be important in the college’s de-
cision. What other issues do we need to consider?

BUDGET OFFICER: We have four bids, and one of them is
twenty percent lower than—

TENURED PROF: Local. We should use local produce.

SECRETARY: And organic.

CHAIR: Okay, organic and local . . .

BUDGET OFFICER: I really think price ought to be . ..

And then the lone student in the room brings up quality.

STUDENT: The food sucks. It’s, like, unidentifiable defrosted
meat with rice maggots in gravy. Or veal parmesan that
looks like scabs picked off elephants . . .

SECRETARY: Ooh, thanks for sharing.

STUDENT: Sorry. So I'm, like, just give me anything else. Any-
thing. Hot dog venders. Pizza Hut. I don’t care.

That reminds the dean of the time the food service served melted Pop-
sicles for dessert at the trustees’ dinner. The secretary wonders why they

don’t serve greener salads. The prof begins doodling , A/gument Tool

in his notepad, and the instructor glances at the clock. ANOTHER MOMENT
SPOTTER: Are the
other arguers peter-
tions are temporarily forgotten and the current ing out? Now’s the
time to sum up
opinions in a way
who hasn’t spoken is you. that favors yours.

Now is your persuasive moment. Cultural considera-

service doesn’t look quite so lovely. The only person

you: Here’s what I'm hearing.
Good start! You can now sum up the consensus in your own terms.

vyou: We are what we eat, which, from your descriptions
(glance at the student) is not a pretty picture. So let’s start
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with the lowest bidder. (Budget officer gazes with
love in his eyes.) Try out the food. If it’s good,
then we negotiate over cultural events and
local produce. If it’s not, we move on to the
second lowest bidder.

The chair writes that down, the meeting adjourns,

and many, many months later you eat better food. You
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» Useful Figure
“You are what you
eat” becomes
clever only when
you stick some-
thing onto the
end of it. That’s a
paraprosdokian,
the surprise end-
ing figure.

performed first-class logos—defined the issue, conceded the others’ points,

spoke in the future tense . . . you even used a commonplace. “You are what

you eat” is no mere cliché when the student’s description remains fresh in

people’s minds. And you did good kairos, waiting until the opinion in the

room began to shift.

Wait Till You See the Red in Their Eyes

The pathos side of a persuasive moment is similar to
the logos: the time is ripe when the circumstances
begin changing your audience’s mood. The husband
whose wife is crying over a romance novel needs to
conduct some serious diagnostics before he pursues
a little sexual healing. Do the tears come from the in-
evitable part of every sappy novel where the hero and
heroine seem to be separated forever? Or from the
part where the inevitable jerk mistreats the woman in
a way that reveals the abuse all too common to his
gender? Best not to find out. Hang back. Leave her
alone, and then subtly check in on her a half hour
later. No tears? Now is a good time to sit next to her
and say, “Are you all right?”

SsHE: Why?

HE: You just seemed a little upset awhile ago.

sHE: Oh, it’s this stupid book. The heroine’s
lover accidentally kills her brother. (Slight
embarrassed smile.) It’s all very sad.

TRY THIS IN A MEETING
Wait until late in the
meeting, then speak in
the tone of the reluc-
tant conclusion (imply-
ing that sheer logic,
not personal interest,
compels you). You will
seem like a judge
instead of an advocate.

TRY THIS WITH A
MAJOR E-MAIL

Most people send out
important e-mails—big
announcements, major
ideas or proposals—
late in the day. But
office workers tend to
multitask when they
read e-mails at the
beginning and end of
the day. At lunchtime,
Internet use soars as
people focus on surfing
and their latest mail.
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HE (resisting urge to say, “Wasn’t that a musical?”): That’s what I

love about you.
SHE: . ..

HE: You went through labor without any drugs, twice, without

shedding a tear. (Uh-oh. Mention of parturition not a good

mood setter.) And yet you tear up at a sentimental novel.

SHE: You don’t love that about me at all. It drives you crazy.

HE: You cried watching Superman!

sHE: His parents had to send him to another planet when he

was just a baby. And you thought it was funny!
HE: ...

He shouldn’t have let the discussion lapse into the past tense: You cried

walching Superman/—You thought it was funny! When you disagree in the

past or present tense, you're not having an agreeable moment. The future

tense is the one you want.

The man made a decorum mistake also with his highly improbable

that’s-what-I-love-about-you line. It caused him to lose credibility. The hus-

band might have tried this approach instead:

HE: You know, that crying thing used to drive me
crazy.

sHE: Doesn’t it still?

HE: No. It doesn’t. You went through natural child-
birth. (D’oh! Again with the birthing!) And I've
seen too many other instances of your bravery
to think you’re a softy. You’re not sentimental.
You're an empath. A loving person.

SHE: Are you trying to tell me something?

You try doing better. It may not be the argument that
fails him, but the moment. If she were in the right part of
the book—where the man and woman, having been kept
apart for 422 pages, finally get it on—then her husband

» Classic Hits

“TIME FOR BED”
IS ANOTHER
KAIROS POEM:
The biblical
Ecclesiastes—
“There is a time
to, etc.”—is a
kairos poem. The
original Hebrew
term for “Eccle-
siastes” means
politician or ora-
tor. Set in the
present tense,
it’s a bravura
example of
demonstrative
rhetoric, the lan-
guage of values.

might have a highly persuadable moment. She might tackle him before he

says a thing. In sex, as in comedy, timing is everything.
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But enough about sex. I want a satellite radio.
(My mentioning one earlier was no accident.) My
wife earns the steady income, and I find it wise to
get her consent. But when I go to talk to her about
it, there she is on the living room floor, sorting
through the bills. Clearly, the mood isn’t right.
So instead of waiting for a persuadable moment,
I try to make one. Heading to the kitchen, I whip
up some grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato
soup, her favorite lunch. (She’s a Midwesterner,
all right?) I wait until the aroma attracts her, and
then turn the heat down. She stands, salivating,
for a good ten minutes until I finally slide the spat-
ula under the sandwiches. Then I make my satellite
radio pitch. My wife’s mood will be on the move,
from frustrated frugality to hunger. Research will
back me on this. Studies of consumer buying hab-
its show that people spend a lot more money when
they’re hungry—not just on food, but on other ne-
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TRY THIS WITH YOUR
CREATIVE WORK

As you saw in earlier chap-
ters, belief and expecta-
tion create or enhance
moods. Cooks invented
the appetizer as a kairos
enhancer, getting the
juices flowing like Pavlov’s
dog and creating the per-
fect moment to eat. You
can do the same thing
with your work; preview
your idea with coworkers,
taking care to reveal just a
bit of what'’s to come.

| used similar appetizers
with my Web site, gradu-
ally putting up more of my
book in a kind of reverse
striptease. Internet sales
data show that large doses
of appetizers sell more
books, just as long movie
trailers attract more film-
goers than short ones.

cessities, such as satellite radios. At any rate, she may have forgotten about

the bills temporarily.

ME (offhandedly): Satellite radios are half the price they were

six months ago.
DOROTHY (paying half attention): Mmm.

ME: So I was thinking. That may be the solution to the re-

ception problems you’ve been complaining about. [Doh!]

I mean that you’ve been having.

DOROTHY: [ haven’t been complaining about it. You have.

ME: We live in the middle of nowhere. It’s impossible to get

decent radio. Ordinary people get to listen to all kinds of

stations. We don'’t.
DOROTHY: So what?

I let that one lapse into the present tense, didn’t I? And I failed to use a

strong commonplace. “Satellite radios are half the price,” I said, implying,

“which makes them a real value.” Dorothy is a big believer in values, but
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since she never wanted a satellite radio in the first place, it’s not a value
from her point of view. Kairos alone won’t hack it. So here I offer a far bet-
ter commonplace:

ME: You know what they’ve got on satellite radio now?
DOROTHY: Mmm?
ME: The Weather Channel. Twenty-four seven.

Now we’re talking! Being from the Midwest, Dorothy finds the weather
infinitely fascinating. Her parents—educated, accomplished people—
would sit and watch the Weather Channel for an hour or more during
prime time. They would pass up Friends and Seinfeld and even PBS specials
in favor of stalled weather fronts and a drought in south Florida. The idea
of getting the Weather Channel on radio would be irresistible to Dorothy.

ME: And I can get a satellite radio at half price, plus a monthly
subscription for twelve bucks.

DOROTHY: So you want a satellite radio.

ME: No, I...Iwas thinking you. ..

DOROTHY: And is that why you made lunch?

Well, sure. But after twenty-four years of marriage, Dorothy is totally
onto me. When it comes to any kind of cool gear, I lack the disinterest es-
sential to the trustworthy persuader. No kairos can get past that. I did get
the satellite radio, by the way, using the unrhetorical method long favored

by the ma