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Rhetoric is capable of prcducing preceptions which
observed reality does not reveal to us. Because of rhetorict's
reifying powers (that is, its ability tc make abstfactions concrete), .
it bas been depended upcn to make certain societal valdes come to ,
life. In opposition to Jacques Ellul, an articulate expcnent of the
view that finds no existential valde in public discourse,
communication provides four important perceptions of .people that _
,could not otherwise exist: a sense of community, a sense ct
aqreenent. a sense of tinme, and'a sense of faithfulness. When it
succeeds in creating these senses, rhetoric giveés to community, -
agreement, time, and faithfulness a kind of existential dignity which“
people have come to rely om greatly. Althqugh rhetoric reifies, we
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determinist does; nor should ve dismiss rhetoric as baving little
existential power as does the enervaticnist. To suggest that rhetoric’
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thereby’giving status to otherwise obscure ideas and-teeIings.
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RHETORIC AND REIFICATION

;COntemporary rhetorical theory traces its roots to literary, .

philosophical, aeuthotic, and psychological concerns, In Eddition, , :;
]
Richard Weaver, Kbnnoth Burke, and Hugh Duncan have’establiahed that

’,

oocio-political understandingt of rhetorical acts can be especially S
heuriltic. This "’ pqpor follows in that*tradition by tracing then
. /z 3
/' generative function of rhetorical‘activity. 1 propose here that rhetoric

functiono creatively, which is to say that it is capable of producing

s porqoptiono which phenomenal reality refuses to release to us, - Rhetoric

reifies, thereby giving\exiatential status to otherwise'incpoate.ideas
N .
and’ feelings. ‘Because it has such-reifying powers, rhetoric has long

been depended upon to make certain aocig}al,values.come to life, even,

- . - ), ,
* though those values are not substantiated--clearly and completely--

.
g

by empirical reality.

* The general argument I shall present this moyning is not'wiéhoﬁtx”

" its detractors. Some p?raons claim that,enyironmenti oreated out of

the otnff'of communication are-in no sense real, Jacques Elluir-it--.

-

' example, is perhap:\\?e most articulate exponent of those who find no

a

existential valquin»public discoutse. A former freedom fighter in '

—

- ‘the. underground during the Nazi occupation of France, ﬁilul had ample

reaoon-to dtstrust the 1iticaf communication he had heard. 'We must

B

reject paoguynd present myths,' aays BEllul (1967:4), '&nd attain full
. conlciouoneos of the political reality as it actually exista. Ellul
arugol that lound and speech are poor altarnativea for lubotanco ind

that a 'rcgimc that talks most of gome value is a regime that consciouoly

¢ BEEERN




or unconeciouely deniea that valué and prevents it from exieting ) <
]

(p. 6). Bectuee political men like to delude themselves and give

benediction to their- actions by attributing Values to them, ' Ellul

[ANS

(1967:94) asserts, eocul affaire are fatefullly contamineted and the :
rhetoricelieetion of political life becomes a unique product .of our
age. o ' o | ' \ . .
= _Som:, 'bontemporery evidence euggeete‘(l) that Ellul""i uoderetq'ndihg .
° of hietory is | etaken, (2) that all persons, not just politiciane,
are deiudere of sorts and (3) that people rather coneciouely‘opt for
. L euoh delueione at times. I do not- believe; as Ellul does, thet people . ]
o heve full realities apart from their eymbolic realitiee or thet elippege
between rhetorical behavior "and empirical fect 1e warrant for t.urning
- our ‘backs on either rhetoric or humankind, 'Perhaps tzqcauee‘he cannot

. brook adsurdism, EJlul refuses to acknowledge titizens' prodigious -

capacities to take life much less seriously than it is presented to

then by their politicel leaders, .t
In outnning the perspective which Ellul hae deoried ]’. shall

argue that if it were not for conmunicetion four 1mportant thinge

v v‘obﬂ '

' cbuld not exist for people: (1) a senge aof coumunity, (2) 06 sense of

/ : 4

. agreement, (3) a sense of time, and (4) a dense of"faiﬁhful;nees. when -

it eucceede in creating theae eenees, rhetoric gives to .conmmity,

. agree,_ent, time and faithfulneee a kind of existenti,el digni.ty whi€h

people have come to rely upon greatly. - Y
! v .




force, and in the end wilt away, becoming once agdin mroly a co‘liectioq\
. N . .

It .{ff suggests that a reified community, what Hall (1972-53) would

LY
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oL . Sense of Comunity .

<
- . >

Wilson Carey McWilliaia' The Idea of Fraternity in Anerica lists  Jg

three root conditions which must be fulfiIled before fratemity can °
exist in a culture. These conditions are: (1) ‘no continuous war \
or crisis, (2) a limited geographical territory, and (3) a nonmaterialistic
standard of vl*u e. Since the United States failo to meet any of these.

throo conditiono, McWilliaims suggests that we have had to ,settle for

!the_gtuteat app:oximationo [of fraternity] pessible' and that ve must

. now discard our old notions of a 'community of place' and.opt instead’

1 4

" for something more realistic in contemporary times, But what? Michaei \

MeGee (1975:242) provides the answer, it seem.g, when he implieo that
community can-best be fabricated through communication. '"The people,""<i

-
he argues, 'are more process than phenomenon, That is, they .are conjured

into objective reality, remain so long as ‘the rhetoric which defined them has

4

o

of individuals.' 1In other words, to establish some semblence of

belongingness and cohesiveness in modern socisty, we must talk 7 if

we were one in the spirit, : .

3

My argument here does not\-imply that the mere assertion of }:oul;unal

, spirit creates it in fact. It does suggest, howevoi-, that empirical

roolitioo‘ou'ch as military\ defeats, civil strife, poverty, rampant crime,

and thé like, are not necosurily forces which debilitate communitas,

clhll a 'politioal culture' can exist in the abaepce.of a cohesive, e

coherent, and integrated belief system. ) ) . /-
* >

.
.
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McClosky's (196&) .important piece of research sharpens the notion

being "advanced here., What' McClosky found was-tha't the Americanpeop

. (vhése'politicel,ettitudes he surveyed)' supported ideas like liberty

. ,/fn' th‘. "bstrect but were shsrply dfvided about what soxts ,of freedoms
1 should he allowed .in pr'actice. .l'!ogt peopie pOssee;ed only a 'rudimentary
understeying of democratic ideology (p. 375), McClosky discovered
" land there eppesred to be precious little cons/ensus about politicsl
‘ riglits end wrongs.t Such }n i}mge of the American electorete contradicts
most textbook visiens, says McClosky. But\the importsnt point for us
“to note here is. that Hcélos}:y wag not at’ a11 dismayed by what he found:
: 'Our”fir\st and most opvious—conclusion2 is that ‘
contrary to the familar claim a democratic society
can survivé despite.‘widespres;\populer mis:.xnders'tanding
and disagreemerx't about basic democratic and constitutional
<svalues., The Am;ericsn poli/ticsi systeui survives snd
¢ even flourishes Pnder precisej.y these cohditions, and
so, we ,hev_e' reason to think, do other vieb]:e democrsi:‘i)es.

: Ta
What makes this possible is a more conjectural question

‘e o' o.c (po 376) . . ( ,

-~

'rhe answer to HCCIosky's query is, I believe, rhetorical processes.
Through rhetorical transactions, even through empty rhetoricsl trans-.
" actions like csmpsign speeches, patriotic oretions, and political

preyer hreskfssts, people oftentimés derive as much consensus as thegt

‘desire. Perheps they- know, deep iﬁside of them, that human groups

hsrbor more potent,iel siienetion thsn sffection. ‘And so, they may

rhuon, why not opt for rhetoricslly genersted senges of conlmmity?

L
~ 8
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Illuoions, sfter sll do have their values. While none of us'hss

become less mortsl by whistling through the graveyaﬁd: it does seem

- v
»
. . -

to make t!le jou‘rney less ‘harrying. : .
i 7
-\‘\ J ' Sense of Agreement

. L4

Although it is rarely acknowledged, 1t appears that citizens in

B \ , '
modern democracies use rhetoric not just because it can bring them . —

together, but because it can also keep'then quite apart, If public

.
s

7

b T
rhetoric in s complex sociel network serves no other purpo!e than .%F\

/-\‘/ﬂ

< .
to keep people at armd length, it functions sdmirsbly (slbeit not . . H" =

optimally) In other words; I want to suggest here that serse of '.ég .

agreement about fundament'l ishues snd aims is, oftentimes sufficient P

. [ ”~"

in modern social life. 1I aleo want to reinf1rce Msrtin Spencer s (. %

(1970) compelling theoretical case for (1) distinguishing rhetorical 1

’

realities from empirical realities and (2) scknowledging that’ the former

can control the latter.. In his/Essay, Spencer seeks to explsin why

N

law-and-order rhetoric'hss perseverstoi in the face of msssive civil
dioobedience. Spencer sharpens the anomaly when he says that slthough
legal rhetoric is widely uoed 'the value of legal behavior does not

appear to be deeply internslized By a majority of citizens' (p. 603)

2

‘s

Spencer goes pn to oxplsin'

Any group yhst finds' itseif in-a position ouch that

v

‘ its interests require an illegal, sction, e.8., .o

_labot unions or protesters, knows that it 5111 suffer -

from a rhetorical disadvantage in public debate.

. . * é
Thus groups may hesitate to violate laws in Ameri€a,
A ‘ - . .

N

<

-~

3
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not because of strong. commitments to legelity, but -

, | beceuae of the weight of public opinion that may be '
mobiliged against them by the.uee of7;he legel rhetoric.
7, ' ) Another interesting facet of the legal rheterilc, and . §
't\ - . ‘ -of rhetqorlce in geneqrel, is that ordinerily.then _ S .

N ) rhetoric cannot' be challenged, Thereere special

M ) | 4

f S ’{ circumstances in which this i8 not true, but in
most cases thie response to” & rhetorical - thrust, if
.. < . )
made at all, must be in terms of the rhetoric itself,

or of another prevailing rhetoric. Thus us the case

St ‘

. ©  of the call for "law and order," it 1is not possible
FL ' )
= I to.say '"law and order to blezes. . oM The ®msponse

' v . of lav and order and Justice is poeeibl‘e, but unless

a strong alternative rhetoric is available the group
- J \
that is disadvantaged by the rhetoric must in effect '

* . - . grin and bear it, It quickly becomes 'cleer,nif - -
e . the implications of this analysis are followed, that

b .o the dynamics of public debate in any-community are

.

. " i structured by the fabric-of prevailing rhetories. (pp. 604-5)

pantvs L 2

E ) In a sense, Spencer is arguing that-rhetori¥al precedent can
become socio-political precedent, By regulating racist rhetoric to
the beck-burner, he says {p. 621), the masa media help to meke racial

u’yhen an unlikely eventualit:y. Spencer argues that legal rhetoric T e
'beetridee the er@na of public debate as a great stabilizing force .7 /

* !

S thtt uys; “this and only this, ehall pael. . "rhe rhetoric by the

R N
» . /

: ¢
.

’ mere fact of 1te exietence, as a diffuee, penetreting and enveloping -

(7
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"eociel fact," obscures#hose courses of ection that- 1ie beyond its \

\J
P . »

precinctt. czuraes of action which ere unthinkeble in terms of the )
o F - -

®
tbetoric tend not to be thought . . . (p.621). : J '

T —— > . . .
One need not be a Polyanna to accept Spencer's argument, /H‘ is .

N

.

not so naive as to suggest that public rhetoric roots out all‘Societal
evil, He is merely saying that 'oemocretic cant' can have a 'life
indepsndent of the values of the citizenvy"(p. 622) end'ékereby*

creete certain groundrulea ‘for social ection. As I have suggested

eerlier, rhetoric can give existential status to ideee (l1ike justice

end brotherhood) which human ectiona themselves belie.

A recent book of. mine, The Politicel Pulpit (1977), illuetretee )

— the perepective we have been reviewing here. The book” recelle that

-

s'e
.

1t that Aserica has somehow managed to maintain a semblence of.interpal

civilnreligioue tensione in Amerioi@have been comparetively modest  \ .
threughout her two hundrei)yeer history as a nation, Given the emotional

heat which doctrinalism generates as well as the inter-denominational -
. / ‘

-

qkirpichee hhot-t@rough the history of the orgenized‘church, how is

o ~——

hermony on civil-religious matters? l suggest in the book that the

A-erican people have managed to institutionalize a rhetorical pailiative--

civic piety--end have caused their religious endupoliticel leedere to '

oign a contrect reguleting their~oeheviorc ‘relative to one another: .

~ 1f ‘my conceptual metaphor hee any¥Yvalue, it is that 7

- of pointing out the extept to which the American . \\\\\\\

people have relied on public rhetoric to extricate

— \ -
themaelvee from uncomfortable politicel and social ~

* . ¢
binds, Perhaps because rhetoric is such a useful

-
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end‘me}leebld. entity, the American populace ‘T\}ave »

long egreed'to the maxim; t:i\ft which' we cennot . -

. accomplish de jur we shall effect per rhetorica,
Thus, if/ America could not survive amicebly as a

totelly eeculer e&:eﬁe, it4 had to be provided with’

"‘ ? t ' -

a religious mam;le_t_hrough the agency of public .
¥  ‘discourse. » If qréefxiz’ed religiod. demands a sey:-eo

in the political’ and ethical life of the nation, it

\ ,“ - +

must be gi’veh= precieer that>-a eeyv-so. And if the

rhetorbcs of goverhment and religion cleeh resolution
or eublimtioh must be effected through more rhetoric. (p. 48)
' 4
" o 'say that America is a God-fearing nation seems to cost the -

American people relatively little, at least when compared to more

be

“patently political er/rex'xgements like totalitsarianism, theocracy, or -

totel separation of church and state. And 8o, the 'AmericenA people
seem willing for even their egnostic presidents to issue God Day
méssages and €or their more erticulete clerics-to give the benédiction
at petently pfliticel gatherings, Even if rhetoric can produce but a .

helf-cake s worth of religiosity, they r%eon,\it obvie;ea starker «

_ unpleasantries. . ‘ -

- ) - . ‘
L Sense of Time \ .

Yor all of its wondroue eccomplishmente, rhetoric can hardly.

edvence time, ﬁnke it stend still, or cause it‘to turn beck upon

itnlf, Yet we seem to use rhetoric as if such vere poeeib‘le., Our

C v
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. ftrest-corner prelates cry. out that perdition i# at hand., Our ' . .
\ ® .. v . . . . - -
) . groupa urgeé'% tQ/rolive battlés long since quit' Both A e
¢ \ e ’ . .

. L ,iu auch conjuring. Wherein 1iea their confidence? . What sllows them = -

to assume that rheteric can somehow arrest the linearity and invintibility e :4

.

oftia? ' ~ S o ‘.( : .'t .

. Precedent, perhaps. Our doomsayers and Legionnaires were taught e

f ‘ .
through their' own rhetorigal experiences that Now can be made Then. = - . .
2 N ¥ . N E .

They loarned that rhetoric can lend a kind.of continuity and'reaeonabi}ity

E ’ to the past that the past nay well wish it ‘had had. Throuéh rhetorio,-' /

partioipanta in the Tercentenary pageant'of Llo¥d Warner'a Yankee City

. .could aay 'not only ;hat history is objectively, ‘but what .they now C '

. ‘ . ./ viahed it all.were and what they wished it were not._['rhe pageantt‘ *

' f( goers] 1gnored this-or that difficult ?hriod of time or udpleaaant occurance ’

" or embarassing group of men and women;.they left:out awkward political '
. . ! . %

SR passions; they selected small items out of large time contexts, seizing

L4

.. 'fthe; to express today's yaloea' (Warper,'1976%37%)f By reeurrecting
events ‘and persons long since dead,’ceremonial rhetoric can settle
matters earlier timEe could not, | . L

<L For examp;e, a study by Richardson (1954) examined the rhatoricel o
death\rattle of the Confederacy, a series of meetings begun in February,
1863 in Richmond Virginia which were designed to diainter the once- , ) \\;"
;Iorioua SOuth Richardson found such meetinga to be’ quiteifopular,

primarily becauae shey gave to the past a wholeness, an evenness, and

‘a recitude that ‘an empirical history ofhthe times could hardly have s .

de . ]

"y . ' -~

hd ! . -
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¢ - vhat controliable (p. 1220). By makihg_ the mutable somevhat immutable, . °
. . ' 4 -~ & ' . .
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[ ] . * . 2 v

p;ovided Moore (1975) explains, auch ae%::tive re-creations of the '{'N N

patt as attempts to 'fix social realtty and thereby render it aoma- ,.‘

-
.

" thetoric gives us time to catch our breath,

ﬂet?))\z'ic alao haplaya its auppleneas ‘when reifying future eve‘h. -

- 2

In a unae rhatoric can bacome 1ncer1ude music which aociety plgys -~ ... .

- . , ’

“ . : when gearing-up to effect .changea ‘demanded by re‘fonn groups. Kat:her

‘ \. . clearly, for 1natance, 1nxpediate 1ntegration of: Southern achoola in ’ ‘ /S o

) . ,' the United Statea could not have taken place when the firat clvil
i\'. i :.,righta advocate ‘mounted his first publ,ic platform. It w;ould take . _’4 P
| years of opiniot;-changing and. legal 1nterpoa1tion ‘before th ag feat |

"could be a’ccompliahed., By 1mp11c1t1y aanctiening public\. debate on . " K

¢ -

.=~ the matteg, however, aociety bought 1tae1f aobo time, time to reatra’nge

. 1ta&1f attitudinally and to ready the social machinery necessary to . L.
‘ . — . \- ¢
airfect the al a’tiona requ!red In ¢he’ meagtime, the 1nat1tut‘,iona11z‘1ng .

- -

. of civil righ hatoric and . the gloriouakiudure it dathed as 0
ﬂ

’ .. R ~ . .
‘ A lurrogate for thoae who would eventually \p;'ofit fromt school integration. '
" Y
‘ Rhetotic .t:hua became a kind of existentia} wa -atation for the patient.
ot .o
v 'In attampting to make paat preaent ot—p aen futuxe;, thetoric
- * /
i attempta much, | That e sometiméa deem auc’h re:lf:lcation acceptable
< - N ‘
eubetitutéa for\ tangible realitieg is a most curioua. thin 1ndeed ‘
- KS K ~ ‘
But, few of us, it appear/,/th'e without the capac ity to lu-xu - i
~ " A ) * . . -—H
* . bit, even vhen the gﬁﬁm preaaea upon us, . " |
N : ~ S e s * ’ - R . . |
\ ’ x ' ‘ . * \.J;\ n -
/ . .
A e : oo
o h a s \ ‘ ’ ’ ‘ Y . . B ]
- , e ~ 4 ~ [y " .~
. ‘ | * i p
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- Senge of Faithfulness

~ -

Becauce rhetoric operates- in both the world of symbolization and *. s

. . ’

.. o ! . . . . t

\]

in the world of practical people and their values, it is used to
) - K )

‘breathe life into pure constructs. Rhetoric attempts to make sych

abstract phenomne as nationhood, duty, and falthfulness-to-the cause

mean gomething in the empirical world 80veral studies have chronicled

. : . . ¢

. how rhetoric gives existence ¢o espirit de corgs. Hay's (1969)

N -

- ! interecting study of the liberty tree metaphor as used in early American

who, according to the rhetors of the eighteenth and nineteenth ¢enturies,

v
.

»
. «
o / —
-
. - - -
[ .
-
.

hictory 13 a case in point, The liberty tree, suggests Hay, gave
eolidity to the n€tion of Freedom,* permanence t\the sacrifice of

the patriots whose blood nourished it, and nativism to the Am_ericane

plenl:ed and cared for it. Becauee, As Hay suggests, individual cit/izens
vould have- defined liberty quite differently, t;he metdphor substituted
for a netiona"l 1deology which had not yet been \fully worke.d out.
pei'hapc t;me most captivating study of all along these lines is
. Robert Jewett'a he Captain Anerican lexglex (1973) which traces the
modern permutations of zealous, nationalistic rhetoxic. Because such
high-blowt}' and paseionate ,@ratory has been their diet, says~Jewett,
Bany cont‘g‘\mporary Americans accept no compro_mise, much less defeat, .
"In/e holy crusade agairnst Conlnunism', ' the rhetoric exherte, 'Americans
mct fulfig, their millenial destiny to the full.' Jewett even suggests
" that the Vietnm war, mey have been protracted for many yeara so that the
mttpn'l celf-righteous rhetoric would have its peeth preserved. To
. ' .

forieh such, rhetorical precedents by withdrawing from Vietnam, -argues

Jewatt, would have pcych{call'y threatened the American people. _Such

\ b ‘ S
13
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o thtdlts 'arc ficrcd‘y resisted and bitterly resented by Americans
bccaucc they threcthn the- mythic base of morcl superiority' “(p. 222). .
Even 1f ‘Jewett's estimation of the reifying power of pro-war rhetoric

-

is only plxtlclly correct the picture he pcints is a chilling one

Y .ot ‘indeed, o - @

2. ) - . Conclusion
\ .
'y ’ . - N .
) v To suggest that rhetoric can spin viable symbolic cocoons 1is
N - .
¢ ) 'not to say that that is all”that rhetoric can acéomplish or that

AN

: uch reified atmcspheres suffice for all personc at all times,
SImilarly, to acknowledge rhetorical reifications is not to embrace
either colipsiam or rampant impressionism, To accept the perspective

?f rhetoric I have’ been outlining does, however, require one to

A

forswear both rhetorical determinism and rhetorical enervationism,
\ Thn'detcrminist, for example, takes this~re1‘ying business
~ too ccrioully when claiming that rhetoric is all-powerful, that it
directly impinges upon the affairs of men, and that scholar; should
- become gymbolic watchgogs for.eqéiefy as a result. The dcterninfct
inevitably becomes ciarmcg at the rhetoric he or she hears, assuming
that where there is rhetorical sc;ke there !c always e;isteﬁticl fire,
" Such clriewpoinc probaﬁ{y credits rhetorical agencies with more
; ) 1d£1ucncc than they univcrsclly deserve. Thc'determinisr fails to
sense that many of us do not listen to what we.hear.cven vhen the
voices around us cre'loud and- insistent, Those of us who ho listen

-

oftentimes do not believe, Thoseof us who bcliave\my..;fcil to do

~
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' “anything about it. Contrary to'whot Merelmim (1966:557) says, most
criooo do not result when governmonta attempt 'to substitute a new set

of letacymbola fot an old set. Rather, they more likely eventuate -
|
.when borders are threatene¢'when religious jicons are deatroyed and ~

vhen starvation is rampant, Naturally, rhetoric is extraordinarily

/

powerful, But the existence of a plea does not, ipso facto, make

that .plea an empirical reality,

The'enervotioniat is the converse og the determinist and holds that

.o little existential power r&qides within theforic.‘\The enervationist

.

does not belieie in the creative_funttion of rhetoric discussed here'
nor doeshe or ahe believe that symbolic satisfaction can ever oubstitute
fot enpirical success, To an enervationist like Jacqueo Ellul (1967 94),

'the insertion of values into

discusoion of political acts is

never more than just words.' Acco ding to Ellul (1967:5), rhetoric is

“Veither inherently obstructionistic o

simply ineffectual; it is illusory,

i fleoting presence, a magical incantation, T -

In my opinion, Ellul has been too harsh on rhetoric. Granted,
rhetors always do deceive in that they direct.uo toward only selected
portions of reality, Granted too, that many liqtenoré become. so
. caught up in the symbolic realm' that they foil to nonitor the practichi

forces around them. But. to suggest that rhetoric is bereft of existential
) satisfaction is to go too far, Mere rhetoric is hordly;;ger as mere as

]

tﬁo populariota would have us believe. Cultutal data are made available

‘ (obliquoly porhapo) when an American president champions human rights

in the midst of massive, contrary empirical gvidence, It is aignifiéant

=t . ‘ i
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<. has seen precious little of same. Most of us do not expect miracles - o

o

P;ge 14

.;* that almost all societies talk about peace, even though the.world

N

from public talk, but whether we admit it or not we want at least to - N
- hear sbout peace and human rights. xmpirg:nl reality will wend its
. own inexorable way, we seem to resson. In the meantime, many of us 5
* are'willing to choose among society's assortment of polite fictioms, . )
- sware frequently that they are fictions, but’ g:ontent' in the 'knovlédg‘e. .
that they are, oftentimes, comfortingly polite.. ' 'f‘:
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