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William DeGenaro

Introduction

What Are Working-Class Rhetorics?

he study of rhetoric most often takes the form of the study of elite fig-
ures, communities, traditions, and tropes. Rhetoricians analyze
speech patterns, rhetorical strategies, oral and literate practices,
argumentation styles, and rehearsals of dominant or dissenting ideolo-
gies among privileged practitioners of rhetoric. Inertia has kept scholars
focused on those privileged enough to have access to the resources—
generally speaking, time, treasure, and technology—that facilitate par-
taking in public speech acts. So even a casual glance at major journals
and monographs in the field(s) of rhetoric reveals an abundance of work
on politicians, highbrow intellectuals, educators, mainstream religious
leaders, movers and shakers. Quintillian’s “good man speaking well” is
still with us. Attempts to canonize a rhetorical tradition have resulted in
a mythic history of rhetoric comprised of a history of intellectualism
(Plato to Cicero to Augustine to Ramus to Vico to Derrida) and a history
that privileges theorizing. This history contains an inherent and often
explicit streak of elitism, often characterized by a disdain for physical la-
bor and the people who partake in such work.

The Aristotle Example

Rhetoricians often point to Aristotle as the grand patriarch of rhet-
oric as a discipline. James Berlin has brilliantly contextualized Aristo-
tle’s life and work within the Athenian political economy, pointing out



2 WILLIAM DEGENARO

for example that Aristotle and his fellow thinkers saw leisure and comfort as keys
to the good life. To be privileged not only meant comfort, it meant possessing the
potential to be morally upright (59). Dominant ideology of the time dictated that
physical labor detracted from the ability to be virtuous. The logic went like this: If
members of the banausic class—manual laborers—used their hands, they prob-
ably did not use their minds. Balme suggests that Aristotle and his contemporar-
ies viewed contemplation as arete, a greatness or perfection. They looked upon
hard work, though necessary, as reprehensible “both on moral grounds (banausic
crafts deform both body and soul) and on practical grounds (manual labor and
trade do not allow the leisure necessary for taking part in politics)” (141).

As in the Judeo-Christian tradition, work represented punishment for Atheni-
ans. In the Genesis story, of course, God punishes Adam with labor. Similarly, in
Hesiod, the gods punish Prometheus for stealing fire by making humankind work
(Balme 142). Wood and Wood suggest that the banausic class lacked the divine
birth (the elite claimed to be descended from the gods) necessary to lead Athens.
In Class Ideology and Ancient Political Theory, Wood and Wood write, “An impor-
tant component of the ideology shared by the Socratics with many aristocrats was
a deep-rooted hatred of democracy” (3). The polis placed an increasing amount of
emphasis on civic values instead of kinship values, and this frightened well-born
Athenians (25). In short, the democracy encouraged involvement in civic affairs
regardless of identity and birth; civic participation was a goal worth striving for.
The oligarchy (which notable rhetoricians like Isocrates and Plato supported), on
the other hand, had as its felos, or end goal, the good life (Leyden 19). In the polis,
Athenians likely considered work, though less than virtuous, to be a techne, a prac-
tical and useful art. Aristotle, it seems, disagreed.

On Rhetoric, often the starting point for explorations of rhetorical theory, is
comprised of lecture notes from Aristotle’s tenure at the Lyceum. Aristotle taught
students to take advantage of the “worst impulses” of the masses (Berlin 63). He
asserted that pathetic appeals, though base, are effective rhetorical tools for per-
suading the nonspecialized and uneducated. Further, his criteria for judging an
orator’s character include good birth. He proliferated the conventional wisdom
of his era that said that members of the banausic class were destroying their own
souls by neglecting their minds with physical labor. The common individual, ac-
cording to Aristotle, is wicked (Wood and Wood 215). Not all those of good birth
are virtuous, but in order to be virtuous one need be well-born. Good birth, as
Aristotle explains in On Rhetoric, means that both parents are citizens and distin-
guished by wealth (220).
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As such, Aristotle empowers the elite in the pages of On Rhetoric. In terms
of the ethical appeal to the credibility and trustworthiness of the rhetor, Aris-
totle on one hand claims an audience should judge ethos by the rhetor’s words.
Yet when he gives us the criteria, they are largely based on “qualities derived
from birth, wealth, and extensive education—that is, from experiences prior to
the rhetorical situation” (Berlin 62—63). Even Aristotle’s description of individ-
ual virtues largely employs an elitist criteria, such as ability to manage riches.
Berlin writes, “the ethical proof requires membership in a privileged social class”
(63, emphasis mine). When he turns to the pathetic appeal, the same bias exists.
Though Aristotle explains that the use of pathos is base, the rhetor must use pa-
thos since the nonspecialized audience is “deficient” and can’t follow a complex,
logical argument (62).

Aristotle explains that the end goal of deliberative rhetoric is skopos, or “hap-
piness and its parts” (57). He goes on to include in his definition of happiness
“abundance of possession.” This definition is part of Aristotle’s discussion of de-
liberative rhetoric, oratory concerned with political decision making. If the goal
is a materialistic happiness, the implication seems to be that it is virtuous to use
the political process to increase monetary possessions. Again, Aristotle’s audi-
ence in this text is the elite young citizens of Athens. He essentially tells them
that wealth is the telos of political rhetoric, a necessary constituent of happiness,
the “one goal” of their communication with the masses.

Of course Aristotle discusses the constituents of happiness in some detail.
Another part of happiness is good birth, the “legitimacy” of bloodlines—so the
masses don’t have the potential for happiness anyway, a convenient justification
for their manipulation (58). Aristotle’s discussion of wealth as a constituent of
happiness deserves to be quoted at length:

The parts of wealth are abundance of cash, land, possession of tracts distinguished by
number and size and beauty and also possession of implements and slaves and cattle dis-
tinguished by number and beauty; and all these things should be privately owned and se-
curely held and freely employed and useful. Things that are productive are more useful,
but things used for enjoyment are being freely employed; and by productive I mean what
produces incomes, by enjoyable that from which there is no gain worth mentioning be-
yond the use of it. The definition of securely held is that which is possessed in such a place
in such a way that use of it lies with the owner; and whether things are privately owned or
not depends on who has the right of alienation, and by alienation I mean gift and sale. All
in all, wealth consists more in use than in possession; for the actualization of the potenti-
alities of such things and their use is wealth. (59)
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Aristotle praises the joys of private ownership, including the ownership of slaves,
as well as anything that produces income.

Not only does Aristotle empower the elite to strive for wealth as arete, he also
stresses the importance of elite identity as a means to ethos construction. He ex-
plains in a somewhat vague manner that an orator must “be a certain kind of per-
son” and be perceived as such (120). He goes on to explicate the effects that good
birth, power, and wealth have on one’s rhetorical character (169-72). Aristotle
admits that good birth is largely accidental and sometimes “degenerates into
rather demented forms of character” but stresses it is a necessary component for
strong ethos. Aristotle has a less glowing description of how wealth influences
ethos, noting that the wealthy can become “insolent and arrogant” (170).

The Effect of Aristotle’s Legacy on Rhetoric

The scope of rhetoric has too often consisted of elites concerned more with
theorizing and less with doing, more concerned with Lyceum students than with
the banausic classes. This limited and limiting scope is particularly ironic, given
that rhetoric is a living and breathing practice that takes place in real social con-
texts. Those interested in understanding both the practices and contexts of rhe-
torical acts in ancient and contemporary milieus and all points in between need
a livelier dialectic with the so-called rhetorical tradition. Historian of rhetoric
Thomas P. Miller calls for “a more dynamic relationship” with a multiplicity of
traditions: “Instead of just the rhetorical tradition, we need to study the rhetoric
of traditions—the ways that political parties, ethnic groups, social movements,
and other discourse communities constitute and maintain the shared values and
assumptions that authorize discourse. If we adopt this more broadly engaged ap-
proach, we can begin to make the discursive practices of marginalized traditions
a central part of the history of rhetoric, and the history of rhetoric will then be-
come more central to our interest in rhetoric as a social praxis” (26).

Miller argues that looking beyond the “fictional” rhetorical tradition at a
broader range of social movements will allow scholars of rhetoric to build local-
ized knowledge about an array of cultural experiences. Instead of just studying
good men speaking well, Miller urges his readers to locate archives that rheto-
ricians can utilize to craft social histories and critical narratives of “suppressed
traditions” (29). Further, Miller writes, understanding the complicated roles that
rhetoric plays within local cultures can facilitate an understanding of how lan-
guage authorizes and is authorized by dominant cultural values.
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New and Alternative Rhetorics

One instance of the broadening of the rhetorical canon has been the move-
ment toward “new rhetorics,” especially in the two collections Defining the New
Rhetorics and Professing the New Rhetorics: A Sourcebook. In both collections, editors
Theresa Enos and Stuart Brown elucidate the transformation of rhetoric from ex-
isting, at best, as a humanistic study of figures of speech and, at worst, a pejorative
term for manipulation to rhetoric’s “honorific” status as a social-contextual field of
study “that concerns inquiry and the making of knowledge, and the communica-
tion of that inquiry” (Professing ix). The new rhetorics movement implies a social
turn, signaling widespread acceptance that language does not exist in a vacuum
but rather in real, material contexts. Instead of using formalistic and logocentric
methods such as neo-Aristotelian rhetorical analysis that approach texts and ar-
tifacts as static objects with fixed meanings, new rhetorics consider the dynamic
interplay between text and context. Instead of glossing over context as a means
to better understand the exalted text, rhetoricians seek to enhance understand-
ing of hoth text and context. Yet the new rhetorics still conservatively adhere to a
kind of “good man speaking well” ideology. Not only are the respective tables of
contents in Enos and Brown composed largely of the familiar Western-patriarchal
voices, the writers largely reflect elite backgrounds and scopes of study, primarily
dominant thinkers discussing theoretical concepts (a notable exception is the in-
clusion of Paulo Freire’s and Donald Macedo’s critique of illiteracy in the United
States).

If the “new rhetorics” movement might be credited with defining and facili-
tating rhetoric’s social turn, the “alternative rhetorics” movement has more ex-
plicitly—and with a more acute foregrounding of politics and ideology—sought
to broaden the scope of the rhetorical tradition. Laura Gray-Rosendale and Sib-
ylle Gruber, editors of the important anthology Alternative Rhetorics: Challenges
to the Rhetorical Tradition, write, “Alternative Rhetorics is intended to make sure
that we continue exploring new territories, territories that were considered neg-
ligible, unimportant, or nonexistent not too long ago” (3). Their collection delib-
erately positions the scholarship contained therein as “alternative” in the sense
that there is an attempt to “disrupt and challenge the hierarchical nature of some
traditional rhetorical studies while recognizing that such challenges are tempo-
rary and open to co-optation” (4). Contributors consider how race and ethnicity,
gender and sexuality, and new technologies are creating alternative sites for re-
searching and teaching rhetorical praxis. The rich contributions contained in Al-
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ternative Rhetorics challenge elitism by looking at alternative sources but eschew
social class by neglecting working-class voices.

Toward Working-Class Rhetorics

My intention is to continue the essential intellectual work begun by the new
and alternative rhetorics movements by foregrounding working-class conscious-
ness in the context of rhetorical scholarship. Working-class rhetorics appropriate
the histories of rhetorics for a social and political program; that is, confronting the
elitism that has characterized educational, political, and civic institutions through-
out the Western tradition. Working-class rhetorics explicate the class struggle as
it exists in rhetorical texts, paying attention to what rhetors say regarding social
class and attempting to situate the discourse of those rhetors in their contempo-
rary contexts. In order to serve a transformative function, working-class rhetor-
ics move beyond simply the close reading and contextualizing of canonical texts.
Rather, inspired by the discursive activity of labor unions, for example, working-
class rhetorics agitate and antagonize the static words on the pages of rhetorical
texts and suggest contemporary scholars invent their own class-conscious read-
ings of such texts. Working-class rhetorics try to understand open-admissions
students at our colleges and universities. Working-class rhetorics analyze the me-
dia and popular culture and consider how notions of class are circulated in the
culture. Working-class rhetorics deconstruct literacy centers and workplaces, con-
sidering the intersections of language, ideology, and social action. Most of all, per-
haps, working-class rhetorics possess a certain consciousness—an awareness that
class (and, by extension, class division and class conflict) exists.

New Directions of Inquiry

I hope this text will move rhetorical inquiry in new directions and empower
more class-conscious scholars to theorize the intersections of rhetoric and so-
cial class, to pursue historical-archival research in working-class settings, to con-
duct ethnographic studies of working-class communities, to focus critical eyes
on popular culture phenomena germane to working-class life, to conduct work-
place studies, and to critique both academic and everyday institutions with class-
conscious vigor.

The chapters in this volume represent diverse methods and methodologies,
just as the authors represent diverse disciplinary identities. The common bond,
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I believe, is a working-class consciousness: an acknowledgment that class mat-
ters and that working-class cultures and traditions can teach rhetoricians about
language, discourse, and society. The first section, Toward a Working-Class Rhe-
torical Tradition, contains contributions to ongoing disruptions of the homog-
enous, fictional (to borrow Tom Miller’s term) history of rhetoric. James Catano
considers how various voices contribute to the “civic rhetoric” of heritage tourism
sites. Judith Hoover and Anne Mattina examine the discursive strategies of gar-
ment workers and miners, respectively, during periods of upheaval. Melissa Fi-
esta turns to Jane Addams in order to theorize the complex role of commonplaces
within working-class rhetorics. Finally, Anthony Esposito deconstructs memory
and working-class identity by analyzing a steel museum in a de-industrialized
Midwestern city.

In Rhetorics of the Workplace, contributors continue looking toward non-
traditional sites of academic inquiry: workplaces. Emily Plec enacts an activ-
ist methodology as she considers how migrant farmworkers articulate material
concerns such as economic justice and self-determination. Melanie Bailey Mills
sketches the identity of the long-haul trucker by combining personal narrative,
field research, and critiques of representations in popular culture. Dale Cyphert
illuminates various “speech events” culled from her study of a concrete crew. Lew
Caccia and Kristen Lucas provide new theoretical possibilities—risk communi-
cation and problematized providing and protecting, respectively—for under-
standing the rhetorics of the workplaces.

Finally, in Rhetorical Critiques of Working-Class Pop Culture, contributors
come to grips with a diverse set of popular representations of working-class life
and culture. Catherine Chaput turns to reality television as an example of how
the culture industries feminize popular understandings of working-class iden-
tity. Kermit Campbell uses a scholarly exploration of Hip-hop to complicate the
intersection of African American identity and working-class identity. Kathleen
LeBesco claims that fatness is one of the key markers of working-class identity,
arguing that Roseanne and Anna Nicole Smith embody challenges to our no-
tions of citizenship and success. Lastly, Steve Martin analyzes a series of comic
books published by the Congress of Industrial Organizations, looking at how the
themes in the comics countered dominant cultural mythology.

All of these contributors have a sharp eye on the practical uses of rhetori-
cal analysis. While they direct our gaze toward fresh, even surprising sites of in-
quiry, they also teach us why this inquiry is important. They demonstrate the
value of locating archives and worksites and communities and textual represen-
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tations pertinent to an understanding of the marker “working class.” Rhetori-
cians can expose scholarly audiences to working-class voices—voices that have
much to say about literacy, culture, identity, equality, and democracy. In short,
class-conscious rhetorical scholarship can allow working-class voices to partici-
pate in important conversations. Furthermore, this “new” and “alternative” form
of inquiry can shape the field in broad, bold ways. This potentiality for change is
the subject of the concluding essay of this collection, in which Julie Lindquist, a
leading scholar in ethnographic research methods, considers how working-class
consciousness can lead the field(s) of rhetoric to new and exciting uses of meth-
odologies derived from the social sciences.
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