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Prologue

Atmid-century E. R. Curtius, adverting to the study of rhetoricin his magiste-
rial European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, boldly pronounced not
only that “as an independent subject, it has long since vanished from the cur-
riculum” but that “in our culture, rhetoric has no place.”! Only a few years
later, related sentiments were expressed by the Oxford scholar C. S, Lewis.
Lewis was, among other things, a Renaissance specialist for whom the modern
ignorance of rhetoric as a subject of study presented the single greatest obsta-
cle to our properly approaching the literature of the distant past.2 For Lewis,
as for Curtius, the ancient system of rhetorical topoi, speech genres, levels and
types of style, and so on had long ago “penetrated all literary genres,” becom-
ing the “common denominator” (ELLM 70) of European literature, even its
very foundation (despised‘ by many as a “cellar”; ELLM 79), whoge classical
and medieval sources needed to be understood for an appreciation of the
Western literary legacy. Certainly neither Curtius nor Lewis was seeking to re-
introduce rhetoric as an independent university pursuit, although both pos-
sessed the literary historian’s knowledge of the once-pervasive influence of
rhetoric across the liberal arts curriculum. Nevertheless, while the ancient
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coin of rhetoric may always have been valued by a knowledgeable few, rhetoric
itself was considered by most to have gone out of circulation long before, to
have become effaced, ineffective, above all anachronistic—which is to say
backward, out of its proper time.

Half a cqntury after Curtius’s assessment, the fortunes of rhetoric have so
been reversed that another Renaissance scholar, Richard Lanham, has ob-
served that “during the last twenty years, rhetoric has moved from the periph-
ery to the center of our intellectual focus.” Arm in arm with what we have
come to know as the art of interpretation—or hermeneutics—rhetoric en-
ables a new understanding of understanding as well as new modes of compre-
hension and exchange between familiar and distant texts, across intellectual
boundaries, and into foreign literatures, new curricula, and changing canons.
The title of this book, accordingly, can be understood as virtually tautological,
for ours is a time in which rhetoric and hermeneutics have achieved a parallel
influence and momentum (if not always willing acceptance) across the aca-
demic horizon. Indeed, in light of the massive social, cultural, intellectual, and
economic conflicts defining both the modern and postmodern age, it can no
longer occasion much surprise that these two disciplines should have inspired
and continue to inspire such widespread and diverse response. After all, both
rhetoric and hermeneutics thrive, each in its own way, on the conflicts of inter-
pretations and opinions that now enliven every field of endeavor in or out of
academe. They thrive as well on a practical “being-in-the-world” (as Heideg-
ger calls it) that for some is skeptical and resistant and for others receptive—
filled with anxiety, to be sure, but filled also with, in Richard Bernstein’s words,
“a perennial impulse of wonder.”4 Our aim in this volume is to show the novice
and expert alike what some versions of contemporary rhetoric and hermeneu-
tics look like and to propose how the two can be thought of together, for each
not only presupposes but extends and corrects the other.

In spite of the flourishing of sophisticated debates in monographs and jour-
nals over the definition and scope of each of these terms, no one until now has
initiated a dialogue between thinkers interested in both rhetoric and herme-
neutics. Such a dialogue seeks to clarify the points of contact and separation of
the two and their common principles, problems, and aims, as well as their dif-
ferent means and strategies. Hermeneutics has become in our time variously a
philosophical, literary, and critical problematic. It is at once a problem of
method, broadly conceived (hermeneutic phenomenology, reader-response
criticism), of philosophic claims to truth (the interpretive nature of human
being), and of the skeptical resistance to both method and truth (the episte-
mological instability of being, language, self, and so on, or the exposure of the

threat of systematic, ideological distortion in our communication).5 Herme-
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neutics did not always command such scope; it evolved (in a nonteleological
way, as Jean Grondin has noted)t from a chiefly exegetical concern with the
Bible, a concern that first extended to all texts, then to all problems of under-
standing in the so-called human sciences, and finally to the philosophic con-
cern with understanding and interpretation as such. These methodological
and philosophical views were developed over the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries chiefly by German thinkers—Friedrich Schleiermacher, Wilhelm
Dilthey, Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger, Hans-Georg Gadamer—
partly in response to the philosophical totalizations of Immanuel Kant, G. W.
F. Hegel and Edmund Husserl. Having appropriated parts of this tradition
and corrected some of its errors, contemporary hermeneutics provides revo-
lutionary directions for study not only in philosophy but across the disciplines,
and, in our view, it promises further insights and possibilities, particularly as it
is drawn into closer discussion with rhetoric.

As for rhetoric, it was, again, Curtius who noted (with scholarly understate-
ment) that “Germans appear to have an innate distrust of it” (ELLM 62)—a
remark that perfectly captures Kant’s and Hegel's dismissive comments about
rhetorical topics and tropes but that is misleading when it comes to Gadamer’s
later recognition of the vast common ground between our two subjects: “I
would like to see more recognition of the fact that this is the realm hermeneu-
tics shares with rhetoric: the realm of arguments that are convincing (which is
not the same as logically compelling). It is the realm of practice and humanity
in general.”” Gadamer’s allusion here to the realm of practice and humanity in
general suggests the genuinely daunting scope of rhetoric and hermeneutics.
It is a realm, however, whose range is entirely consistent with Roman and Ren-
aissance conceptions of rhetoric and increasingly so with philosophical, liter-
ary, and critical conceptions of hermeneutics, reminding us that neither rheto-
ric nor hermeneutics can ever be a strictly proprietary project. Rather, each is
intrinsically a transdisciplinary effort whose most creative work may lie not be-
hind us but in the present and future, especially as rhetoric and hermeneutics
come to be better understood as mutually constitutive enterprises.

Most readers interested in a book like this will affirm the centrality of rhet-
oric and hermeneutics to human praxis. But they will also admit the difficul-
ties involved in identifying just what these contested concepts mean. As edi-
tors, we have tried to avoid both a dogmatic imposition of definitions on the
one hand and a laxity of conception on the other. We do not suppose that our
readers are experts in either field, nor that they (any more than our contribu-
tors!) can or should be expected to agree about how best to define rhétoric or
hermeneutics. In fact, in these two disciplines conceived in their fuller forms,
such attempts at essentialist definitions have already been ruled out by the dis-
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ciplines themselves. Our practice has rather been to use both terms as rhetori-
cal topics of invention—that is, as indeterminate concepts whose intellectual
histories and uses can be employed to suggest new lines of inquiry. This open-
ness avoids philosophically unwarranted ontologizing or reifying of the terms’
meanings as well as a flat-footed collapsing of either term into the other.

Indeed, even those theologians (e.g., Schleiermacher, Bultmann), philoso-
phers and critical thinkers (e.g., Heidegger, Gadamer, Ricoeur, Habermas,
Lacan, Foucault), and more “literary” thinkers and critics (Kierkegaard,
Nietzsche, Burke, Derrida, de Man) who explicitly use or invoke the two disci-
plines and their histories cannot offer ready answers about what the disci-
plines entail and how they might be thought of together. In Kierkegaard, for
example, all rhetoric or public speaking, “all persuasiveness, all bargaining, all
direct attention by means of one’s own person,”8 is consistently consigned to
the junk heap of public opinion and manipulation—in other words, convicted
of the age-old charge of pandering to the masses. And yet throughout
Kierkegaard’s work, one finds elaborate and thoughtful theory and practice of
indirect communication and truth as subjectivity. In word and deed if not in
name, then, Kierkegaard throws rhetorical persuasion and hermeneutic inter-
pretation into passionate embrace. Historically, this and similar disorienting
maneuvers make for a complex, even fragmented narrative for our two disci-
plines, a complexity far beyond any neat summary to which our essays could
(or perhaps should) aspire. Nevertheless, as a way of moving closer here to de-
fining topically (or pragmatically) the two concepts, we offer a further line of
thinking that illustrates how the relations between rhetoric and hermeneutics
have been obscured. Because the title of this book directs attention to the im-
portance of time (and timing) in rhetoric and hermeneutics, let us turn briefly
to Heidegger’s account of time as a way of indicating the unforeseen advan-
tages that might be gained by thinking about rhetoric and hermeneutics to-
gether.

In The Genesis of Heidegger's Being and Time, Theodore Kisiel recounts Hei-
degger’s gradual breakthrough, over approximately twelve years, to anew con-
ception of time. This new account not only organizes but grounds Heideg-
ger’s entire transcendental analysis of Dasein® Kisiel, retrieving Heidegger's
1922-23 terminology, designates it “the kairology of Being.”10

As students of philosophical hermeneutics are aware, Heidegger’s pro-
found innovation challenges the adequacy of our everyday notion of time as
chronos, the strict succession of punctual “nows” that fade as if eternally into
the past and the future. In stark contrast, Heidegger reveals temporality as the
very structure of human being or, more accurately, of the ontological structure
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of human being as “care” (Sorge)—that which enables us to respond to (or
rather toward) our own possibilities. The foward in this formulation signals
the ontological ptiority of the future against any mythic punctilious present in
Heidegger’s account of temporality; it is futural “possibility” that constitutes
our “anticipation” and that activates our ongoing “retrieval’—or, as Gadamer
and Ricoeur put it, our “appropriation”—of the past. In this way, our present is
always already (primordially) endowed with both the past and the future in the
project of our possibilities. Thus Kisiel: “A new and different sense of time
concentrated on the moment which is at once my unique lifetime. How? By ‘at
once’ (equiprimordially) forerunning the possibility of my death and repeat-
ing the possibility of my birth (heredity, inheritance, heritage).”1! Time or
“temporality” as kairos, therefore, which Heidegger derives chiefly from the
early Christian concern with the “fullness of time”—the Second Coming as an
existential rather than neutral or objectively given moment—is configured not
as a horizontal forced march but as a self-appropriating circle of understand-
ing and care.

Now, the point here is that what remains lurking in Kisiel’s account of Hei-
degger’s kairology of Being is the fact that kairos, as students of rhetoric are
aware, is a vintage rhetorical concept deriving from pre-Socratic drama, phi-
losophy, and oratory, particularly that of Pythagoras, Empedocles, and (impli-
citly) Gorgias. In Greek drama and literature kairos embraced various mean-
ings: brevity, proportion or moderation (as in Hesiods “Observe good
measure, and proportion [kairos] is the best of all things”), what is suited to the
moment, the expedient, effective, correct, or appropriate.12 In later rhetorical
theory kairos was elaborated as the “appropriate” (to prepon), “decorum” (e.g.
in Cicero), and Renaissance-humanist sprezzaturra, all three of which involve
the orator’s practical ability to adapt to circumstances and audiences without
relying on theoretical rules.13 Originally, however, kairos referred to the prin-
ciple and power (dunamis) by which the opportune moment calls forth an in-
tuitive, appropriate response from the rhetor (instead of the rhetor initiating
an action after conscious assessment of the situation). It is a power of invention
or discovery (heuresis) irreducible to calculation and logic that ends the stasis
of contending logoi at the critical moment in which decision and action arg de-
manded. As such kairos remains beyond the control of the rhetor, coming
rather as a gift or even magic (goetia). In short, the empbhasis falls on kairos as
receptivity; in later theory it falls on to prepon and decorum as artful activity.

To be sure, Kisiel shows that Heidegger himself is not unaware of the link
between rhetoric and kairos, at least as this link appears in Aristotle’s Rhetoric.
Given his task of tracking Heidegger, however, who seems never to have men-
tioned (for example) Pythagoras or Gorgias in his courses or in his writings in
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the twenties, it is understandable that Kisiel would not speculate on possible
connections to these thinkers. Still, the fact remains that potentially interest-
ing but unseen affiliations hold between the pre-Socratics and Heidegger, es-
pecially regarding Heidegger’s own considerable emphasis on “listening to”
and hearing the call of conscience (in Being and Time) and the call of Being
and of language (in his later writings). This would seem to resemble Gorgias’s
stress on rhetorical invention as a power that one receives, chiefly by listening
and hearing rather than by speaking.1# More important, on such an angle of
app}'oach we conceivably gain a perspective by which to measure how selec-
tively (and perhaps unwittingly) Heidegger has drawn from the rhetorical tra-
dition of kairos to inform his own philosophical hermeneutics. Whether the
objection voiced by many to the later Heidegger is correct—that a kind of
quietist passivity threatens to preclude practical thought and action—never-
theless, an active passivity is quite familiar to the early, and foreign to the later,
kairotic-tradition of rhetoric. This passivity diminished as kairos developed in
Aristotle and Cicero, who emphasized enthymematic probabilities, civic re-
sponsibilities, the rhetor as agent, topics as agency, and invention as a human
initiative. Thus Kisiel (selectively) notes: “Almost perversely, Heidegger's
interest in rhetoric gravitates toward [hearing], in which speaking has its end.
For speaking finds its completion in the communication, in being received or
accepted by the auditor who undergoes or ‘suffers’ the speech. A seemingly
marginal topic, the ‘suffering’ and resulting ‘passion’ (Gr. pathos) of the lis-
tener, is made central.”15 In fact, this gravitation to hearing retrieves Gorgias’s
invaluable contribution to the history and theory of rhetoric and hermeneu-
tics, although at the same time it risks losing the active involvement of speaker
in the rhetorical situation.

Dimly and from afar, then, rhetorical reverberations of the hermeneutic of
time as kairos suggest what otherwise specialist attention to hermeneutics
alone, or to rhetoric alone, conceals: namely, that our very being-in-the-world
is inseparably hermeneutical and rhetorical in complex ways and that a multi-
faceted speaking as well as listening constitutes our situation. Our own time is
an epoch of corporate capitalism and technologism, of vulgarization and
breakdown. But it is also a time of deep reflection on linguistic interpretation:
on persuasion, “conversion” across paradigms or worldviews, propaganda, and
more invidious forms of deception and power, as well as on forms of the elec-
tronic word and the new multimedia. It is, accordingly, a time in which we
need both to listen to and to discuss what Gadamer calls the “deep inner con-
vergence” between rhetoric and hermeneutics.}6 David Tracy makes this
same point in his chapter in this volume: “It now seems clear that hermeneuti-



Prologue

cal thinkers must both acknowledge and engage rhetorical theories and vige
versa.”17 What in turn seems called for (appropriate to) such a time, therefore,
what has seemed fitting to the editors and authors involved in this book, is the
need to open up new topoi for debate and discussion, new connections and ex-
tensions that have not yet been brought fully to light. For Aristotle, dialectic
was “critical” (Metaph. 1004b 17-27), while its “counterpart,” rhetoric, was
exploratory and “inventional” in its use of topics to investigate and determine a
given matter. To many of the contributors to this volume, the task at hand now
includes identifying hermeneutics (in its modern forms) as a further counter-
part to rhetoric and rhetoric to hermeneutics and seeing both as features or di-
mensions of all thought and language, not only as the special methods or abil-
ities of political praxis. In this way this book is meant to encourage the general
drift of thinking about the relations of rhetoric and hermeneutics, and particu-
larly to provide some of the signposts by which those identified with one disci-
pline can make their way to and within its counterpart.

In other ways as well the book is intended to remind us that rhetoric and
hermeneutics are themselves supremely kairotic, that is, temporal, situated,
and motivated enterprises. In this regard our appropriation of each discipline
by means of the chapters in this book is itself limited and motivated in two ob-
vious ways. First, we sought scholars working in several different disciplines,
and we are confident that we have located those whose chapters represent
some of the most interesting and provocative work being done today. Second,
our editorial effort is itself temporal because historical, a product of our own
“effective historical consciousness” (Gadamer) behind or in addition to our
authors’ own divergent heritages. In our introduction, and in our selection of
the chapters that follow, we have been guided by an implicit faith in or ac-
knowledgment of a middle way between the so-called metaphysics of pres-
ence and the mise-en-abime that is asserted by some to be its only alternative
and by a rhetorical concern with conscience and possibility as found, for exam-
ple, in Heidegger and Levinas as the place of places. Within the limits of our
choices and commitments, we believe that these chapters, both in how our au-
thors interpret and argue and in what they discuss, profitably reflect on, even
as they reflect, contemporary preoccupations.

Of course, we recognize that the reassuring phrase “our time” threatens to
become a self-deceiving shibboleth, for it is in fact a deeply problematic ex-
pression. What value is the appeal to “our,” some will ask, if it does not directly,
aggressively, even single-mindedly feature the oppressed and marginalized,
the non-Western, the colonized, women, children—in a word, the Other? We
are aware that what the term our in the title designates is potentially paradoxi-
cal. What “we” seem to share in this time, what is common to us, is our sense of
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fracture and incommensurability, precisely a lack of common places and pos-
sibly a diminishing common interest in discovering them. In addressing this
plight as an opportunity for action, however, our authors do bridge some of our
shared gaps and aporias without trying to minimize or deny them. In this way
they seek to reconstitute themselves, and their readers, without recourse to
fix-it-all theories or damn-it-all skepticisms.

In fact, this metaphor of bridging is employed by Gadamer and others to
define hermeneutics: “Hermeneutics may be defined as the attempt to over-
come [the] distance in areas where empathy [is] hard and agreement not easily
reached. There is always a gap that must be bridged.”18 Less figuratively, we
propose to follow Gerald Bruns’s exemplary practice of calling hermeneutics
“a family of questions about what happens in the understanding of anything,
not just of texts but of how things are.”1® Such a move allows for both a familiar
typology of hermeneutics—as “method, philosophy, and critique”—as well as
for the scope ofits historical manifestations (classical, Enlightenment, roman-

tic, modern, postmodern).20 As philosophy, hermeneutics interprets not only

human being but being in all its manifestations as interpretive understanding
(uncovering “as-structures,” i.e.,. seeing something—as-something, “seeing-
as”); hermeneutics discusses what it is to reveal die Sache selbst beyond the
reach, as Richard Bernstein has put it, of both an impossible objectivism and a
vicious relativism (although no one has shown exactly how this is accom-
plished). As method, hermeneutics codifies the more or less indeterminate
rules and procedures of the interpretation of texts and text analogues, trans-
ferring Gadamer’s insights into the work of art to the understanding of history
and all texts. And as social critique, hermeneutics offers a means of challeng-
ing the manifest content of all messages; hermeneutics claims to be able to po-
lice its own claims to truth, maximizing the possibilities for freedom from dis-
tortion (although the issues involved, for example, in the Gadamer-Habermas
debate have hardly been resolved).

Following Bruns, we can also think of rhetoric‘as comprising a family of
questions about what is involved in influencing oneself and others regarding
(the interpretation of) any indeterminate matter.2! Precisely because rhetoric
operates within the realm of the indeterminate, it is characterized by a funda-
mental instability, the “play” within its scope of possibilities for meaning and
action that Richard Lanham rather awkwardly calls a “bi-stable oscillation.”22
In other words, the rhetorician ranges between the poles of conflicting pos-
sibilities for argument and appeal and aims at what Robert Frost calls “a mo-
mentary [which is to say timely, kairotic] stay against confusion.” In rhetoric
this play repeats itself in all of rhetoric’s features. The rhetorical topic, for ex-
ample, is equivocal, or two-termed, or contradicted by another topic, and it is
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always itself a standing indeterminacy. The rhetorical trope upsets the literal
proposition, decenters conceptual argument, and calls into question empirical
fact and rational first principle. Argument occurs on either side of a question,
stabilizing a position, but only for a moment, until it starts up all over again.
From style to substance and back to style, from word to world, theory to prac-
tice, sic et non, a continuum of possibilities blurring into and constituting each
other—word unto world without end.

Unfortunately, even in our hyper-rhetorical times, many promoters of rhet-
oric and hermeneutics would transform this play among situated (weltliche)
possibilities, this movement between movement and stasis, into either a “free
play” of (non)positions said to be merely arbitrary and fictional or into a totali-
tarian politics of power whose options are reduced to coercion and will. In our
view this alternative is false and barren, although certainly both whim and
power are part of, and limits to, rhetoric. Instead, what is characteristic about
the rhetorician is her ability deliberately to choose an appropriate stance,

achieved in part, without doubt, by listening to the situation—now given more

to open-endedness and indeterminacy, now to closure and decision, as the
particular case requires. Too often this situated competence is enslaved to
uniquely nonrhetorical interests, fascinations, fashions, and agendas. Our own
stay against this confusion acknowledges the deeper rhetorical truths of de-

construction while joining with Cornel West in his assessment of our contem-

porary situation: “In this world-weary period of pervasive cynicisms, nihilisms,
terrorisms, and possible extermination, there is a longing for norms and values
that can make a difference, a yearning for principled resistance and struggle
that can change our desperate plight.”23

Above all, both rhetoric and hermeneutics occupy the realm of the nonex-
pert and nontheoretical, as Victoria Kahn explains in Chapter 7. This is the
field of everyday action and thought, the contested premises of our shifting
home. Expert theory of any kind isolates aspects of this field for special treat-
ment, building its structures of observations, ideas, rules, and laws, but always
at the risk of leaving behind those myriad indeterminate parts that combine to
make up the whole man or woman, the whole action or event or situation or
story or life, however much we argue about its character and shape and signifi-
cance, and however much such wholes are riddled with gaps, aporias, and ab-
sences. Rhetoric, like hermeneutics, returns us to this contested and finite
whole of everyday existence, in comparison with which all theory, though far-
reaching and powerful in its appropriate uses, is existentially thin and feeble.

In our time hopeful signs are emerging. Gradually we are recognizing that
rhetoric and hermeneutics offer the means for a renovated liberal educa-
tion—a distinctly rhetorical paideia (in Lanham’s phrase) whose value inheres
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not in theory, nor in a fixed canon, nor in excessive worry over lack of consen-
sus on what is taught, nor even, as Mark Turner urges, in the common cogni-
tive structures of our pervasive metaphorizing.24 Rather, rhetorical education
inheres in how we understand and interpret the indeterminate wholes of our
practical lives, those concrete indeterminacies whose interpretations are
aided by theory only when that theory cleaves to the matrix of shared, if con-
tested, everyday beliefs, values, experiences, emotions, events, metaphors,
images, and narratives with which rhetoric and hermeneutics are uniquely
concerned. We need to concentrate on what we are conflicted about and how
we become conflicted about such things. In our view this orientation to “how”
is cultivated chiefly by rhetorical and hermeneutic training in interpretation
and persuasion; it is stabilized (for the moment) in our varied understandings
of our own and others’ dynamic traditions. In our time, accordingly, rhetoric
and hermeneutics should be understood to range from specific arts whose
handbooks articulate rules and strategies of invention, address, and applica-
tion to the broadest possible conceptions of rhetoricality (in Bender and Well-
bery’s phrase) and rhetoricity (in Charles Altieri’s) as dimensions of human ex-
istence.25 Like Lanham and others in our time, we believe—pace Curtius and
Lewis—that rhetoric and hermeneutics can reclaim not only their former ex-
alted place in a liberal-arts curriculum but also the nonfoundational grounds
of the curriculum itself, of the whole curriculum as a shifting panorama of
everyday, indeterminate wholes requiring our interpretations and identifica-
tions. Indeed, we believe that only rhetoric and hermeneutics, properly rede-
fined, can show how the principled subject-matter disciplines presuppose the
nonexpert realm of praxis and practical reasoning and how they must, in the
beginning and in the end, be responsible to them. This is the overall orienta-

-tion of the chapters that follow.

The introduction is broadly designed to locate the major themes explored
more deeply in the subsequent chapters. Roughly parallel with the division of
the introduction, the book is divided into four sections. This scheme provides
sites for rhetoric and hermeneutics to interact with and influence each other.
Part I locates different versions of or approaches to the rhetorical and herme-
neutic situation and the competences required by them. Part II suggests ways
to think about those competences as matters for both invention and applica-
tion, including ways to think about these terms as mutually implicative. Part I1
naturally leads to Part III in the way that topics naturally lead to arguments
and their premises and further suggests that arguments and narratives (like
topics and tropes) presuppose one another in various ways. On the surface
Part IV correlates less closely with the fourth section of our introduction. But
at a deeper level each investigates where the “possibility of morality” resides.
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Particularly in our own time, rhetoric and hermeneutics have been concerned
with the importance of conversation in our everyday lives, a truth that was
brought home to us again and again in the course of this work through talks
with Joel Weinsheimer. From the beginning Joel offered encouragement, sup-
port, and practical wisdom, which we are pleased to acknowledge here. We
also thank John Campbell of the University of Washington, Richard Harvey
Brown of the University of Maryland, Ed Block, Jr., of Marquette University,
and Wendy Olmsted of the University of Chicago for their thoughtful readings
of the introduction. Finally, we express our gratitude to our manuscript editor,
Susan Laity, for her unfailing good sense in matters of style and dispositio.

No less essential to rhetoric and hermeneutics are the disposition of charity
and the attitude of play. Our families provided both, encouraging us to do this
work but requesting us on occasion to stop—for which gifts, among many oth-
ers, we thank them.
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