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Richard Weaver and Conservative Rhetoric


“Rhetoric is an essential ingredient of social cohesion” -- Richard M. Weaver, 1959 (Language 138)





   As we close the 20th century, one could argue that the United States is an essentially conservative nation. The Republican Party holds majorities in both houses of Congress and has controlled the White House for twenty of the last thirty years. By the late 1980s, even the term liberal had taken on a perjorative tone, jokingly referred to as “the L word,” and scrupulously avoided by the most successful Democrat since Franklin Roosevelt. Even when Republican efforts are not entirely successful, as in the case of some provisions of the Contract with America, it is the conservative wing of American politics that is setting the agenda.


   It is interesting, then, to note that the conservative movement as we know it is only a little over fifty years old, and didn’t really become a vital political force until Barry Goldwater’s 1964 presidential campaign. Because of the movement’s youth, many of its key figures are still alive and active in the public realm. Such figures as William F. Buckley and Irving Kristol remain as important voices for the American Right.


   However, one of the most important figures in modern conservatism didn’t live to see the Goldwater campaign, much less the success that followed. Richard M. Weaver (1910-63) lived and worked in an era that seemed to mark an unending liberal hegemony. His ideas, however, remain touchstones for the Right, even in its present ascendancy. 


   Specifically, his rhetorical thought has served the movement well since its birth at the end of World War II. While some have argued that Weaver was merely “a rhetor doing the work of a philosopher” (Vivas, quoted in Foss 79), it is that very combination of rhetorical consideration and philosophy that has given his work staying power. Weaver certainly knew this -- his first book was called Ideas Have Consequences, and he would probably cheerfully admit that his rhetoric was both a consequence of his philosophy and a reinforcement thereof. As he himself says, “Rhetoric inevitably impinges on morality and politics” (Language 211-12).


   One can trace the American conservative movement’s roots to Hayek’s The Road to Serfdom in 1944. While Hayek’s work can be seen as ground zero for the antistatist branch of conservatism, another group of intellectuals believed that the horrors of the War (and any horrors to come) stemmed from modern ideas, including collectivism, relativism and the exaltation of a “common man.” Weaver became the point man for this “traditionalist” school of thought (Nash 30). 


   In his history of modern American conservatism, George H. Nash suggests that Weaver’s Ideas Have Consequences (1948) is a work equal to Hayek’s in importance (31). Thinkers from E.D. Hirsch to William Bennett echo his notions of Western Culture in decline. Certainly, the movement has not forgotten Weaver -- conservative columnist Jonah Goldberg describes Weaver as “a hoss,” a word he also has used to describe such conservative icons as Ronald Reagan (Goldberg). However, while Weaver’s ideas have profoundly impacted American political thought, the bulk of his career was devoted to the study and teaching of rhetoric. But if Weaver’s rhetoric is a consequence of his philosophy, we must understand that philosophy to see the underpinnings of his rhetoric.


   Ralph T. Eubanks has said that “Weaver’s life was a crusade to reestablish belief in the reality of transcendentals” (Language 4). Weaver appears, then, to have been an idealist, both in a Christian and neo-Platonic sense of the word. At the very least, he sees this idealism as the basis of the “heritage of the West” that he describes as under attack in his posthumously released Visions of Order (1964). In opposition to this, he saw the liberal establishment as proceeding from the following notions:


	   There is no such thing as a body of knowledge which 


reflects the structure of reality. . . knowledge is 


viewed as an instrumentality which is true or false 


according to the way it is applied to concrete 


situations or the way it serves the needs of the 


individual. . . there is no final knowledge about 


anything (quoted in Nash 283).


By contrast, Weaver saw truth as “the degree to which things and ideas in the material world conform to their ideals, archetypes, and essences” (Foss, 61). In his own words, “The world is not wholly contingent” (Language 197). 


   Establishing that degree of conformity is, according to Weaver, the task of the language user. In contrast to those who would argue that meanings are purely conventional (and who are thereby part of the group he excoriates in Visions of Order), Weaver argues for the pseudo-Adamic Namer who creates meanings that transcend mere convention:


	   [Conventionalists] are assuming that individual 


real objects are carriers of meaning, that the meaning 


is found in them as redness is found in an apple, and 


that it ought to be expressed with the main object of 


fidelity to the particular. What they overlook is that 


meaning does not exist in this sense, that it is 


something that we create for purposes of cognition and 


communication, and that the ideal construct has the 


virtue of its ideality (Language 125).


   Put another way, Weaver says that the real argument is over “whether language is viewed as a bridge to the noumenal or as a body of fictions convenient for grappling with transitory phenomena” (35). Modern liberals (exemplified for Weaver by his conception of the semanticists) fall into the latter camp, leaving the conservatives to argue for the real (which again, for Weaver, is the ideal).


   At this point, we can see that Weaver and the relativistic liberal (as he or she is seen by Weaver) are incapable even of agreeing that a common knowledge (or even a common reality) exists. And as we shall see, this gulf proves key to the practical elements of conservative rhetoric.


   Weaver certainly saw the necessity of rhetoric to the conservative intellectual arsenal. While the Ayn Rands of the world argued for a conservatism based on some pure Aristotelian dialectic, Weaver believed that “a too exclusive reliance upon dialectic is a mistake of the most serious consequence because dialectic alone in the social realm is subversive” (Language 163 -- italics Weaver’s). (It’s also worth noting that even Rand couched her “objectivist” appeals to Aristotle in the decidedly rhetorical structure of the romantic novel.) In a world of emotional humans acting from motions that are not always entirely logical, it is rhetoric that deals with “things-in-being” (172). 


   While the dialectician would suffice for a world in which “the whole destiny of man were to know,” it is the rhetor, then, who is needed for a world whose end “is activity and not mere cognition” (172). Accordingly, he rejected scientistic approaches to sociopolitical issues -- such approaches were inadequate to deal with the extradialectic concerns inherent to such situations. 


   As Eubanks notes, Weaver believed rhetoric stems from the human capacity to conceive value (6). If others are to perceive that value, a rhetor must lead them there. For Weaver then, the ideal rhetor is Quintilian’s “good man, speaking well” (224). But rhetors, even good ones, require audiences, and what of the audience for Weaver and his fellow conservatives?


   In the early (pre-McCarthy) years, the American Right was marked by a sense that its fight, although noble, was a foregone conclusion, that relativism and collectivism were too entrenched to be eliminated. In the words of early conservative Albert Jay Nock, conservatives saw themselves as a “remnant,” a Fort Apache under siege (Nash 11). In the same manner, William F. Buckley saw the role of his magazine (National Review) as that of the person who would “Stand athwart history, yelling ‘Stop’” (quoted in Nash 137). As a southerner born within 50 years of the Civil War (and therefore as an American with a special understanding of what it means to be run over by history), Weaver could accept this position, and could possibly even relish it (e.g., Havard 166).


   Consequently, Weaver (or a more typical conservative) could envision himself as a rhetor whose audience (the “Indians” circling the fort) had little or nothing in common with him. At best, Weaver could see his work as having been consigned to a sort of intellectual ash heap, as we see in his account of the decline of the academic rhetorician (Language 201-02). As John Bliese observes, a rhetor from within Fort Apache has little if any chance of achieving any sort of Burkean consubstantiation with the Indians. Less metaphorically, the early conservative had little reason to believe that her overwhelmingly liberal audience would share any assumed premise upon which to base an enthymeme (“Lost Cause” 315).


   As examples of this divorce between the Weaverian rhetor and the supposed liberal audience, we can examine Weaver’s notion that the liberals have seized control of the culture’s god-terms, or put another way, that those god-terms have connotations that resonate with a liberal worldview:


	   Where progress is real, there is a natural 


presumption that the latest will be the best. Hence...


to describe anything as “modern” is to credit it with


all the improvements that have been made up to now.


Then by a transference the term is applied to realms 


where valuation. . .  ought to be of a different 


source. The modifier [modern] stands alone as an 


epithet of approval (Language 94).


By a similar mechanism, Weaver contends, words like American and progressive (which he suggests are seen as synonymous) have been co-opted by the Left, as have such devil-terms as discrimination (which has gone from an intellectual act to a sort of sin) and fascist (commonly used on anyone to the right of, say, Al Gore). An interesting aside is that Weaver thought many of the tentacles of the governmental Leviathan had become charismatic terms themselves -- witness such conservative bogeymen as IRS, ATF, and BLM (Bureau of Land Management) -- suggesting abstracted agencies offering no recourse to the citizens with whom they interact (108). Thus, even the words available to the conservative rhetor do not make for a level playing field.


   On the other hand, Weaver argues that social scientists/social engineers (whom he generally classes among his opponents) operate enthymemetically (153-55), knowing that they have the advantage of identification with the numerically superior opposition. Nonetheless, Weaver notes that:


		The honest rhetorician . . . has two things in 


mind: a vision of how matters should go ideally and 


ethically and a consideration of the special 


circumstances of his audience. Toward both of these he 


has a responsibility (211).


Of course, if that rhetorician has no real common ground with the audience, this is a special circumstance indeed. At that point, the rhetorician may change his role, abandoning his position as orator (quoted in “Lost Cause” 313) and attempting to act poetically/persuade indirectly (as Weaver’s Fugitive/Agrarian mentors did). Alternatively, that orator may try to find a more receptive audience, opting to ignore the metaphorical Indians in favor of rallying morale within the fort. Weaver took this approach as well, publishing in such magazines as National Review and serving as associate editor of Modern Age, which preached to the (conservative) choir.


   But returning to our first instance, can the rhetorician abandon the orator’s position while remaining an “honest rhetorician?” Is poetry honest rhetoric? Weaver’s answer is a qualified yes.


   In “Language is Sermonic,” Weaver classifies arguments by ethical merit. Here, the supremely ethical form of argument is an argument based on definition, “the nature of the thing,” “the highest reality, which is the same as saying. . . [the] highest good” (Language 212). Unfortunately, the conservative and liberal (in Weaver’s eyes) lack even the common ground to establish definitions. A conservative rhetor attempting this is beaten before she starts.


   Poetry (as Weaver sees it), however, approaches definition obliquely, operating instead on the level of “analogy, metaphor, and figuration” while refusing to presuppose a universal ground (213). At the same time, “to affirm that something is like something else is to begin to talk about the unitariness of creation” -- which a neo-Platonist like Weaver can certainly tolerate (213). Ultimately, says Weaver, “Poetry offers the fairest hope of restoring our lost unity of mind” (53).


   If the rhetor/poet can reach the liberal audience in a way that the rhetor/orator can’t, at least the poet hasn’t entirely abandoned the notion of a higher, unified reality. The use of analogy implies a world of definitions, even if the audience would not respond to those definitions put forth baldly. In this regard then, the appeal is ethical (certainly in comparison to such lower forms as the argument from consequence or circumstance) (215). 


   Weaver seems quite open as well to a kind of poetic truth, and may in fact consider it as superior to brute fact, or at least as equally legitimate. Consider his essay (cited in Foss 61) on Mason Locke Weems, the biographer of Washington. Although such apocrypha as the story of the cherry tree may not be provable facts, and in fact may  never have occurred at all, they are accepted as illustrative of a larger truth, that of Washington’s honesty. Furthermore, the poetic truth has the strength of example, which are “appeals to matters that everybody has in a sense participated in” (Language 172), and which therefore provide some measure of consubstantiation.


   Interestingly, Weaver deems the lowest form of argument (from circumstance) as the appropriate mode of argument for the liberal/relativist, for whom everything (in the absence of eternal verities) is circumstantial anyway (215). Certainly, then, he would have been unsurprised when Deng Xiaopeng employed that strategy in defending actions the West found unscrupulous (Foss 303). The poetic truth of Weems supersedes the facts of Deng. (While some would argue that Weaver’s ideas are not applicable to a rhetor from a non-Western culture, it must be remembered that Weaver argues that his values ultimately are transcendental, and arguing that they are culturally based does nothing to invalidate them.) In like manner, a poetic appeal to a conservative ideal might prove more effective than a liberal’s claim of success based on economic growth.


   So how has this manifested in the political arena? In his own time, Weaver was nominated for the captaincy of the mythical anti-liberal team by noted conservative Willmoore Kendall (Nash 34). Many conservatives saw the unrest of the 1960s (and its modern counterparts like the riots in South Central Los Angeles and Seattle) as the logical result of the relativistic educational theories Weaver attacked in Visions of Order (Nash 280-85). 


   The Right also persists in its belief that the Left still controls most of the god-terms in current political discourse. A glance at nearly any issue of conservative publications such as National Review or The American Spectator will reveal a belief in leftist biases both in the media and in higher education. Despite the political and cultural success noted at the beginning of our discussion, many conservative rhetors still see themselves as peering over the walls of Fort Apache. Certainly these Weaverian (or at least Weaver-era) ideas maintain their sway over the Right.


   From the standpoint of practical rhetorical applications, it is worth noting that the presidency of Ronald Reagan (arguably the most ideologically driven President since World War II) was often couched in the poetic -- the images of “morning in America” versus the “Evil Empire.” William Bennett advocates the use of the literary/rhetorical as a means of inculcating conservative values, as exemplified in The Book of Virtues. Reagan can be seen then as employing his analogies/poetic truths in order to bypass the ordinary Left/Right arguments, and Bennett may be seen as trying to increase the number of common examples, thereby increasing the space for a conservative rhetor’s consubstantiation with her audience.


   On the other hand, the era of Clintonian triangulation is marked by such appeals to circumstance as “It’s the economy, stupid” and a seemingly inexhaustible willingness to quibble over definition (“That depends on what the meaning of is is”) -- a clear example of a treatment of language as body of fictions.


   The conservatives are not without their problems, however. It is worth noting that Weaver argued that the Republican departure from its appropriate (“high ethical”) mode of argument -- from Lincolnian principles and definition to Hooveresque appeals to (circumstantial) prosperity -- marked its decline until it was nearly rendered irrelevant by the New Deal. Weaver might see a parallel in the move from Reaganesque ideology to the pragmatic Bush/Dole fiascoes. At the same time, he might well consider the success of circumstance/poll-driven Clintonism to be further evidence of cultural decline.


   Certainly he would have rejected the “winnability” argument put forth by such erstwhile Republican leaders as Lamar Alexander and the younger Bush, seeing it as akin to supporting a bully because he’s bigger than the other children in the schoolyard. At that point, one could argue that the conservative movement’s leaders have sold out to the rhetoric of the relativists, and the time has once again come to rally the troops within -- another situation Weaver would understand.
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