
LECTURE I 

INTRODUCTORY 

T HESE lectures are an attempt to revive an old 
subject. I need spend no time, I think, in 

describing the present state of Rhetoric. Today 
it is the dreariest and least profitable part of the 
waste that the unfortunate travel through in Fresh
man English I So low has Rhetoric sunk that we 
would do better just to dismiss it to Limbo than to 
trouble ourselves with it - unless we can find reason 
for believing that it can become, a study that will 
minister successfully to important needs. 

As to the needs, there is little room for doubt 
about them. &lJetgrjc I shall urge, should be a 

f misunderstaµd.ing apd jt§ rwedies. We 
struggle all our days with misunderstandings, and 
no apology is required for any study which 
can prevent or remove them. Of course, inevitably 
at present, we have no measure with which to calcu
late the extent and degree of our hourly losses in 
communication. One of the aims of these lectures 
will be to speculate about some of the measures we 
should require in attempting such estimates. 
"How much and in how many ways may good com
munication differ from bad?" That is too big and 
too complex a question to be answered as it stands, 
but we can at least try to work towards answering 
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4 THE PHILOSOPHY OF RHETORIC 

some parts of it ; and these explanations would be 
the revived subject of Rhetoric. 

Though we cannot measure our losses in com
munication we can guess at them. We even have 
professional guessers : teachers and examiners, 
whose business is to guess at and diagnose the mis
takes other people have made in understanding what 
they have heard and read and to avoid illustrating 
these mistakes, if they can, themselves. Another 
man who is in a good position from which to esti
mate the current losses in communication is an 
author looking through a batch of reviews, especially 
an author who has been writing about some such 
subject as economics, social or political theory, or 
criticism. It is not very often that such an author 
must honestly admit that his reviewers - even when 
they profess to agree with him - have seen his point. 
That holds, you may say, only of bad writers who 
have written clumsily or obscurely. But bad 
writers are commoner than good and play a 
larger part in bandying . notions about in the 
world. 

The moral from this comes home rather heavily 
on a Lecturer addressing an audience on such a 
tangled subject as Rhetoric. It is little use appeal
ing to the hearer as Berkeley did : "I do . . . once 
for all desire whoever shall think it worth his while 
to understand . . . that he would not stick in this 
or that phrase, or manner of expression, but 
candidly collect my meaning from the whole sum 
and tenor of my discourse, and laying aside the 
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words as much as possible, consider the bare notions 
themselves. . ." 

The trouble is that we can only "collect the whole 
sum and tenor of the_dis.cimrs~ from the words, 
'Ye cannot "lay aside the words"; and as to consider
ing "the bare notions themselves," well, I shall be 
considering in a later lecture various notions of a no
tion and comparing their merits for a study of com
munication. Berkeley was fond of talking about 
these "bare notions," these "naked undisguised 
ideas," and about "separating from them all that 
dress and encumbrance of words." But ;m idea or a 
notion, when unencumbered and undisgyised, is no 
~asier to get hold of than one of those oiled and n~ked 
thieves who infest the railway carriag__es _Qf_ India. 
Indeed an idea, or a notion, like the physicist's ulti
mate particles and rays, is only known by what it does. 
Apart from its dress or other signs it is not identi
fiable. Berkeley himself, of course, has his doubts : 
"laying aside the words as much as possible, con
sider . . ." That "as much as possible" is not very 
much; and is not nearly enough for the purposes 
for which Berkeley hoped to trust it. 

We have instead to consider much more closely 
h~w words work in discourse. But before plunging 
into some of the less whelming divisions of this 
world-swallowing inquiry, let me glance back for a 
few minutes at the traditional treatment of the sub
ject ; much might be learnt from it that would help 
us. It begins, of course, with Aristotle, and may 
perhaps be said to end with Archbishop Whately, 
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who wrote a treatise on Rhetoric for the Encyclo
pcedia Metropolitana that Coleridge planned. I 
may remark, in passing, that Coleridge's own Essay 
on Method, the preface to that Encyclopredia, has 
itself more bearing on a possible future for Rhetoric 
than anything I know of in the official literature. 

Whately was a prolific writer, but he is most 
often remembered now perhaps for an epigram. 
"Woman," he said, "is an irrational animal which 
pokes the fire from the top." I am not quoting t,his, 
here at Bryn Mawr, to prejudice you against the 
Archbishop : any man, when provoked, might ven
ture such an unwarrantable and imperceptive gener
alization. But I do hope to prejudice you further 
against his modes of treating a subject in which he is, 
according to no less an authority than Jebb, the 
best modern writer. Whately has another epigram 
which touches the very heart of our problem, and 
may be found either comforting or full of wicked 
possibilities as you please : here it is. "Preachers 
nobly aim at nothing at all and hit it 1" We may 
well wonder just what the Archbishop meant by 
that. 

\Vhat we have to surmise is how "X!;J,ately, fol
lowing and summing up the whole history of the 
subject, can proceed as he did 1 He says quite truly 
that "Rhetoric lS Tint £\TIP nf d+ose branches pf Stud 

. . 
. progressive 

u;wwv,ewept ttgm age.to.age"; he goes on to discuss 
"whether Rhetoric be worth any diligent cultiva
tion" and to decide, rather half-heartedly, that it 
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-that Rhetoric must go deep, must take a broad 
philosophical view of the principles of the Art - is 
the climax of his Introduction ; and yet in the 
treatise that follows nothing of the sort is attempted, 
nor is it in any other treatise that I know of. What 
we are given by Whately instead is a very ably ar
ranged and discussed collection of prudential Rules 
about the best sorts of things to say in various argu
mentative situations, the order in which to bring 
out your propositions and proofs and examples, at 
what point it will be most effective to disparage your 
opponent, how to recommend oneself to the audi
ence, and like matters. As to all of which, it is fair 
to remark, no one ever learned about them from a 
treatise who did not know about them already ; at 
the best, the treatise may be an occasion for realizing 
that there is skill to be developed in discourse, but 
it does not and cannot teach the skill. We can turn 
on the whole endeavour the words in which the 
Archbishop derides his arch-enemy Jeremy Ben
tham: "the proposed plan for the ready exposure of 
each argument resembles that by which children are 
deluded, of catching a bird by laying salt on its tail; 
the existing doubts and difficulties of debate being 
no greater than, on the proposed system, would be 
found in determining what Arguments were or were 
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not to be classified" in which places in the system. 
Why has this happened? It has happened all 

through the history of the subject, and I choose 
Whately because he represents an inherent tendency 
in its study. When he proceeds from these large
scale questions of the Ordonnance of arguments to 
the minute particulars of discourse - under the 
rubric of Style - the same thing happens. Instead 
of a philosophic inquiry into how words work in 
discourse, we get the muaJ pQstqaj'5-wqrth of s;rllde 

pn 5eme : - be clear, yet don't be dry; be vi
vacious, use metaphors when they will be under
stood not otherwise; respect usage; don't be long
winded, on the other hand don't be gaspy; avoid 
ambiguity; prefer the energetic to the elegant ; pre
serve unity and coherence. . . I need not go over 
to the other side of the postcard. We all know well 
enough the maxims that can be extracted by patient 
readers out of these agglomerations and how helpful 
we have all found them I 

What is wrong with these too familiar attempts to 
discuss the working of words? How words work is 
a matter about which every user of language is, of 
necessity, avidly curious until these trivialities choke 
the flow of interest. Remembering Whately's re
commendation of metaphor, I can put the mistake 
best perhaps by saying that all they do is to poke the 
fire from the top. Instead of tackling, in earnest, 
the problem of how language works at all, they 
assume that nothing relevant is to be learnt about 

1 

Iii 

INTRODUCTORY 9 

it ; and that the problem is merely one of disposing 
the given and unquestioned powers of words to the 
best advantage. Instead of ventilating by inquiry 
the sources of the whole action of words, they merely 
play with generalizations about their effects, gener
alizations that are uninstructive and unimproving 
unless we go more deeply and by another route into 
these grounds. Their conception of the study of 
language, in brief, is frustratingly distant or macro
scopic and yields no return in understanding -
either practical or theoretical - unless it is supple
mented by an intimate or microscopic inquiry which 
endeavours to look into the structure of the mean
ings with which discourse is composed, not merely 
into the eff€Gts of various large-scale dis.p.asals_of 
these meanings. In this Rhetoricians may reming 
us of the Alchemists' . efforts to transmute common 
substances into precious metals, vain efforts because 
tl.!_ey were not able_!Q_take account of the internal 
sti:w:.tures of the so-called elements. 

The comparison that I am using here is one which 
a modern writer on language can hardly avoid. TO) 
account for understanding and misunderstanding, 
to study the efficiency of language and its conditions, 
we have to renounce, for a while, the view that 
words just have their meanings and that what a dis
course does is to be explained as a composition of 
these meanings - as a wall can be represented as a 
composition of its bricks. We have to shift th_,U 
focus of our analysis and attempt a deeper and 
more minute grasp and try to take account of the 

ti 



10 THE PHILOSOPHY OF RHETORIC 

structures of the smallest discussable units of mean
ing and the ways in which these vary as they are put 
with other units. Bricks, for all practical purposes, 
hardly mind what other things they are put with. 
Meanings mind intensely- more indeed than any 
other sorts of things. I!._ is the peculiarity of mean
il!gs that they do so mind their .@.!!!pap._y_; that is in 
part what ~n by calling them meanings I In 
t~mselves they are nothing - figments, abstractions, 
unreal things that we invent, if you like - but we 
invent them for a purpose. They help us to avoid 
taking account of the peculiar way in which any 
part of a discourse, in the last resort, does what it 
does only because the other parts of the surround
ing, uttered or unuttered discourse · and its condi
tions are what they are. "In the last resort" - the 
last resort here is mercifully a long way off and very 
deep down. Short of it we are aware of certain 
stabilities which hide from us this universal rela
tivity or, better, i.Qterde.pendence of meanings. 

me words and sentences still more, do seem to 
m~n whfil._!hey me_an absolutely ~nE uncon~;.
<!!!y. This ~ b~ the condi!ions governing the~r 
II_leanings are so constant that we can disregard the~. 
SQ the weight of a cubic centimeter of water seems a 
fixed and absolute thing_ because of the constancy of 
its governing conditions. In weighing out a pound 
of tea we can forget about the mass of the earth. 
And with words which have constant conditions the 
common sense view that they have fixed proper 
meanings, which should be learned and observed, is 
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justified. But these words are fewer than we sup
Most wqrds as the'¥.JlflSS from coµ.textdP 

~Q.§Q. Ordinary discourse would suffer anchy
losis if they did not, and so far we have no ground 
for complaint. We are eyt..pp.rdinarilx skil~ 

as 
But our skill fails ; it is patchy and 

fluctuant ; and, when it fails, misunderstanding of 
others and of ourselves comes in. 

_ ------~ That is, 
the common belief- encouraged officially by what 
lingers on in the school manuals as Rhetoric - that 
a word has a meaning of its own (ideally, only one) 
independent of and controlling its use and the 
purpose for which it should be uttered. This 
superstition is a recognition of a certain kind of 
stability in the meanings of certain words. It is 
only a superstition when it forgets (as it commonly 
does) that the stability of the meaning of a word 
comes from the constancy of the contexts that give 
it its meaning. Stability in a word's meaning is not 
something to be assumed, but always something to 
be explained. And as we try out explanations, we 
discover, of course, that - as there are many sorts 
of constant contexts - there are many sorts of stabili
ties. The stability of the meaning of a word like 
knife, say, is different from the stability of a word like 
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mass in its technical use, and then again both differ 
from the stabilities of such words, say, as event, ingres
sion, endurance, recurrence, or object, in the para
graphs of a very distinguished predecessor in this 
Lectureship. It will have been noticed perhaps that 
the way I propose to treat meanings has its analogues 
with Mr. Whitehead's treatment of things. But in
deed no one to whom Berkeley has mattered will be 
very confident as to which is which. 

I have been suggesting- with my talk of macro
scopic and microscopic inquiries - that the theory 
of language may have something to learn, not much 
but a little, from the ways in which the physicist 
envisages stabilities. But much closer analogies are 
possible with some of the patterns of Biology. The 
theory of interpretation is obviously a branch of 
biology- a branch that has not grown very far 
or very healthily yet. To remember this may help 
us to avoid some traditional mistakes - among them 
the use of bad analogies which tie us up if we take 
them too seriously. Some of these are notorious; 
for example, the opposition between form and con
tent, and the almost equivalent opposition between 
matter and form. These are wretchedly incon
venient metaphors. So is that other which makes 
language a dress which thought puts on. We shall 
do better to think of a meaning as though it were a 
plant that has grown - not a can that has been filled 
or a lump of clay that has been moulded. These 
are obvious inadequacies ; but, as the history of criti
cism shows, they have not been avoided, and the 
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perennial efforts of the reflective to amend or sur
pass them - Croce is the extreme modern example 
-hardly help. 

More insidious and more devastating are the over
simple mechanical analogies which have been 
brought in under the heading of Associationism in 
the hope of explaining how language works. And 
thought as well. The two problems are close to
gether and similar and neither can be discussed prof
itably apart from the other. But, unless we drasti
cally remake their definitions, and thereby dodge the 
main problems, Language and Thought are not -
need I say?- ope ~d the same. I suppose I must, 
since the Behaviorists have so loudly averr~d that 
Thought is sub-vocal talking. That however is a 
doctrine I prefer, in these lectures, to attack by impli
cation. To discuss it explicitly would take time that 
can, I think, be spent more fruitfully. I will only 
say that I hold that any doctrine identifying Thought 
with muscular movement is a self-refutation of the 
observationalism that prompts it - heroic and fatal. 
And that an identification of Thought with an activ
ity of the nervous system is to me an acceptable hy
pothesis, but too large to have interesting applica
tions. It may be left until more is known about 
both ; when possibly it may be developed to a point 
at which it might become useful. At present it is 
still Thought which is most accessible to study_and 
accessible latgel:)'. through_ Lang~e. We can all de
tect a difference in our own minds between thinking 
of a dog and thinking of a cat. But no neurologist 
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can. Even when no cats or dogs are about and 
we are doing nothing about them except thinking 
of them, the difference is plainly perceptible. We 
can also say 'dog' and think 'cat.' 

I must, though, discuss the doctrine of associa
tions briefly, because when we ask ourselves about 
how words mean, some theory about trains of asso
ciated ideas or accompanying images is certain to 
occur to us as an answer. And until we see how 
little distance these theories take us they are frus
trating. We all know the outline of these theories : 
we learn what the word 'cat' means by seeing a cat 
at the same time that we hear the word 'cat' and 
thus a link is formed between the sight and the 
sound. Next time we hear the word 'cat' an image 
of a cat (a visual image, let us say) arises in the mind, 
and that is how the word 'cat' means a cat. The 
obvious objections that come from the differences 
between cats ; from the fact that images of a grey 
persian asleep and of a tabby stalking are very dif
ferent, and from some people saying they never have 
any imagery, must then be taken account of, and 
the theory grows very complex. Usually, images 
get relegated to a background and become mere 
supports to something hard to be precise about 
- an idea of a cat -which is supposed then to be 
associated with the word 'cat' much as the image 
originally was supposed to be associated with it. 

This classical theory of meaning has been under 
heavy fire from many sides for more than a century 
- from positions as different as those of Coleridge, 
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of Bradley, of Pavlov and of the gestalt psychologists. 
In response it has elaborated itself, calling in the aid 
of the conditioned-reflex and submitting to the in
fluence of Freud. I do not say that it is incapable, 
when amended, of supptying us with a workable 
theory of meaning- in fact, in the next lecture I 
shall sketch an outline theory of how words mean 
which has associationism among its obvious an
cestors. And here, in saying that simple associa
tionism does not go far enough and is an impediment 
unless we see this, I am merely reminding you that.2 
clustering of associated images and ideas about a 
word in the mind does not answer our questiol!.: 
"How does a word me;w?" It only hands it on to 
them, and the question becomes: "Bow does an idea 
(oum image) mean what it does?" To answer that 
we have to go outside the mind and inquire into its 
connections with what are not mental occurrences. 
Or (if you prefer, instead, to extend the sense of the 
word 'mind') we have to inquire into connections 
between events which were left out by the traditional 
associationism. And in leaving them out they left 
out the problem. 

For our_o_um_oses here the important E_oints are 
two First. that ordinacy,_current,_ undeyeloped 
assodationism is ruined by the crude inapposite 
Ehysical metaJ;!_hor of impressions stamped on the 
mind (the image of the_sat stamped by the cat), im
pressions then linked and combined in clusters like 
3;toms inJUolecul~. That metaphor gives us :QO 

qseful account either of perception or of reflection .• 
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and we shall not be able to think into or think out 
any of the interesting problems of Rhetoric unless 
we improve it. 
S~i!_RP.eal to imagt1_ry_ as const~e 

meaning of an utterance has, i_n fact, frustrated <! 

l!!rge r-art of the great efforts thatl_iave been made by 
v~ry able peoEle ever since the 17th Century to put 
R_hetoric back into the important place it deserves 
<t_mong our stud~es. Let me give you an example. 
Here is Lord Karnes - who, as a Judge of the Court 
of Session in Scotland, was not without a reputation 
for shrewdness - being, I believe, really remarkably 
silly. 

In Henry V (Act IV, scene I) Williams in a fume 
says this of what "a poor and private displeasure can 
do against a monarch": "You may as well go about 
to turn the sun to ice with fanning in his face with 
a peacock's feather." Lord Karnes comments, "The 
peacock's feather, not to mention the beauty of the 
object, completes the image : an accurate image can
not be formed of that fanciful operation without 
conceiving a particular feather; and one is at a loss 
when this is neglected in the description." (Ele
ments of Criticism, p. 372.) 

That shows, I think, what the imagery obsession 
can do to a reader. Who in the world, apart from 
a theory, would be "at a loss" unless the sort of 
feather we are to fan the sun's face with is specified? 
If we cared to be sillier than our author, we could 
pursue him on his theory, by asking whether it is to 
be a long or a short feather or whether the sun is at 
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its height or setting ? The whole theory that the 
point of Shakespeare's specification is to "complete 
the image," in Karnes' sense, is utterly mistaken and 
misleading. What peacock does, in the context 
there, is obviously to bring in considerations that 
heighten the idleness, the vanity, in Williams' eyes, 
of "poor and private displeasures against a monarch." 
A peacock's feather is something one might flatter 
oneself with. Henry has said that if the King lets 
himself be ransomed he will never trust his word 
after. And Williams is saying, "You'll never trust 
his word after! What's that I Plume yourself 
upon it as much as you like, but what will that do 

to the king ! " 
Lord Karnes in 1761, blandly enjoying the beauty 

and completeness of the lively and distinct and accu
rate image of the feather he has produced for him
self, and thereby missing, it seems, the whole tenor 
of the passage, is a spectacle worth some attention. 

I shall be returning to Lord Karnes, in a later lec
ture, when I discuss metaphor. His theories about 
trains of ideas and images are typical 18th Century 
Associationism - the Associationism of which David 
Hartley is the great prophet - and the applications 
of these theories in the detail of Rhetoric are their 
own refutation. We have tq_go...b~o_nd_these theo
rie~ but however mistaken they may be, or however 
absurd their outcome may sometimes seem, we must 
not forget that they are beginnings, first steps in a 
great and novel venture, the attempt to explain in 
detail how language works and with it to improve 
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communication. As such, these attempts merit the 
most discerning and the most sympathetic eye that 
we can turn upon them. Indeed, it is impossible 
to read Hartley, for example, without deep sympathy 
if we realize what a task it was that he was attempt
ing. Not only when he writes, in his conclusion, in 
words which speak the thoughts of every candid in
quirer : "This is by no means a full or satisfactory 
Account of the Ideas which adhere to words by 
Association. For the Author perceives himself to 
be still a mere novice in these speculations ; and it is 
difficult to explain Words to the Bottom by Words; 
perhaps impossible." (On Man, 277.) But still 
more when he says : "All that has been delivered by 
the Ancients and Moderns, concerning the power of 
Habit, Custom, Example, Education, Authority, 
Party-prejudice, the Manner of learning the manual 
and liberal Arts, Etc., goes upon this Doctrine as its 
foundation, and may be considered as the detail of 
it, in various circumstances. I hope here to begin 
with the simplest case, and shall proceed to more and 
more complex ones continually, till I have exhausted 
what has occurred to me on this Subject." (On 
Man, p. 67.) 

The man who wrote that was not 'poking the fire 
from the top.' His way of ventilating the subject 
may not have been perfectly advised, but he saw what 
needed doing and it is no wonder that Coleridge for 
a while admired Hartley beyond all other men. For 
upon the formation and transformations Qf me<!Jl
i~ - which we must study with and through words 
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- all that Hartley mentions, and much more, goes as 
its foundation. For it is no exaggeration to saY.!!lltt )',..,.VI--. v -,, \"
the fillks of all our various worlds are the fabrics '• .... ..-,'--. ~~~ 
of our meanmgs. I began, you recall, with Berkeley, 
with-to use Mr. Yeats' noble lines-

God appointed Berkeley who proved all things a dream, 
That this preposterous pragmatical pig of a world, its 

farrow that so solid seem, 
Must vanish on the instant did the mind but change its 

theme. 

Whatever we may be studying we do so only 
through the growth of our meanings. To realize 
this turns some parts of this attempted direct study 
of the modes of growth and interaction between 
meanings, which might otherwise seem a niggling 
philosophic juggle with distinctions, into a business 
of great practical importance. For this study is 
theoretical only that it may become practical. Here 
is the paragraph in which Hobbes condenses what he 
had learnt from his master, Bacon: 

"The end or scope of philosophy is, that we may 
make use to our benefit of effects formerly seen, or 
that, by the application of bodies to one another, we 
may produce the like effects of those we conceive in our 
mind, as far forth as matter, strength and industry, 
will permit, for the commodity of human life. For the 
inward glory and triumph of mind that a man may 
have for the mastery of some difficult and doubtful 
matter, or for the discovery of some hidden truth, is 
not worth so much pains as the study of Philosophy 
requires ; nor need any man care much to teach an
other what he knows himself, if he think that will be 
the only benefit of his labour. The end of knowledge 
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is power ; and the use of theorems (which, among 
geometricians, serve for the finding out of properties) 
is for the construction of problems ; and, lastly, the 
scope of all speculation is the performance of some 
action, or thing to be done." 

I shall go on then, in the next Lecture, by the use 
of theorems to the construction of problems, without 
further insisting that these problems are those upon 
which, wittingly and unwittingly, we spend our 
whole waking life. 

1 .. 1 
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LECTURE II 

THE AIMS OF DISCOURSE AND TYPES 
OF CONTEXT 

I repeat, however, that there is a prime part of educa
tion, an element of the basis itself, in regard to which I 
shall probably remain within the bounds of safety in de
claring that no explicit, no separate, no adequate plea 
will be likely to have ranged itself under any one of your 
customary heads of commemoration.- Henry James, A 
Commemoration Address at Bryn Mawr on The Question 
of OUT Speech. 

L 

J 


