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What | call the three master tropes of political economy (praise, blame, and
oracle) are employed to demystify the writings of economists from the classical tradition
epitomized by the moralist philosophy of the rhetorician Adam Smith, to the neoclassical
schools proffering mathematical models to explain and predict, professing an infallible
“science of economics.” Ideological and materialistic, economic writings are especially
concerned with private and public virtue, and thus they are inherently epideitic because
they employ value-laden rhetoric to shape human behavior by strengthening attitudes and
beliefs about how material outcomes are ideally achieved, including in the purportedly
value-free domain of neoclassical and modern mainstream economics. My key terms are
a heuristic to better comprehend the range of disagreement in political economy, which
belies a movement from social and historical rhetorical concerns (inductive reasoning) to
logic-bound abstract methods of investigation (deductive rationality). Praise and blame
are the tropes used to hone in on qualities worthy of honor or dishonor (the good, true,
and beautiful) in economic affairs, including goals, methods, and the basic building
blocks of analysis (thus, the rhetoric) of various economic schools of thought. Oracle

refers to a special brand of knowledge production in classical political economy that is



demonstrated by the re-telling of creation myths and the rereading of history in search of
the origins of human economics. Modern mainstream economics (an offshoot of
neoclassical schools) employs the oracle to promise accurate prediction of the future by
way of oblique signs found in complex mathematical models, but it ironically uses an
inductive postulate of classical economics as a deductive (and uncontestable) first
principle—namely, the notion of individual self-interest as the prime motive of human
behavior. | argue that the rhetoric of political economy is forever proving opposites,
concerned with dramatic antithesis and reversals, a conflict that remains on the forefront
of philosophy, rhetoric, and political economy, and which concerns the contrastive pairs
of science versus social science, individualism verses collectivism, states versus markets,

socialism versus capitalism, and finally, political economy versus a science of economics.
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Prologue

Political Economy is Rhetorical in Praise, Blame and Oracle

Political economy (the “It” in this paragraph) is a study of human life’s most visceral
needs, opulent excesses, horrid nightmares and fanciful dreams. It investigates the causes
of staggering poverty and immense wealth, practical concerns and ethereal ideation.
Paradoxically, the rhetoric of political economy seeks to unite human endeavors even
while it divides through definition and unequal shares. It struggles to understand how the
components of material wealth can be further reduced to our social roles, our work,
income, nation, geography, sex and race. It is metaphoric (no free lunch), metonymic
(invisible hand), synecdochic (Gross Domestic Product), and ironic (jobless recovery).*

It is a rhetoric that seeks to explain, praise, blame, and predict. As it defines, it also blurs
human roles in the production and distribution of wealth. It explains the causes of
material outcomes by using contrasting values, premises, methods, and goals. It is the art
of small and large justifications of “what is,” and, based upon these ontological
assessments of the present, envisions “what was” and “what should be.” It conversely
praises and blames the very same things. Greed may be good or bad, unemployment
intolerable or necessary, benign or malignant, systemically constructed or inevitable. It
pronounces oracles about the future, and reads the past to explain the present. It is social
by default because it is also about justice, virtue, and civil harmony. It asks, “Who gets

what and why?” Fairness, by whatever standard, is a virtue, and it must strive for this or

' These are Kenneth Burke’s four master tropes of rhetoric: metaphor/perspective,
metonymy/reduction, synechdoche/representation, and irony/dialectic (Grammar of
Motives 503).



“virtue is dead, and humanity is lost!” Hyperbole (and rhetorical amplification) is
required.

To define political economy is to invite disagreement—Iike rhetoric, it is a
proving of opposites (see Burke Rhetoric 45). In The Oxford Handbook of Political
Economy, Barry R. Weingast and Donald A. Wittman point to the many meanings of
political economy, from Adam Smith’s “science of managing a nation’s resources as to
generate wealth,” to Karl Marx’s “how ownership of the means of production influenced
historical processes” (3).

For much of the twentieth century, the phrase political economy has had

contradictory meanings. Sometimes it was viewed as an area of study (the

interrelationship between economics and politics) while at other times it was
viewed as a methodological approach. Even the methodological approach was
divided into two parts—the economic approach (often called public choice)
emphasizing individual rationality and the sociological approach where the level

of analysis tended to be institutional. (3)

These authors “view political economy as a grand (if imperfect) synthesis of these
various strands,” which captures the long-standing polarity between focus on individuals
or institutions, but may understate the scope of dissent, even if limiting the developments
to the twentieth century.

The range of disagreement in political economy is indeed staggering, and despite
calls for consensus, the amount of dissension since the earliest days is not lost to Robert

Malthus, who wishes it were otherwise:



In a science such as that of political economy [more morals and politics than
mathematics], it is not expected to be that an universal assent should be obtained
to all its important propositions; but, in order to give them their proper weight and
justify their being acted upon, it is extremely desirable, indeed almost necessary,
that a considerable majority of those who, from their attention to the subject, are
considered by the public as likely to be the most competent judges, should agree
in the truth of them. (3)
Over the years, the need to justify theories and practice within the small cloister of fellow
economists and “competent judges” has spilled over into the need to convince the general
public of some prevailing truths. For economists this has not been easy, and the proving
of opposites in matters of such grave importance often perplexes the public: 2
The contest of economic ideas is ongoing. Controversies, discord, even bitter
confrontations, pervade economic debate. This makes the subject interesting,
albeit difficult, to study. It is frequently perplexing to members of the general
public who, not unreasonably, expect economists to get their act together and
speak with a more unified voice. (Stilwell 367)
Poverty and riches, individual agency and social motivations, induction and deduction,
history and mathematics, perfect equilibrium and recurrent crisis, the list goes on and on.
Where there is room for agonistic struggle, contrasting pairs insinuate themselves along

the various fault lines between each version of the dismal science.

2 Robert H. Frank remarks on the distrust that formed in earnest over one hundred yeas
ago in The Economic Naturalist Field Guide: Common Sense Principles for Troubled
Times, and notes ” the general public continues to regard economists with suspicion” (1).



Political economy, like agonistic tragedy and drama, is concerned with reversals
of circumstance, and thus partakes in rhetoric full of irony. Oscar Wilde, as usual, ahead
of his time, captures an important truth about the dramatic tensions and social conflicts
wrapped up in this contentious discipline:

Miss Prism.  Cecily, you will read your Political Economy in my absence. The
chapter on the Fall of the Rupee you may omit. It is somewhat too
sensational. Even these metallic problems have their melodramatic
side.

Cecily. (Picks up books and throws them back on the table.) Horrid
Political Economy!

--Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being

Earnest, act 2. (qtd. in Cohen 1)
Horrid and melodramatic, political economy may not be so “academic” and distant as it
first seems (could Cecily’s tantrum be an ironic ripple in response to the fall of the
Rupee?). When the economy, like a benevolent but unruly cherub, dips, crawls, sneezes,
hiccups, or worse, convulses, stumbles, or crashes, the reverberations knock around the
orchestra pit in a chorus of expletives, panic, and blame. When things are good, the
music is sweeter, and the dimpled cheeks of the winged seraph shine rosy with
prosperity, promise, and praise. In good times and bad the future is scary because it is
unknown, or it is hopeful because it is yet untainted; the prosperous and desperate all turn
to the oracle to see if the future brings more happiness or less strife.

At the time of this writing, spring 2009, the crisis in the world economy has many

wondering what went so wrong, and there has been not a little bout of expletives, panic,



and blame.® Government leaders and wealthy business people seek the guidance of their
venerated economists to help pin the blame on one another (even themselves!), or
someone or something further aloft, and before long they shower praise amongst
themselves for their foresight and resolve to make tough decisions. Then they begin to
predict and forward scenarios favorable to a return to material well-being.* This pattern
of rising and falling economic fortunes, praise and blame of ideas and people, promise
and prediction of recovery (or more grief), is as old as political economy itself, and
though not exclusive, this trio—praise, blame, and oracle—are obligatory topics and
modes of argumentation in political economy.® My hope is to apply these key terms as a
heuristic for a fresh approach to the rhetoric of economic writings that can help students
of rhetoric and economics (or both) understand both the style and substance of what
Thomas Carlyle called “the dismal science” (Carlyle gtd. in Coats 72).

Implausible as it first seems, the least eristic of Aristotle’s speech genres, epideitic

speech, provides the basic framework for a rhetorical analysis of political economy.

® And violence, unfortunately: | just heard a report of protesters being beaten by riot
police at the G-20 summit in the London Financial District today, April 1, 2009.

* Alan Schwartz, former CEO of Bear Stearns, and speaking for his tribe, hits all the key
points: “But these things do occur with some regularity, and we haven’t ever figured out
how to stop the next one from happening. 1I’'m sure we’ll figure out how to prevent
something like this from happening again. Wall Street is always good at fighting the last
war. But these things happen and they’re big, and when they happen everybody tries to
look at what happened in the previous six months to find someone or something to blame
iton. But, in truth, it was a team effort. We all fucked up. Government. Rating
agencies. Wall Street. Commercial banks. Regulators. Investors. Everybody” (qtd in
House of Cards by William D. Cohan 450).

> Liaquat Ahamed, writing about booms and busts (and incidents of praise and blame) in
Lords of Finance, notes “these bubbles and crises seem to be deep-rooted in human
nature and inherent to the capitalist system. By one count there have been sixty different
crises since the early seventeenth century—the first documented bank panic can,
however, be dated to A.D. 33 when the Emperor Tiberius had to inject one million gold
pieces of public money into the Roman financial system to keep it from collapsing” (14).



While a broad range of rhetorical arguments are found in all forms of literature, including
political economy, epideitic qualities (civic, celebratory, admonitory, literary,
educational, and pleasurable) deserve some inspection for any study concerned with the
rhetorical nature of written texts that attempt to define common values and direct social
behavior—the very goals of political economy. In the next chapter | will address praise,
blame and oracle’s relationship to classical and modern rhetoric in earnest, but first |
want to convince you that the rhetoric of political economy is rooted in pervasive patterns
of praise, blame, and oracle across boundaries—a true rhetoric of philosophical economic
materialism.

In Robert Heilbroner’s Teachings from the Worldly Philosophy, he selectively
reviews the history of economic thought, noting a pattern of praise and blame beginning
with the teachings from the Bible. He summarizes that usury earns vehement
denunciation, but notes with curiosity that

[i]t is the ambivalence with which the writers from both the Old and the New

Testaments speak about wealth—at once admiringly and with contempt. Why

should this have been: More interesting, why should it continue to be: Why do

we “understand” the ambivalence regarding wealth, despite the enormous gulf

between that ancient period and our own? (5)

Indeed, why so much dissension and praise and blame for the self-same wealth
generating behaviors? And why the Janus-faced sorrow and joy? Heilbroner surmises
that this is because wealth has always been a proxy for power, which is always “feared,
resisted, and worshiped” (5), but over the course of time, despite the risk to one’s

salvation, amassing wealth began to become an acceptable motive “that, if not especially



honorable,” was soon seen as a force for social progress (6). Heilbroner points to
Avristotle’s distaste for the profit motive in Politics Book 1, where | find praise and blame
to be the key topics he uses to amplify in economic affairs:

Of the two sorts of money-making one . . . is part of household management, the

other is retail trade; the former is necessary and honorable, and latter a kind of

exchange which is justly censured; for it is unnatural, and a mode by which men
gain from one another. The most hated sort, and with reason, is usury, which
makes a gain out of money itself, and not from the natural use of it. (gtd. in

Heilbroner 8)

The world of Aristotle, with its noble economy of household management, and virtue so
closely tied to parentage and militant heroism (among other adored Attic attributes) could
not stomach a community of retailers on the take. But how times, attitudes, and the
rhetoric can change, responding to the tension between honorable and dishonorable
economic behavior that remains a living and unanswered question today.

At one level, political economy asks what is the natural state of humanity, and
how commerce affects the community as a whole. If you ask the Oxford English
Dictionary to give a comprehensive meaning of political economy that includes the well
being of society, you might feel shortchanged:

a) the branch of economics dealing with the economic problems of government; (b)
= ECONOMICS n. 2 (now rare).
This definition acknowledges the political (“economic problems of government”) but
awkwardly suggests that the government’s economic health is at stake. Moreover, the

second definition (“now rare”) discourages equating it with economics proper. This



confuses the purpose of political economy and draws boundaries too tightly to be of use,
but adding the definition for economics covers more ground:

The science or art of household management; domestic economy; (also) a treatise

on this subject. (OED)

After Aristotle’s noble endeavor, home economics, there is a reference to the political
(“domestic economy”) and writings (“treatise”) on the topic. In common parlance,
economics and political economy are hard to separate, given, for example, that political
appointees act as “economic advisors,” national policy touches international markets, and
economic writings are often complexly weaved with political issues but rarely employ the
term political economy. My point is that in many respects the terms are essentially
interchangeable, so why talk about the political and not just the economy?

If the economy is shorthand for everything that matters to humans—food, shelter,
community, pleasure, progeny, play (add yours here)—political economy links the
satisfaction of these needs to the actions of the state. It directly assigns government
authority the responsibility to use political means to meet human needs. James A.
Caporaso and David P. Levine point out that political economy first grew to full stature in
the eighteenth century to keep pace with the growing complexity of production and
distribution of goods for satisfying human wants (1). Off the farms and into the industrial
towns, people experienced less self-reliance, along with diminished importance of home
economics and a greater importance on state economics as citizens. “[T]he head of state
rather than the head of the household” became charged with managing public want
satisfaction (Caporaso and Levine 1). Given this, citizens of a state have a stake and,

perhaps, a voice in material outcomes. Citizens and leaders discuss and argue about how



products of labor and the gifts of the earth are allocated, and what actions (if any) the
state should take to influence economic outcomes. Beyond debating the virtues or vices
of the profit motive, the proper role of the state has been a perennial topic in political
economy since Adam Smith first observed the problem of fulfilling essential social needs
not addressed by private capital (and which he believed states are obliged to remedy).
In Introduction to Political Economy, Charles Sackrey, Geoffery Schneider, and
Janet Knoedler direct their efforts to help readers understand the difference between
political economy and mainstream economics:
Political economy . . . is more concerned [than mainstream economics] with the
relationships of the economic system and its institutions to the rest of society and
social development. It is sensitive to the influences of non-economic factors such
as political and social institutions, morality, and ideology in determining
economic events. It has a much broader focus than [mainstream] economics.
(Riddle, Shackleford, and Stamos gtd. in Sackery, Schneider, and Knoedler vii).
Early classical economists, they argue, “roamed far and wide” and placed few boundaries
on their investigations of “how people produced their livelihood and how they divided it
up” (viii). By contrast, modern mainstream economics borrows its ethos from the
physical sciences and the scientific method, rarely venturing outside of “things that are
not readily measurable or appropriate for quantitative model building” (viii). The authors
argue what a less theoretical and more politically cogent discussion of economic
principles might bear, asking for example, how vast income inequality with material
consequences might be explained without resorting to mainstream explanations about

how capitalism equates to political freedom (and works for everyone), and using instead a



Marxist approach grounded in a different conception of political economy. So, for
example, instead of explaining how immense gaps in wealth among the poorest and the
richest peoples occur by a process of economic natural selection (survival of the fittest),
these authors believe it is more accurate to say that “[t]his is the case because our laws
allow it,” and pointing out that “lawmakers make rules of the capitalist game that allow
individuals to accumulate vast fortunes” (17). Here, as Heilbroner stresses, the
“political” nature of material wealth and poverty is privileged in contrast with the
mainstream “theoretical”” branch of economics that praises income inequality as essential
to a healthy economy. This is also important to my study, because the very term
“political economy” has fallen out of use in favor of simply “economics,” which | believe
obscures the role of the political state to take responsibility for economic outcomes. In
“Toward a Political Economy of Rhetoric,” Victor Villanueva argues that
the role of rhetoric, according to [Kenneth] Burke,” is the demystification of the
ideological. The role of political economy is the demystification of relations tied
to the economic. If we’re to understand where we are and what is happening to
us—maybe even to affect it—we need the tools provided by both. But we think
of “economics’ as a numbers game. And we humanities types tend to fear
numbers. (56)
This is particularly unfortunate for attempts to understand how economics contributes to
racial and social inequality because the rhetorical reproduction of ideologies about
“gender, race, class, age, nation, and religion, or any other of the axes of difference,”
cannot be understood without an understanding of the economic (Villanueva 64). The

numbers that lock out so many non-economists and even other economists who do more
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social and less quantitative work must be recognized as a rhetorical trope designed to
gain assent.

What I call the three “master tropes” of political economy --praise, blame, and
oracle—may help demystify the writings of economist from classical tradition beginning
with the moral philosophy of Adam Smith, to the cocksure® schools that emphasize the
“science of economics” and which use mathematical models to explain and predict. In
the 1870s, a new “neoclassical” outlook proposed a pure science of economics, moving
the study of general want satisfaction into a calculus of minute changes amongst millions
of atomistic consumers and producers (see Heilbroner 199-233). Alfred Marshall’s
Principles of Political Economy (1890) further moved political economy from moral
philosophy and social science to a more remote garret where proper navel gazing could
progress without interruptions from humanistic liberal philosophers (see Cohen 18).
Despite Marxist, Keynesian, and scholarly attempts to re-invoke social grounds to
economic understanding, “[r]eferences to political economy soon disappeared from polite
conversation” (Cohen 19). Today, mainstream economics is only beginning to awake to
the social and moral costs of treating economics as primarily an ideal mathematical
concept. This study will of necessity discuss this transformation of political economy to
the science of economics because its rhetoric is shaped through this struggle of identity
and purpose. Can the economic be left to the economists? At this writing, the answer
appears to be no, and the dramatic reversals of fortune invite a critical conversation to

rise like a lion amongst the once sleepy lambs of the marketplace. We cannot afford more

® Granted, this is a “colorful” term, but not merely stylistic, as Deirdre McCloskey has
much to say about the rhetoric of a masculine demeanor in modern mainstream
economics (see Knowledge and Persuasion).
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isolation of the economic from real human concerns, and how humans persuade one
another is necessary step in this cause. I turn now to how my approach can add a new

appreciation and rhetorical understanding of political economy and economics.
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Chapter One

Praise, Blame, and Oracle in the Worldly Philosophy of Political Economy

“Look Ma, a Metaphor:” The Stilted Conversation about Economic Rhetoric

My study of praise, blame and oracle is informed by the sparse yet lively
literature concerning rhetoric and economics. The way to investigate economic texts
rhetorically is not well defined, however, Deirdre McCloskey (formerly Donald
McCloskey) has pioneered some good models of rhetorical analysis by applying the
terminology of classical rhetoric with the sensibility of contemporary literary criticism.
McCloskey’s The Rhetoric of Economics turns a critical eye to a host of economic
genres, and in If You’re So Smart: The Narrative of Economic Expertise, she investigates
the use of metaphors, narratives, ethos, and mathematics in economics to tell a story that
persuades. McCloskey holds that the presence of rhetorical stories in economics is not
cause for condemnation, or even avoidable, but simply that “a story can be good or bad.
When it is bad in economics or other fields of expertise it can do damage” (If You’re So
Smart vii). As our current economic crisis attests, good and bad stories have
consequences, so it behooves those of us in the business of language analysis to look
closely at the stories they tell. At heart, a conservative neo-classical insider from the
Chicago School (see her semi-autobiographical The Bourgeois Virtues: Ethics for an Age
of Commerce), McCloskey has forged considerable connections between rhetoric and
economics, often in the form of loving jabs (great wit is employed in mock Platonic
dialogues between mainstream economist Arjo Klamer and McCloskey in Knowledge
and Persuasion in Economics). McCloskey wants economists to recognize what every

English professor knows about economics: It is, like other forms of speech, made
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palatable by persuasive tactics. No harm no foul, as McCloskey only wants mainstream
economists who rely on mathematical-based scientific methods to recognize what they do
in order they might do it better. She does claim that “a rhetorical approach to economics
fits better with being human,” noting that the “Method of Science” is not inhumane, but
“only one tiny part of being human” (383 Knowledge). Her strongest criticism is
reserved not for economic theories but to any and all economists who “sneer” at the very
idea a humanistic rhetoric of economics, let alone what they will find if they actually look
into it:
But you see the rhetorical problem. The argument is again unpersuasive to many
in the audience, the many who sneer at the very word “humanistic” and could care
less if some Oxford don thinks they are “barbarians.” Surely, they say as their
lips curl in contempt, the purpose of all this wearisome mathematics is precisely
to get away from the imprecise, touchie-feelie, value-laden, and yes, let it be said,
feminine world of words and get over into the solid, precise, masculine world of
Science. If such a proud world speaks only to itself, so much the better. The
superbia yields good pay for talking to ourselves, in the style of pure
mathematics. (382 Knowledge)
Granted, McCloskey’s work is often biting and satirical, and in this passage she hits the
right notes by capturing the “sneer” factor in the corrosive conflict over methods.
Important to my rationale and an original contribution to the conversation, I am
attempting to address one cogent critical response to McCloskey from MIT economist
Robert M. Solow, who complains that most rhetorical approaches often “stop at the ‘look,

Ma, a metaphor’ stage,” which is less than illuminating. He says McCloskey “writes as if

14



metaphor is a purely literary device for the economist, a way of expressing what he or she
already knows,” when the simple truth is that “ a good metaphor is rather a way of
finding things out” (34). Regarding the epistemological capacity of metaphor,
McCloskey, I believe, thinks this too, and so do | (she disputes any split between
substance and style, see Solow 286). More to my point is that an exploration of the
master tropes of praise, blame and oracle affords substantive analysis and a look at the
rich stylistic idiosyncrasies and consistencies of authors in political economy. My study
may indeed be the answer to Solow’s call for a rhetorical analysis of “the connection
between particular lines of economic analysis and particular rhetorical conventions” (35).
This is especially true, because my work here is attuned to how the various
methodologies of economic schools use the rhetoric of praise, blame and oracle. What is
more, substantive arguments must all take some rhetorical form, however stylistically
appropriate and engaging or vice versa. As a consequence, these strands of economic
thought and accompanying systems cannot be neatly divided or evaluated as pieces of
only substance or style. A rhetoric of political economy can bind “substance or style” to

reveal the art of “substance with style.”

Rhetoric or Philosophy? Probability or Certainty? Method or Muddle?

I want to secure my study of the rhetoric of political economy in a very old
controversy: The battle over methods and the positioning of formal logic as superior to
informal reasoning in ascertaining truth. A review of the long-standing split over
appropriate methods of reaching truth is illuminating, if not a bit difficult and arcane.

Nevertheless, this helps understand how praise and blame spill into disputes over

15



methods, and the split between what Stephen Toulmin calls rationality (formal logic) and
reason (informal logic) (see Toulmin Return to Reason). This conflict remains on the
forefront of philosophy, rhetoric, and political economy. It is convenient and apropos that
these subjects are bound together, because, like a collection of nesting eggs, this big
controversy contains other contrastive pairs nested within this larger dispute: science
versus social science, individualism verses collectivism, markets versus states, capitalism
versus socialism (more will emerge), and finally, political economy versus a science of
economics (sans politics and all that that implies--a critical point to my investigation). |
want to crack this egg slowly, beginning with a tale of two sages that explores the role of
the state in economic affairs. Along the way, comes a closer look at the ancient and
modern notions of the nature of virtue so closely allied with economic behavior, the
stalemate in the clash of formal logic versus informal reasoning, and what this means to a
the conversation among the various methodological schools and rhetorics of political

economy.

The Truth, The Whole Truth, and Nothing but Irony

To further explore the rhetorical expanse afforded in political economy, | want to
tell two stories, one about Alan Greenspan from the current press, and the other from
Protagoras, one of Plato’s many dialogues about the role of rhetoric and virtue in human
affairs. I include Greenspan on the latest economic crisis because his defense of modern
capitalism captures topics in an ongoing dispute within political economy past and
present—what is the role of the state and the nature of human virtue in economic affairs?

Is there a special quality of human nature attuned to (the very reason for) capitalism?
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Taking up perennial topics in political economy and philosophy, likewise, is Protagoras,
because it is partially about the nature of virtue and how it is taught, but the larger story
contains arguments about what methods of inquiry are more virtuous. Because political
economy is closely aligned to philosophical questions, I invoke Heilbroner’s somewhat
accidental title’ to his brief history of economic thought (The Teachings from the Worldly
Philosophy) because for me it captures the connection between the age old questions of
philosophy about the “good” and how they are applied when moved from the realm of
pure ideation to the concerns of human material well-being. As a method of public
persuasion and teaching, political economy and philosophy share a predilection to muse
about human nature and virtue. Thus, in my estimation, political economy carries on a
rhetorical conversation or contest built upon and about age-old (and by nature cross-
disciplinary) philosophical questions of the good and true, and the honorable and
virtuous.

Alan Greenspan (1926--) lauded for his acuity as chairman of the US Federal
Reserve from 1987 to 2006, and Protagoras (ca 490-420 BCE), credited sophist, famous
for his dictum that humans are the measure of all things (Sprague 11), are an illustrative
pair—contrastive and similar. Both famous in their own times, and both considered
venerable sages with a retinue of admirers; one questioned by the impish Socrates in
Plato’s dialogue Protagoras regarding whether virtue can be taught, the other by a

congressional committee in front of the world press about the lack of virtue that may

" Heilbroner recounts an amusing story to explain: “I was aware that the word
‘economics’ was death at the box office, and | racked my brains for a substitute . . . I told
[my editor] about my title difficulties, and said | was thinking of calling the book The
Money Philosophers, although | knew ‘money’ wasn’t quite right. “You mean “worldly,”
he said. I said, ‘I’ll buy lunch’”(xiii).
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have caused of the fiscal crisis of 2008 (and counting). Each clings to retain his gravitas
and sagacious graces, but both are confronted with specific challenges to their
methodologies and worldviews. Protagoras, a representative practitioner of eloquent and
moving speech, is prodded by the tiresome Socrates, a master of definition and the
dialectical method. Greenspan, a defender of mainstream neo-classical economics, is
before a US Congressional committee eager for answers in the wake of an economic
meltdown of epic proportions. While Protagoras has his hands full with the needling
Socrates, the Socratic gadfly for Greenspan and mainstream economists is their previous
insistence that something like this could not happen.

Greenspan, in response to questions about his support for deregulation of financial
markets, says “that's precisely the reason | was shocked, because | have been going for 40
years or more with very considerable evidence that it was working exceptionally well”
(Corn). I am reminded of the over-confident daredevil who jumped out of an airplane
without a parachute, but who nonetheless exclaimed halfway down “so far, so good.” In
an attempt to defend his record, Greenspan concedes, "I made a mistake in presuming
that the self-interests of organizations, specifically banks and others, were such as that
they were best capable of protecting their own shareholders and their equity in the firms"
(Corn). In other words, he underestimated human error, greed, and folly in business
leaders. Contrary to neoclassical models that assume self-preserving rational behavior,
banks and other financial institutions sunk their own enterprises in a shortsighted pursuit
of quick profits. Greenspan is perplexed that these majestic eagles of finance would soil

their own nests. (unlike Lionel Robbins in Milonakis and Fine 271). Self-preservation,
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reputation, and fealty to the firm are instincts bankers and business leaders were supposed

to carry in spades. Of this presumptuous moral streak, one commentator writes:
In fact, it was always a matter of ideology for Greenspan, a libertarian champion.
In 1963, writing in Rand's “Objectivist” newsletter, he noted, “It is in the self-
interest of every businessman to have a reputation for honest dealings and a
quality product.” Regulation, he maintained, undermines this “superlatively moral
system.” Self-governance by choice, he said, would be more effective than
governance through government. Regulation, Greenspan maintained, was the
enemy of freedom: “At the bottom of the endless pile of paper work which
characterizes all regulation lies a gun.” (Corn)

Greenspan invokes the god-term® «

freedom” as higher value and first premise to justify
his belief in voluntary compliance as a “superlatively moral system.” This harkens Adam
Smith’s notion of the difference between positive and negative virtues, the former of
which are voluntary and governed by public opinion, and the latter requires compliance
and redress by punishment (Kennedy, Gavin 68). There is a long-standing use of Adam
Smith by any number of economic schools who seek the moral ethos of Smith,
substantively or by dubious pedigree (see Milonakis and Fine 283-4). In fact, Adam
Smith, often invoked as a source of uncanny wisdom by mainstream economics to justify

laissez-faire, believed banking too important to leave unregulated (Kennedy, Gavin 161).

Smith chronicler, Gavin Kennedy, comments upon the misapplication of Smith’s ideas

8 A “god term” Richard Weaver says is “that expression about which all other
expressions are ranked as subordinate and serving dominations of powers” (212).
Likewise, Burke says “freedom and necessity,” are two primary generalizations that
“characterize the quality of motives . . . names for the ultimates of motivation” (74).
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when it comes to positing an always beneficial or benign social consequence of self-
interested behavior:
These developments all look very neat and comforting, until the waywardness of
human behavior enters into the picture (or, as Pufendorf expressed it elegantly, “it
being much more easie to fansie perfect Men than to find them”). And Smith
does not dodge the blemishes to the happy picture given by many modern tutors
of his allegedly benign model caused by people pursuing their self-interest,
though it is remarkable that his detailed comments on the misbehavior of people
in economic systems have attracted so little comment. The self-interested actions
of individuals do not always have benign consequences claimed by enthusiasts for
his use of the metaphor “an invisible hand.” Smith provides many counter-
examples (there are over 50 cases in Books | and Il alone) to a supposedly
universally benign invisible hand benefiting society in the universal way that
modern economists claim (though never by him). (162)
Nevertheless, Greenspan holds the natural instincts of people are preferable to the
coercive power of the state, at least until something really terrible happens to show this
axiom to be more Ayn Rand than Adam Smith, more smug than accurate, more ideology
than science, perhaps, much more like political economy than the science of economics.
This leaves Greenspan in a paradoxical bind. “In other words, whoops—there goes
decades of Ayn Rand down the drain” (Corn). If orthodox economic models fail to

account for, and are rendered mute because of, human error, what good are the models?”

® Frank Knight, a defender of “and outright deductive approach” says that the science of
economics is “no less real or arbitrary,” than the natural sciences, but the difference “lies
in the purposiveness of human behavior, and the fact that “human behavior is affected by
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More close to the recent crisis, it is assumed that CEOs and bankers want their companies
to survive. No wonder Greenspan was perplexed—how did he end up blaming human
behavior when rational human economic behavior, the optimizing homo economicus™, is
the cornerstone of neo-liberal economics?
This may be a contradiction, but it is perhaps more revealing as dramatic irony,
which, Kenneth Burke says
arises when one tries, by the interaction of terms upon one another, to produce a
development which uses all the terms. Hence from the standpoint of this total
form (this “perspective of perspectives”), none of the participating “sub-
perspectives” can be treated as either precisely right or precisely wrong.
(Grammar 512)
As part of Burke’s dramatistic method, irony is paired with dialectic because even as
participants in the debate (or dramatic situation, as Burke would have it) take sides in one
aspect of the dispute, the audience must see all “sub-certainties” as “neither true nor false,
but contributory* (Grammar 513). Burke seizes upon this strong dialectical movement to
encompass both sides as a necessary synthesis of contradictions:
As an overall ironic formula here, and one that has the quality of “inevitability,”

we could lay it down that ‘what goes forth as A returns as non-A.” This is the

error’ in a way that natural phenomena are not. As a result, the function of economic
principles is ‘to describe an ideal, not a reality’” (Milonakis and Fine 234).

10 A term John Stuart Mill defined as “a being who desires to possess wealth,” but he
qualified his stance by “treating political economy as a partial and approximate science,
whose premises and deductions need to be modified by non-economic factors and the
results of other social sciences” (Milonakis and Fine 31). Neo-liberal homo economicus
is a self-contained unit, a pleasure-seeking calculator shorn of political and social ties.
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basic pattern that places the essence of drama and dialectic in the irony of the
“peripety” [peripeteia], the strategic moment of reversal. (Burke Grammar 517)
Political economy as a force of rhetoric tied to dialectically opposed positions is forever
caught in ironical binds and unsettled disputes—(it is both A and not A) because in the
long run it is a rhetoric of moral (philosophical) materialism and not a syllogism-friendly
science amenable to formal logic. Demonstrating this sub-conversion to new
perspectives, Greenspan, the former magnet of praise must accept blame, or at least
diffuse it.** As David Corn reports,
Greenspan said he had been “partially” wrong to believe that [derivative] swaps
did not need regulation. But he did seek cover by claiming he had not been alone
in screwing up: “The Federal Reserve had as good an economic organization as
exists. If all those extraordinarily capable people were unable to foresee the
development of this critical problem...we have to ask ourselves: Why is that? And
the answer is that we're not smart enough as people. We just cannot see events
that far in advance.” (Corn)
Positive economics pays special homage to the practice of reading the oracle from
mathematical models, models that can predict even if the models themselves are flawed
(see also Friedman “Expected Utility Hypothesis” 70, and McCloskey Knowledge 17-).
Through the avowed ignorance of the Federal Reserve, Greenspan hints at the limits to a
neoclassical promise of accurate prediction, but he maintains it is not the models that

need to be improved—it’s the people who use them. If this were not the case, these ideas

1 This moment shares an ironic (an apropos) bond with Greek tragedy, especially
Oedipus, in which “the answer to the Sphinx’s riddle is “man,” meaning that he himself
is the cause of his woes (Vernant and Vidal-Naquet 318).

22



might have to be abandoned. Of course, agreement in economics is always partial if not
isolated in schools of thought and organizations, and plenty of “smart people” thought
contrary:
But not everyone got it wrong. In the late 1990s, regulators at the CFTC wanted
to regulate swaps. Gramm, Greenspan and others—including senior members of
the Clinton administration—did not. Following the Enron debacle, Feinstein took
a run at this. But Greenspan and Bush administration officials said no. And it was
not an issue of smarts; it was a matter of ideology. (Corn)
I will have more to say further along about the ironic presence of a zealous ideological
streak in a purportedly value-neutral neoclassical economics (see Stilwell 148). Moving
from true certainty to a form of “certainty of like-minded others” Greenspan attempts to
hedge his losses here by invoking a kind of consensus among his cohorts, even as he
must acknowledge the flaws in this one-sided model. There is always enough blame to go
around, and Greenspan’s error is diffused among a host of economists and policy makers

»12

whose first instinct is to allow “markets”“ to run their course without government

interference. In a testament to the rhetorical power of mainstream economic ideas,

wishful thinking and convenient profits created the illusion of a “Washington Consensus

that allowed contrary voices to be ignored or stilled.

12 The rhetorical richness of the word is taken up by James K. Galbraith, in The Predator
State, where he says that” the word market is a negation,” elusive by design, since it is
equated with freedom but, unlike physical institutions of the state, it is not located any
where in particular and it cannot be judged or argued with. “It is a word to be applied to
the context of any transaction so long as that transaction is not directly dictated by the
state. The word has no content of its own because it is defined simply, and for reasons of
politics, by what it is not” (19).
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You can have your human error, and uncertainty, Greenspan seems to say, but
leave me my models that are sufficient in all but this respect. Like the skydiver without a
parachute, Greenspan thinks the decades long experiment in deregulation showed no
signs of any problems (at least if you don’t count billions spent during these years to
shore up banks, auto companies, and other “too big to fail”” enterprises that did in fact
fail—see Ha-Joon Chang Bad Samaritans), and with the exception of a final hard landing
(hardship and pain for millions of the world’s people—see Naomi Klein’s Shock
Doctrine), things went rather swimmingly. Irony and contradiction indicate that pure
Logic (the domain of non-contradiction and unquestionable premises and conclusions)
has left the building. Enter rhetoric to make sense of the broken syllogisms of modern

mainstream economics.

What Socrates? More Irony?

Flip back some two thousand years to Plato’s Protagoras, another moment rich with
contradiction and irony, and with some significant (if not coincidental) areas of interests
to the rhetoric of political economy. Socrates has come to find out why Protagoras
believes virtue can be taught. Socrates visits Protagoras at a gathering of the intellectual
elite, furnishing an audience to referee and share in the dispute. Protagoras’
achievements as man of wisdom are legion (see Sprague), but as a representative giant
upon whose shoulders a class of newly emerging sophist stood (rhetoricians who charge
fees) he is made the butt of Plato’s humorous jabs; his voluminous diatribes and artful
digressions are chastised even as they are marveled at. Like Greenspan, he is about to

undergo a rigorous challenge to his elevated status and his methods.
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To show that virtue can be taught, Protagoras considers whether to respond in the
form of a story or reasoned argument. The choice is between informal narrative or
formal logic, or “mere” rhetoric against a more rational method of investigation,** and he
decides a story is more pleasant'* (320c). Susan Jarrett sees this as a demonstration of
Protagoras’ ability to astutely cater his discourse to his audience and his attempt to merge
creative solutions that are compatible with an earlier social order:

As an old man among young men, he chooses an entreating narrative over dry

argumentation as the most effective way of showing that civic responsibility can

indeed be taught, Socrates’ objections to the contrary. Protagoras employs here
parataxis, a syntactic structure characteristic of “primitive” story telling, including
the Homeric epic poems. Free from the tighter bonds of its “logical alternative,”
the loose association of clauses without hierarchical connectives or embedding is
considered to be a less sophisticated organization than hypotaxis, the highest
expression of which is Aristotelian propositional logic . . . [Protagoras] blurs the
line between mythos and logos, spinning off moral arguments from
straightforward narrative. These are not the repeated maxims and lessons of
customary behavior learned through the oral tradition, but rather new solutions to

the problems of social organization posed by democracy.” (Jarrett 51)

3 This makes the contrastive pairs analogical/experience versus analytical/experiment.
% Ironic, because this seems to confirm Socrates’ notion of the pleasure principle he
proposes later in the dialogue. If seeking the good is synonymous with seeking pleasure,
then either Protagoras has chosen well by choosing the story, and he triumphs in the
debate, or he has chosen poorly through ignorance. If he has done the later, he has mis-
calculated the relative pleasure and pain that may come about through his choice—a lack
of the very skill he would require to teach virtue according to Socrates.
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Linking Protagoras’ method with Homeric poetics is useful to my view of this narrative
as positing an alternative to dialectical syllogistic practice.”® Choosing this particular
narrative highlights the importance of informal logic and reasoning to rhetorical inquiry
and pedagogy, which seeks guidance through (though not a slave to) historical and
cultural antecedents. Protagoras offers a way to view the real felt need for human
cooperation (politics) as part of a set of competencies imparted to humanity by the gods.
He re-tells the Greek creation myth in which Prometheus and Epimetheus are charged
with bestowing upon all mortal creatures suitable strengths and advantages to ensure their
protection and survival. Epimetheus, eager for the job (but a dolt of sorts) uses up the
powers he has been provided on all the other beasts and leaves humankind without the
proverbial urn to relieve oneself. No shoes, no weapons, no clothes, no beds (and thus,
no economy and no virtue | would add).
Prometheus therefore, being at a loss to provide any means of salvation for man,
stole from Hephaestus and Athena the gift of the skill in the arts, together with
fire—for without fire it was impossible for anyone to possess or use this skill—
bestowed it on man. In this way man acquired sufficient resources to keep himself
alive, but had no political wisdom. (321c-d)
Indeed, no political wisdom yet, and with fire (technology) and art (skill) there is much to
be done, but without politics, there can be no long-lasting concerted effort. In the

meantime these scattered groups set up alters to the gods and developed through their art

> As we know, Aristotle systematized the methodology of knowledge production,
devising fallible and infallible categories of truth. The enthymeme represents a
persuasive approach to truth finding where knowledge is by nature inconclusive, and
invites the audience to finish the thought, to join the sentiment, to complete the attitude.
For things that cannot be known beyond doubt (unlike a full proof (foolproof?)
syllogism) there must be persuasion (Ch. 2 Rhetoric).
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“articulate speech and names, and invented houses and clothes and shoes and bedding
and got food from the earth” (322a). Along with the power of speech (a necessary but
insufficient condition), in terms of early economics, this represents an epoch in meeting
material needs, even if just the necessities. Speech, skill, and technology are put to use,
but they are not enough, because humans remain scattered, and without the means to
achieve cohesion they cannot defend themselves from the wild beasts. Zeus “fearing the
total destruction of our race,” Protagoras continues, “sent Hermes to impart to men the
qualities of respect for others and a sense of justice, so as to bring order into our cities
and create a bond of friendship and union” (322 b-). In the thinking of modern and
classical political economics, political institutions of the state are a necessary prerequisite
to any kind of economic system, and especially modern capitalism*® (see Stilwell 355).
Material outcomes in the ancient polis and modern nations are contingent on rhetoric to
shape the rules. This is consistent with Burke’s extension of the role of rhetoric to social

cohesion, which “lies outside the realm of strictly true-or-false propositions” (44):

77 &k 77

The term “rhetoric” is no substitute for “magic,” “witchcraft,” “socialization,”
“communication,” and so on. But the term rhetoric designates a function that is
present in the areas variously covered by those other terms. And we are asking
only that this function be recognized for what it is: a linguistic function by nature
as realistic as a proverb, though it may be quite far from the kind of realism found

in strictly “scientific realism.” For it is essentially a realism of the act: moral,

16 William Grieder says modern capitalism is a “wondrous machine,” with “great power
and creativity,” but this machine “appears to be running out of control toward some sort
of abyss” (12). Greider seems to pick up the thrust of the parable, supporting active
management, political foresight, and democratic resolve to manage this behemoth (see
Greider One World).
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persuasive—and acts are not “true and “false” in the sense that the propositions of

“scientific realism” are. (44)
Remarkably fortunate for my desire to connect ancient and modern socio-economics to
rhetoric, Burke is talking specifically about the rhetorical work in shaping economic
conditions within human societies, citing how “magic” (rhetoric) may place restrictions
on gaining excessive wealth by associating this wealth with malign witchcraft (45).
“Economic conditions” and the tension between individual and social motivations are
important “matters of rhetoric,” Burke says, because “nothing is more rhetorical in
nature than a deliberation as to what is too much or too little, too early or too late; in such
controversies, rhetoricians are forever ‘proving opposites’” (44-5). Nothing says more
about what is too much or too little, too early or too late, than political economy.

Returning to the Greek myth, the paucity of human gifts is augmented by an
innate sense of justice and mutual respect, the meaning of which must be debated and
performed among citizens and not simply deduced between two philosophers. Using
Burke’s terms, this is the function and act of rhetoric in a socio-political economic
domain. Protagoras, in what Susan Jarrett sees as a zeal for democratic plurality (51),
says “no one may be a layman [of virtue] if a state is to exist at all,” and in a rebuke to
Socrates’ cult of esoteric knowledge amongst initiated philosophers, he adds “all are
teachers of virtue to the best of their ability, and so you think that no one is” (327-8 323).
The kernel of this creation myth of virtue and politics is that humans have the capacity
and impetus to praise and blame in matters of social justice. Rhetoric and virtue are also
imbricated. Everyone descries vice and the absence of virtue, Protagoras claims, because

this human flaw, unlike many others, can be removed through instruction (323e).

28



Socrates complicates this straightforward narrative by dialectically deconstructing
Protagoras’ concept of a single notion of virtue. It is many distinct things, Socrates
suggests, and not a single thing. Wisdom, Temperance, Courage, Justice, and Holiness,
are all shown by Socrates to be virtues (329d--), but which at times are contrary to one
another if not understood as separate means to achieve truth and honor in the pursuit of
the good, which is, when he boils it down, desire for pleasure and avoidance of pain
(355b-). Here Socrates’ argument shifts to methods of determining which actions lead to
honor and the good (pleasure) and which actions lead to evil (pain). Socrates says to
teach these virtues a technique must be devised to judge the actions most likely to derive
pleasure and avoid pain:

[S]ince our salvation in life has turned out to lie in the correct choice of pleasure

and pain—more or less, greater or smaller, nearer or more distant—is it not in the

first place a question of measurement, consisting as it does in the consideration of
relative excess, defect, or equality? (357a-b)
Some two thousand plus years later, this notion was taken up by political philosophers
John Locke and David Hume, and then by social philosopher, Jeremy Benthem, whose
highly developed utilitarian theory lead to more explicit versions of a pleasure principle
operating in individual economic decisions.” Remarkably, Socrates’ virtue seeking

individual in the name of honor and the highest good pre-empts the existence of the

17 «“Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and
pleasure. It is for them alone to point out what we ought to do, as well as determine what
we shall do. On the one hand the standard of right and wrong, on the other the chain of
causes and effects, are fastened to the throne. They govern us in all we do, in all we say,
in all we think: every effort we can make to throw off our subjection, will serve but to
demonstrate and confirm it” (Jeremy Benthem qtd. in Milonkais and Fine 19).
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utility optimizing pleasure-seeking individuals so critical to modern mainstream
economics.

Ironically, Socrates ends by proving what Protagoras first claimed but is now
unwilling to concede, that human evil (lack of virtue, error, and pain) is the result of
ignorance, a clear lack of knowledge, and thus it can be taught:

It seems to me that the present outcome of our talk is pointing at us, like a human

adversary, the finger of accusation and scorn. If it had a voice it would say, ‘what

an absurd pair you are, Socrates and Protagoras. One of you, having said at the
beginning that virtue is not teachable, now is bent upon contradicting himself by
trying to demonstrate that everything is knowledge—justice, temperance, and
courage alike—which is the best way to prove that virtue is teachable. If virtue
were something other than knowledge—which is what you are urging Socrates—
then it will be most surprising if it cannot be taught. Protagoras on the other hand,
who at the beginning supposed it to be teachable, now on the contrary seems to be
bent on showing that it is almost anything other than knowledge, and this would
make it least likely to be teachable. (361a-b)
Socrates, as proxy audience to his own debacle, concedes that the debate has sunken into
“utter confusion” (361c), but the stalemate provides a proving of opposites with an ironic
twist, all made possible by the odd dance between Protagoras and Socrates, each trying to
lead and neither willing to follow. The result is a strange reversal of positions brought

about by a refusal to reevaluate earlier positions.'® On the plus side, Socrates has

18 As Pereleman and Olbretchs-Tyteca note in their modern rhetoric, “Since two
propositions are not incompatible but become so as the result to of a certain
determination of notions with respect to particular circumstances, the techniques making
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eliminated the contradiction by which various acts might be good or evil by defining
virtue to mean calculated pleasure-seeking, and in so doing, he has undermined
Protagoras’ claim to know how to teach virtue (*What skill, or branch of knowledge it is,
we shall leave off till later” 357b), while, ironically, proving that virtue can be taught.
Socrates’ conclusion predictably plays upon a special Socratic irony, as it seems that he
does not intend to reach this conclusion (“Protagoras . . . please don’t think that | have
any other purpose in this discussion than to investigate the questions which continually
baffle me” 348c—even if Plato certainly must!), and thus, he is shown to be more able to
synthesize the elements of the controversy into a single whole, even if unable to reach
some potent truth everyone can appreciate and agree upon.

Plato, an astute and entertaining puppeteer of his beloved teacher and this most
infamous sophist, creates a highly dramatic atmosphere full of tension and comedy:

Here Protagoras brought an end to his long and magnificent display of eloquence.

For a long time | gazed at him spellbound, eager to catch any further word he

might utter. (328d)
As a “spellbound” Socrates testifies, Protagoras’ poetic streams of language inspire awe
but not necessarily syllogistic edification. There is something captivating and alluring,
but more in the manner of a shiny object to a child, and not serious philosophy that
illuminates the mind. In fact, Socrates seems to be lulled into a passive state. In either
case, the demonstration of dialectic and rhetoric in tandem makes both interlocutors look

somewhat foolish and puerile. Just as economists prefer to use their own methods of

it possible to show that statements are incompatible and the techniques for reestablishing
compatibility are among the most important ones in any argumentation” (201). These
contortions are accomplished with considerable difficulty (like a Twister game) and to
some comedic affect.
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investigation (McCloskey says they “sneer”) and appreciate the special tools of their
analytical specializations, Socrates tries to coax Protagoras to bring his methods in line
with his own:
What they told me, I answered, is that you have the gift of both speaking yourself
and teaching others to speak, just as you prefer—either at length, so that you
never run dry, or so shortly that no one could beat you for brevity. If then you are
going to talk to me, please use the second method and be brief. Frankly, Socrates,
said he, I have fought many a contest of words, and if | had done as you bid me,
that is, adopted the method chosen by my opponent, | should have proved no
better than any one else, nor would the name Protagoras have been heard of in
Greece. (334e-325)
Protagoras accedes to the Socratic method (short questions and answers), but only after
Socrates threatens to walk out (“It seems it was not my business to remain any longer in
the discussions” 335b). As a result, Protagoras loses his edge, and he becomes as bored
and listless as a child:
You seem to be bent on having your own way, Socrates, and getting me to give
the answers; so to humor you, | will say that on our agreed assumptions it seems
to be impossible. (360e)
Although Protagoras is careless with his terms (virtue for example) and revels in the
sound of his own voice, he is often profound and shows penetrating intelligence. By
contrast, Socrates is mockingly self-effacing and self-amused, and though earnest, he is
demanding, hair-splitting, and also childish when he threatens to walk out of the

discussion. In the end, Plato seems to show Socrates employing more rigor and precision

32



with his deductive method, which is ruled by the rule of non-contradiction (and a
conflation of motive and agency):

We agreed that each thing has one contrary and no more, that what is done in a

contrary manner is done by a contrary agency, that a foolish action is contrary to a

temperate one, and that a temperate action is performed with temperance and a

foolish one with folly. (332d)

Near the end of the dialogue, Socrates wants to follow-up “with a determined attack on
virtue itself and its essential nature” (361c-), showing that there has been no solution, but
on the other hand, like a failed experiment, Socrates thinks he knows where to look next.
In form and in substance, the contradictory and ironic elements in the dialogue, while
lively and entertaining, have failed to succinctly eliminate opposing arguments, much
less engage them fully. For Plato, this seems to represent a lamentable outcome of
rhetoric and dialectic done the wrong way; a lethal mixture of methods that blows up in
the face of the interlocutors. A stalemate is the moment between certainty, or its nearest
substitute, a most probable truth, and thus it is invitation to rhetoric.

The clash of sophistical rhetoric and dialectical methodology to truth finding is
the subject of Plato’s Protagoras, which is strikingly close to the heart of the battle over
methods in political economy. This clash is explored in Dimitris Milonakis and Ben
Fine’s From Political Economy to Economics: Method, the Social and the Historical in
the Evolution of Economic Theory,'® an astute look at “the shifting boundaries between

the economic and the non-economic, all set within a methodological context, ” and the

19 The book jacket features a photograph of two sumo wrestlers locked in battle with their
huge stomachs pressed together and what appears to be each man attempting to blind one
another with their fingers (image credited to Bill Ray/Time Life Pictures/ Getty Images).
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story of the “desocialisation and dehistoricisation of the dismal science,” an event that
“heralded the separation of economics from the other social sciences at the beginning of
the twentieth century” (1). Underpinning this split is the battle over methods and their
compatibility. To put a face on the dispute, for me Protagoras represents political
economy and Socrates the economic shorn of its political origins. Socrates is the abstract
scientist, and Protagoras is the cultural humanist. Protagoras is inductive (mainly) and
Socrates is deductive (mainly).

Protagoras, as Plato writes him, embodies the key features of pre-Socratic
sophists, “teachers of philosophy, rhetoric, practical knowledge, and verbal skill who
were gradually supplanting the poets at the center of the Greek paideia” (Swearingen 59).
C. Jan Swearingen notes how Plato’s treatment of the sophists in his dialogues critically
dramatizes a contrast between “’true’ philosophoi with “false’ sophistai” in the same
tradition of earlier critics of the “new education, *“ with “echos of Parmenides’ Way of
Truth and Way of Opinion” (59). Protagoras is brought to silence at the end (an
achievement by itself?), but if Socrates’ method is superior (as one might expect Plato to
claim), then why doesn’t Plato make him a clear victor? Why the muddle? Why the
ironic stalemate? In Rhetoric and Irony, Swearingen explains that several of Plato’s
“dialogues that place Socrates among the Sophists” (Gorgias, Hipipias, Protagoras,
Craytus, and Theaetetus) were intended to generate “remedies and antidotes to the
sophistic teachings” he viewed as preying upon the gullible with the way of opinion
without concern for truth?® (59). According to Swearingen, Plato wants to reform and not

abolish rhetoric by attempting to impose the dialectic method and a philosophical

2 One big part of Swearingen’s argument here is Plato’s preference for oral teaching over
written, which | need not take up here.
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detachment in rhetorical debates. And thus, for Swearingen, the inconclusive nature of
these dialogues is not accidental or merely stylistically ironic, but part of Plato’s
instructive method:
One way of exemplifying the inadequacy of both these technai [dialectic and
rhetoric], indeed any techne per se, is to enact the abuse being described. The
result is irony, but an irony which points a finger at the more clear-cut irony of
imitating truth. (91)
Swearingen invokes Kierkegaard’s “magisterial appraisal of irony,” in which doubt is a
necessary impetus to an honest inquiry for the truth (91), and so in this context, Plato
affirms that Socrates is at least cognizant of this condition when he says that the “present
outcome of our talk is pointing at us, like a human adversary, the finger of accusation and
scorn. If it had a voice it would say, ‘what an absurd pair you are, Socrates and
Protagoras’ (361a). Swearingen’s appraisal of Plato’s irony is as a kind of
understanding that can lead to truth:
The Socrates given us by Plato doesn’t reach conclusions. Nor does he give the
impression that he really knows. Instead, he gives the impression—sometimes
playfully, often irritatingly—that he does not know, as he teaches the process of
dialectical inquiry through dialogues that are presented as evolving among
colleagues. Segments within each dialogue exemplify the failing of this ideal, as
assorted tough guys refuse to accept the rules and attempt to refute the rules in
word and deed alike. Emphasis on the interlocutory context of the dialectic is
also embodied in the characterization of dialectic as the art of “true opinion,” and

by its juxtaposition with rhetoric as the art of false opinion. The dialogical
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dialectic presented by Plato may be viewed as an improved version of the eristic
and sophistic dialectician. Aristotle’s depiction of rhetoric and dialectic as
methodological counterparts (antistrophani) attempted silence on the issue of
rhetoric’s truth, and became the authoritative, definitive alignment for several
subsequent traditions. Plato’s solution to the dichotomy between dialogue
dialectic and rhetoric—to unify both under dialogue—nonetheless continued to
influence conceptualizations of philosophical rhetoric, and preserved an
awareness of the rhetoric of philosophy. (90)
So this is part of the reason for the split and affinity between philosophy and rhetoric.
The ambivalence of Plato is replaced by the view of Aristotle, who, as we know, held
rhetoric to be a part of dialectic, but dialectic as a separate means to ascertain positive
truths, and rhetoric as a means to reach best probable truths when absolute truth is
unreachable in a social context:
For Aristotle, the similarity between rhetoric and dialectic was all-important.
According to him they differ only in that dialectic provides us with the techniques
of discussion for a common search for truth, while rhetoric teaches how to
conduct a debate in which various points of view are expressed and the decision is
left up to the audience. This distinction shows why dialectic has been
traditionally considered as a serious matter by philosophers, whereas rhetoric has
been regarded with contempt. Truth, it was held, presided over dialectical
discussion, and the interlocutors had to reach agreement about it by themselves,

whereas rhetoric taught only how to present a point of view—that is to say, a
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partial aspect of the question—and the decision of the issue was left up to a third

person. (Perelman, The New Rhetoric: A Theory 1082)

The strong presence of audience in Protagoras might point to Plato giving rhetoric its
due, or at least a fair trial in the court of his dialogue. On a number of occasions, the
spectators participate and try to establish order (*But don’t’ you see Socrates, [Callias]
said. Protagoras is surely right in thinking that he is entitled to talk in the way that suits
him, just a much as you are” 336b). The presence of the elite Athenians, the friend to
whom Socrates is recounting the events, Hippocrates (the youth who wished to purchase
wisdom), and readers (in contradistinction to Plato’s own ironic criticism of writing), all
provide an audience to judge the events, and attempt to uphold the goodwill of the
interlocutors.

Swearingen’s notion of Plato’s deliberate irony is useful to my attempts to show
and explain the clash of praise and blame in economics as suffering from the same cross-
methods and cross-purposes, which is exacerbated by a lack of goodwill, or perhaps, even
hostility and impatience. lronic, because Protagoras professes an innate human goodwill
in the name of justice and truth, but he is less than magnanimous in acceding to Socrates’
method. Likewise, Socrates is intent on using his own method and having no truck with
others, much like modern mainstream economists who sneer at economic schools that
include cultural and historical factors to their analysis (Marxists and Institutionalists
economists, for example, see Stilwell 207-45). Tussles and Tirades (an “its personal this
time” ethos) in political economy are legend, and they commonly involve disputes over
methods. For example, the induction verses deduction debate, made famous by “the

methodenstreit or ‘Battle of Methods,” which took place between 1883-4 between Carl

37



Menger and Gustav Schmoller,” pitted Menger’s abstract deductive analysis of
individuals pursuing self interest against Schmoller’s inductive approach grounded in
historical, statistical, and descriptive reality (105-7 Milonakis and Fine).

The science of economics, a distillation of political economy that retains only a
fraction of the original parent tincture, took the study of wealth and poverty and focused
on individuals seeking their own economic ends. This puts us back to the pre-polity of
Protagoras’ tale. While a scattered humanity without a sense of justice and respect for all
members might provide the simple necessities of life, it cannot defend itself in a hostile
world, much less produce surplus goods for profit or leisure. The wide-ranging musings
of Protagoras, loosely constructed and based in myth, history, and cultural knowledge, is
replaced by the careful measurements and definitions of Socrates’ rational method. The
politico-social falls to the abstract-scientific. In political economy, the split between
methods of argument are striking, as incompatible and cantankerous as the needling
rationality of Socrates and the digressive diatribes of Protagoras. As with the entrenched
camps of economic schools, neither seems capable of establishing an infallible truth in
isolation, and discussion between these methodologies and approaches often ends in an
ironic and inconclusive stalemate. Inherent in the rhetoric of political economy is a
struggle to gain the high ground in the realm of virtuous and honorable thoughts and
actions. Political economy involves a value-laden attempt to shape human behavior
through shaping attitudes and beliefs about how material outcomes are achieved. Praise
and blame are used to hone in on qualities worthy of honor or dishonor in economic
affairs. Employing a special brand of knowledge production is the re-telling of creation

myths and reading of history for the origins of human nature in oblique signs. This
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reading of the past and prediction of the future is one key aspect of what | mean by the
term oracle. Mainstream economics is also a rhetoric of values, albeit one that
moonlights outside the purity of its scientific methods by taping into the grandiose fables
of our culture. In the wake of the most recent economic crisis, praise, blame, and oracle

are more palpable now than in recent history.
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Chapter Two

The Rhetorical Sensibility in Epideitic Political Economy

In line with Protagoras’ claim that all humans have the propensity to instruct in
virtue and guide the activity of the polis, Adam Smith’s political economy overtly
proposes a moral philosophy of commercial relationships and offers stern guidance to
those who would lead a moral life as citizens. The demands upon early political
economy to explain the commercial revolution pushed philosophical inquiry to its limits,
and thus helped give rise to the original prototypical social science attuned to an entire
web of interrelationships of producing and consuming goods; in other words, the
economic and the non-economic were not yet split into separate spheres, and thus Smith’s
political economy formed the basis of a unified study (Milonakis and Fine 4). Before
exploring Smith’s rhetoric in more detail, | think it illuminating to explore some of the
theoretical and practical traditions associated the epideitic sensibility in classical and
modern rhetoric, as this is the ground floor of social science (and political economy), and

good place to further develop what | mean by praise, blame, and oracle.

Praise, Blame and Oracle in Classical and Modern Traditions

The epideitic genre (from epideixis: “exhibition,” “public lecture,” “oratorical
display”) is characterized by praise (encomium) and blame (psogos), and boasts a number
of famous practitioners in ancient Greece, Isocrates and Gorgias, to name two
heavyweights. However, this genre is often viewed as “a poor relation to the more
popular deliberative and judicial rhetorical genres” (Pernot 175-6), despite good reasons

to see this persuasive mode as more than an ornamental adjunct to “more serious”
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rhetorical discourse. Moreover, because epideitic speeches were read in private settings
(though often performed in public), and sometimes concerned with entertaining and
lighthearted topics,* they gained a reputation for spouting eloquent and entertaining
verbal gymnastics without regard to “truth” or “substance.” Despite attempts by scholars
to limit the importance, scope, and purpose of epideitic rhetoric, its written form predated
and fomented the explosion of prose literature, and its methods of persuasion relied less
on logical proofs than on its ability to tap into shared beliefs that needed little to no proof.
While the character of epideitic speech elides a single description, its simple
preoccupation with moral values and the ethos of the ancient polis produced remarkable
works of social persuasion. Implausible as it first seems, the least eristic of Aristotle’s
speech genres provides the basic framework for a rhetorical analysis of contemporary
public debates in the social sciences, and more specifically in political economy. While a
broad range of rhetorical arguments are found in all forms of literature, epideitic qualities
(celebratory, admonitory, literary, educational, and pleasurable) deserve some inspection
for any study concerned with the rhetorical nature of written texts that attempt to define
common values and direct social behavior. Political economy finds a counterpart in
classical rhetorical precedents that first defined and appreciated epideitic discourse—the
source of persuasion at the heart of praise, blame, and oracle.

Aristotle didn’t invent epideitic, (a.k.a. encomium, invective, funeral oration,

declamation, demonstration, panegyric) but he apparently found a need to place it in his

2! Aristotle says that praise may be “serious or frivolous” (1366a 29).
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rhetorical “art,”??

which is why I begin with his work to introduce classical conceptions
of the principles and purposes of epideitic oratory. Aristotle’s penchant for rigorous
taxonomical thinking provides a starting point, and his Rhetoric subdivides rhetorical

occasions into three beautifully simple yet radically circumscribed forms of persuasive

speech.?®

Kind Subject of Argument Time Proximate Telos Ultimate Telos
deliberative exhortation/dissuasion future advantageous/harmful  assembly
judicial accusation/defense past justice/injustice jury/judge
epideictic ~ praise/blame present honorable/dishonorable  spectator/auditor

Table adapted from Grimaldi (82).

These three distinct rhetorical genres—deliberative (political), judicial (forensic), and
epideictic (ceremonial)—are differentiated according to their intended audience, their
modes of argument appropriate to each kind, their relationship to time, and their various
argumentative goals (ends, or telos). Of the argumentative and final ends, | follow
Grimaldi and later rhetoricians in calling the argumentative ends (advantageous/harmful,
etc.) proper to each genre the “proximate telos,” and the audience as final arbiter of the
speech’s success by the term “ultimate telos” (82). In other words, the proximate end of

establishing, say, honorable actions through praise and blame is but a step toward the

2Z«An art is always grounded in a rational principle . . . consequently art is always able to
explain what it is doing” (Grimaldi 4). Thus, Aristotle refutes Plato who calls it a
“knack” (see Gorgias A2).

23 As Grimaldi points out, this is similar to Plato’s Phaedrus (261ff), but ironically,
epideitic is not mentioned here, even though Lysias’ written speech is clearly a
declamation/encomium on a popular topic—Ilove.
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ultimate goal of persuading an audience. Just what this persuasion might entail is one
question | will address in this essay.

Avistotle claims (in another round of neat and tidy threes) that of the “three
elements of speech-making—speaker, subject, and person addressed—it is the last one,
the hearer, that determines the speech’s end and object” (1358a ff). In the case of
deliberative and judicial audiences, there is a decision and action that follows quickly
after reaching the ultimate telos—a political policy is rejected or accepted because it is
deemed good or bad for the state, a defendant is found guilty or not guilty of a crime—
but in epideitic speech there is no immediate decision or action required from the
audience. For example, the observer of epideitic speech should find that the orator has
successfully attributed praise and blame upon some person, place or thing, which confers
either honor or dishonor. According to Aristotle, at this point the audience is finished,
they applaud (or not), either agree or disagree with the speaker’s choices, but generally
take no issue with the fundamental values connected to honor and dishonor (see Perelman
48). The audience appears to be off the hook, so speak, when it comes to judgment and
action; however, | will argue (as others have) that epideitic discourse contains a powerful
antidote to its own apparent passivity: the transmission of knowledge not easily gained
through logic, and “truths” so unassailable, they function as oracles, mouthpieces of the
gods.

Perhaps this lack of required action contributes to the relatively short treatment
epideitic receives from Aristotle, and it may explain why praise and blame arguments are
generally derived from commonly held beliefs and social values that are not intended to

excite more than superficial dissent. While epideitic speech is rhetorical in the sense that
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it benefits from “the art” in the manner Aristotle defines as “observing in any given case
the available means of persuasion” (1355b 26), it is not especially eristic or combative in
the same way that deliberative and judicial proceedings rely on opposing interlocutors, or
what Protagoras and the first sophists called dissoi logoi, or “twofold arguments” on
various topics®* (see Sprague 279)

It is not as if Aristotle decided to include a square peg (epideitic) to go with the
apparently more argumentative deliberative and judicial discourses. The genre in ancient
Greece had already established a canon of great eulogies and panegyrics by statesmen
(Pericles’ Funeral Oration by Thucydides), and scholars of eloquence the likes of
Gorgias (Encomium to Helen) and Isocrates (Panegyricus). These, and other epideitic
works “were showpieces famous throughout Greece” (Perelman 47). In one respect, it
may be that Aristotle recognized the pervasiveness of epideitic, but undervalued this
vaulted rhetoric, so unlike its other siblings, and open to much less logical precision than
one presumes he would approve.?® In line with this thinking, George Kennedy says that
“Avristotle clearly thinks of epideitic as a speech pamphlet written to praise or vilify
someone or something,” adding that the “Rhetorica ad Alexandrum?® speaks of the
species of praise and blame rather than the genus of epideitic, though such speeches are

delivered ‘not for the sake of contest, but of demonstration’” (153). Here, perhaps the

2% The author of Dissoi Logoi is unknown, but it illustrates Protagoras’ claim that every
argument has at least two opposing sides (see Schiappa in Ballif and Moran 146).

% Cicero, in On Oratory and Orators, has Antonius ponder on this topic. “These
[divisions of rhetoric] appear to me to consist either in judicial pleadings, or in giving
counsel; for that third kind, which was noticed by Crassus, and which, I hear, Aristotle
himself, who has fully illustrated these subjects, added, is, though it be useful, less
necessary” (B2.10).

%% The Rhetorica ad Alexandrum is “[tJhe best surviving example of full-length sophistic
or practical handbook,” attributed to Anaximemes and believed to be contemporaneous
with Aristotle’s Rhetoric (O’Rourke in Ballif and Moran 19).
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meaning of “contest” is too restricted to be of use, as writers and orators of epideitic most
certainly sought to win adherents and admirers. Nevertheless, the only chapter Aristotle
dedicated wholly to epideitic topics seems to confirm Kennedy’s assessment:
We have now to consider Virtue and Vice, the Noble and the Base, since these are
the objects of praise and blame. In doing so, we shall at the same time be finding
out how to make our hearers take the required view of our own characters—our
second method of persuasion. The ways in which to make them trust the
goodness of other people are also the ways in which to make them trust our own.
Praise, again, may be serious or frivolous; nor is it always of a human or divine
being but often of inanimate things, or of the humblest of the lower animals. Here
too we must know on what grounds to argue and must, therefore, now discuss the
subject, though by way of illustration only. (1366a 23ff)
The stock arguments, or formal topics concerning praise and blame are the sole concern
of his treatment of epideitic topics, and because Aristotle equates successful epideitic
with the ethos of speakers (“our own characters”), speakers may indeed be engaged in
winning the praise of the auditors even if they do not contest an opponent directly. One of
the most striking features of Aristotle’s conception of epideitic speech is that he says it is
uncontested because “the facts themselves are to be taken on trust: proof of them is only
submitted on those rare occasions when they are not easily credible or when they have
been set down to someone else” (1417b 32ff). Here again, the specter of untested
propositions shows itself. The premiere role of ethos makes sense, given that Aristotle
does not view epideitic as a place to propose and defend controversial logical proofs,

make decisions on policy in a crisis, or send a defendant to death or financial ruin. In this
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light, there is a good reason then, one might assume, for a less eristic role for epideitic
discourse. Kennedy makes this more explicit, noting that for Aristotle epideitic speech is
“addressed to spectators, who are concerned with the ability of the speaker, not to judges;
they deal mostly with the present, though they may recall the past or anticipate the
future” (152).

In fact, while Aristotle says that anything might be a good subject for epideitic, he
only addresses the praise of persons and offers a set topics for amplification®’ to heighten
the virtues of good men and deeds, illustrating, for example, how great actions can be
effectively increased by comparisons to lesser deeds and men, and how acts of virtue and
selflessness not yet evident can be praised as imminent. Which is to say that good men
are certain to perform good actions in the future if they show promise (i.e., signs, like
good parentage, education, wealth etc.) or have done so in the past (1366a 23ff). Here, as
Kennedy and Grimaldi point out, the time principle is indeed flexible. If the audience is
judging the speaker for their demonstration of eloquence instead of past crimes (judicial)
or future policy (deliberative), then designating the “present” as the time with which the
issue concerns makes sense. The role for the audience in Aristotle’s epideitic is certainly
not on par with the power and agency of judicial and deliberative auditors. It is clear that
the audience hears the speech in the present, but unlike legal and political discourse, no
formal judgment is issued concerning the present.

Lest these incongruities raise doubts about the utility of Aristotle’s subdivisions

of speech, Grimaldi stresses that Aristotle’s Rhetoric is not a purely theoretical treatise,

2T Amplification is a “[r]hetorical device used to expand a simple statement . . .
(comparison, division, accumulation, intimation, progression)” (Lanham 6). Thus, good
actions are better, more frequent, done under adverse conditions, more unique (Corbett
238).
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but rather a study in the uses of persuasion. The categories provide structure and method
to Aristotle’s formulations, not dogmatic strictures. Undue focus on perceived
weaknesses in his subdivisions misses the point—their schematic primary features are not
meant to be exclusive or exhaustive. So, where others see inconsistencies, Grimaldi’s
interpretation sees a (sometimes subtle) flexible unity based upon the practical nature of
the work. For example, on the subject of the subdivisions of rhetorical genera, he
concludes that “it seems correct to say that, although Aristotle’s analysis of rhetoric is
conditioned (as we see here) by the contemporary historical and cultural context and its
somewhat circumscribed understanding of rhetoric, it would be wrong to restrict his
analysis to such a limited compass. For as we have already seen in part, the nature of his
analysis makes his treatise a critical study of all discourse as men [and women] employ it
to communicate with their fellow men [and women].” % For Grimaldi, Aristotle devised
the subdivisions and their characteristics to enhance his discussion of rhetoric writ large,
which leaves open a larger role for epideitic speech to operate in persuasion beyond the
present.

Edward P. Corbett’s review of Aristotle’s speech genres confirms the general
distinctions of the subdivisions, and one feature of epideitic (he points to the Gettysburg
Address and “old fashioned Fourth of July speeches” as American examples) is that the
goal is not to persuade as much as it is to please and inspire an audience (40). Corbett
also senses that “Aristotle had to strain to fit a proper time-province” to epideitic

discourse, “but in the interest of neatness he laid it down that ceremonial oratory was

%8 | add women to Grimaldi’s recapitulation of Aristotle’s universal declaration of
rhetoric for humanity, but not where Aristotle and others say “men” when they mean only
men.
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primarily concerned with the present” (40). He acknowledges too, that the topics of
praise and blame do invoke past and future events. In his treatment of Pericles’ Funeral
Oration, Corbett rightly perceives that even if the audience does not need to be persuaded
in a manner consistent with deliberative and forensic discourse, it does need to be
“convinced” or “at least confirmed in its belief” (236). This can activate, he allows, an
“indirect deliberative purpose,” suggesting that an audience “can be convinced that the
men are deserving of praise it may be induced to go and be likewise” (236). | agree, and
this latent (time-sensitive) goad to action establishes a critical bridge connecting praise
and blame to the audience as decision makers, and moreover, judges of the virtues and
actions that comprise honorable cultural values. Epideitic remains uncontested only as
long as the underlying “truths,” or accepted precepts remain untested and/or unassailable.
Moreover, the prerogative of latent action—delayed judgment and only partial assent—
can undo the neatly closed system Aristotle established for audiences of epideitic speech.
A good illustration of the primacy of shared values in epideitic prose is
Thucydides’ reconstruction of Pericles’ Funeral Oration, which, Corbett stresses, is
more devoted to praising the citizens and city of Athens than to the dead war heroes it
ostensibly honors (237). Pericles both justifies his focus on Athens and demonstrates the
role of amplification when he says, “And it was for this reason that | have spoken at such
length about our city, because | wanted to make it clear that for us there is more at stake
than there is for others who lack our advantages; also | wanted my words of praise for the
dead to be set in the bright light of evidence” (qtd in Corbett 237). Here, statements
about the virtues of Athenians and Athens are heightened and expanded to praise the

dead—in effect, saying that the goodness of Athens proves the valor and virtue of the
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fallen heroes.?® Also, notice the demonstration of proof, which is none other than the
“evidence” of the Athenian audiences’ good fortune and fealty to common values. In
creating his audience as the recipient of praise, Pericles does not fail to include invective
(blame) to admonish: “The people who have the most excuse for despising death are not
the wretched and unfortunate, who have no hope of doing well for themselves, but those
who run the risk of a complete reversal in their lives, and who feel the difference most
intensely, if things went wrong for them” (qtd. in Corbett 237). In effect, this intimates
that failures (in the past, present, or future) to live up to great achievements could/
can/will undo what virtue builds. This is a splendid example of a convex of time, and a
complete reversal of fortune that seems to capture in a most comprehensive manner what
Avistotle’s says at the conclusion of his discussion of special topics of praise: “No special
treatment of censure and vituperation is needed. Knowing the above facts, we know their
contraries, and it is out of these that speeches of censure are made” (1366 36). That is,
knowing what comprises a great people is to know what can precipitate their downfall,
knowing what is noble is to know what is base, and knowing how to amplify praise
equips the orator to do the same with censure and blame. *°

Among the special topics appropriate to epideitic (virtues, physical attributes,
actions, achievements), Corbett finds that Pericles characterizes four Athenian virtues

(Justice, Wisdom, Prudence, and Magnanimity and Liberality), while stressing different

2% My analysis of the text here is focused on amplification. Corbett might agree, though
his gloss concerns only Pericles’ justification. He writes, “In other words, praise of the
Athenian people reflects praise on the men who died in their cause, who sacrificed their
own enjoyment of this way of life so that others could enjoy it” (237).

%0 On the subject of panegyrics, Cicero repeats this dictum: “As to the rules of censuring,
it is clear that they are to be deduced from the vices contrary to these virtues” (On
Oratory, B2.85).
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virtues of the fallen soldiers (Courage, Gallantry, Loyalty, and Unselfishness) (237-8).
Taking any one of these virtues out of context does little to mitigate their allure as
idealizations, and yet their “truth” can only be assessed in the context of the Athenian
polis that Pericles portrays. In praising democracy, for example, the existence of non-
citizens without voting rights (women, slaves, foreigners) does little to dampen the
audience’s acceptance of this value. In other words, while these values may go
uncontested, their applicability to both the “real” and “idealized” Athenians must be
established in the speech itself—they cannot be accepted in a vacuum. More than mere
ornament and gesture, epideitic at its most triumphant moments is called upon to
negotiate the entire meaning of values in context—the difference between the actual and
the idealized. It responds to a host of questions: What values do we hold? How are they
defined? What measure of proof is sufficient to establish their existence? How much
deviation from our values do we tolerate? And, to what extent can idealized values
become more “evident” through epideitic performance than they can possibly be
demonstrated by logical proofs? The best method of gaining assent in a contest of values,
which are ephemeral and can only inhabit (they cannot simply be) cannot be won without
invoking the mimesis (imitation) of values reflected in the person, polis, or thing that is
the subject of praise. The role of the epideitic speech is to show how the subjects of
praise resemble the values that live through them and are responsible for their being.
Bringing in the work of Chaim Perelman and L. Olbrechts-Tyteca can enhance
the notion of meaning in context and complicate my exploration of the role of persuasion
in epideitic. They assert that for Aristotle the sole concern (proximate telos) of epideitic

oratory is not so much with what is honorable or dishonorable, but with what is beautiful
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or ugly. Aristotle intimates the same, and Corbett also when he notes that the audience is
meant to be inspired and pleased at the conclusion of the speech. Thus, to reframe the
telos slightly, the use of praise and blame to establish honor/dishonor is only a formality
when the ultimate end is to impress the audience with aesthetic beauty through
eloquence; this is what the “good” speaker accomplishes. “But in the absence of value-
judgment, and of that of intensity of adherence, the theoreticians of speech, from
Avistotle on, readily confused the concept of the beautiful, as the object of the speech
(which was, besides, equivalent to the concept of ‘good’) with the aesthetic value of the
speech itself” (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 48). For Perelman the goal of
argumentation is adherence, “not to deduce the consequences from given premises . . .
[but] rather to elicit or increase the adherence of the members of an audience to theses

that are presented for their consent”®

(Perelman 9). Epideitic discourse, because it is not
seeking to prove a logical proposition or expedient solution, best represents the raw
motivational spirit that inhabits all argumentation and persuasion. It begins movement
toward assent or dissent, closer to, or further from. Because it moves people, it can move
them to assent or dissent, solace or violence. Perelman’s discussion of the potential to
incite dissent captures these movements at their extremes:

[T]he epideitic genre is central to discourse because its role is to intensify

adherence to values, adherence without which discourses that aim at provoking

action cannot find the lever to move or to inspire their listeners. It may even

happen that a funeral ceremony, arranged for mourners of a political victim, will

31 Adherence is plastic term of Perelman’s that has many functions, but it does bring to
mind some characteristics of Kenneth Burke’s Attitude (50) and to a lesser extent
Identification, in A Rhetoric of Motives (27).
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degenerate into a riot requiring that the perpetrators be punished. Analysis of
Antony’s celebrated discourse in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar shows how
artificial the distinction of genres really is, because the speaker who seeks to
create a unity around certain values in an epideitic discourse—a funeral oration
for example—can take advantage of the created emotion to incite to action, and
revolt, those who before the discourse had thought only of gathering around the
body of the deceased. (20)
Perelman suggests, as | do, that the aura of spectacle and performance is what inspired
Avistotle to catalogue the features of epideitic speech, and led many to associate this
genre “more with literature than with argumentation” (Perelman 19). The sonorous
music of lively prose and the sublime confabulations of intellect and imagination have
led many to appreciate the beauty of epideitic speech, yet this beauty is not the ultimate
goal. Perelman believes that Aristotle, and others who see the glory of the speaker to be
the final telos of epideitic, fail to recognize that “the goal is always to strengthen a
consensus around certain values which one wants to see prevail and which should orient
action in the future. Itis in this way that all practical philosophy arises from the epideitic
genre” (20). Practical philosophy (and I’ll include the humanities, social sciences, and
political economy) is concerned with the meaning of values in context, and attempts to
answer the questions about common values | raised earlier.
Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca posit that the association of epideitic with

literature (rather than with argumentation) ** “helped to bring about the later

%2 In terms of style and tone, Aristotle holds that epideitic speech is the “most literary,
[because] it is meant to be read” (1414a 16), which again demonstrates the non-eristic
attributes in contrast to both forensic and deliberative speech.
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disintegration of rhetoric, as the first two genres were appropriated by philosophy and
dialectics, while the third was included in literary prose” (48-9). This split obscures the
movements of epideitic in the domain of the liberal disciplines that were perceived to
stand removed from the mimetic reenactments of social values. This is troublesome to
any endeavor to demystify the modes of persuasion in order to understand how words
lead to assent or dissent, or safety and danger. Consensus is achieved through variations
of praise, blame, and oracle—they are the ways in which values are expressed and the
raw material we rely upon to imagine and pursue our collective futures.

Finally, I think the ground is prepared discuss the role of oracle to persuade and
amplify praise and blame. For my purposes, oracle refers to the species of proofs of
rhetoric that, so to speak, fall “out of the mouths of babes.”®® This oraculum,* from the
Bible captures some of the key features of oracle as rhetorical proof in a multitude of
forms: innocent of guile, not afflicted by worldly experience, prescient yet obscure,
divine to those who can hear, and wise beyond measure. Oracles are the fountainhead of
proofs that elide close inspection. They speak in parables, demand assent through
riddles, and ply their magic in the interstices of self-knowledge and societal beliefs. It is
the unknowable become known.

The association of rhetoric with oracle is found in ancient Greek mythic
traditions, serving as a conduit of divine knowledge in human affairs.

Persuasion (Peithd) occupies a significant place in the Greek thought of the era,

represented in literary texts and on vase paintings not only as a literary and

% «And said unto him, Hearest thou what these say? And Jesus saith unto them, Yea;
have ye never read, Out of the mouth of babes and sucklings thou has perfected praise?”
Mathew 21:16.

% “The quoting of God’s Words or Commandments” (Lanham 69).
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intellectual concept, but also as a personification of a human power and a goddess

complete with a mythological genealogy and cult status in some sanctuaries . . .

Sometimes it symbolizes seduction and trickery, sometimes the refusal of

violence and the search for good social order. (Pernot 8)
Laurent Pernot also sees in the Homeric verses a continuance of the earliest conversations
among the gods and humans, and the poet represents this activity by giving voice to gods,
humans, truth, justice, and deceit (8). Literature in ancient Greece grew out of this
tradition, and moving from meter to prose created newer opportunities for rhetorical
discourse. In the hey-day of Athenian democracy, literature helped to translate values
into rhetorical speeches, debates, and verse. Tragedy performed it on the stage (8). In
Myth and Tragedy in Ancient Greece, Jean-Pierre Vernant and Pierre Vidal-Naquet offer
insight into the ambiguous mutterings of the oracle, noting that in “tragedy, the oracle is
always enigmatic but never lies. It does not deceive [humankind] but allows . . . the
opportunity to err (105). Moreover, the oracle transports the words of the gods to the ears
of the mortals. “In Greek society, one of the normal means of communications between
gods and human beings was oracular divination. In tragedy, the one thing never
questioned by the chorus is the sovereignty of the oracle” (Vernant and Naquet 317).

Ironically, Plato’s Phaedrus, known for its attempt to reform the crimes of
rhetoric into the service of philosophically found truths, is a good example of using
praise, blame, and oracle to persuade. Blame is present when Plato has Socrates decry
Lysias’ disingenuous encomium to Love:

Then out of respect for him, and in awe of Love himself, | should like to wash the

bitter taste out of my mouth with a draught of wholesome discourse; and my
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advice to Lysias is that he should lose no time telling us that, other things being

equal, favour should be accorded to the lover rather than the non-lover. (243d-e)
Praise is showered upon the serious pursuit of truth, the role of the philosopher.
Concerning Isocrates, Socrates ventures to prophesize:

It seems to me that his natural powers give him a superiority over anything that

Lysias has achieved in literature, and also that in point of character he is of a

nobler composition; hence it would not surprise me if with advancing years he

made all his literary predecessors look like very small fry; that is, supposing him
to persist in the actual type of writing in which he engages at the present; still
more so, if he should become dissatisfied with such work, and a sublimer impulse
lead him to do greater things. For that mind of his, Phaedrus, contains an innate
tincture of philosophy. (279a-b)
Both selections contain admonitions and edification (Lysias should mend his ways for his
affront to Love, and Isocrates should not stray from his recent good behavior, which may
become even more noble). Both are examples of steering praise and blame to some
definite actions in the service of what is honorable, beautiful, and good.*

Oracle is already evident in production of praise and blame, with references to
divine Love, prophesy, and the “innate tincture of philosophy” that transforms mere
speechwriters into true lovers of wisdom, capable of discovering truth. Moreover,
Socrates’ knowledge of “the good” is aided by a divine presence:

... there came to me my familiar divine sign—which always checks on me when

on the point of doing something or other—and all at once | seemed to hear a

% Notice amplification too, which takes multiple forms by using Lysias and Isocrates as
“more noble and less noble” topics.
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voice, forbidding me to leave the spot until I had made atonement for some

offense to heaven. Now, you must know, | am a seer; not a very good one, it’s

true, but like a poor scholar, good enough for my own purposes. (242 b-d)
Socrates hears a divine voice, which, ironically, he equates with the limited knowledge of
a “poor scholar,” who must use the talents and perceptions available, however meager
their worth. In grappling with his seer talents, Socrates displays a key feature of the
oracle, which speaks but must be heard in the correct way—it must be divined, so to
speak, by the hearer before one knows what actions are proscribed.

More use of oracle is found in the mythic parable that drives Plato’s story of the
charioteer. Like divination, a true seer must translate the message so that others can
understand it. The myth works as an example, or source of proof, and it is the main
vehicle for Plato’s reformation of rhetoric that he believes is superior to the practice of
petty sophists or legal wranglers. Like epideitic values, oracle can only inhabit, it cannot
be understood or expressed without the vehicle of the mimetic performance, which
should take a form the audience can comprehend. For Plato, it is no use trying to make
these idealized values speak for themselves in logic, it must be done by a philosopher,
one who can tame the excesses of rhetoric to harness truth. As to the nature of the
immortal soul, for example, Plato writes only “a god alone can tell: but what it resembles,
that a man might tell in briefer compass; let this therefore be our manner of discourse”
(my emphasis 246b-a). “What it resembles,’—this is the mimetic quality of epideitic

discourse that seeks to convey truths that cannot succumb to mere logical quibbling. This
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defines the oracle, which, as it passes from gods to humans the meaning must undergo a
change.*®
While endowed with the power to reveal, the absence of certainty does not
mitigate the power of the oracle. Passing an altar dedicated to Boreas, Phaedrus asks
Socrates if he believes the myth. Socrates says that to disbelieve would be to follow
those who propose to give “a scientific account,” of the gust of wind that blew
Pharmaceia off the rocks to her death:
I regard such clever theories as no doubt attractive, but as the invention of clever,
industrious people . . . . I myself have certainly no time for the business: and I’ll
tell you why, my friend: | can’t yet ‘know myself,” as the inscription at Delphi
enjoins; and so long as ignorance remains it seems to me ridiculous to inquire into
extraneous matters. Consequently | don’t bother about such things, but accept the
current beliefs about them, and direct my inquiries as | have just said, rather to
myself.” (229-30 c-b)
The guileless and innocent myths are “extraneous matters,” outside the knowledge of
imperfect humans, and they should rather be accepted “so long as that ignorance

remains.” For Socrates, The Oracle of Delphi is a source of assent through riddles, and it

% |n Panegyricus, Isocrates plays upon a similar line of argument. He invokes the story
of Demeter (“which only the initiated may hear about”) in which she confers upon the
inhabitants of ancient Athens “two gifts, the greatest there are—the fruits of the earth,
which are the reason why we do not live like the beasts, and the mystic rite, which leads
its participants to have more agreeable expectations about the ending of their lives and all
eternity” (35). Isocrates follows the reasoning of Socrates, and holds that “the very
antiquity of the story, which might cause one to scorn it, is reason for believing that the
events took place: for because many have told and all have heard the story that is told
about them, it should be regarded as no novel tale but a reliable tradition” (36-7).
Remarkably, it is the virtues in the present (expressed in unexcelled arts and “assiduous
worship of the gods”) that “provide even greater proofs than these concerning the events”
(37). The oracle is never wrong, and likely to be proved by indirect signs.
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promises real knowledge to those who can delay judgment where true knowledge is not
certain. As Plato ravages against the rhetoricians of probabilities and witty showpieces,

he performs a method of coaching common values and making the oracle speak sense to
mere mortals.

Epideitic, more broadly, is more than a speech to win glory through pleasing an
audience (though glory may be achieved), and it is not simply eloguence and clever
sophistic speeches; it is a mode of persuasion in its own right. Aristotle’s concern with
audience shows that he believes each kind of speech is the result of varying audience
expectations and roles, but his treatment of epideitic is skewed because he did not
perceive the quality of latent action in the persuasive uses of praise, blame, and oracle.
Avristotle’s own brilliant conceptions of audience as ultimate telos led him to overly
circumscribe in epideitic the prerogative of speakers to goad audiences to action. He may
have underestimated the propensity for all persuasion to incite movement—as opposed to
a timely decision. What’s more, rhetorical goals depend less upon the category of speech
and more upon the role of the audience as moral censor, and this includes deliberative
and judicial discourse. This allows a less constrictive view of praise and blame than an
adherence to Aristotle’s categories can provide. While praise and blame may be an
appropriate argumentative end to confer honor or dishonor (and yes, the beautiful and the
ugly), the specific cultural attitudes of the audience provides the astute speaker with

methods of moving audiences and proving the values through an appropriate oracle.*’

%" presidents (by virtue of the office) have oracular pretensions—they inhabit a hallowed
office and speak for it. In invoking moral imperatives, Jimmy Carter proposed the values
of austerity and self-reflection, and Ronald Reagan proposed expansion and self-reliance.
In winning votes, Americans, for example, did not take positively to shame/blame
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There are, no doubt, multiple avenues for ancient and modern audiences to hear
arguments without any overt act or decision required, yet the workings of persuasion chip
away moment by moment until an attitude or sentiment becomes complete assent or an
overt act (Burke’s incipient act,®® or Perelman’s adherence). This is exactly what | have
in mind when | propose a rhetorical approach to written texts of political economy that
privileges the epideitic spirit of movement, the raw power of persuasion, and the master
tropes of praise, blame, and oracle. What remains undefined is left to work its magic in

secret. | propose we turn on the lights.

Adam Smith’s Praise, Blame and Oracle: Epideitic and Beyond

Classical epideitic speech concerns the conditions of the polis and its citizens,
including favorable or unfavorable comparisons to former times and to other peoples
(barbarians and rival states) outside the common social fabric of the audience.®* In An
Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, Adam Smith tries to provide
a common understanding of the advantages and circumstances that made England (and
Europe in general) wealthy compared to the “savages” he had read about living in the
Americas (see Gavin Kennedy 5). According to Gavin Kennedy, the comparison “led
him to ask ‘of what did ‘wealth’ consist?” Was it money, or their access to the annual

production of the ‘necessaries, conveniences and amusements of life” unobtainable by the

(Carter), but responded to flattery/praise (Reagan), so this requires topics and values
amenable to the nature of this audience.

%8 See A Grammar of Motives (235-6).

% In Greek Orators 111, Stephen Usher writes of the topics of political and ceremonial
oratory in Ancient Greece: “Themes for such speeches were inherent in the gatherings
themselves: the brotherhood of the assembled Greeks, the need to cease internecine strife,
and their common hatred of the barbarians” (1).
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people of the ‘savage” world?’” (5). In answering this question, as a moral philosopher,
Smith also pondered the virtues and vices of his nation, the profit motive, the moral and
economic imperatives of the state, and the reasons why some people toiled and a host of
others directly and indirectly benefited from their work; in short, he considered the
systems of production and distribution in a chain of social, historical, political, and
ethical concerns. In this process he dispensed praise and blame to teach citizens and
legislators the good or ill done to the nation by their economic behaviors and policy
choices. There were no specific crimes or laws to be adjudicated by his audience in the
Avristotelian sense of having to make a decision about a specific issue at hand; instead, in
line with the emotive and instructional capacity of epideitic, Smith wanted to move his
audience to embrace an attitude—an orientation to the economic defined in terms of
personal and public virtue, and tied to an evolutionary chain of providential progress.

Perhaps this is more so because Adam Smith, whose name is synonymous with
classical political economy and mainstream economics, was a one-time teacher of morals
and jurisprudence and, as is evident in his prose, a teacher of rhetoric who sought to
persuade in his Wealth of Nations. He captures the expansive notion of the epideitic
branch of persuasion in the historical progression of poetry to prose and the formation of
the liberal arts and sciences. Smith exemplifies the obligation in political economy to
explain and predict, in addition to the perennial need to instruct in values and advise
behavior through the tropes of praise and blame, and oracle.

John Maynard Keynes contemplates the expansive range of duties required of the
economist, who must fulfill the features of praise, blame, and oracle, with (epideitic-like)

concern for the “study of the present in light of the past for the purposes of the future”
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(my emphasis, qgtd. in Sackrey et al. 122). Keynes also captures the gist of Cicero’s
notion of a well-rounded orator in his estimation of the gifts required of Smith and his
kin:
The study of economics does not seem to require any specialized gifts of an
unusually high order. Is it not, intellectually regarded, a very easy subject
compared with higher branches of philosophy or pure science? An easy subject,
at which very few excel! The paradox finds its explanation, perhaps, in that the
master economist must posses a rare combination of gifts . . . mathematician,
historian, statesmen, philosopher—in some degree. (qtd. in Sackery et al. 122)
With no “specialized gifts of a high order,” the political economist must be a student of
varied subjects (what we might term “interdisciplinary”). This shares features with
Avristotle’s definition of rhetoric as an “art” unlike any other because it is not specialized:
Every other art can instruct or persuade about its own particular subject-matter,
for instance, medicine about what is healthy and unhealthy, geometry about the
properties of magnitudes, arithmetic about numbers, and the same is true of the
other arts and sciences. But rhetoric we look upon as the power of observing the
means of persuasion on almost any subject presented to us; and that is why we say
that, in its technical character, it is not concerned with any special or definite class
of subjects. (1355b 25-35)
Of course, the “technical character” of political economy certainly has expanded since
Smith’s day, but it does posit a large role for the need to search out the available means
of persuasion in order to mitigate and dispel the kind of uncertainty found in political

economy, which deals with many subjects, the composite of which is found in no
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“definite class.” With such a monumental task for the political economist, there is room
for plying advantage, while blurring distinctions between the modes of speech (epideitic,
judicial, and deliberative). Kenneth Burke notes that epideitic speech is a catchall
category of all kinds of rhetoric that is not specifically judicial or deliberative, with a host
of other goals, such as to “complain, console, pacify, incite, frighten, encourage, instruct,
narrate, plead for mercy, give thanks, congratulate, reproach, curse, describe, command,
retract, state views [and] preferences” (Rhetoric 73). Burke’s list of functions helps to
distinguish the modus operandi (formal arguments) of epideitic speech from its ultimate
goals—all of which can be found in Smith’s work. Praise and blame, for my purposes,
can perform all of the functions Burke outlines, but this requires a more expansive view
of epideitic discourse than Aristotle allowed (conferring honor or dishonor, and speaking
well about the “good”), and moves closer to Cicero’s composite rhetoric and his three
“offices” of the orator: 1) to teach, inform, and instruct 2) to please, and 3) to move or
“bend” (Burke 73). The required gifts of the political economist can be compared to the
“offices” of the rhetor explored by Cicero, who also captures the importance of the
emotional swings engendered by praise and blame by advising that “all the force and
theory of speaking must be applied in calming or exciting the minds of those who
constitute the audience” (qtd. in Kennedy The Art of Rhetoric 212).

Epideitic speech is the most literary, educative, and eloquent of Aristotle’s
discourse genres, and its goal is to move audiences (as Cicero’s third office proscribes) to
full or partial assent, and short of that, to plant the seed for assent in the future (see
Perelman 9, Burke Rhetoric 72). Keeping to Cicero’s expanded purpose of rhetoric, my

use of the terms praise, blame, and oracle (which includes myth-making and prophecy) in
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political economy moves beyond its roots in ancient epideitic speech and is attuned to the
multifaceted possibilities presented in the study of the production and distribution of
material goods.

Smith’s rhetoric moves beyond the goals of the categories of speech to include the
special brand of expository public writing he employs in his Wealth. One clue to Smith’s
rhetorical method is found in his lectures to his students on rhetoric he delivered at the
University of Glasgow,*® where he interrupts his descriptions of the three modes of
“eloquence” (wedged between epideitic and judicial) to digress upon a “species of
writing” that he appears to deliberately employ in his The Theory of Moral Sentiments
and The Wealth of Nations:

I mean the Didactic, in which the design of the writer is to lay down a proposition

and prove this by the different arguments that lead to that conclusion. If there be

one proposition necessary to be proved, there can be nothing more simple. The
best method here, undoubtedly, is to lay down the proposition, and afterwards
advance the several arguments that tend to prove it; which it may be summed up,
or brought to conclude, in the same terms as the proposition. It is proper to begin
with laying down the proposition as the arguments advanced will by that means
make a greater impression on the mind, as it is evident at what they point, than if
they were delivered without informing us what was to