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Abstract 

 

 Rhetoricians have long sought to improve our efforts and capacity to reason together, 

to achieve at the very least mutual understanding in the face of conflict and difference.  In 

Modern Dogma and the Rhetoric of Assent, for instance, Wayne Booth argues that the so-

called rational-irrational split, in part, keeps us from doing this: achieving understanding 

of one another’s reasons.  But despite this call to improve our rhetoric, there persists 

(especially in writing pedagogy) the sense that we must choose between reason and 

emotions like empathy.  

 This dissertation explores whether empathic reasoning, an instance of the narrative 

imagination, helps us better understand, maybe even negotiate, conflicts of apparently 

incommensurable values. This dissertation argues that, by more fully considering, 

employing, and teaching empathic reasoning, we might usefully foreground (1) our 



 

xi 

apparent struggles sometimes to find common ground with others, especially our 

perceived adversaries; (2) the ways in which we structure our worlds through language, 

and omit from our world, through both language and force, “the other”; and (3) the subtle 

yet audacious ways in which we often fail to reason, equitably and charitably, with 

others. 

If, as many scholars in rhetoric argue, greater empathic reasoning is required to 

improve deliberation and public discourse, then what are the limits and possibilities of 

this form of reasoning? And what are the potential means by which we might model, 

cultivate, and improve our abilities to engage in, and analyze, this process of reasoning 

and moral inquiry?  Finally, what does rhetorical instruction, practice, and theory offer by 

way of a means of cultivating these capacities for reasoned deliberation, reciprocation, 

and informed judgment?   

Throughout this project I explore some of these limits and possibilities of empathic 

reasoning; and in every chapter I come to the same basic conclusion.  That despite the 

limits of empathic reasoning there is great need, still, for realizing and cultivating further 

its possibilities: for improving the ways we reason together, in part by expanding our 

capacities to imagine more fully – charitably, responsibly, critically – the contingencies 

that inform and the particulars that comprise our life stories, our interconnected 

narratives.  
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Introduction 

Rhetoric without Empathy:  

Ann Coulter and the Failure of Argumentation 

 

 On July 12, 2006, in a painfully protracted television interview featuring conservative 

cultural critic Ann Coulter – the liberal’s go-to whipping gal of cartoon reactionary 

nastiness and demagogic political punditry – a handful of American viewers were 

reminded (by its absence) just how important empathy is to democracy and democratic 

education – that is, to democratic deliberation and dialectic; to reciprocation, tolerance, 

and distributive justice; to free inquiry and the democratic institutions and liberties 

required to preserve it.  Moreover, as witnesses to Coulter’s hostile and reactionary 

rhetoric, we viewers
1
 were reminded also how easily compromised is democracy’s 

promise, to safeguard liberty and difference, when from public discourse and political 

debate exits our efforts to empathize with others: our expansive yet guarded capacity to 

reason with greater compassion, to imagine more fully the other’s humanity, and to 

temper our judgments not only with careful deliberation and justice but also perhaps 

more charity, mercy, and pity.  And so Coulter’s rhetoric, I will argue in this introduction, 

is a glaring failure of what I call “empathic reasoning” – what in this project I explore as 

a key component of rhetoric and democratic deliberation, thus an end of liberal education 

and a means by which we might cultivate more fruitful negotiations of intersubjective 

                                                

 
1
 As I wrote this dissertation, I found it difficult to avoid a confusing use of “we” – by 

which I most commonly mean “me and people of my political persuasion.”  Which is to 

say that this “we” may or may not include also the reader. 
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disagreement: political and ideological conflict, social and cultural difference, and the 

possible incommensurability of competing values and systems of belief, even so-called 

worldviews. 

 This project explores the role such empathic reasoning serves, then, in our 

understanding of rhetoric – explores, that is, empathy’s relationship to deliberation, 

dialectic, practical reasoning, argumentation, and cultural and textual analysis.  And in 

this introduction I will examine Coulter’s rhetoric in order to explore some of these 

relationships and to examine also the limits of and yet abiding need for empathic 

reasoning.  For as I will suggest, Coulter’s rhetoric – as well as the public exchange 

wherein (that is, the public sphere in which) she employs her rhetoric – foreground places 

where and ways through which we might improve the quality of our public discourse.  

And by improving the quality of our public discourse and debate, we might thus also 

effect, perhaps, what Fred Antczak describes in his rhetorical study of the history of 

democratic education as “the intellectual reconstitution of the democratic audience” 

through “a practical notion of rhetorical success that fits the nature of our politics: 

rhetoric as central to a publicly constitutive, personally liberating education” (Thought 

and Character 7, 3-4).  In this project I hope to advance this notion of rhetorical success, 

which I return to later in this introduction and to which, throughout this project, I add my 

own theory of empathic reasoning.  But I will first try to define this success by setting it 

against a sure failure to improve our rhetoric, thought, and character.  And so in this 

introduction I will argue that in her hostile and hardly empathic response to political 

dissent and suffering – in her efforts to demean and then silence her political opposition, 
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in this case a group of politically active 9/11 widows known as the “Jersey Girls” – 

Coulter diminishes significantly the quality of our public discourse and democratic 

deliberation.  And she thereby promotes only greater such diminishing returns, rhetorical 

and political, by riling up her conservative allies and baiting her opposition on the left 

(this latter group with which I identify, I will suggest in my project’s concluding chapter, 

who can be fairly nasty themselves).   

 But before I examine in greater detail this particular site of failed empathic reasoning, 

I should clarify first how I mean to relate empathy with reasoning, and towards what ends 

(a task I undertake more fully in chapter one).  And during this brief detour from my 

analysis of Coulter’s rhetoric, I will provide readers also my rationale for exploring the 

subject of empathic reasoning; a working rationale also for choosing as my project’s 

secondary subject, American novelist Russell Banks, some of whose works I use to 

explore empathic reasoning; and a discussion of my primary and secondary intended 

audiences.  And following my analysis of how Coulter’s rhetoric fails to employ, model, 

or generate empathic reasoning, I will conclude this introduction with a detailed 

description of my project’s five chapters, there providing an overview of its scope and 

aims.  

 By examining Coulter’s rhetoric – as well other texts and cases of controversy and 

conflict that address the topics of war, terrorism, and protest – I will argue throughout 

this project that with greater empathic reasoning we might yield potentially greater 

rhetorical success.  This success I define (and more fully in chapter one) with political 

theorist Iris Marion Young and rhetoric scholar Patricia Roberts-Miller as negotiating 
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more productively, through reasoned deliberation and agonistic argumentation, such 

controversy and conflict in order to preserve our multicultural differences, to advance the 

cause of distributive justice, and to preserve a healthy pluralism of beliefs, values, 

worldviews, truths.  And we measure this rhetorical success, I will argue, by the extent to 

which we avoid silence, coercion, and violence; and by the extent to which – and effort 

with which – we devote ourselves to approaching more nearly a sense of the common 

good.  I define this common good as our improved attempts to engage in what Wayne 

Booth calls “mutual inquiry and exploration”: “the supreme purpose of persuasion” that 

in Modern Dogma and the Rhetoric of Assent he sets in contrast with “talk[ing] someone 

else into a preconceived view” (137) – a definition of the common good I develop more 

fully below, as well as in chapter one, and tacitly throughout this project.  

 As for my project’s secondary subject, the author whose work I use to examine the 

primary subject of empathic reasoning, I am drawn especially to novelist Russell Banks’s 

efforts to humanize largely unsympathetic individuals (and to humanize also his readers 

in the process of reading about them): people like his fictional murderer Wade 

Whitehouse in Affliction and the historically real American terrorist John Brown in 

Cloudsplitter, characters in two novels that I examine closely in this project, people who 

we tend to dismiss either as simply crazy or evil, or both.  For it is perhaps especially 

people like these, whose reasons for killing (and reasons for perpetuating cycles of 

violence while protesting through violence others’ subjugation) we might try harder to 

understand through empathic reasoning.  But we should empathize too with the other 

people Banks writes about (e.g., the homeless, the destitute, the displaced, the desperate, 
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the mad), people not unlike failed terrorist and anti-abortionist Paul Ross Evans (who I 

discuss in chapter three) and the conservative war supporters (who I discuss in chapters 

four and five) – people who are in many ways not unlike the rest of us, as I will suggest 

in my project’s conclusion, with Banks’s help.  And we should empathize more fully with 

these people in order, finally, not to forgive them but to temper our judgments of them 

with understanding: with reciprocation and tolerance, justice and charity, and perhaps 

also pity and mercy.  Of course, we might also empathize more fully with them in order 

to protect ourselves from them, especially against those individuals like Wade 

Whitehouse, John Brown, and Paul Ross Evans who seem incapable or unwilling to 

reciprocate such empathy and tempered judgment: those people, for example, who 

instead use coercion and violence to confer upon themselves power rather than use 

discourse, deliberation, argumentation, and reason to persuade others to relinquish some 

power for the greater good (e.g., in order to achieve a more humane criminal justice 

system or a more equitable distribution of societal goods, or to protest and bring to an end 

an unjust, costly, and destructive war).   

 And as a scholar and teacher of rhetoric and composition who favors too the study of 

literature (even in the rhetoric and composition classroom), I am drawn also to Banks’s 

work because of the care with which he crafts it.  In fact, there is a term that Banks has a 

character use in a novel – a term this character uses to describe her system of ethics based 

on the careful observation of the contingencies that inform our socially situated lives – 

that I would use to describe also the care with which, and the means by which Banks 

crafts his art: “quality of attention” (The Sweet Hereafter 26).  It is through such “quality 
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of attention” (a term I will discuss later in this project) that Banks shapes in mutually 

informing relation the form and content of his powerfully empathic and empathy-eliciting 

novels.  In novel after novel Banks uses first-person narration in order to allow often 

largely unsympathetic characters to present their stories, who by telling their own tales 

challenge readers to interrogate their own assumptions about, and capacities for, 

sympathy and empathy; to interrogate also their reasons for judging them (these 

unsympathetic characters and the real people they represent) prematurely, harshly, even 

perhaps unjustly.  These well-crafted novels, I will argue throughout this project, serve as 

richly imagined and ethically vexed case narratives, ethnographies of sorts with which we 

can explore the limits and possibilities of empathic reasoning.  In short, Banks’s novels 

provide one kind of evidence supporting Kenneth Burke’s claim, central to his 

sociological criticism of fiction he develops in The Philosophy of Literary Form, that 

literature is equipment for living
2
 – one means by which we might do justice to a proverb 

he includes among his representative examples of proverbial literary “medicine,” those 

“strategies [or “attitudes”] for dealing with situations” (293, 296-7; emphasis in 

                                                
2
 Distinguishing his sociological criticism of literature from other approaches to literary study and 

classification, Burke claims that his method  

 

has these things to be said in its favor: It gives definite insight into the organization of literary 

works; and it automatically breaks down the barriers erected about literature as a specialized 

pursuit. . . . Sociological classification, as herein suggested, would derive its relevance from the 

fact that it should apply both to works of art and to social situations outside of art. . . . The 

classifications I am proposing would be active.  I think what we need is active categories. . . . 

What would such sociological categories be like?  They would consider works of art, I think, as 

strategies for selecting enemies and allies, for socializing losses, for warding off evil eye, for 

purification, propitiation, and desanctification, consolation and vengeance, admonition and 

exhortation, implicit commands or instructions of one sort or another. (303-4) 

 

In short, he defines his sociological criticism of literature (and literature itself) as rhetorical, through and 

through.   
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original).  “Keep your weather eye open” (295) – a proverb, strategy, attitude that has 

everything to do, of course, with one’s quality of attention.  

 I am drawn also to Banks because he is a devoted proponent and practitioner of a 

democratic tradition in literature – an artistic, intellectual, and political tradition I discuss 

at greater length below in this introduction and in my project’s concluding chapter.  And 

central to this tradition, according to Banks, is a “commitment to witnessing. American 

writers since Whitman and Twain have understood that they have to witness the suffering 

and to testify.  And it’s as deep as American literature itself” (“Views” 97).  Twice a 

finalist for the Pulitzer Prize in literature and recent state author of New York (2004-

2008), Banks has also served as president of the International Parliament of Writers 

(IPW), an organization founded in 1993 by Salman Rushdie (in response to the fatwa 

issued against him) and 300 other writers dedicated to securing asylum for writers forced 

into political exile.  Around the time the IPW formally disbanded in 2004 (later 

reforming as the International Cities of Refuge Network [ICORN]), Banks was 

responsible for organizing the North American Network of Cities of Asylum; and 

according also to the ICORN website, “The cities in the Network provided persecuted 

writers with a safe, temporary residence and workplace,” thus also serving symbolically 

as “an international act of solidarity with . . . persecuted writers.” Indeed, over the course 

of his 30-year career, Banks has advanced his ethics of literary witnessing not only 

inherently through his fiction and explicitly through his nonfiction but also tacitly 

through his tenure as president of the IPW and founder of the Cities of Refuge North 

America (“Russell Banks”).  And as I will suggest here and argue also in my project’s 
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concluding chapter, even philosopher Richard Rorty explicitly acknowledges Banks 

specifically as an author of “social novels” who, “by describing our past failures to hang 

together when we needed to,” provides moral instruction to readers through “fellow 

feeling, the ability to sympathize with the plight of others” (“Looking Backwards” 249).  

 And so I have chosen to structure my inquiry around a handful of Banks’s texts 

(literary or otherwise) because, as I hope to demonstrate in the following chapters, they 

complicate our often too-easy and quick judgments of people with whom we disagree, or 

people who we find simply too “other” to understand: those with whom we are unable or 

unwilling to reason or empathize. Thus these texts serve at once as useful models for 

empathic reasoning as well as the means by which we might explore and test the limits 

and possibilities of this process, through the three approaches of examining the rhetoric 

of empathy that I describe in chapter one.  I have chosen these texts also because of the 

particular social, political, and ethical controversies they either directly interrogate and/or 

allow for us to interrogate: debates regarding retributive justice vs. distributive justice, 

reciprocation, tolerance; debates regarding terrorism, national security, patriotism, 

treason, fundamentalism, reactionary politics, and democracy; debates regarding liberal 

education, humanism, moral relativism, pedagogy, the inculcation of our students with 

civic virtues, and the indoctrination of our students with radical political ideology; 

debates involving arguably incommensurate beliefs and values; indeed debates about 

incommensurability and the ways we should more productively negotiate (and thus first 

acknowledge) our conflicts and differences.  
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 Because I explore the relationship of empathy to rhetoric and narrative, this project 

should be of interest especially to those of us in the humanities who study what English 

studies scholar Robert Scholes calls “textuality” (a term I will discuss in greater detail 

later) – those of us especially who teach rhetoric and composition, literature, and cultural 

studies and who, with Scholes, believe  

We have a precious gift to give those who study with us: the gift of an 

understanding of textuality and ideology in a world in which people are 

bombarded with ideologically loaded texts from morning to night. (“Presidential 

Address” 732) 

And because I explore also the relationship of empathic reasoning and the narrative 

imagination to ethics, deliberation, moral development, and conflict reconciliation and 

negotiation, this project may interest too those who study political and legal theory, 

philosophy, sociology, and social psychology.  Finally, as I will argue more fully in the 

concluding chapter, this project should interest also proponents and theorists of liberal 

education, especially those who examine the relationship of textuality to cultural studies 

and critical thinking, who see the improvement of argumentation and public discourse as 

crucial to the development of one’s civic education and the advancement of social 

change, and who understand the great need also for preserving and advancing our quest 

for mutual inquiry and exploration. 

 Thus perhaps my greatest goal in this project is to suggest a certain pluralistic vision 

of liberal education towards which we might work.  As for my contribution to literary 
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studies, I hope to advance through my method of empathic reasoning Robert Scholes’s 

claim in The Rise and Fall of English that  

Good reading involves reading every text sympathetically, trying to get inside it, 

to understand the intentionality behind its composition.  It also involves reading 

every text unsympathetically, critically – but the sympathetic has to come first or 

the critical reading is impossible.  If we impose our own values on every text, we 

have nothing to criticize but ourselves.  Reading, as I have argued in several other 

books, involves an attribution of intention, a sympathetic attempt to discern that 

intention, and a critical distancing and examination of that intention.  One might, 

for instance, utterly reject the sentiments offered in the two bumper stickers 

[“God is coming, and Is She Pissed!” and “If you don’t like my driving, call 1-

800-EAT-SHIT”], but the only informed basis for such a rejection depends upon a 

prior sympathetic reading. (169) 

Scholes’s definition of good reading I will apply also to those narratives that constitute 

our life stories, a text we often must construct (for others and for ourselves) through the 

very process of empathic reasoning (what Scholes here similarly describes as critical 

sympathy) that we in turn apply to the narrative in order to discern and examine the 

author’s intention (or, in more rhetorical language, his or her assumptions and reasons for 

belief).   

 At the very least, then, I hope to illustrate a pluralistic vision of rhetoric towards 

which we might work – an agonistic approach to argumentation that rhetorical scholar 

Patricia Roberts-Miller models on a political theory of deliberative democracy and the 
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public sphere advanced by political theorist Iris Marion Young (an approach to 

argumentation that I discuss in greater detail in chapter one).  And to advance this 

pluralistic vision of rhetoric, deliberative democracy, and the public sphere, I will model 

a method of textual and cultural analysis by which we can judge critically (but also 

sympathetically) the rhetoric of those who fail to engage in empathic reasoning, who 

degrade public discourse, political debate, and our quest for the common good of “mutual 

inquiry and exploration.”  And among those who so fail our vision, I have in mind 

especially those reactionaries, fundamentalists, and/or moral relativists who degrade the 

dignity and humanity of their fellow citizens as they diminish also the quality of our 

conversation in our certainly pluralistic and multicultural social democracy – a 

reactionary moral relativist not unlike conservative pundit Ann Coulter to whom we now 

turn. 

 

Arguing with Ann Coulter at the Limits of Empathy 

 Hardly a debate, this mostly empty televised exchange between two low-grade 

celebrities aired on CNBC’s program “The Big Idea with Donny Deutsch.”  During his 

interview with Coulter, host Deutsch directs our and Coulter’s attention to some nasty 

remarks she had made recently concerning a group of four 9/11 widows from New 

Jersey, a group referred to in the media as the “Jersey Girls” or the “Jersey Widows” (but 

whom Coulters prefers to call “the Witches of East Brunswick”).  These women include 

Kristen Breitweister, Patty Casazza, Mindy Kleinberk, and Lorie Van Auken – all 

residents of New Jersey at the time of the terrorist attacks, all married to men who died in 
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the World Trade Center.  Following the attacks and news of their husbands’ deaths, these 

women organized and pushed for the 9/11 Commission, driven initially to answer, 

ostensibly, the question of why their husbands were killed that day.  On April 19, 2005, 

accepting the Ridenhour Truth Award (“named after the whistle-blower” Ron Ridenhour 

“who exposed the My Lai massacre in Vietnam” [“Are We Safer?”]) widow Kristen 

Breitweister made clear, however, what this loaded question meant – and what all 

answers they were really looking for from their government and the American public.  

Published online at The Nation on April 20, 2005, the following selection of the transcript 

of Breitweister’s speech details the content of their protest and dissent, the questions the 

Jersey Girls asked as they criticized the Bush administration’s response to the 9/11 

attacks.  I include so long an excerpt of the speech to draw the reader’s attention to the 

details of Breitweister’s argument, the claims she and the other women make that Coulter 

neglects in her unsympathetic reading of their narrative, in her ungrounded and coercive 

attacks on these women:  

Where are we today? Are the democratic principles that Osama Bin Laden tried to 

destroy on 9/11 still safely intact? Do nations around the world still respect and 

admire Americans? Are we still “all Americans” like we were in the immediate 

wake of September 11th when almost every country in the world declared their 

solidarity with us? Or have we squandered that worldwide good will, faith and 

common purpose to fight terrorism? Have we learned any lessons since 9/11? 

And, most importantly, have our country's choices made us any safer than we 

were pre-9/11? 
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Isn't it true that instead of fixing airline security, port security, mass 

transportation, local response, and securing loose nukes and biological 

components, we spent billions on starting a war with Iraq – a nation that had 

nothing to do with 9/11? And, instead of capturing Osama Bin Laden in 

Afghanistan, we captured Saddam Hussein in Iraq with no weapons of mass 

destruction? Isn't it true that because of our invasion of Iraq terrorist recruitment 

for Al Qaeda has soared, making us even less safe than we were before the Iraq 

war? Remember that we were supposed to go to war in Iraq to eliminate a real 

threat. Isn't it true that now because of our foreign policy in Iraq, we have only 

created a real threat to the world's security and ours? Isn't it true that instead of 

successfully prosecuting Al Qaeda terrorists and bringing them to justice, all we 

hear about is torturing 'enemy combatants' and detaining them indefinitely – a 

concept far removed from the American ideal of justice? Isn't it true that instead 

of opening up government to restore trust and faith, we created the Patriot Act? 

And, isn't it true that instead of pursuing alternative energy resources to decrease 

our dependency on foreign oil, we invaded oil-rich countries and passed no 

alternative energy legislation in the meantime? 

Why do we accept these choices? Why do we condone a government that uses 

over-classification to obfuscate such choices? We ask questions, and they give us 

answers and explanations that are just stylized sound bites and catch phrases 

(taking the fight to the enemy; tracking every terrorist down and bringing them to 

justice; being with us or against us)? How do such over-simplified answers 
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adequately explain our very complex reality? None of these phrases are ever 

defined. We just repeat these mantras over and over again, not knowing what they 

really mean – not realizing that they fail to answer or justify any of our nation's 

drastic actions and decisions since 9/11 – chosen actions and decisions that have 

actually made us less safe from terrorists. (“Are We Safer?” emphasis in original) 

This is their argument – the content of the Jersey Girls’ claims about national security, 

international relations, justice, government accountability, and the administration’s 

condescension to the American public – that Ann Coulter ignores when she attempts in 

effect (and perhaps in intent) to silence these women.  And as I will suggest below, she 

thus attempts to silence these women by attacking their character in transparently nasty 

ways (e.g., by stating that they revel in their husbands’ deaths), by suggesting they have 

no political will of their own (e.g., by arguing they are merely “human shields” paraded 

by the left to advance its own political agenda), and by suggesting also that their personal 

experience grants them no right to enter into the public sphere to make arguments about 

policy that affects the entire nation.  And so in 2006, apparently still steaming over their 

arguments (to which no one could expect so conservative a pundit to assent), Coulter 

lashes out at them in her then-most-recent anti-liberal screed, Godless: The Church of 

Liberalism, wherein she refers to them as “broads,” “witches,” and “harpies.”  And it is in 

her efforts to defend (and to sell) her controversial book that Coulter appears on a number 

of television shows in the summer of 2006, including her interview on July 12, with 

wealthy adman and television host Donny Deutsch. 
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      And from the start of this interview (useful mostly as an instance of vexed rhetoric 

and failed empathic reasoning) it becomes evident to viewers that Coulter reserves little 

respect for these women – who, we are constantly reminded, lost their husbands in the 

collapse of the World Trade Center.  Deutsch opens the interview by reminding Coulter 

and us viewers why she is there: because of her name-calling and accusations against the 

Jersey Girls in Godless.  And we are reminded also what brought this wrath upon these 

women: that after their husbands’ deaths, these women – certainly no fans of George W. 

Bush’s administration – helped push for the 9/11 Commission, promoting also John 

Kerry for president in 2004.  And so, in her published denunciation of their political 

engagement, Coulter aligns herself polemically against these women she describes in 

print as four “self-obsessed women [who seem] genuinely unaware that 9/11 was an 

attack on our nation and acted as if the terrorist attacks happened only to them” (103).  

And against these hurt and justifiably outraged women – each equipped with her reasons 

for condemning the administration’s response to, and preparedness for, the 9/11 attacks –

Coulter makes her perhaps most unconscionable statement yet, revealing just how 

antidemocratic and cruel she is.  And make no mistake that Coulter is both 

antidemocratic and cruel, she who claims also in her book that these women whose 

husbands were burned alive “were reveling in their status as celebrities” (103).  For 

following her (tragically ironic) assertion of these women’s self-obsessed and reactionary 

political involvement, Coulter tips her hand to reveal – that is, to any reader sufficiently 

attentive to cruelty and antidemocratic rhetoric – her thoroughgoing inability to 

sympathize, even empathize, with others whose values differ strongly from hers.  For 
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next in her book (the title of which is likely misleading, since at least some of these 

women, two of whom voted for Bush in 2000, must surely self-identify as believers too, 

albeit not the kind of believer that Coulter apparently prefers) – following these 

ungrounded (and already repugnant) accusations – Coulter then offers this flawlessly 

insensitive statement: “I've never seen people enjoying their husbands' deaths so much” 

(103).   

     Assuredly heartless statements all, these ungrounded assertions, but accusations no 

doubt orchestrated by the pundit to garner sensationalistic and self-serving attention for 

herself, and to generate press for and sales of Godless.  But finally who cares whether she 

sincerely means these statements – whether she actually believes in her heart, for 

example, if these “self-obsessed women” are reveling in their husbands’ deaths?  

Anyway, for her to believe “sincerely” her own claims would make Coulter something of 

a motivist: the kind of dogmatist that Wayne Booth describes in Modern Dogma and the 

Rhetoric of Assent who believes  

there are no good reasons for changing your mind, except (sometimes) in 

choosing means or techniques.  Choices of ends and of worldviews and of 

political and religious norms are value choices, and since value judgments are not 

about matters of fact, there can be no final superiority, in arguing about them, of 

one line of reasoning over another.  What we call reasons can always be seen 

through as rationalizations or superstructures or disguises or wishful thinking: our 

minds are really determined, in all of our values, either by nonrational 
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conditioning in the past, or by present motives or drives, many of them lying so 

deep that we can never find them out. (24)   

Even worse, perhaps, than illustrating how she might be a motivist (and a moral 

relativist), Coulter’s heartless and sensationalistic published writing, as well as her public 

defense of this antidemocratic rhetoric, degrade the quality of our public discourse and 

democratic deliberation.  Her rhetoric forecloses conversation: in this case, argument 

about the 9/11 attacks; about our government’s (and citizenry’s) response to those 

attacks, at home and abroad; about policy concerning both national security and 

international relations; and argument also about retributive justice, jingoism, and the 

unnecessary destruction of human life.  In fact, her rhetoric seems motivated to foreclose 

altogether the possibility of productive argumentation between conservative war 

supporters and their opponents like the Jersey Girls.  In short, Coulter’s hostile rhetoric 

elides difference and exacerbates animosity while distracting the public from the content 

of these women’s protest and the matters of policy they (and eventually also the majority 

of their fellow Americans) challenged.  Perhaps these are effects that Coulter even 

intends, silencing dissent through ad hominem attack and other means of discursive 

manipulation and coercion.  Either way, hers is an inhumane and antidemocratic rhetoric 

we should vigilantly analyze, criticize, and reject – if we hope, that is, to foster the kind 

of productively agonistic and deliberative public sphere – that is, model of democracy –

that political theorist Iris Marion Young and rhetoric scholar Patricia Roberts-Miller 

recommend as the means by which we can preserve pluralistic political debate and 

multicultural diversity and social difference.   
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     But it is during her interview with Deutsch that she really shortchanges our hopes for 

improving the quality of our rhetoric – as she defends her vitriolic and motivistic rhetoric 

while rejecting out of hand any possibility for mutual inquiry and exploration.  For during 

this interview Coulter truly extends herself in her efforts to silence the Jersey Four’s 

arguments against the Bush administration.  As I will demonstrate, it is during this 

interview (segments of which I include and analyze below) that she not only asserts that 

these “broads” are political opportunists and patsies; she suggests also that these 

annoying harpies – these four loud-mouthed, treasonous, and narcissistic women – had it 

coming, her abuse: these vicious (and transparently ungrounded) attacks on their 

character meant to eclipse, we might notice, the content of their claims.  And they should 

expect these attacks on them, Coulter suggests, because they dissented from the nation’s 

ever-dwindling majority of war supporters (and enthusiasts and opportunists), among 

whom Coulter apparently counts herself, and presumably for whom she speaks.  Because 

apparently if you question the administration, and with it the status quo, then all bets are 

off: it’s every woman for herself, may the best woman win, using whatever means of 

persuasion are available, including manipulation and ad hominem attacks: modes of 

persuasion she employs in truly morally relativistic fashion, as I will explain later.  And 

we might be hard pressed to call what Coulter is engaged in argumentation at all, 

especially if we assent to rhetorician James Crosswhite’s claim, which he attributes to 

Chaim Perelman, that “the central guiding principle of argumentation is the idea of 

justice” (36) – a definition of argumentation I will later in this introduction examine in 

greater detail.   
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     What follows is a transcription of the part of Deutsch’s interview that features his 

sometimes-heated exchange with Coulter concerning the Jersey Four.  (Note, however, 

that my transcription of this exchange – a transcription of an audio recording
3
 – reads like 

the manically abbreviated dialogue from a Mamet or Beckett play.)  While reading this 

exchange, one might especially pay close attention to the ways in which both Coulter and 

Deutsch reason about these women mostly by trying to infer their motives and feelings – 

that is, by attributing to them motives and feelings – rather than engaging more directly 

with, and thus arguing more responsibly and productively about, the content of their 

claims, reasons, and evidence.  One should also notice that it seems only Deutsch appeals 

to sympathy, or compassion, while both participants appeal to empathy – an interesting 

rhetorical (and thus also ethical) dynamic that I will examine shortly.  Here begins the 

first of two parts of this exchange I will examine:  

DEUTSCH. You feel, you feel you had the right when these women – once again 

they lost the fathers of their children . . . Don’t they have a right at that point to 

question the leader of our country?   

COULTER. Sure . . . 

DEUTSCH. Don’t they have a right to do . . .  

COULTER. But my point is, you’re missing the point, my point is . . . 

DEUTSCH. Help me out . . . 

                                                
3
 As of April 24, 2007, one can find an unofficial online recording of the July 12, 2006, 

episode of The Big Idea with Donny Deutsch at the following website:  
http://www.crooksandliars.com/posts/2006/07/12/donny-deutsch-shatters-the-coulter-myth/ 
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COULTER. But my point is, yes, they have a right to inject themselves into the 

public debate.  They can call George Bush whatever they want to call him.  But 

we have a right to respond.  That’s my complaint.  They say, “oh, we have a right 

to go around attacking, but you can’t respond because my husband died.” 

DEUTSCH. Ok, they, wait, they have, they only have a right to do what? 

COULTER. They have a right to say whatever they want . . . 

DEUTSCH. Ok . . . 

COULTER. But that is my point: Do I have a right to respond? 

DEUTSCH. Of course you’re right, but I also have a right to say it’s a cruel, 

mean, insensitive thing. 

Let us pay close attention to Coulter’s defense: “But we have a right to respond.”  A 

reasonable enough rebuttal – that is, if only all responses were created equally.  Sure she 

has a right to respond to these women, to challenge their claims and even their character; 

but she does not respond to them in these ways. First, her response does not address their 

concerns, the content of their argument and their reasons for protest.  And second, her 

response is comprised entirely of an ad hominem attack.  They claim outrage at the 

administration’s response to the terrorist attacks, reasoning that it is bad policy, 

inappropriate, unethical, and potentially harmful to the nation.  Coulter rebuts with the 

charge that these women are liberal witches and political lackeys.  They encourage the 

public to challenge their leaders, to protest war, to deliberate on policy.  In response, 

Coulter in effect encourages the public to hate these women, to silence them and all 

similar acts of protest, and to shore up the divide separating conservatives from liberals.  
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Not surprisingly even some of her loyal conservative readers have jumped ship, 

condemning her in exactly the ways Deutsch and I do, and for the above reasons.
4
  

Finally, one might notice further irony in Coulter’s condemnation of these women.  That 

among her strategies for handling conflict and difference – strategies not unlike those 

employed, perhaps, by any politician or pundit (e.g., dissembling, changing the subject, 

name calling) – Coulter adopts also precisely those strategies condemned by the Jersey 

Four, the strategies by which the Bush administration orchestrated, in part, the war in 

                                                
4
 Consider especially, for example, conservative blogger Ed Morrissey’s nuanced defense 

of Coulter’s basic argument but condemnation of her “cruel,” “irrational,” and 

“unnecessary” attacks on these women’s character and motives: 

 

Let me make this point clear, since it seems to have escaped some. Had Ann said 

in her book that the media should not shield the 9/11 widows and Cindy Sheehan 

from criticism or hold them up as unassailable voices with the only moral 

standing for commentary, I would have applauded that effort. Had she said that 

Kristen Breitweiser accrued too much influence and used it inappropriately, I 

would consider that just fair commentary; after all, Mrs. Breitweiser chose to go 

public and push policy, and that means opening one's self to criticism. 

 

However, there is a HUGE difference between that and explicitly saying that 

these women are "enjoying" their husbands' deaths. It implies that they have 

reveled in their murders, and cared less for their husbands than for a few moments 

in the spotlight. It's cruel, it's irrational, and it's unnecessary for the point she 

makes. I don't care if she goes on then to argue the points I made above – she lost 

me when she lost her humanity. 

 

Ann really can be better than this, and she should apologize. (“Ann Coulter, Meet 

Ted Rall [updated]”) 

 

Aside from begging the question (I’m not sure that “Ann really can be better than this”), 

Captain Ed offers us not only a reasonable response to Coulter but a fair response also to 

the Jersey Girls (a fair critique anyway of the ways in which they might be shielded from 

critique) – a “response” a great deal more reasonable and fair than the one Coulter offers 

them. 
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Iraq: those efforts to silence dissent through deception, hostile preemption and outright 

attack. 

     And thus the Jersey Four had her abuse coming because they – these four treasonous 

leaches, these threats to national security and growth, these consensus-busting broads – 

these four widows spoke out against their leaders, promoted instead a different set of 

values, and, perhaps most importantly, disagreed with Coulter.  And yet: These so-called 

traitors and agitators only echoed more vociferously, or just more publicly, what the 

majority of the nation felt about the war in Iraq and the Bush administration in 2005, 

before the publication of Godless; what even more came to believe come mid-2006, when 

this interview aired; and what even more Americans now feel in 2008.  For according to a 

Washington Post-ABC News poll published in the June 8, 2005 edition of the 

Washington Post: 

Nearly three-quarters of Americans say the number of casualties in Iraq is 

unacceptable, while two-thirds say the U.S. military there is bogged down and 

nearly six in 10 say the war was not worth fighting – in all three cases matching 

or exceeding the highest levels of pessimism yet recorded. More than four in 10 

believe the U.S. presence in Iraq is becoming analogous to the experience in 

Vietnam. 

Perhaps most ominous for President Bush, 52 percent said war in Iraq has not 

contributed to the long-term security of the United States, while 47 percent said it 

has. It was the first time a majority of Americans disagreed with the central notion 

Bush has offered to build support for war: that the fight there will make 
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Americans safer from terrorists at home. In late 2003, 62 percent thought the Iraq 

war aided U.S. security, and three months ago 52 percent thought so. 

Overall, more than half – 52 percent – disapprove of how Bush is handling his 

job. (“Poll Finds Dimmer View of Iraq War” A01) 

And according to a May 2006 Harris interactive poll conducted just before the June 6 

release of Coulter’s Godless (as reported in the May 12, 2006 issue of the Wall Street 

Journal) these “self-obsessed women” felt much like 71% of the nation – only a very 

small percentage of which, of course, lost a loved one on September 11, 2001.  And so, 

against the 29% of the nation who felt that President Bush was doing an “excellent or 

pretty good job” overall as president, these women prefigured a majority who would 

come to feel that President Bush was doing “only fair or poor” an overall job (“Bush Dips 

into the 20s”).  Unlike the bulk of the public, however, these four women happened to be 

more outspoken in their criticism, more proactive in their efforts to create (and then later 

critique) the 9/11 Commission and its report.  And also unlike the bulk of the public, 

these women got some airplay for their certainly still-unpopular protests – beliefs 

tantamount to treason apparently, according to the more loudly heard but ever-dwindling 

minority of war supporters and according to bullies like Ann Coulter.  And still now, in 

2008, as the war drags on into its fifth year, the Jersey Girls find vindication for their 

views, as 63% of Americans report in a USA Today/Gallup poll that “the United States 

made a mistake in sending troops to Iraq” – this “new high in Iraq war opposition . . . also 

notable because it is the highest ‘mistake’ percentage Gallup has ever measured for an 

active war involving the United States – surpassing by two points the 61% who said the 
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Vietnam War was a mistake in May 1971” (“Opposition to Iraq War Reaches New 

High”). 

     Representing, therefore, the majority of the nation increasingly disenchanted with and 

critical of the Bush administration and the war in Iraq, these four women made for 

convenient scapegoats for bullies like Coulter (scapegoating of course another hostile 

maneuver employed to preempt dissent and forestall deliberation and discursive conflict).  

Demeaned and put on the defensive, their protests presumably weakened, these women 

could then serve Coulter’s own (and assuredly divisive) political ends – which Coulter 

advertises both in her attacks on these women and through her manipulative defense of 

these attacks.  Representing, in effect, the majority of the nation who would eventually 

criticize the war in Iraq – many citizens of which who might in retrospect wish they had 

made the arguments the Jersey Girls made while pushing for the 9/11 Commission – 

these women clearly had it coming, Coulter’s abuse (her “response”), because, according 

to the pundit, they were no more than political tools: “human shields” paraded by liberals 

and leftists at once to drum up and to deflect their outrage with the Bush administration, 

with the 9/11 attacks, the 9/11 Commission’s Report, the war in Iraq, the Patriot Act, etc.  

In short, these “harpies” had it coming simply because they disagreed, politically and 

philosophically, with Ann Coulter; because they dissented from the status quo with 

which Coulter belligerently aligns herself, from those who claimed that it was not only 

un-American but also treasonous to protest the administration and their war.  In short, 

they had it coming, then, these easy attacks on their character and motives (rather than 

carefully reasoned arguments with the content of their claims concerning policy) because 
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they differently arranged their allegiances and loyalties: because, finally, they promoted, 

through discursive dissent and political engagement, greater dialogue and deliberation on 

matters of national security, justice, diplomacy, and accountability.  For it is on the issues 

of national security and justice that they criticized the Bush administration and called for 

the 9/11 Commission; and it is on the issues of diplomacy and accountability that they 

criticized the war in Iraq and later the 9/11 Commission Report.   

     And in her attacks, of course, Coulter addresses the content, the reasoning, of neither 

set of claims, opting instead for precisely the kind of motivistic rhetoric that Wayne 

Booth warns us about in Modern Dogma and the Rhetoric of Assent – the attribution of 

mere motives to others and the reservation of good reasons for ourselves. That is to say, 

rather than consider (or even grant them) their reasons for their actions and beliefs, she 

attributes to these women motives – which, as I will explain, don’t much add up – and 

then rejects these motives in strawman fashion without addressing their arguments, their 

reasons for protesting the administration and the war in Iraq.  Their motives, Coulter 

argues, are to use their husbands’ deaths to advance a liberal agenda – as if they would 

have orchestrated the deaths themselves had the terrorists not done it, her language 

suggests (“I've never seen people enjoying their husbands' deaths so much”).  But then 

she pulls her even defter sleight of hand, and somehow manages almost to convince us 

(in part by inverting causality) that these women are arguing from personal experience 

(what Coulter calls “personal authenticity”) as a means of avoiding debate – when of 

course their personal experience is in fact (and in part) what motivated their arguments 

and thus informs (but does not thus also entirely constitute) the content of these 
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arguments.  For an example of Coulter’s distortion of the facts surrounding the Jersey 

Four’s arguments – an example also of her shrewd ability to make herself and other 

conservatives the victims in political debate (when so little tolerance she has for 

victimhood) – I refer readers to a transcript of an interview that aired on the June 7, 2006 

episode of Fox’s Hannity & Colmes (published the next day on FOXNews.com as “Ann 

Coulter Fires Back at Critics”).  I provide a choice cut from this interview where, in one 

of her many public appearances surrounding this controversy (appearances serving, 

incidentally, as great publicity for her ostensibly shocking book), Coulter provides her 

rationale for attacking as she does the Jersey Four: 

I think this is one of the ugliest things the left has done to political dialogue in this 

country, this idea that you need some sort of personal authenticity in order to 

make a political point. 

I mean, can I not talk to you about the Irish potato famine because I don't 

understand it? Can you not talk to me about women? No, how about let's just 

debate and cut the personal authenticity? 

Yes, how about let’s just debate.  And since the content of these women’s arguments 

include the fact that they were made widows in part as a result of what they perceive as 

bad policy concerning national security and foreign relations, then let us keep so-called 

personal authenticity in play – since, evidenced by this case, it evidently often matters to 

debate.  That is to say, these women do not need “some sort of personal authenticity in 

order to make a political point.”  Rather, they have personal experience, a legitimate form 

of evidence, with which to make their many points, including their initial claims that their 



 

27 

husbands did not have to die, and that their lives should be honored by ridding the world 

of their killers, namely Al-Qaeda terrorists in Afghanistan, and not dishonored by 

declaring war on Iraq, a nation never proven to have been responsible for the attacks; and 

their subsequent claims that the Bush administration must be held accountable for 

compromising national security and international relations while compromising also civil 

liberties and certain ideals of democracy and justice (ideals hard to square, for example, 

with the torture and indefinite detainment of war prisoners).   

     Moreover, and more generally, we should hardly disallow personal experience and 

testimony from public debate, discrediting it as somehow less disinterested than whatever 

informs everyone else’s (hardly values-neutral) political agendas, as Coulter here seems 

to require.  For often such personal experience serves as one’s only recourse to 

argumentation, the only evidence or reasons one can provide to demonstrate, for 

example, the existence of abuse, injustice, and bad policy – the existence, that is, of local 

evidence of potentially systemic and entrenched social and material conditions of 

inequity that create, perpetuate, and sometimes eventually normalize such abuse, 

injustice, and bad policy.  As for my own sense of the “ugliest things . . . done to political 

dialogue in this country” – here we should return to the exchange between Coulter and 

Deutsch for more examples. 

     Seated across from her, sometimes removing and replacing his spectacles for effect, 

Deutsch has already accused Coulter of being “cruel, mean, and insensitive.”  (One 

wonders, of course, if Coulter does not herself “revel” in such attention.  One need not 

wonder, however, that she has thick enough skin to disassociate herself from these 
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accusations, these doubts about her character.)  Deutsch then explicitly appeals to her 

basic human decency, further questioning Coulter’s character – questioning too, in effect, 

her apparent moral relativism, evidenced, for example, by the glaring hypocrisy with 

which she accuses these women of relying on their “personal authenticity” (as victims no 

less) “in order to make a political point.” 

     Outraged apparently by Coulter’s vicious statements and her half-hearted defense of 

them, host Deutsch thus perhaps wisely (but altogether futilely) rebuts her on ethical 

rather than political grounds.  Wisely, rhetorically speaking anyway, because he hopes to 

appeal beyond politics to something more presumably universal – a sense of common 

decency, thus something also like a sense of our so-called common humanity: our 

capacity, for example, to experience pain and suffering.  And yet, futile is this appeal to a 

universal, in part, because Coulter is a moral relativist, as I have suggested above, and 

because she makes no truck with ethics, per se, since politics apparently requires none.  

Futile also is this appeal to a universal, however, because Coulter maneuvers too 

comfortably in the game of political gainsaying – the rules of which apparently require, 

for example, double standards for whether personal experience counts as a legitimate 

form of evidence – a demagogic game of hostile (and hardly agonistic) discursive conflict 

back towards which she immediately diverts the conversation.   

     So Deutsch understandably lays it on thick, very thick, his appeals to emotions and 

ethical standards – he who claims explicitly neither a liberal nor a conservative allegiance 

(he a political cipher as it were, a shape-shifter).  And in the next brief segment of the 

interview that I will examine, in his last effort to persuade Coulter (but persuade her of 
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what?), he appeals at once to sympathy for these women (an appeal apparently wasted on 

Coulter) and also to a sense of common decency (a universal that apparently does not 

finally inhere as a component of our presumed common humanity, as demonstrated in 

this case by Coulter’s supreme lack of decency and her abiding moral relativism):  

DEUTSCH. How do you as a human being feel the right, the ability, the comfort 

to come at these people?  They lost the fathers of their children.  And to say that 

they were cashing in on it.  First of all, if they were being exploitive what 

happens, what are they going to do?  They can’t do enough as far as I’m 

concerned.  So that’s on one.  As you were writing that, and those words were 

coming out, obviously you knew they were going to sell, obviously you were 

going to hit a nerve or whatnot, didn’t you feel, uh uh, wasn’t there a sense of just 

decency that came over you?   

COULTER. [laughter] 

DEUTSCH. I mean it.  I don’t know how to be any more candid about it.   

And maybe he does mean it.  But whether Deutsch is sincere, he is (in my book anyway) 

still justified and accurate: Coulter’s remarks are indecent, intolerable, unconscionable.  

More to the point, her remarks are corrosive to healthy public debate over matters of 

policy, matters that affect all citizens.  Therefore, perhaps Deutsch should have pursued 

instead the line of argument he hints at when he says that these women “can’t do enough 

as far as [he is] concerned” – a line of argument that engages more directly with the 

political content of these women’s protests and policy proposals.  But then again, perhaps 

this strategy is doomed also to fail, since it seems apparent that his interlocutor refuses to 
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engage with their arguments, since Coulter refuses to listen to the Jersey Girls.  And so 

instead of engaging in a political debate with Coulter, he opts rather to challenge her 

character, asking Coulter, basically, if she has a conscience, if she can see, say, just how 

spiteful she is.  And to these questions – which she apparently finds naïve, alien, or 

simply off topic – Coulter answers only with laughter.  And stunned not (for she is cool, 

cold in fact) Coulter thus sounds, silently, her rebuttal.   

     Employing her habitual rhetorical ploy, Coulter has already deflected the accusation 

by earlier spinning the subject back to the left’s exploitation of these women, indeed to 

their own exploitation of their “personal authenticity,” back to presumably comparable 

liberal misdeeds.  (No shrewder ever there was a dealer in red herrings than she.)  Thus 

she neglects to address the question of ethics that Deutsch puts to her, as well as those 

questions that inhere in this question: How should we treat our political opposition?  

What are our responsibilities to one another, to our fellow citizens, even still to our 

political opposition?  And how should we negotiate conflict and difference?  And yet, in 

her endless turns and deferrals, she answers, obliquely and negatively, these spoken and 

unspoken questions.  For in the great race to win hearts and minds – in the rush to 

achieve consensus in order to safeguard the status quo (too content it is with the 

administration’s answers to the questions about policy that the Jersey Girls are asking) – 

we learn that one cannot concern herself with compassion or empathy, deliberation or 

argumentation, character or conscience.  And this we learn by listening to Coulter, 

listening closely both to her silence and to her cruel and antidemocratic attempts to 
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silence.   Just another necessary evil, coercion (and cruelty) we cringe to find is 

something we must learn to live with – like torture during wartime. 

     And so by evading the question of ethics – more accurately Deutsch’s appeals to 

sympathy and empathy – and with them any discussion (or evidence) of her compassion 

for others, Coulter seems finally, in fact, not to have much a conscience at all.  Nor does 

it seem she has much concern for the common good.  And again, this social ideal for 

public discourse and debate (which I develop in greater detail in the next chapter) I define 

as our ability to reason together with yet more of what Wayne Booth calls “mutual 

inquiry and exploration” – an ability to practice and study rhetoric that requires also that 

we empathize more actively (and more imaginatively, justly, and charitably) with one 

another so as to understand more fully, and to negotiate more effectively, our differences.  

A utopian hope to be sure, this pluralistic vision of rhetoric and the public sphere; 

nevertheless it seems a useful standard by which we might measure our efforts to avoid 

coercion, cruelty, and violence.   

 

Empathic Reasoning and the End(s) of Inquiry:  

Democracy, Pluralism, and the Rhetoric of Social Hope  

As I will argue throughout this project (and alongside rhetoric scholars like Booth, 

Roberts-Miller, Antczak, and Crosswhite; philosophers like Nussbaum and Rorty; 

political theorists like Iris Marion Young; and novelists like Russell Banks), this vision of 

rhetoric seems crucial to the health not only of public discourse but also the health of the 

social democracy – and thus also the pluralistic diversity of definitions of social “good” – 
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that such open political discourse (and dissent) is meant to protect.  Indeed, we might call 

this vision of rhetoric one of “social hope,” borrowing Richard Rorty’s (re)description of 

democracy as “a liberal democratic utopia” engaged “in projects of social cooperation”:  

A liberal democratic utopia, on the pragmatists’ view, is no truer to human nature 

or the demands of an ahistorical moral law than is a fascist tyranny.  But it is 

much more likely to produce greater human happiness.  A perfected society will 

not live up to a pre-existent standard, but will be an artistic achievement, 

produced by the same long and difficult process of trial and error as is required by 

any other creative effort. (“Afterword” 270) 

Promoting social cooperation and solidarity, then, seems finally the chief business of our 

rhetoric of social hope that Rorty describes in Achieving Our Country as a “quasi-

communitarian rhetoric [that] was at the heart of the Progressive Movement and the New 

Deal” – a rhetoric that “set the tone for the American Left during the first six decades of 

the twentieth century,” and a rhetoric that “Walt Whitman and John Dewey . . . did a 

great deal to shape” (8-9).   

     Indeed, Rorty borrows for the title of this 1998 study “of leftist thought in twentieth-

century America,” a phrase used by another practitioner and proponent of this rhetoric of 

social hope, James Baldwin – an author that Russell Banks also cites as a member of the 

democratic literary tradition he describes (and which I discuss in greater detail below and 

also in my project’s concluding chapter).  Interestingly, in the passage from the 1963 

essay to which Rorty refers (“Down at the Cross,” published in his collection The Fire 
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Next Time, on the one-hundredth anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation), 

Baldwin states 

If we – and now I mean the relatively conscious whites and the relatively 

conscious blacks, who must, like lovers, insist on, or create, the consciousness of 

the others – do not falter in our duty now, we may be able, handful that we are, to 

end the racial nightmare, and achieve our country, and change the history of the 

world. (105) 

What Baldwin here describes – and in what he describes also in the other essay collected 

in The Fire Next Time, a letter to future generations on which Banks models his own 

similar call for solidarity (essays both of which I will return to in my project’s 

conclusion) – is the democratic hopes of reciprocation, tolerance, identification, and 

solidarity.  And these democratic social hopes, I will next argue in this introduction (and 

also in my project’s concluding chapter), we might foster through inquiry, which we 

might cultivate in turn, and in part, through empathic reasoning.  

     Thus this rhetoric of social hope seems crucial to improving the conditions of our lives 

by improving through the quality of our public discourse, our rhetoric, the quality also of 

what rhetorician Fred Antczak calls our national “thought and character” – which he 

argues we must “reconstitute” through a “publicly constitutive, personally liberating 

democratic education,” one in which “rhetoric might have a distinctive office in 

democracy, with distinctive functions to perform and obligations to fulfill” (vii). 

Borrowing from both Kenneth Burke and Wayne Booth, Antczak describes these 
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functions and obligations of rhetoric, suggesting also what its distinctive office in 

democracy might be: 

For Burke, what rhetoric fundamentally does and what rhetorical studies 

fundamentally explore is identification.  Wayne Booth incorporates identification 

in his notion of the human self as a field of selves.  For Booth, “the primary 

mental act of man is to assent . . . ‘to take in’ and even ‘to be taken in’” by others 

in rhetorical exchange [Modern Dogma and the Rhetoric of Assent xvvi].  By 

understanding and being understood, by taking in other selves, we expand our 

moral and intellectual capacities, we extend our identities ourselves.  We human 

beings are not only made of bones and muscle, or even muscle memory and nerve 

synapses.  As human, we are made of the reasons and people whom we engage 

rhetorically – those who persuade us and those whom we work to persuade.  We 

have literally a personal stake in our rhetoric, in the people we are moved to stand 

with and the ideas we are moved to understand. (11, emphasis in original) 

The democratic office for rhetoric, then, is to improve our and others’ thought and 

character by improving also the quality of our deliberation, discursive conflict, judgment, 

and empathic reasoning – improving, that is, the kind of “mutual inquiry and exploration” 

that Booth describes in Modern Dogma and the Rhetoric of Assent.   

     Elaborating there on his vision of rhetoric, Booth has this to say finally about 

rhetoric’s democratic office, central to which, he suggests, is the free pursuit of open 

inquiry:  



 

35 

In such a world, our rhetorical purpose must always be to perform as well as 

possible in the same primal symbolic dance which makes us able to dance at all.  

If it is good for men [sic] to attend to each other’s reasons – and we all know that 

it is, because without such attending none of us could come to be and questions 

about value could not even be asked – it is also good to work for whatever 

conditions make such mutual inquiry possible.  Whatever imposes belief without 

personal engagement becomes inferior to whatever makes mutual exchange more 

likely.  The purpose of mental change is thus to fulfill one’s nature as a creature 

capable of responding to symbolic offerings.  The process of inquiry through 

discourse thus becomes more important than any possible conclusions, and 

whatever stultifies such fulfillment becomes demonstrably wrong. . . . The 

process fulfills itself only when the reasons are good and the conclusions thus as 

solid as the problems and circumstances allow for.  Rhetoric is a supremely self-

justifying activity for man only when those engaged in it fully respect the rules 

and steps of inquiry.  And this holds as much for a “primitive” priestess 

persuading with myth, ritual, and omens as for a modern scientist who knows that 

his conclusions are at best tentative. (137, emphasis in original) 

It is perhaps no surprise that Booth here echoes claims about inquiry also made by 

pragmatist philosophers, namely Charles S. Peirce – no surprise since only a few 

paragraphs earlier Booth states, “As the pragmatists and phenomenologists and 

Whitehead and many others long ago insisted – with nobody really listening, apparently – 

we have no reason to see processes and relations and perceptions of quality and values as 
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a less real part of the natural world than atoms or cosmic rays” (136-7).  For Booth here 

describes a sense of inquiry that strongly echoes Peirce’s own argument for inquiry – a 

sense of inquiry, moreover, that seems to require not only a pluralism of values and 

beliefs but arguably also the kinds of critical self-consciousness and antifoundationalism 

that philosopher Richard Rorty recommends as the means of improving not our 

philosophical quest for truth, per se, but our democratic quest for justice, equality, and 

solidarity. 

     Foregrounding such a pluralist-inflected sense of critical self-consciousness (or what 

Rorty calls “irony”) is good also because we thereby remind ourselves that our desire to 

negotiate conflict and difference must coexist alongside our desire also to keep the paths 

of inquiry open.  For we do not much have true inquiry if we fail to imagine, confront, 

and interrogate potentially compelling counter-narratives and alternative beliefs, 

including those that most threaten to result in social conflict and cognitive dissonance.  

And anyway, we are fallible, liable to mistake and correction (even in the sciences, as 

Booth suggests) – so, anyway, Charles S. Peirce reminded us as early as the 1870s when 

he initiated (somewhat to his chagrin) a movement of thought that William James later 

termed “pragmatism” (Peirce inevitably preferring the tortuous “pragmaticism,” he 

feeling James already bastardized his thought enough).   

     And as the (begrudging) founder of pragmatism, Peirce proclaimed also that there was 

only one corollary to what he considered the sole rule of reason, the rule “that in order to 

learn you must desire to learn, and in so desiring not be satisfied with what you already 

incline to think” (“The Scientific Attitude and Fallibilism” 54).  The corollary, he said, 
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“deserves to be inscribed upon every wall of the city of philosophy: Do not block the path 

of inquiry” (54).  By inquiry Peirce has in mind the process by which we confront doubt 

in an effort to test, shape, and strengthen belief.  And in his influential essay “The 

Fixation of Belief” (1877), he offers us a very useful (and very rhetorical) explanation of 

inquiry, which sheds no little light on why it is important that we maintain a healthy 

pluralism and critical self-consciousness when confronted with what seem if not 

incommensurate values and beliefs, then at least apparently intractable disagreements 

over our competing values and beliefs.  His discussion of inquiry highlights also, I will 

suggest, a valuable lesson concerning rhetoric: that since conflict and difference will 

always dog us, especially in a democratic society wherein conflict and difference thrive, 

then rhetoric’s utility (as a tool of negotiation, exploration, reflection, deliberation, 

action) is never exhausted.  The goal, then, is not merely to shape our rhetoric towards 

our various social ends (for that is unavoidable); the goal rather is to shape rhetoric 

deliberately, self-consciously, even self-reflexively, thus realizing that what we are 

shaping through our rhetoric – through inquiry and what Peirce calls the “settlement of 

opinion” – is in fact the sum of our beliefs, the sum of society.   

     Here is Peirce on the ways we use inquiry to fix belief, suggesting also some of the 

above ways to use rhetoric to fix too, still, society:  

If the settlement of opinion is the sole object of inquiry, and if belief is of the 

nature of a habit, why should we not attain the desired end, by taking as answer to 

a question any we may fancy, and constantly reiterating it to ourselves, dwelling 
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on all which may conduce to that belief, and learning to turn with contempt and 

hatred from anything that might disturb it? [. . .] 

But this method of fixing belief, which may be called the method of tenacity, 

will be unable to hold its ground in practice.  The social impulse is against it.  The 

man who adopts it will find that other men think differently from him, and it will 

be apt to occur to him, in some saner moment, that their opinions are quite as 

good as his own, and this will shake his confidence in his belief.  This conception, 

that another man’s thought or sentiment may be equivalent to one’s own, is a 

distinctly new step, and a highly important one.  It arises from an impulse too 

strong in man to be suppressed, without danger of destroying the human species.  

Unless we make ourselves hermits, we shall necessarily influence each other’s 

opinions; so that the problem becomes how to fix belief, not in the individual 

merely, but in the community. (10-13) 

This notion of inquiry as an ongoing and yet never terminally resolved “settlement of 

opinion” seems in fact quite central to Booth’s claim in Modern Dogma and the Rhetoric 

of Assent that the “supreme purpose of persuasion . . . could not be to talk someone else 

into a preconceived view; rather it must be to engage in mutual inquiry and exploration” 

(137).  Indeed, Peirce’s description of inquiry should also suggest to us the “unending 

conversation” that Kenneth Burke describes in The Philosophy of Literary Form, where 

in a footnote he claims that “it is in this ‘unending conversation’ that the assertions of any 

given philosopher are grounded” (111) – there providing us a prescient glimpse of 

pragmatist Stanley Fish’s decades-later notion of interpretive communities (a notion no 



 

39 

doubt influenced by Burke and Peirce, not to say also James and Mead, as well as the 

sophists he so loves). 

     And as I have suggested through my example of Peirce (and my mention of Rorty, 

Burke, and Fish), these accounts of rhetoric and its relation to inquiry and social 

cooperation seem central also to pragmatist thought.  But it is so-called neo-pragmatist 

Richard Rorty’s particular articulation of inquiry, as well as his discussion of its role in 

civic life, to which I am especially drawn.  In fact, Booth’s vision of rhetoric seems not 

unlike the vision of a liberal society that Rorty describes in Contingency, Irony, and 

Solidarity: “one which is content to call ‘true’ (or ‘right’ or ‘just’) whatever the outcome 

of undistorted communication happens to be, whatever view wins in a free and open 

encounter” (67).  And concerning this hope for society, with Rorty 

I want to see freely arrived at agreement as agreement on how to accomplish 

common purposes (e.g., prediction and control of the behavior of atoms or people, 

equalizing life-chances, decreasing cruelty), but I want to see these common 

purposes against the background of an increasing sense of the radical diversity of 

private purposes, of the radically poetic character of individual lives, and of the 

merely poetic foundations of the “we-consciousness” which lies behind our social 

institutions. (67-8)   

Something very similar to this, finally, is what I mean by negotiating (and preserving) 

agonistic conflict and pluralistic difference in a deliberative democracy – a pragmatic but 

poetic understanding of the ways through which we improve our rhetoric in order to 
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achieve the “publicly constitutive, personally liberating democratic education” that 

Antczak describes.   

     Indeed, another rhetorical theorist, James Crosswhite, reiterates this rhetoric of social 

hope in his “reconstruction of the theory of argumentation,” which he claims “draws not 

from logic but from rhetorical theory, and is thoroughly pragmatic” (3).  According to 

Crosswhite 

The attempt to articulate a rhetoric of reason is thus the enactment of a social 

hope that people will be able to reason together – even if they are from conflicting 

rhetorical communities.  This is a far cry from the claims philosophy has 

traditionally made for itself.  Rhetorical theory does not have access to eternal 

truths of reason and communication.  Rather, it has a purpose, a social       

purpose. . . . The social needs which argumentation meets have not vanished.  The 

most obvious of these needs is the need to resolve social conflicts nonviolently.  

(17, 45) 

But according to Crosswhite this rhetoric meets also other social needs, not the least of 

which is the kind of democratic education that Antczak describes – the kind of civic 

education that Nussbaum, Booth, and Rorty also promote: 

The rhetorical theory I am pursuing here already has its aims to strengthen our 

confidence in the possibility of nonviolent resolutions to our conflicts, to defend 

the possibility of social criticism, to help shape a credible account of the purpose 

of higher education. (30) 
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In chapter five, my project’s conclusion, I will return to discuss in greater detail the 

pedagogical and social ends to which we might put rhetoric and rhetorical theory, in 

particular the practice and study of empathic reasoning.  And there I will return also to 

discuss this pluralistic and utopian (but arguably still pragmatic) “rhetoric of social 

hope.”  This vision of rhetoric and democracy, I have suggested, is not unlike the theory 

of deliberative democracy that Young describes and that she and Roberts-Miller promote 

through agonistic rhetoric and empathic encounters with pluralism and diverse human 

narratives.  And there in the conclusion I further connect these visions of rhetoric and 

democracy (perhaps neither so utopian after all) to Russell Banks’s hopes for “the grand 

democratic American literary project” of which he is a proponent and a practitioner in 

good company, a tradition whose “Homeric originators” he claims are Whitman and 

Twain (“Who Will Tell the People?” 84).  According to Banks, central to this tradition is 

a “commitment to witnessing” – a notion, I will suggest later in this project, very close to 

what I call empathic reasoning (“Views” 97).  

    And speaking of witnessing suffering: Returning to Coulter for a moment, I will next 

preview some of the questions I will ask in later chapters – in particular questions about 

the social and pedagogical ends to which we might put the study and practice of empathic 

reasoning.  In what follows, then, I will use Coulter to help establish the exigency for 

asking such questions and undertaking my inquiry. 
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Ann Coulter and the Ends of Empathic Reasoning 

And so I dredge up this exchange between Coulter and Deutsch in order to raise some 

key questions about rhetoric and the fate of public discourse, questions driving much of 

our work in the humanities.  Perhaps the most crucial question here is how might we 

come to live with difference and conflict without also degrading or silencing one another.  

For surely Coulter attempts both to degrade and to silence these women with whom she 

disagrees – as do, no doubt, many of us who demean our liberal or conservative 

opponents by reducing them to their political identities and motives (e.g., our mere red 

state or blue state adversaries).  And yet, how can we protect difference and responsibly 

confront conflict but still also promote the above sense of the common good?  If 

consensus is not our goal, and if we hope also to circumvent or forestall coercion and 

force, then to what shared values can we appeal in order to safeguard democracy and to 

ensure this quest for mutual inquiry and exploration?  To what political or philosophical 

models do we turn in order to shape these values?  And for us teachers of rhetoric, 

composition, and English studies – for us theorists of deliberation, practical reasoning, 

and textual and cultural analysis; we proponents of liberal education and practitioners of 

the humanities; we humanists of varying stripes – what models of public discourse and 

methods of intersubjective agreement and rhetorical critique do we promote and employ 

as we equip our students with ways of more responsibly and fruitfully participating in, 

and challenging, the ways we negotiate (and fail miserably to negotiate more justly, 

generously, productively) conflict and difference?   
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     And so more to the pedagogical point (and thus, perhaps, more to our immediate 

purposes): How do we educators and scholars in the humanities (again, particularly us 

folks in rhetoric, composition, and English and cultural studies) encourage our students 

(and ourselves) to examine with greater justice, charity, and imagination – with more 

fully reasoned deliberation informed by greater empathic reasoning – the narratives we 

tell one another about ourselves, about our histories, hopes, crises, and differences.  How 

do we encourage our students to examine with greater rhetorical awareness and empathic 

understanding – that is, more critically but also with greater compassion, self-reflection, 

and ironic self-reflexivity – the ways we cope, through language and argumentation, with 

conflict and contingency?   

     In short, how do we cultivate among our students these civic virtues of improving 

their own and others’ abilities to reason together, to argue and deliberate responsibly?  

Indeed, borrowing Martha Nussbaum’s term, how might we cultivate our students’ and 

our own humanity by expanding our capacities to reason and empathize more fully, and 

argue more responsibly and productively, with others, and in some case with “the other”?  

And for those of us who examine closely the contingency of language – its always-

tenuous relationship to identity, reality, and power – how do we cultivate these civic 

capacities and virtues? And finally, how can we put these various pedagogical ends and 

means to the supreme social end of improving our abilities to reason together in order not 

to coerce, demean, or destroy one another?  That is, how can we put these ends to the 

common good I will define in the next chapter as Wayne Booth’s quest for “mutual 
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inquiry and exploration” – our quest to keep strong but also more strongly compassionate 

and just the “unending conversation” that Kenneth Burke describes.  

     One answer to these questions about pedagogy, the answer I explore in this project, is 

that we scrutinize our use of language to shape meaning and lives.  Given what English 

studies scholar Robert Scholes calls in his 2004 MLA presidential address “the 

multicultural and multitextual nature of the world around us” (732), we should exercise 

(and interrogate) more fully our capacity for what he elsewhere describes as “textual 

power” – “the power to select (and therefore to suppress), the power to shape and present 

certain aspect of human experience” (Textual Power 20).  “Our task as teachers,” Scholes 

persuasively argues, “is to introduce students to this web [of textualities], to make it real 

and visible for them, insofar as we can, and to encourage them to cast their own strands 

of thought and text into this network so that they will feel its power and understand both 

how to use it and how to protect themselves from its abuses” (21). 

     Of course, these above many questions about rhetoric and pedagogy expose certain 

political, even epistemological, assumptions about the benefits of pluralism, perhaps the 

most crucial of which is the belief that conflict and difference constitute not only our 

need for a social democratic system of government but also constitute, thus, our 

democratic national character.  That is to say – with political theorists of democracy like 

Iris Marion Young, Robert Dahl, and others I discuss in my project’s concluding chapter 

– conflict and difference, tempered with tolerance and reciprocation, make for a healthy 

democracy: that democratic deliberation and distributive justice very literally thrive on 

pluralistic and agonistic argumentation and debate. Without such conflict and difference 
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democracy has no work before it; and without our deliberative and open engagement with 

them – and without free inquiry and the liberty that sustains it – then we call our system 

something else, a plutocracy or oligarchy perhaps.  And so it seems imperative that we 

rhetoricians explore more earnestly the question of how we might responsibly confront 

conflict and difference while advancing the cause of social justice, thereby achieving 

liberty for all and the equitable distribution of social goods and rights.  This means we 

must explore also how we might achieve what rhetorician Fred Antczak describes as “the 

reconstitution of the democratic audience,” the intellectual reconstitution, in part, of our 

ability to reason together, to use and to interrogate rhetoric in order to refine the quality 

of our nation’s thought and character.  This ability to engage in what Booth calls “mutual 

inquiry and exploration” necessitates also, I will argue, greater empathic reasoning: a 

mode of reasoning I explore in this project as a component of rhetorical and ethical 

deliberation, inquiry, and judgment; a means of understanding more fully our differences 

and measuring our successes and failures at negotiating those differences; and a mode of 

rhetorical analysis and practical reasoning modeled especially through imaginative 

literature and cultivated potentially through what philosopher Martha Nussbaum calls our 

narrative imaginations, that is, our critical engagements with narratives (fictional or 

otherwise).  

     And so Ann Coulter’s response to those with whom she disagrees – her unspoken but 

tacitly understood answers to the above questions about how we negotiate conflict and 

difference, how we construct and inhabit the public sphere, and how we reconstitute 

through reason, compassion, and empathic imagination our national thought and 
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character – her response to these four women should seem to us clearly an antidemocratic 

barrier to improving our degraded “political dialogue in this country,” and thus a barrier 

also to achieving our common good.  For withholding now the full measure of my ability 

to reason responsibly with Coulter (as does she throughout her critique of these women) – 

that is, tempering my description of her rhetoric with perhaps less charity or so-called 

decency than empathic reasoning might require – this is how her “response” finally reads 

to me: We live in hostile relation to any person or group who might politically or 

otherwise ideologically disagree with us.  We suspect every opponent is a threat to our 

existence – their values and beliefs mutually exclusive with ours, engaged as we are in a 

zero-sum game of competing worldviews.  We reduce that threat to something other than 

human (e.g., like wives reveling in their husbands’ deaths for mere political gain), so the 

better to pretend their (now its) perceived threat has no human rational claim upon our 

one true reality, the one true reality.  We thereby elide difference and in turn exacerbate 

conflict.  And we make monsters of our fellow humans and then treat those monsters very 

cruelly indeed.   

     Certainly Coulter is an extreme example; but certainly she is not alone.  Indeed, if the 

ongoing culture wars are any indication of how we negotiate – even simply discuss – 

conflict and difference in the political public sphere, then many of us on “both” sides of 

the issues are guilty of denigrating, arguably also dehumanizing, our political opposition.  

For surely many of us react to conflict and difference by reducing our opponents to their 

respective token markers, allowing that shallow and sometimes hollow marker (e.g., 

“liberal,” “conservative,” “leftist,” “fundamentalist”) to represent fully the motives and 
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identities of each member of that group.  And thus, skeptically – dangerously skeptical in 

the ways against which someone like philosopher Stanley Cavell warns us 
5
 – 

solipsistically even, we make caricatures of assuredly complex individuals and groups, 

often in the service simply of reinforcing our most cherished beliefs, our most fragile 

identities; and we then make strawmen out of these caricatures and annihilate them 

appropriately, summarily.  

     Fortunately, few of us cross the line that Coulter crosses.  Few of us would publicly 

advertise our open contempt for others, more accurately, our vitriolic contempt for certain 

others; moreover, few of us would evince so stunningly obdurate a refusal to empathize 

with these women: who, we should note, are critical of the government for exactly the 

reason that Coulter is in turn critical of them, for exploiting victims of a national tragedy 

for political gain, which of course is exactly how Coulter uses these women herself.  

Even fewer of us would engage in the certainly more controversial forms of protest and 

                                                
5
 Describing Cavell’s warnings against skepticism, rhetorical theorist James Crosswhite tells us that  

 

a good place to begin with Cavell is with his notion of knowledge as a kind of acknowledgment. . . 

. Knowledge as acknowledgment is a mode of responsibility for oneself and an owning up to and 

recognition of one’s connections with others.  Knowledge is thus a practical term, an ethical one. . 

. . The tragedy of skepticism is set in motion by a failure to acknowledge, by a refusal of 

responsibility. . . . For Cavell, acknowledging others is the only path to self-acknowledgment. . . . 

In order to take responsibility for ourselves, we must acknowledge the claims others have made on 

us. (73-4)  

 

Connecting Cavell’s thought to his own theory of argumentation, rhetoric, and reason, Crosswhite next 

claims that 

 

In argumentation, understood pragmatically and rhetorically, we do this [“take responsibility for 

ourselves” by acknowledging “the claims others have made on us”] by making claims explicit, and 

hearing them as questionable.  Hearing them as questionable gives us the option of affirming or 

denying them.  Affirming or denying them on the basis of reasons gives us a way of taking 

responsibility for our affirmations and denials. As I will show later, what counts as a reason for us 

will itself be an acknowledgment of our solidarity with or alienation from people who count or 

discount our reasons as acceptable.  Thus, letting something count as a reason is a way of 

acknowledging or disowning our connection to other people, too. (74) 
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persuasion that I will discuss in the following chapters – acts of violence and terrorism 

the commitment of which runs counter to our hopes to negotiate without coercion and 

violence the various forms of conflict and difference we confront daily when competing 

(and possibly incommensurate) values clash; acts of violence that often compromise, 

even foreclose, the possibility of reasoned deliberation and debate; the destruction and 

attempted destruction of human life, clearly sentient human life, that precludes any 

chance of our talking with and listening to one another, of understanding one another, 

empathizing, finding any common ground and thus any reason not to kill one another.   

     And yet, returning to Coulter’s assuredly poor contribution to reasoned deliberation 

and public debate, the reader should note something very interesting about the lackluster 

defense she offers in support of her contemptuous remarks: her own, remarkably 

reasonable (though arguably insincere and still insensitive) plea for empathy.  “That’s my 

complaint,” claims Coulter.  “They say, ‘oh, we have a right to go around attacking, but 

you can’t respond because my husband died.’”  If all we are asking for is a little empathy, 

a little understanding, then Coulter (strategically, disingenuously?) asks for the same.  So 

then what?  To whom do we listen?  Who deserves our attention?  Do we empathize only 

with the so-called victims, those whose suffering seems to us – to some of us – evident 

and certain? But what about the monsters?  Do we empathize also with them – those 

cruel, maybe troubled individuals who variously demand, who might even deserve 

empathy, but who seem perfectly incapable, some just unwilling, to reciprocate?  What, 

then, are the limits of empathy?  And to what extent (but with what valve?) does it 

inform, or inhibit, judgment and action?   
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Chapter overview 

In the chapters that follow I explore these various questions concerning this process 

of empathic reasoning, questions concerning also and more generally (and for lack of a 

better phrase) the rhetoric of empathy.  In chapter one I develop more fully my theory of 

empathic reasoning, referring especially to theories of rhetoric, narrative, and ethics 

developed by rhetorician Wayne Booth and philosopher Martha Nussbaum.  In particular, 

I offer Booth’s vision of rhetoric – improved mutual inquiry and exploration – as our 

common good, the standard by which we measure our success in achieving empathic 

reasoning.  And I promote as the means of cultivating empathic reasoning the three civic 

capacities that Nussbaum argues “are essential to the cultivation of humanity in today’s 

world”: (1) “the capacity for critical examination of oneself and one’s traditions – for 

living what, following Socrates, we may call ‘the examined life’”; (2) “an ability to see 

[ourselves] not simply as citizens of some local region or group but also, and above all, as 

human beings bound to all other human beings by ties of recognition and concern”; and 

(3) the narrative imagination, “the ability to think what it might be like to be in the shoes 

of a person different from oneself, to be an intelligent reader of that person’s story” 

(Cultivating Humanity 9-11).  In my study I will especially attend to this third capacity, 

the narrative imagination – a manner of moral inquiry and deliberation echoed also by 

pragmatist philosopher Richard Rorty and political theorist Iris Marion Young, who 

independently argue that narratives, novels in particular, are an especially effective 

means of humanizing us to one another.  And I turn to Young and rhetoric scholar 
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Patricia Roberts-Miller to illustrate how my notion of empathic reasoning promotes also, 

indeed requires, an agonistic-inflected sense of rhetoric and the public sphere – both 

crucial to a theory of deliberative democracy, these scholars argue.  There in chapter one 

I advance also Nussbaum’s claim that compassion is a component, or form, of reasoning 

(“Compassion”); and I do so in order to illustrate how empathic reasoning, which seems 

to require something like compassion or sympathy, is a mode of analysis and a method of 

reading (indeed a habit of thought) that we can cultivate in part by cultivating also 

Nussbaum’s three civic capacities. 

      In chapter one I will also describe three related rhetorical approaches to analyzing, 

modeling, and cultivating empathic reasoning – three different kinds of questions we can 

ask as we examine a controversy or text (literary or otherwise): (1) Does the rhetor or 

author evidence and model an empathic attitude towards his or her audience or subject? 

Conversely, does the audience reciprocate?  (2) Does a rhetor or author (or text) model a 

process of empathic reasoning, for example, in his or her (or its) methods of analysis or 

judgment?  (3) Does a rhetor or author (or text) produce empathic reasoning, either by 

eliciting from readers an empathic response or by encouraging them to participate in the 

process of empathic reasoning?  Throughout this project I hope to apply, model, and 

analyze these three approaches to studying the rhetoric of empathy, as I examine a 

handful of texts written by American novelist Russell Banks, interrogating these texts in 

light of the social, political, and ethical controversies and dilemmas they address 

(whether intentionally by the author or more indirectly).  Again, my inquiry and this 

dissertation are structured in no small part around my exploration of two novels and a 
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larger set of ostensibly more “persuasive” texts, including a few essays Banks has written 

on the subjects of 9/11, patriotism, rhetoric, and the social (and democratic) uses of 

literature. 

 In chapter two I explore the tension between justice and mercy (or perhaps more 

accurately, between retributive justice and distributive justice) by offering a close reading 

of Banks’s novel Affliction (1989) – a harrowing account of the ways in which we (but 

perhaps men especially) perpetuate (e.g., through certain ideals of masculinity, self-

reliance, and retributive justice) cycles of violence relating to domestic abuse and child 

abuse.  In this novel, narrated in first person, fictional historian Rolfe Whitehouse 

reconstructs for readers and himself, and largely through empathic reasoning, both the 

events surrounding his brother Wade’s murder of two men (the first their abusive father) 

and the factors likely contributing to Wade’s tragic crackup.  At the same time – although 

less explicitly than in the final chapter where I discuss the pedagogical implications of 

my inquiry – this chapter also begins to examine the more disciplinary claims regarding 

empathy (claims that I make more or less tacitly in every chapter): that as key 

components of dialectic and deliberation, empathic reasoning and the narrative 

imagination (and thus also narrative fiction) are fruitful subjects for further study and 

pedagogical application, especially for those of us in rhetoric, composition, and English 

studies.  I will also again turn to Wayne Booth, in particular his rhetoric and ethics of 

fiction, to discuss (albeit implicitly) what he calls the morality of “the inside view” – the 

ways in which an author attempts to guide or control, especially through first-person 

narration, a reader’s sympathy for, or moral judgment of, more or less unsympathetic 
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narrator-characters and other “characters who do not have strong virtues to recommend 

them” (The Rhetoric of Fiction 378).  More generally, in this chapter I hope to model (or 

begin to model) a method of reading – a mode of inquiry, in fact – that seems a crucial 

component of empathic reasoning.   

 And although this method of reading is perhaps especially well suited to examining 

novels and other fictional narratives, I will continue to demonstrate in chapters three, 

four, and five (as I have in my above analysis of Coulter’s rhetoric) that it is not limited 

to literary texts.  Moreover, in the remaining chapters I will explore the rhetorical 

dimensions of empathy in the service of a noticeably more rhetorical form of analysis, 

employing and modeling still a kind of reading we might with Wayne Booth call moral 

inquiry – an engagement with stories (perhaps any narrative) that results in “a justified 

judgment [that] depends, as Hume well knew, on a transaction between the ethical quality 

of the work and the ethical powers and attention of the listener” (“‘Of the standard of 

moral taste’” 159).  And according to Booth, such  

Trustworthy moral judgments about stories can never be arrived at through a 

private investigation by any lone individual, however brilliant.  Such judgments 

simply cannot be demonstrated by any form of rigorous deductive or inductive 

reasoning pursuable in private. . . . Instead, effective moral critics always employ 

a form of “-duction” that is not “in-” or “de-” but coduction: they listen not only 

to stories but to their friends’ responses to stories, and they change their minds 

steadily as they listen. (166, emphasis in original) 
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This mode of inquiry, or method of reading, thus requires not only that the reader attend 

closely to the text and its author’s intentions; it requires also that the reader test his or her 

“reading” – that is, his or her moral judgments – alongside and in relation to other 

readers’ judgments, beliefs, assumptions, responses.  This theory of coduction we should 

apply also, I will suggest, in our analysis of nonliterary works, including especially other 

narratives as well as explicit arguments (and the controversies to which they belong, texts 

also).  I hope that my attempt at employing this mode of inquiry in later chapters – where 

I explore with Banks and other authors the limits and possibilities of empathic reasoning 

– complements (more or less seamlessly) my arguably more literary analysis of the novel 

Affliction in chapter two, where I discuss in greater detail Booth’s ethics of fiction, this 

notion of moral inquiry, and his claim that  

To teach reading (or viewing or listening) that is both engaged and actively 

critical is central because it is in stories, in narratives large and small rather than 

in coded commandments, that students absorb lessons in how to confront ethical 

complexity.  It is in dealing with narrative conflicts that they imbibe the skills 

required when our real values, values that are not merely social constructs, clash. 

(“The Ethics of Teaching Literature” 48, emphasis in original) 

     In chapter three I will apply this method of empathic reading to statements made by 

two terrorists, abolitionist John Brown and anti-abortionist Paul Ross Evans – 

declarations by terrorists who abandon not only empathic reasoning but also language as 

a means of negotiating conflict and difference.  And I will use these statements and my 

analysis of them to frame an exploration into the problem of incommensurability – the 
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deep, arguably irresolvable, clash between (ostensibly or actually?) irreconcilable values, 

beliefs, worldviews.  In response to this problem, which he illustrates through literature 

and in his classroom discussions of controversies surrounding terrorism, English studies 

scholar Michael Bérubé offers as a solution (of sorts) his reworking of Habermas’s notion 

of “reciprocal recognition” – which he puts finally in the service of mutual understanding 

rather than towards Habermas’s goal of consensus (What’s Liberal About the Liberal 

Arts? 220-37).  Reciprocal recognition, qualified as such, is a notion that effectively 

complements, then, Booth’s hope for mutual inquiry and exploration, Nussbaum’s theory 

of the narrative imagination, Young’s theory of deliberative democracy, and Roberts-

Miller’s theory of agonistic and deliberative argumentation. Coupled with his rhetorical 

appeal to universal human rights (248-66), Bérubé’s notion of reciprocal recognition 

demonstrates, I will argue, one set of grounds on which we should advance our 

understanding of empathic reasoning; moreover, his work models for us a useful 

approach to exploring with our students the possibility that “there really are 

‘incommensurabilities’ between different belief systems that cannot be negotiated away 

or finessed by appeal to impartial third parties” (220).  

     In chapter four I will again turn to a novel by Russell Banks, the historical epic 

Cloudsplitter (1998): an intimate account of the equally tumultuous domestic and 

political lives of the famous abolitionist John Brown narrated from the largely invented 

perspective of his otherwise historically real son, Owen Brown.  In this chapter I will first 

offer a close reading of the novel while also situating the novel in direct relation to a 

number of non-literary texts, including Banks’s own public responses to terrorism before 
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9/11 and responses published by Susan Sontag and Stanley Fish immediately following 

9/11.  To these ends I hope to illustrate the ways in which Banks humanizes the terrorist 

John Brown, thereby offering his readers the opportunity to judge him for themselves, 

much like the ways that Sontag and Fish require we empathize with those terrorists 

whose beliefs and actions we condemn, if only to know what we are really up against.    

    Then, in the second half of chapter four, I will situate Banks’s openly “fictional” 

biography of Brown in the context of historians’ accounts of the famous abolitionist, 

biographies some of which make Brown too much of a martyr (thereby overlooking the 

violent means by which he sought to achieve his ends of liberating slaves) while others 

reduce him merely to a madman (thereby overlooking his many reasons for using 

coercion, terrorism, and violence, and thus neglecting also to attend to the nature of his 

cause).  Setting Banks’s novel alongside these published responses to terrorism and 

biographies on Brown, I will assess each text’s (but especially the novel’s) engagement 

with empathic reasoning, again by asking roughly these three questions: (1) To what 

extent, or with what success, does the author seem to approach his subject, John Brown, 

with empathic reasoning? (2) Does the author model in his study of Brown a process of 

empathic reasoning, a method of analysis, deliberation, and judgment he employs to 

understand fully his subject? (3) Does the text impart or facilitate empathic reasoning?  

By these means I will examine how Banks potentially complicates our judgments of 

Brown as a martyr or a madman, thereby potentially also more fully humanizing Brown 

to us.  I will also suggest that by upsetting these categories to which Brown is often 

assigned, Banks also potentially complicates our understanding of the problem of 
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incommensurability, if only by pointing towards the common ground we share in terms 

of our potential to cause and suffer cruelty.  

  Towards the end of this chapter I make a brief detour to examine Mark Twain’s late 

story “The War Prayer” – a parable of sorts on the subject of war and empathy that 

bitingly details not only our capacity for cruelty but also our capacity to rationalize away 

our cruelty: on the one hand, to avoid cognitive dissonance; and on the other, to serve 

without question a so-called just cause.  I offer this story as an especially effective (and 

chilling) interrogation of the limits of empathic reasoning, another narrative with which 

we can further dramatize the problem of incommensurability and thus our great need for 

greater empathic reasoning, more self-reflective and -reflexive moral inquiry, and 

improved mutual inquiry and exploration.  Finally, I conclude this chapter by offering 

Banks’s Cloudsplitter not only as a model for empathic reasoning but also as an 

exemplary contribution to the democratic literary tradition that Banks promotes in and 

out of his fiction – again, the artistic tradition he describes as having a deep “commitment 

to witnessing” and whose “Homeric originators” he identifies as Whitman and Twain.  

For with Cloudsplitter Banks has crafted a nuanced, self-reflexive, sympathetic but still 

critical assessment of Brown that at once more fully humanizes the terrorist to us while 

also dramatizing and interrogating the limits and possibilities of empathic reasoning: a 

novel very much committed to witnessing, in other words.  

     More accurately, however, the text I will analyze in chapters three and four is not so 

much the novel Cloudsplitter but the controversy of terrorism, considered especially in 

the light of the problem of incommensurability.  In part, incommensurability (or the 
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possibility of it) is a problem, I will suggest, because it complicates our quest for the 

common good, that is, Booth’s hope for mutual inquiry and exploration, for greater 

understanding.  It is also a problem, therefore, because we do not seem able to talk about 

it effectively, or to confront it, neither we rhetoricians who study and teach 

argumentation nor we rhetors who only sometimes productively engage in argumentation 

– that is, if we are defining argumentation as do Chaim Perelman (and James 

Crosswhite), for whom “the central guiding principle of argumentation is the idea of 

justice.”
6
 And this resistance to negotiating, even recognizing sites of possible 

incommensurability (or just plain conflict) suggests we need also to foreground in our 

discussions of argumentation and persuasion the extent to which, for example, cognitive 

dissonance (or just plain injustice) inhibits and forestalls not merely our assuredly utopian 

quest for mutual inquiry and exploration but also the pragmatic development of more 

just, or more equitable, public policy and distribution of societal goods and rights.   

 And in chapter five, my project’s conclusion, I open with an analysis of Banks’s 

“Letter to My Granddaughter on the Eve of Another War,” a nonfiction essay he wrote 

                                                
6
 I turn again to rhetorical theorist James Crosswhite, who sheds light on Perelman’s understanding of 

argumentation: 

 

According to Perelman, the central guiding principle of argumentation is the idea of justice, which 

is at the heart of the very concepts of reason and argumentation.  Justice is typically thought to be 

a way of deciding how different claims can be reconciled in relation to the distribution of goods, 

the protection of rights and liberties, and so on.  However, Perelman’s insight is to see the idea in 

a much broader way.  To put it in terms Perelman did not use: people make conflicting claims on 

each other’s being-in-the-world in the largest sense.  Each of us is a disclosure of the world, an 

uncovering of entities; however, each of these disclosures is in some respects different from all the 

others.  And yet these disclosures make claims on each other.  These claims often need to be 

reconciled with the idea of justice: that beings of the same kind be treated in the same way.  

Argumentation is the attempt to reconcile the claims of different disclosures of the world in a way 

that is fair and just. (36) 
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soon after America began bombing in Iraq in March 2003.  Published internationally in 

the journal AUTODAFE – the official journal of the International Parliament of Writers, 

an organization of which he was then president – Banks’s argument serves as a 

counterpoint to Ann Coulter’s public attacks on the Jersey Girls.  Ostensibly addressing 

the “Letter” to his granddaughter Sarah – who apparently represents those on the left 

increasingly openly contemptuous of those on the right – Banks hopes to encourage his 

more general audience of liberals and leftists to improve their empathic reasoning with 

their fellow citizens, not all who reside in so-called red states.  Largely a narrative that 

details his own and others’ difficulties empathizing with their political opposition, 

Banks’s essay dramatizes – and thus at once both models for, and demands from readers 

– greater empathic reasoning with “our fellow citizens, who are struggling just as you and 

I are to do the right thing” (23).   

 Banks’s argument serves, then, as a response to the vitriolic stalemate between 

equally reactionary conservatives and leftists about what constitutes patriotism and public 

debate – a controversy I touch on in chapter three, in my analysis of the arguments Susan 

Sontag and Stanley Fish made about terrorism in the wake of the 9/11 attacks; a debate I 

address also above, of course, in my analysis of Ann Coulter’s attacks on the Jersey Girls.  

Moreover, in the final chapter I use Banks’s “Letter” as another model for, and means by 

which we might explore the limits and possibilities of empathic reasoning.  And in light 

of the conclusions I draw from my analysis of Banks’s rhetoric, I develop more fully my 

claims for the civic and pedagogical ends of empathic reasoning, among which I include 

reasoned deliberation and judgment tempered with greater justice, equality, and charity.  
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 I conclude this final chapter with a lengthy discussion of the pedagogical and 

discipline-related implications of my study, proposing empathic reasoning finally as a 

crucial end of liberal, and indeed also democratic education.  This part of the conclusion, 

which comprises the bulk of the chapter, is broken into three sections, in the first of 

which I discuss other scholars (in disciplines including political theory, education theory, 

social psychology, and the history of liberal education) who explore empathy and its 

relationship to processes of socialization, individuation, and moral development; its 

relationship also to the cultivation of such democratic virtues as tolerance, reciprocation, 

and distributive justice.  In the second section I engage in conversation with English 

studies scholar Robert Scholes, 2004 president of the MLA and author of the influential 

studies Textual Power and The Rise and Fall of English, wherein he advances the 

theories of “textual power” and “textuality” I above describe as compelling and useful 

methods by which we might interrogate texts and culture – but theories that in his 2004 

MLA presidential address he doesn’t seem to take far enough in the direction of 

cultivating the kind of civic education that Nussbaum and other scholars in this project 

prescribe.   

     In the final section of chapter five, I conclude the project with a discussion of the 

pedagogical implications and applications of empathic reasoning – implications also for 

liberal education, democratic education, and improved inquiry and public discourse and 

political debate.  There I will argue that if other scholars are correct, then there indeed 

exist civic virtues that we can define as chief ends of an education for citizenship 

(certainly also, then, ends of a liberal education): virtues that include Nussbaum’s 
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definition of compassion along with her three civic capacities for cultivating our 

humanity; Booth’s notions of moral inquiry and “mutual inquiry and exploration,” the 

latter of which, again, he describes in Modern Dogma and the Rhetoric of Assent as the 

“supreme purpose of persuasion” (137); political theorist Iris Marion Young’s hopes for 

reasoned deliberation; rhetorical scholar Patricia Roberts-Miller’s agonistic and 

deliberative conception of rhetoric and the public sphere; and my own notion of empathic 

reasoning, which I promote in part as a means of facilitating judgment tempered with 

justice and compassion.  Finally, I conclude that empathic reasoning is a crucial feature 

of democratic deliberation, a necessary component of our quest not only for mutual 

inquiry and exploration but also mutual understanding, or reciprocal recognition.  That is 

to say, empathic reasoning is a necessary (but hardly sufficient) condition for, and means 

of achieving our common good: which finally is no less than “achieving our country” (as 

recommended by Richard Rorty and James Baldwin) and thus also perfecting ourselves 

(as recommended by Booth, Nussbaum, Rorty, Cavell, and countless other proponents of 

reasoned deliberation, free inquiry, and liberal education).  

 

The nest of questions I explore, then, throughout the project is whether empathic 

reasoning and with it also the narrative imagination help us better understand, maybe 

even negotiate, incommensurability or any deep conflict or difference of values, 

experiences, and beliefs.  My hope is that by more fully interrogating empathic reasoning, 

and by more self-consciously employing it, we might foreground through both our 

rhetorical practice and study (1) our apparent struggles sometimes to find common 
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ground with others, and especially with our perceived adversaries, where no doubt more 

common ground can always be found; (2) foreground also the ways in which we structure 

our worlds through language and omit from our world, through both language and force, 

“the other”; (3) foreground too – with what pragmatist philosopher Richard Rorty calls 

“ironic” (or critical self-conscious, -reflective, and –reflexive meta-) awareness – what 

Rorty also calls in Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity our “final vocabularies,” those sets 

of terms that describe or represent (but which might in fact arguably constitute the sum 

of) our most cherished and presumably foundationally grounded beliefs and values; and 

(4) foreground also, finally, the subtle as well as audacious ways in which we often fail to 

reason more fully with others, to negotiate more equitably and charitably our conflicts 

and differences – by spotlighting, that is, the ways we work with some people to achieve 

understanding and solidarity (e.g., by identifying with them) but reject and withhold from 

others anything resembling sincere civic engagement and social concern (e.g., by 

discounting their humanity by doubting their capacities to reason and by overlooking 

their capacity for suffering). 

     If greater empathic reasoning is required to improve deliberation and public discourse 

– and with many other scholars whose work I discuss throughout this project, I believe 

that it is so required
7
 – then what are the limits and possibilities of this form of 

                                                
7
 Among the scholars who have researched empathy and its relationship either to rhetoric, democracy, 

democratic education, or moral development, this project explores in particular the following authors’ 

research: Wayne Booth, Martha Nussbaum, Richard Rorty, Iris Marion Young, Patricia Roberts-Miller, 

Robert Dahl, Robert Goodin, James Crosswhite, Stanley Cavell, Martin Hoffman, Michael Bérubé, Bruce 

Kimball, Robert Orrill, Norman Nie et al., and Ernest T. Pascarella and Patrick T. Terenzini.   

 

And although he’s not a scholar by any stretch of the imagination, I might should also include among these 

experts on empathy, rock musician and social satirist Bobby Conn, who offers a compelling (and strikingly 
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reasoning? And what are the potential means by which we might model, cultivate, and 

improve our abilities to engage in, and analyze, this process of reasoning and moral 

inquiry?  Finally, what does rhetoric and rhetorical instruction and pedagogy offer by 

way of a means of cultivating these capacities for reasoned deliberation, judgment, and 

intersubjective agreement and conflict negotiation?  Throughout this project I explore 

some of these limits and possibilities of empathic reasoning; and in every chapter I come 

to same the basic conclusion: that despite the limits of empathic reasoning there is great 

need for realizing and cultivating further its possibilities.  Which is to say that there is 

great need, still, for improving the ways we reason together, in part by expanding our 

capacities to imagine more fully – charitably, responsibly, critically – the contingencies 

that inform and the particulars that comprise our life stories, our interconnected 

narratives.  It is these narratives, finally, to which we must apply empathic reasoning – 

these narratives we construct for ourselves, narratives also very much constructed for us, 

with vocabularies and values through which we identify with and hail one another, 

include or exclude one another, symbolically (and also actually) either establish solidarity 

with or destroy one another: narratives shot through with history, contingency, conflict. 

                                                                                                                                            
earnest, that is, non-satirical) assessment of George W. Bush’s apparent lack of empathy – one that echoes 

my own assessment of Coulter’s similar inability to imagine others’ humanity.  Here is Bobby Conn:  

 

Bush is something special. He's something special even compared to his dad, you know? He's 

operating on that weird righteous motivation of, like, the successful 12-step program person. And 

he's really completely unburdened by any curiosity about the way that other people might think. A 

very dangerous kind of personality to have when you're that powerful. . . . I think he's one of the 

least empathic human beings as a political leader I have ever encountered, which is weird, because 

in all of the reports on him, people say that he's very charming in person. I find that hard to 

believe. (“Bobby Conn Is Completely Serious”) 

 

Ditto. 
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Chapter 1 

Reason to Care: 

Empathy, Deliberation, and the Narrative Imagination 
 

If we want a compassionate community, we can have one without sacrificing the 

Enlightenment’s commitment to reason and reflection – because compassion is a 

certain sort of reasoning. 

 

       Martha Nussbaum, “Compassion: The Basic Social Emotion” (28) 

 

[N]arrative imagination is an essential preparation for moral interaction.  Habits 

of empathy and conjecture conduce to a certain type of citizenship and a certain 

form of community: one that cultivates a sympathetic responsiveness to another’s 

needs, and understands the way circumstances shape those needs, while 

respecting separateness and privacy. 

 

       Martha Nussbaum, Cultivating Humanity (90) 

 

The supreme purpose of persuasion . . . could not be to talk someone else into a 

preconceived view; rather it must be to engage in mutual inquiry or exploration. 

 

      Wayne Booth, Modern Dogma and the Rhetoric of Assent (137) 

 

 

As a rhetorical study of empathy, this project explores some of the ways in which 

empathic understanding informs those areas of practical reasoning and public discourse 

concerned especially with deliberation, moral inquiry, and judgment.  As I have 

suggested, I am especially interested in the ways in which narrative literature (novels in 

particular) as a form of argument and inquiry can – when complemented with certain 

modes of close reading and rhetorical analysis – facilitate sympathetic identification with 

others in the service of both more ethically nuanced and critically engaged deliberation, 

thus, more compassionate civic participation.  Very simply, I share with many 
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rhetoricians the hope that improving the means by which we reason together, and thus 

also the space in which we reason, will improve also our efforts to negotiate conflict 

while respecting difference.  In particular, I share with rhetorician Wayne Booth the 

belief that what ought to serve as the center of our profession – both our scholarship and 

our teaching in literature, composition, and rhetoric – is “the effort to free minds into 

critical understanding” (“Credo” 25).  Alongside this belief, the other basic assumption I 

hold is that empathic understanding, while not in itself a sufficient condition for critical 

understanding – for reasoning together – is a necessary condition for it.  Without 

empathic understanding there seems little hope for reasoning together well; indeed, 

without it, there seems little hope of reasoning together at all. 

I assume, then, a certain definition of rhetoric, or more accurately, certain hopes for 

the study of rhetoric and the practice of persuasion.  Here, I share with Wayne Booth the 

pluralist assumption that the “supreme purpose of persuasion . . . could not be to talk 

someone else into a preconceived view; rather it must be to engage in mutual inquiry or 

exploration” (Modern Dogma 137).  Because engaging in mutual inquiry and exploration 

requires that we seek to understand one another, it in turn requires that we empathize with 

one another: that we attempt to understand each other’s perspective, thus, beliefs, 

experiences, and reasons.  Engaging in mutual inquiry and exploration requires also, 

perhaps, that we seek something approaching a common good: some social order 

(however utopian) established, finally, neither through disinterested inquiry nor 

consensus but through conflict and controversy, negotiation and deliberation – that is, 

through argument and agonistic inquiry.  Again, according to Booth, “there is no public 
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good more important than the kind of shared life we lead when we pursue together the 

pleasures of critical understanding” (“Credo” 22).   

This common good (an inchoate category to be certain) we might more usefully 

define by describing what it does, that is, measures how effectively we have assessed one 

another’s reasons: weighing competing needs and desires against one another, actively 

encouraging and confronting conflict while negotiating it as best we can, preferably 

through discourse, inquiry, and reasoned deliberation, and not through violence or 

coercion.  In effect, the common good measures, for example, how fully we have 

deliberated on a question of public policy – how many perspectives were sincerely 

voiced, how many sincerely heard, and how policy was developed in response to 

competing, perhaps even incommensurate, needs and values.  But in what world might 

we pursue such admittedly utopian ends through such arguably too-hopeful means? 

One way to answer this question is to discuss what conception of the public sphere 

accords best with my vision of rhetoric.  Thus, I assume not only a certain definition of 

rhetoric – that is, certain goals for rhetorical practice, analysis, and instruction.  I assume 

also a place where rhetoric – argument, deliberation, dialectic – happens.  For as 

rhetorical scholar Patricia Roberts-Miller convincingly argues in her exceptional study 

Deliberate Conflict, one’s vision of rhetoric entails also a certain vision of the public 

sphere wherein – indeed, also an ideal political framework within which – argument takes 

place.  Her study illustrates that one’s attitude (especially a composition teacher’s 

attitude) towards argumentation, or discursive conflict, reveals certain political and 
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philosophical assumptions, including one’s conception not only of rhetoric but also of the 

public sphere. 

Examining this nexus – where converge one’s theory of the public sphere and one’s 

hopes for rhetoric – Roberts-Miller develops a useful taxonomy with which she assesses 

some of the ideological assumptions that inform composition pedagogy.  As she 

demonstrates, her taxonomy reveals “several promising models of democratic public 

argument” (13), each based on a different notion of the public sphere.  Focusing on five 

models – the liberal, the technocratic, the interest-based, the communitarian, and the 

deliberative – she then assesses each against two axes of measurement: “One axis 

measures the degree to which one considers ideal speech to be oriented towards 

agreement (irenic) or disagreement (agonistic).  The other axis measures the degree to 

which the public sphere is a place where individuals express their points of view – 

expressive – or a place where groups try to establish mutually binding policy – 

deliberative” (13-14).  Examining each of these models in light of how it views the “role 

and desirability of conflict in democratic public argument” (14), Roberts-Miller 

concludes that the agonistic deliberative model is best, since it promotes conflict, 

argumentation, and deliberation over consensus, self-expression, or supposedly 

disinterested inquiry (or worse, mere self-interested bargaining, coercion, or violence).   

As is perhaps already clear to readers, I am quite persuaded by her analysis of why 

the agonistic deliberative model is best.  And as a proponent of an agonistic public 

sphere, I share with Roberts-Miller the belief that the most productive way to negotiate 

conflict is to confront it actively, by seriously considering competing perspectives and by 
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making “inequalities themselves the objects of argument” (197).  With her I subscribe 

also to a developing strand of political theory known as deliberative democracy, in 

particular to the views of influential theorist Iris Marion Young, who argues that we can 

employ, for example, two strategies in order better to preserve cultural and political 

difference as a means of confronting injustice: recognizing narratives as legitimate modes 

of persuasion and embracing discursive conflict as a route towards mutual understanding 

(“Communication and the Other”).  

We can see already how this theory of democracy takes a particularly rhetorical view 

of conflict and the public sphere – a view much in line with Booth’s quest for mutual 

inquiry and exploration.  Roberts-Miller elaborates on deliberative democracy’s 

rhetorical dimensions, clarifying also the extent to which it requires empathic reasoning 

“Proponents of deliberative democracy . . . [argue that] we cannot free ourselves of our 

own perspective. . . . This is, of course, exactly the advantage long posited about 

rhetorical training for public discourse: that it teaches rhetors to think about their 

arguments from different perspectives (rather than striving for a perspective-free stance)” 

(182-3).  And such deliberation requires, she reminds us, not only empathy but also 

tolerance and trust.  It requires therefore also a great deal of work as we try to balance our 

commitments and allegiances with some measure of compassion and reciprocation: 

Deliberative democracy makes high demands of citizens.  We must treat one 

another with empathy, attentiveness, and trust; we must take the time to invent 

and continually reinvent our ideas in the light of informed disagreement; we must 

care enough about our own views to try to persuade others of them, but not so 
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much that we are unwilling to change them; we must listen with care to people 

who tell us we are wrong; we must behave with grace when other views prevail; 

we must argue with passion but without rancor, with commitment but without 

intransigence. (187) 

And one way to cultivate such deliberation is to foster among our students and ourselves 

(and ideally among all citizens) a productive level of argumentation and conflict.  For it is 

through such agonistic rhetoric that we might attempt to achieve not only mutual inquiry 

and exploration but also mutual understanding; and it is through such deliberation and 

productive conflict that we might negotiate and preserve our differences in a pluralistic 

and multicultural society.  Roberts-Miller continues: “The valuing of difference, which is 

central to deliberative democracy, necessitates a valuing of the kind of tension also 

promoted by agonistic rhetoric. . . . Because deliberative democracy assumes that people 

are different, that no viewpoint is universal, then conflict among viewpoints is necessary” 

(201).  And with other scholars I discuss in this project, Roberts-Miller recommends 

especially narratives (and thus also what Nussbaum calls the narrative imagination) as a 

chief means of cultivating reasoned deliberation and mutual understanding.  For 

narratives – that is, particular narratives – can dramatize (and more effectively than, say, 

syllogisms) the particularity of our positions, our lives and histories, our reasons.  As 

Roberts-Miller reminds us, 

In deliberative democracy, one must make one’s argument understood in the 

words others use.  While part of what makes narrative (especially personal 

narrative) so helpful in public discourse is its situatedness, it must speak to people 
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in other situations. . . . It is an attempt to make a certain kind of experience 

comprehensible to people who have not had it.  (213, emphasis in original) 

Moreover, as Roberts-Miller illustrates, deliberative democracy clearly requires a healthy 

pluralism of arguments (or perspectives) and a healthy pluralism of critical approaches to 

analyzing and evaluating these arguments – arguments, she emphasizes, among which we 

should count also narratives, personal or fictional.  And yet, her study neither advocates 

nor models a particular critical approach to examining narratives as arguments – and nor 

was it designed to.  And so the question remains open: What narratives do we teach, and 

how do we teach them? 

In this project I will offer as one such critical approach to examining narratives as 

arguments, the method of empathic reading I model in later chapters (but have hinted at 

in the introduction, in my analysis of Coulter’s argument) – a method of reading with 

which I analyze both nonfictional public arguments as well as novels, including Russell 

Banks's two novels Affliction and Cloudsplitter – a method of rhetorical analysis that 

figures as part of the recursive process of empathic reasoning this project explores.  Later 

also in this chapter I will examine more fully the social utility, or “virtue,” of empathic 

reasoning, as I return to discuss further how a theory of deliberative democracy informs 

this rhetorical process.  For now, however, I will suggest that empathic reasoning figures 

most centrally in the deliberative model of the public sphere, and that it is this model 

towards which we should work. 

With philosopher Martha Nussbaum I share another set of arguably pluralist 

assumptions that inform my notion of empathic reasoning – assumptions about 
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compassion.  Like Wayne Booth, who has developed over his career a sophisticated 

ethics of fiction, Nussbaum, too, has developed a rich theory of narrative in the light of 

which she analyzes imaginative literature, including contemporary novels, in order to 

explore issues of law, ethics, public policy, and rhetorical theory.   In a number of 

studies, often in the service of her theory of narrative ethics, she has eloquently argued 

that compassion is itself a sophisticated form of reasoning, one that requires also 

empathy.  And she suggests moreover that as a form of reasoning, compassion is hardly 

merely an affective quality banished to one side of the rational/emotional divide; that as a 

form, or habit, of thought it is a capacity we can cultivate; and that it is a capacity we 

should cultivate, in ourselves and others, since it facilitates dialogue and understanding, 

which in turn facilitate (one hopes) improved civic participation – if only in the forms of 

more reasoned deliberation, improved public discourse, and consideration of alternatives 

to violence.  According to Nussbaum, “If we want a compassionate community, we can 

have one without sacrificing the Enlightenment’s commitment to reason and reflection – 

because compassion is a certain sort of reasoning” (“Compassion” 28).  I will later return 

to Nussbaum's analysis of compassion when I examine her notion of the narrative 

imagination – a concept through which she elaborates her ethics of fiction, in particular, 

her view on how fiction can cultivate compassion. 

To test these assumptions about empathy and rhetoric, however, requires that we turn 

our attention not only to novels (a form of narrative argument) but also to the rhetorical 

situations surrounding these literary texts – the social, political, and philosophical 

conflicts and controversies these texts in some way speak to, or out of which these texts 
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arise.  Examining a set of novels against the conflicts on which they shed light – that is, 

setting these two sets of “texts” in conversation with one another – requires in turn that 

we shift at times among perhaps slightly different methods of textual analysis.  This in 

turn requires, of course, that we straddle the divide between rhetorical and literary 

studies: a disciplinary divide already blurred, of course, by rhetorician and literary critic 

Wayne Booth and philosopher and classicist Martha Nussbaum, who, as I have 

suggested, together lead the charge among ethical theorists of narrative.  Incidentally, by 

employing a deliberately pluralistic approach to both textual and cultural analysis, we 

might also yield the more genuinely pluralistic conception of intersubjective agreement 

that Wayne Booth describes in his vision of mutual inquiry and exploration.  

 

But Why Russell Banks?  

Because he is a novelist who in his work dramatizes so powerfully the possibilities 

and limits of empathy – and because he too, arguably, is a rhetorician with a pluralist bent 

– I have here chosen as my literary subject contemporary American author Russell 

Banks, whose historical novel Cloudsplitter (about abolitionist John Brown) I will later 

examine in light of the theory of empathic reasoning herein described.  Through a 

number of narrative techniques, Banks positions readers, I will argue, in the agonistic 

space described above, challenging them to engage in a process of inquiry that to some 

extent effectively simulates the conditions for discursive conflict and deliberation noted 

by proponents of deliberative democracy – a process of dialectic that challenges readers 

to hash out for themselves their answers to fairly open-ended ethical and political 
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questions.  These techniques include (among others) self-reflexive meta-discourse on 

empathy; the dramatization of largely unsympathetic characters, variously marginalized, 

with whom readers might have difficulty identifying and empathizing; and experiments 

with first-person narration as a means of both facilitating and further complicating the 

readers’ ability to empathize with the characters.  In effect, Banks's novels not only 

model for readers, but also engage them in, a process of moral inquiry.  And this process 

of moral inquiry, crucial to deliberation, in turn requires that readers adopt and 

understand (or at the very least consider) others’ perspectives and arguments, including 

also the contingencies of experience and belief that shape those perspectives and 

arguments.  Such inquiry thus necessarily requires readers to confront conflict and 

difference. 

As a writer who prefers narrative to other forms of persuasion, Banks of course 

necessarily employs empathic reasoning as he imagines his characters into existence.  But 

he also uses empathy as a way of confronting his readers with others’ perspectives, and in 

self-consciously rhetorical ways to effect certain results: to challenge his readers’ 

assumptions about certain marginalized individuals or groups; to encourage identification 

with, even compassion for, these people; to negotiate conflict; to achieve justice.  

Furthermore, what makes Banks an especially appropriate subject for analysis is that he is 

not only a rhetor who employs empathy; he is also one who theorizes about it.  And as a 

rhetorician too – one who hopes to engage the reader in dialectic – Banks usefully 

complicates for us precisely those strategies he uses to humanize us to one another, for 

example, by introducing into his novels the possibility of incommensurable values or 
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beliefs or by requiring readers to empathize with largely unsympathetic characters.  

Indeed, Banks reminds us that empathic reasoning is hardly an uncomplicated process, 

since with it comes great responsibility, often even great burden; what is more, it comes 

with no guarantees. 

  We do not need Banks to remind us, however, that empathy – like rhetoric itself – can 

be used towards various ends, some hardly noble, such as a demagogue’s more effective 

exploitation of an already powerless group or a cult leader’s more effective manipulation 

of his follower’s fears and anxieties.  While these are no doubt rhetorical uses of 

empathy, these cases do not figure into my definition of empathic reasoning, most 

especially because these uses of empathy do not in turn generate or require empathy.  Nor 

do these uses of empathy generate or require fruitful disagreement or mutual inquiry.  In 

fact, these cases reveal how one can use empathy – use other people in fact – in order to 

shut out all voices but one, to forestall inquiry and productive conflict, and to elide or 

exploit difference as a means by which to separate “us” further from “them.”   It is my 

hope that the theory of empathic reading I here advance should serve as a useful means of 

uncovering and critiquing these failures of empathic reasoning, evidenced, for example, 

in instances of scapegoating, demagoguery, and other forms of coercion and violence, 

discursive or otherwise.    

And still, as some of my readers have no doubt already anticipated, rhetorically 

considered, empathy eludes easy classification.  Is my notion of empathic reasoning, for 

example, (1) an approach towards rhetorical method, an attitude a rhetor or rhetorician 

should adopt?  That is, should a speaker or reader “be empathic” towards, respectively, 
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the audience or the author?  Or is empathic reasoning (2) a rhetorical method in itself?  Is 

it a process or method of argumentation or analysis akin to, say, Rogerian argument?  If 

so, can this method be taught, perhaps even systematized in some way?  Or, finally, is 

empathic reasoning (3) a result of a certain rhetorical method, for instance, the product of 

a particular rhetorical technique (e.g., narrative) or a reader’s engagement with and/or 

analysis of that technique?  In other words, might a certain narrative elicit from readers 

some empathic response or process?
 8

 

As soon as we start trying to answer these questions, it becomes clear that these are 

not mutually exclusive rhetorical conceptions of, or roles for, empathy.  Again, as with 

rhetoric itself – at once an attitude, a method, and a product – this notion of empathic 

reasoning suggests also perhaps a recursive process.  And as with rhetoric, one could 

study empathy from all of these angles, inquiring among these various questions without 

necessarily limiting oneself to a single question or approach.  It just depends, of course, 

on the rhetorical situation one is analyzing and the particular questions one is exploring 

concerning the situation.  I will use Russell Banks's novel Cloudsplitter to illustrate how 

we can in fact shift among all three rhetorical approaches at once in order to interrogate 

whether and how a text facilitates, enacts, or models a process of empathic reasoning.  

Banks's novel explores in particular two significant and still controversial questions: 

Was John Brown a terrorist?  And how do we judge this man, whose cause we now 

                                                
8
 My thanks to Jeff Walker for his invaluable feedback on an early draft of another chapter of this 

dissertation where I apply some of the methods of rhetorical analysis I theorize about in this chapter.  

Asking me roughly the three sets of questions I’ve just posed, Professor Walker helped me better formulate 

the contours and scope of my inquiry; he also helped me see, incidentally, that my inquiry seems 

necessarily to require all three rhetorical approaches to empathic reasoning that I describe. 
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consider just, for employing violent means to achieve otherwise noble ends?  By 

exploring these questions rather than answering them, Banks’s novel, I will suggest, 

variously dramatizes for us the problem of incommensurability, as it applies not only to 

competing views about slavery and abolitionism but also to competing views about 

Brown himself; and Banks’s dramatization of this problem – one that should concern 

rhetoricians – in turn highlights the value, indeed the process, of empathic reasoning.  Of 

Brown’s various biographers – whose intentions are largely unavailable but whose 

motives we might still interrogate – we might ask: Do their accounts of John Brown 

model or facilitate for readers empathic understanding, thus resulting in further 

deliberation on the question of whether Brown’s means (his increasingly anti-discursive 

recourse to violence and terror) justified his ends (the abolition of slavery)?  Do these 

histories of Brown (arguments all) engage readers in moral inquiry, demanding, for 

example, they interrogate the justness of Brown’s cause and actions against not only the 

presumed justness of his opponents’ cause and actions but also within the context of his 

beliefs?  Or do these histories instead preemptively foreclose the question of whether 

Brown was, for example, a martyr or a terrorist, thus unreflectively either demonizing or 

lionizing him – and thus foreclosing also the prospect of deliberation and mutual inquiry? 

Against other historians’ accounts, for example, we might contrast Russell Banks’s (no 

doubt equally fictive) representation of Brown – a narrative the rhetorical and ethical 

upshot of which, I will argue, is its ability to humanize Brown to readers in such a way 

that they are left wondering whether he was in fact a martyr or a terrorist, a saint or a 

sinner.  As with Banks’s other novels, Cloudsplitter confronts readers with a 
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marginalized or otherwise misunderstood subject whose story is narrated either first-hand 

or, as in this case, from someone who knows the subject intimately: here, a somewhat 

fictionalized Owen Brown, one of John Brown’s sons who survived and escaped the 

failed raid on the federal armory at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, in 1859. 

As suggested in the novel – and as revealed in interviews with the author – Banks so 

humanizes Brown in order to interrogate the subject, to make sense of his life, not merely 

to celebrate or to condemn Brown (which seem often the goals of his other biographers) 

but to understand him: his beliefs, his reasons and motives for action, and the social and 

ideological contexts for his beliefs, reasons, and actions.  The novel engages, then, 

simultaneously in all three species of rhetoric: epideictic, forensic, and deliberative.  

Readers are required not merely to consider whether Brown or his cause were good or 

bad; they are required also to construct knowledge actively as they puzzle out for 

themselves – based on the questions raised by the novel and the details of Brown’s life 

therein narrated – what “led” Brown to act.  But perhaps most important, the novel 

engages in deliberative rhetoric, interrogating especially the question of whether Brown’s 

actions were justified – that is, under what conditions, and for whom, they might be 

justified.  It is on this question of justification – on which turns also the question of 

Brown’s character – that the novel perhaps most clearly engages readers in moral inquiry.  

For the reader must consider Brown’s actions in light of his beliefs and his arguments, 

and therefore in light also of the social exigencies that “produced” these beliefs and 

arguments; but at the same time they must confront also the consequences of his actions, 

beliefs, and arguments – consequences that range from murder to self-sacrifice.   



 

77 

And generalizing from Brown’s particular case – extrapolating from this thoroughly 

vexed narrative of the controversial abolitionist who is known variously as a traitor, a 

martyr, a terrorist, a patriot, a madman – readers engage in moral inquiry that challenges 

them to ask questions like these: How should we negotiate conflict in a pluralistic 

society? How might we define terrorism or treason or patriotism?  How ought we balance 

religious convictions against other ethical, practical, and social concerns?  How might we 

respond to violence and injustice without also employing violence and injustice, without 

simply retaliating against our opposition? And how should we go about evaluating each 

other’s reasons, searching for some common good (if only the promise of reason), in the 

face of apparently competing, perhaps even incommensurate, moral languages and social 

exigencies? 

By granting readers intimate access to the concrete particulars of the imagined 

subject’s life, the novel forces upon readers an ambivalent or otherwise morally vexed 

perspective on the subjects of John Brown and the controversies in which he was 

involved or to which his story still speaks.  Of course, for many readers this is a 

perspective they would no doubt otherwise choose to ignore or reject – if only because of 

the cognitive dissonance it might yield or the so-called violence it might threaten upon 

their firmly held beliefs: that is, because of the conflict it generates.  And yet, I will 

argue, it is through Owen Brown’s imagined perspective – a perspective that frequently 

complicates easy moral judgments of Brown, one in which he is made both a saint 

(“martyr”) and a sinner (“terrorist”) – that is, it is through the narrator’s perspective (the 

author’s construct, itself perhaps a feat of empathic reasoning) that we readers come to 
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understand more fully Brown’s reasons for choosing violence over discourse to persuade 

a nation to end slavery.  And because Owen himself often questions his father’s actions 

and beliefs – and questions also, meta-discursively and self-reflexively, his own view of 

his father, as well as his actual story and reasons for telling it – he encourages the reader 

to engage similarly in moral inquiry and deliberation.  Inevitably, the novel does not 

require that we forgive Brown, nor that we see him in just one (moral) light; it requires 

only that we try to understand him – and that we try as hard, and with as mixed results, as 

does his (imagined) son, Owen.   

I should here add that this too – the tension between the urge to forgive (or to damn) 

and to “merely” understand – engages the reader in conflict, deliberation, and moral 

inquiry.  Without engaging in conflict – without competing accounts and thus the impetus 

for moral inquiry – we reduce the likelihood of achieving understanding.  Thus, what the 

novel requires (at the very least) is that readers come to understand better – that is, on his 

terms, as Brown might himself understand them (but filtered through his fictionalized 

son’s conflicted perspective) – the famous abolitionist’s reasons for killing five unarmed 

pro-slavers in 1856; for leading a raid on the federal armory at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, in 

1859; for devoting his life to the cause of abolition, later breaking off from other 

abolitionists; and for recruiting his own sons to kill in the name of justice and 

righteousness, to become also warriors, terrorists, martyrs so as to liberate black 

Americans, their fellow humans.  In effect, Banks’s novel requires that we listen more 

closely, more sincerely to John Brown (but arguably even more closely to Owen Brown, 
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who, haunted by his father, tells their intertwined tales), and that we thereby attend more 

fully to his (to both their) beliefs, experiences, and actions.   

The hope is that by imagining more fully Brown’s reasons, we imagine more fully 

also his humanity; and this, I will suggest, in turn compels us to listen even more closely, 

lest we again choose to deny him his reasons and with them his humanity.  In these ways 

Banks’s novel therefore encourages analysis of its rhetorical-empathic qualities: the real 

and implied author's empathic attitude towards the subject; the empathic process revealed 

through the narrative’s form and manner of inquiry; and the empathic understanding it 

potentially “produces” in, or elicits from, readers – the reflective-deliberative process it 

engages them in.  

Furthermore, because Russell Banks is a novelist who himself theorizes about the 

limits and possibilities of empathy – self-reflexively in his fiction, explicitly in his 

nonfiction and in interviews – it makes sense that we interrogate his work from various 

angles, asking whether the author approached his subject with empathy; whether he 

himself engages in, and models for readers, a process of empathic understanding; and 

whether his argument – his narrative – produces an empathic response.  But among these 

three questions, the last is perhaps both the most feasible and useful one for rhetoricians 

to explore: Does an author’s argument – or approach to argument – foster empathic 

reasoning in the reader?  That is to say, does a novel – and, say, the implied author’s 

narrative choices – encourage or forestall Booth’s recommended mutual inquiry and 

exploration?   
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And yet, informing these questions about the “rhetoric of empathy” (or “empathy’s 

rhetoric”) are of course more general ones: What is the value, or function, of empathic 

reasoning?  Is it a habit of thought, or a method of analysis, or perhaps even a virtue?  Is 

it worth cultivating, whatever it is?  If so, how might we cultivate it?  Of course, we can 

best answer these questions as we perform, and thus also model, the particular methods of 

literary and rhetorical analysis I've described, what I call empathic reading – a method of 

reading itself a component of empathic reasoning, I will suggest.  To begin to answer 

these questions here, though, I will turn again to Martha Nussbaum.  To illustrate first the 

civic and practical value of empathic understanding – how it serves as a socially useful 

form of reasoning, an intellectual capacity well worth cultivating, a form and function of 

dialectic, a tool of deliberation – and thus also to explain empathic reasoning as a habit of 

thought, I will attend closely to Nussbaum’s definition of compassion as a basic civic 

virtue.  Then, to explain how we might cultivate this habit of thought, I will turn to her 

notion of the narrative imagination – an ethics of fiction, I will suggest, that accords well 

not only with the theory of deliberative democracy earlier discussed but also with the 

pluralist and fairly pragmatist assumptions about epistemology and ethics that underwrite 

my project.  With these two concepts – compassion and the narrative imagination – I 

hope to explain further how empathy and rhetoric relate (and where novels fit into the 

mix).  And to explain more adequately my notion of empathic reasoning, I shall need to 

clarify also how empathy is both a rhetorical process (i.e., a form of reasoning) and a 

civic virtue (e.g., a form of democratic deliberation).  
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Compassion As a Form of Reasoning 

Again, according to philosopher Martha Nussbaum, “compassion is a certain sort of 

reasoning” (“Compassion” 28).  To illustrate how compassion is not merely an irrational 

emotion but a sophisticated structure of thought – one crucial also to, even a component 

of, practical reasoning and deliberation – she borrows Aristotle’s analysis of pity (for 

Nussbaum, a term synonymous with “compassion”).  She then walks the reader through 

the process by which we measure and make meaning out of someone’s suffering.  First, 

she suggests, you consider the relative seriousness of the person’s suffering.  (There is no 

sense in pitying, for example, someone’s merely trivial losses.)  Next, you consider the 

extent to which someone is to blame for his own suffering – that is, the extent both to 

which he has control over, and is at fault for, his suffering.  This factor, too, affects our 

measurements.  And finally, you consider the ways in which you are similar to the 

sufferer, if only by virtue of your shared vulnerability to suffering.  Nussbaum then 

explains how this process of analysis requires empathy: 

Pity does indeed involve empathetic identification as one component: for in 

estimating the seriousness of the suffering, it seems important, if not sufficient, to 

attempt to take its measure as the person herself measures it.  But even then, in the 

temporary act of identification, one is always aware of one’s own separateness 

from the sufferer – it is for another, and not oneself, that one feels; and one is 

aware both of the bad lot of the sufferer and of the fact that it is, right now, not 

one’s own.  If one really had the experience of feeling the pain in one’s own body, 

then one would precisely have failed to comprehend the pain of another as other.  
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One must also be aware of one’s own qualitative difference from the sufferer . . . 

For these recognitions are crucial in getting the right estimation of the meaning of 

the suffering. (35, emphasis in original) 

Nussbaum’s richly nuanced definition of empathy suggests already a few stipulations, 

only two of which I take issue with.  Foremost among these stipulations is one’s effort 

not to project too much onto this other person, thereby assuming too much about her 

suffering.  And for the most part, this seems good advice.  For one risk of projecting too 

much onto the “object” of empathy, of course, is that we may condescend to that person, 

offend and perhaps in effect also demean her, by attributing to her, for example, a sense 

of despair or humiliation she in fact does not feel.  No doubt this is a common enough 

experience.  (How often have I walked past someone presumably confined to a 

wheelchair, for instance, and projected onto that person a sense of pity – that is, my own 

sense of sadness – that she does not feel towards herself?)  Arguably, one effect of over-

projecting onto the person is that it makes victims out of people who otherwise consider 

themselves anything but.  And this is to say that the effort to humanize someone through 

empathic understanding – through this “temporary act of identification” – might very 

well backfire, thus achieving instead the unintended and undesired effects of 

misunderstanding, even dehumanization to some degree. 

  Instead, according to Nussbaum, empathy requires that we take full measure of a 

person’s life (in this case, the context and nature of his suffering), restricting ourselves 

apparently to the available data (here, evidence of the existence of suffering, its causes 

and consequences); and we are to do so while remaining perfectly aware that this other 
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person’s suffering is not our own, by acknowledging our differences.  The goal of 

empathy is not to feel the person’s suffering, per se – especially if by “feel” we mean to 

sense it as, or through, some affective state.  The goal instead is to understand that 

person’s suffering, to come to “know” it as the sufferer “knows” it – thereby processing it 

also cognitively.  However, on this point I somewhat differ from Nussbaum.  For what if 

we cannot access the full context of someone’s suffering?  And just how much context is 

required before we can empathize justly?  What if, for example, the person goes to great 

lengths to conceal her suffering, or to downgrade it to something else?  Or what if 

someone tells us she is suffering but we see no signs of it?  Too often, then, it seems we 

must fill in some gaps to understand – even to notice – someone’s suffering (or whatever 

it is we are trying to understand about that person, her suffering or something else).  And 

this requires a great deal more than reasoning with the available data, deducing certain 

conclusions and weighing the evidence.  It requires also that we engage in serious 

imaginative and reflective activity, thereby constructing data and evidence against which 

we test hypotheses.  For example, one can run various scenarios in his mind, adjusting 

variables so as to test the known against the unknown in order to construct a plausible 

account.  

Imagine, for example, that my brother calls me and I detect in his voice a sense of 

despair that I cannot quite place and that he refuses to discuss – a sense of despair the 

nature, significance, and source of which thus remain unknown to me (and perhaps even 

to him).  We hang up.  And then I begin to wonder if in fact he is in trouble, and if so, 

what kind of trouble.  Knowing my brother – or at least knowing how prone he is to 



 

84 

trouble and how he never can admit it – I’ve now convinced myself he must be in trouble.  

And the more I think about it, the more I know he’s in trouble – for this is, I decide, the 

pattern of his life.  And now imagining what kind of trouble he is in, I piece together 

from the little I really know about his day-to-day life various possible scenarios, none of 

which sets me at ease.  The scenario that seems most plausible, so I come to believe, is 

also the most serious one, the most desperate.  And I’m now convinced that my brother 

will do something quite stupid and dangerous, perhaps not to others but definitely to 

himself, something irreversible.  So I decide that I now must somehow intervene.  

Admittedly, maybe I’m completely wrong about my brother, about his life, his troubles, 

even that quality of despair that I think I hear in his voice.  But then again, maybe I’m 

right.  So I think on it, I deliberate.  And I convince myself that no one else will 

intervene, or will know how; and so now I feel compelled to act.  And maybe I do. 

What I am suggesting is that I would not have been so compelled had I limited myself 

only to the available data, or to my brother’s own conception, of his suffering – that is, 

had I not imagined into his life and empathized with more than what is there.  My 

understanding of empathy, therefore, permits greater freedom to imagine beyond, or into, 

the evidence.  Thus, I only partly agree with Nussbaum that “it seems important, if not 

sufficient, to attempt to take its [suffering’s] measure as the person herself measures it.”  

I agree that it is important to start there, with how the person measures her own suffering, 

for that may perhaps prove a sufficient measurement of that suffering (although who 

would know if it’s sufficient?).  And so, we might instead consider this first measurement 

a necessary feature of empathy, a good place always to start; but it is not, in all cases, a 
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sufficient measurement.  For empathy too often requires yet more from us: more work, 

more of our time, more reasoning and imagination.  To make this effort to understand 

someone; to care enough about that other person to take the time to imagine his life as 

fully as possible; to consider his reasons, experiences, beliefs, and history – this clearly 

requires some measure also of compassion.   In some ways, then, the inverse is also true 

when Nussbaum states, “Pity [or compassion] does indeed involve empathetic 

identification as one component” (“Compassion” 35).  That is to say, empathy (at least in 

my use of the term) involves compassion as one component.   

The one other point on which I disagree with Nussbaum is concerning the object of 

compassion or empathy.  It seems that she considers compassion and empathy in 

connection only with suffering.  Rather, I would suggest we expand our notion of these 

terms, thus extending also empathic understanding to others besides sufferers.  We need 

not – nor should not – associate empathy merely with pity.  For example, the process of 

empathy that Nussbaum describes is useful also for understanding why someone believes 

slavery is evil, or why abortion is murder, or why war is hell, or why God is good, etc.  In 

effect, empathic understanding equips us with the means by which we interrogate and 

understand one another’s “reasons,” broadly defined – reasons for being in some state 

(e.g., suffering) or reasons for holding some belief (e.g., that slavery is evil) or engaging 

in some action (e.g., leading a raid on the federal armory in order to incite a slave 

insurrection).  Thus, in my view, the object of empathy is not decided in advance – 

although we would be wise to attend more closely to suffering, and thus also to justice, as 

Nussbaum suggests.  Empathy requires only that we attend to these various reasons, only 
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some of which we might find immediately available to us; the rest we will have to 

reconstruct through reflection, imagination, and deliberation – through, that is, reasoning 

and judgment.  

And again, this means that we take full measure of the context (including the details) 

of a person’s life, and with some measure of compassion but not necessarily pity.  Do I 

pity, for instance, the terrorist who bombs a so-called abortion clinic, or who crashes a 

plane into a skyscraper, or who raids the federal armory in order to incite a slave 

insurrection?  No.  Am I attending to his suffering?  No, not really.  But must I exercise 

some measure of compassion (or something like compassion) in my effort earnestly to 

understand his reasons for killing – that is, in my effort to empathize with him?  I think 

so, if the goal is to achieve something resembling Booth’s mutual understanding, our 

“common good.”  But, says still the skeptic, why would I ever want to empathize with 

this madman, this coward, this satanic evildoer?  And of course, the answer to this 

question varies given the context, the occasion.  Certainly, if faced with the threat of 

death, with no other option available but to act preemptively or defensively, I should 

probably not worry too much about understanding the terrorist, his motives or reasons.  In 

fact, I might well strike first.  (Although, in some cases, understanding him might of 

course help me know how best to protect myself against him.)   

But if faced with the choice of retaliating – for example, by declaring war – or 

developing a policy for preventing such threats, or even negotiating with the enemy, it 

might benefit my cause that I do not merely label the terrorist and his allies “evil” and 

“irrational” simply because they are willing to die and kill for their beliefs.  Rather, it 
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seems in my best interest – indeed, arguably in everyone’s best interest – that I try very 

hard to understand these beliefs, if only to develop policies and relations that do not 

merely fuel the fires of aggression and violence too often the result of willed 

misunderstanding and retributive justice.  (And yet, we should here note that retribution – 

as disagreeable to some as, say, a terrorist attack – does in fact serve as a “reason” for 

retaliation . . . albeit a poor one, given our goals of reduced misunderstanding and 

violence.)  And so it seems wise that I try to humanize this person, through empathic 

reasoning – if only, perhaps, to understand more fully how and why he might likely never 

extend to me the same measure of empathy.  

 

Cultivating Humanity through Empathy, Deliberation, and the Narrative 

Imagination 

So far I have echoed Nussbaum’s claim that compassion is a key feature of empathy, 

though I have suggested we amend slightly her definition of compassion in order to 

expand also our notion of empathy.  And I have examined Russell Banks's novel 

Cloudsplitter as a text the rhetorical analysis of which might especially yield insight into 

the attitudes, methods, and effects of empathic reasoning.  I have also hinted at a number 

of potential limits of empathic reasoning.  What I have not yet much discussed, however, 

is why I’ve chosen as my object of study mostly literary texts, novels in particular, and 

the rhetorical occasions out of which they arise or to which they respond.  To answer the 

question “Why novels?” I turn again to Nussbaum.  For driving her analysis of 

compassion as “the basic social emotion,” we discover this central question: “How could 
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such a complex sentiment [as compassion] be learned?” (“Compassion” 39).  And 

convincingly – alongside others, including political theorist Iris Marion Young, 

pragmatist philosopher Richard Rorty, and rhetorical scholar Wayne Booth – she answers 

that we learn this complex (and socially valuable) sentiment through detailed narratives, 

novels especially, that bring us into intimate contact with others, and thus also into 

contact with cultural and political difference. 

  Through our engaged encounters with narratives (albeit, perhaps, only certain 

narratives), Nussbaum argues, we can cultivate compassion – we can develop, that is, 

what she calls our “narrative imagination.”  Offering her own rich analysis of literary 

texts ranging from Homer’s Odyssey to Richard Wright’s Native Son, Nussbaum 

illustrates how through the narrative imagination we can learn, or exercise, compassion – 

that is, how through our empathic identification with others, our confrontation with the 

concrete particulars of others’ lives and stories, we can enlarge our sympathies.  Indeed, 

in Cultivating Humanity Nussbaum situates her theory of the narrative imagination within 

a larger argument concerning the goals of a humanistic education.  Hoping to reform 

liberal education (as suggested in her subtitle, A Classical Defense of Reform in Liberal 

Education), she sets out in this study to defend the humanities against various threats, 

some emanating from the so-called culture wars. But perhaps even more directly, she 

targets an altogether different kind of threat to the enterprise of liberal education – an 

enterprise perhaps the key feature of which, to echo Wayne Booth, is critical 

understanding.  This threat we might describe as a reductive rationalism: a stance – as 

political as it is intellectual or philosophical – whereby one divorces reason from 
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emotion, fact from value.  (For an excellent study of the fact/value split, see Wayne 

Booth’s Modern Dogma and the Rhetoric of Assent.)   

It is in response to these threats to the humanities, in part, that Nussbaum advances 

her claim that compassion is a form of reasoning.  For as a form of reasoning, 

compassion figures largely into the enterprise of critical understanding, one manifestation 

of which is moral inquiry – which of course requires the assessment not only of facts but 

also values.  To these ends, towards a reconstitution of a liberal education and the 

advocacy of critical understanding, she argues that there are three capacities – rather than 

a single privileged one (reason alone, and reason understood more or less as 

ratiocination) – “essential to the cultivation of humanity in today’s world” (9).  And for 

Nussbaum, these are not merely intellectual, or even cognitive, capacities; they are 

foremost civic capacities.   

The first capacity, Nussbaum tells us, resembles those processes of reasoning we call 

dialectic and deliberation: it “is the capacity for critical examination of oneself and one’s 

traditions – for living what, following Socrates, we may call ‘the examined life’” (9).  

But, Nussbaum suggests, the ability to reason critically is not enough: “Citizens who 

cultivate their humanity need, further, an ability to see themselves not simply as citizens 

of some local region or group but also, and above all, as human beings bound to all other 

human beings by ties of recognition and concern” (10).  With this second capacity – what 

Nussbaum describes as a kind of cosmopolitan ethics – we detect something resembling 

our sense of the common good, Booth’s ideal of mutual inquiry and exploration.  It is 

through this second capacity, then, that we reinforce our rhetorical appeal to a universal 
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principle – an ethical imperative to recognize our common humanity – by which we 

preserve and maintain the civic enterprise.  This second capacity thus directs our efforts 

to reason together, not merely for self-examination and personal gain, but towards greater 

tolerance, understanding, and justice.  

Cultivating this second capacity – our ability to see ourselves as “citizens of the 

world,” connected to others in common cause – ensures that we consider others’ needs 

and desires in light of our own; that we situate our reasons always in relation to others’ 

reasons; that we engage in mutual inquiry and exploration so as to improve also the 

conditions of our neighbors’ lives, even distant strangers’ lives.  As Nussbaum states, 

“Cultivating our humanity in a complex, interlocking world involves understanding the 

ways in which common needs and aims are differently realized in different 

circumstances.  This requires a great deal of knowledge that American college students 

rarely got in previous eras, knowledge of non-Western cultures, of minorities within their 

own, of differences of gender and sexuality” (10).  And so what this second capacity 

requires, she suggests, is a profound respect for difference, cultural and otherwise.  “But,” 

she reminds us, “citizens cannot think well on the basis of factual knowledge alone” (10).  

They must also imagine beyond their general knowledge of other cultures into the 

concrete particulars of a person’s life.  And so, one must not only increase, say, her 

knowledge of cultural differences; she must also hone certain creative, intellectual, and 

ethical skills – that is, her ability to reason empathically – in the service of respecting 

difference.  She must exercise also her “narrative imagination” as she reads someone’s 

life narrative, fictional or otherwise. 
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  Thus, if the second capacity hopes to strengthen our appeals to a universal, then the 

third capacity – the narrative imagination – grounds that appeal in the particulars of 

situated experience.  To read empathically someone’s life requires a critically engaged 

and yet compassionate imagination.  It requires also a deep commitment to self-

examination and moral inquiry, the upshot of which is the exercise and potential 

improvement of our abilities to engage in reasoned deliberation.  Nussbaum explains: 

The third ability of the citizen, closely related to the first two, can be called the 

narrative imagination.  This means the ability to think what it might be like to be 

in the shoes of a person different from oneself, to be an intelligent reader of that 

person’s story, and to understand the emotions and wishes and desires that 

someone so placed might have.  The narrative imagination is not uncritical, for we 

always bring ourselves and our own judgments to the encounter with another; and 

when we identify with a character in a novel, or with a distant person whose life 

story we imagine, we inevitably will not merely identify; we will also judge that 

story in the light of our own goals and aspirations.  But the first step of 

understanding the world from the point of view of the other is essential to any 

responsible act of judgment, since we do not know what we are judging until we 

see the meaning of an action as the person intends it, the meaning of a speech as it 

expresses something of importance in the context of that person’s history and 

social world.  The third ability our students [in the humanities] should attain is the 

ability to decipher such meanings through the use of the imagination. (10-11) 
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Nussbaum suggests that by exercising our narrative imaginations we cultivate also our 

abilities to reason together; to recognize difference and to negotiate conflict; to adopt 

others’ perspectives in order to explore their beliefs, to interrogate their assumptions, to 

understand their reasons.   

In short, by improving our narrative imaginations we improve also our abilities to 

deliberate, which in turn influences our notions of justice and informs our policy 

decisions:  

As [novelist Ralph] Ellison says, forming a civic imagination is not the only role 

for literature, but it is one salient role.  Narrative art has the power to make us see 

the lives of the different with more than a casual tourist’s interest – with 

involvement and sympathetic understanding, with anger at our society’s refusals 

of visibility.  We come to see how circumstances shape the lives of those who 

share with us some general goals and projects; and we see that circumstances 

shape not only people’s possibilities for action, but also their aspirations and 

desires, hopes and fears.  All of this seems highly pertinent to decisions we must 

make as citizens.  Understanding, for example, how a history of racial 

stereotyping can affect self-esteem, achievement, and love enables us to make 

more informed judgments on issues relating to affirmative action and education. 

(88) 

We can infer from Nussbaum’s view of deliberation – from this process of reflection and 

empathic understanding upon which should build “any responsible act of judgment” – a 

certain view of rhetoric and the public sphere, one very much in line with the theory of 
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deliberative democracy earlier discussed.  And central to this vision of democratic 

citizenship is an abiding commitment to a liberal, and arguably humanistic (or rhetorical-

humanistic), education – one feature of which, she suggests, should be training in 

empathic approaches to literary and rhetorical analysis.   

 

“[Q]uality of attention”: Cultivating Democracy through Empathy, Deliberation, 

and the Narrative Imagination 

Indeed, other proponents of deliberative democracy also emphasize the civic value of 

reading novels empathically and exercising the narrative imagination.  Founding editor of 

the Journal of Political Philosophy and an associate editor of Ethics, Robert Goodin 

reminds us that because we live in a large-scale mass society wherein “external-

collective” forms of deliberative democracy (i.e., face-to-face interactions) are 

necessarily constrained by time, number of people, and distance, it is impossible to 

achieve the democratic ideal of deliberation “involving a free and equal exchange among 

everyone” (82).  Thus, in his view the “challenge facing deliberative democrats is thus to 

find some way of adapting their deliberative ideals to any remotely large-scale society, 

where it is simply infeasible to arrange face-to-face discussions across the entire 

community” (82).  To help ease some of these constraints upon deliberation, Goodin thus 

proposes we supplement “external-collective” modes of deliberation with “internal-

reflective” modes, the latter of which we already employ when engaged in the former.  

As Goodin states, “Deliberation consists in the weighing of reasons for and against a 

course of action.  In that sense, it can and ultimately must take place within the head of 
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each individual. . . . [I]t remains significant how very much of the work of deliberation, 

even in external-collective settings, must inevitably be done within each individual’s 

head” (81). 

  But since “[d]eliberation cannot dispense with ‘the other’ without compromising its 

democratic credentials” (81) the internal-reflective mode of deliberation requires that one 

simulate dialogue and dialectic with others; this mode of deliberation thus requires also a 

certain ethical component.  With these concerns and criteria in mind, Goodin offers his 

proposal: 

My suggestion is that we ease the burdens of deliberative democracy in mass 

society by altering our focus from the “external-collective” to the “internal-

reflective” mode, shifting much of the work of democratic deliberation back 

inside the head of each individual.  In defense of that proposal, I recall that such 

internal mental processes play a very major role even in ordinary conversational 

settings.  It is a small step from there to suggesting that empathetic imagining can 

be an important supplement to, and at the margins can occasionally substitute for, 

interpersonal conversation in the sorts of deliberations that democrats desire 

across mass societies. (83) 

The new challenge, then, for internal-reflective modes of deliberation is how we go about 

making others present in our imaginations.  According to Goodin, this is where narrative, 

fiction especially, enters the picture: 

It is not just that fiction (and art more generally) might, and often does, contain 

allusions to social, economic, political and historical facts, and in that way might 
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serve certain didactic purposes.  The larger point is that those lessons come 

packed with more emotional punch and engage our imagination in more effective 

ways than do historical narratives or reflective essays of a less stylized sort. 

“Artists,” John Dewey says, “have always been the real purveyors of news, for it 

is not the outward happening in itself which is new, but the kindling by it of 

emotion, perception, and appreciation. . . . Democracy,” he continues, “will have 

its consummation when free social inquiry is indissolubly wedded to the art of full 

and moving communication.” (96) 

And why do “those lessons come packed with more emotional punch and engage our 

imagination in more effective ways than do historical narratives”?  In Goodin’s view – no 

doubt shared by many other theorists of narrative ethics – it is because novelists  

fix their focus on the particular – one person or one action or one period – and 

they introduce generalities by way of anecdotes, episodes viewed from that 

particular perspective.  That vivid evocation of the particular, in turn, has 

important consequences for the uptake of works of art.  Inevitably, we find it 

relatively easy to imagine ourselves into the place of some specific (fictitious but 

grounded) other.  It is necessarily harder to imagine ourselves into the inevitably 

underdescribed sorts of amorphous and abstract others that are the stock in trade 

of historians and social scientists. (96) 

And what is true of historians and social scientists is especially true of philosophers – so 

pragmatist philosopher Richard Rorty reminds us in his influential Contingency, Irony, 

and Solidarity.  There he argues that if you neglect the particular and the contingent – the 
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ways in which belief is shaped by experience, and vice versa – then you neglect the truly 

human; if you neglect the human, then there’s no hope for social solidarity; and with no 

hope for solidarity, there’s little for democracy, deliberative or otherwise.   

Thus, for Rorty too imaginative literature serves the crucial civic function of 

exercising our ability to empathize with others, of increasing our capacity for 

compassion.  Moreover, according to Rorty, imaginative literature helps foster solidarity 

by putting us in intimate, imagined contact with our fellow citizens, many of whom he 

reminds us “are suffering too much to put new words together.  So the job of putting their 

situation into language is going to have to be done for them by somebody else.  The 

liberal novelist, poet, or journalist is good at that.  The liberal theorist usually is not” (94).  

Because imaginative literature, novels in particular, can so intensely and intimately 

dramatize our public and private histories, it serves as a chief means of foregrounding 

and making real the practical consequences of our assumptions and actions, our reasons.  

What is more, as Rorty suggests (echoing Goodin above), imaginative literature keeps us 

grounded in the situated particulars of lived experience, and in politics.  Therefore, since 

it dramatizes the possible, fiction should therefore seem a fitting subject of rhetorical 

consideration.  And because fiction so effectively dramatizes our stories in such a way as 

to make every citizen the subject of history, it thereby reminds us how we are variously 

connected to others; and thus it reminds us also how we are, to some degree, responsible 

for helping others too achieve the possible (e.g., freedom and security) through tolerance, 

reciprocation, solidarity, and distributive justice. Of course, fiction achieves this political 
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effect, in part, by dramatizing also our failures to hang together: our resistance or 

inability to achieve these democratic values and institutions.  

Rorty elaborates further on how the novelist is especially well equipped to build 

solidarity and reciprocation among reader-citizens, to cultivate empathic understanding 

through the narrative imagination.  And here I introduce readers to a term crucial to this 

dissertation, a phrase that Russell Banks uses to describe one’s capacity for compassion: 

“quality of attention.”  Here, according to Rorty, is the democratic value of fiction:  

In my utopia, human solidarity would be . . . achieved not by inquiry but by 

imagination, the imaginative ability to see strange people as fellow sufferers.  

Solidarity . . . is created by increasing our sensitivity to the particular details of 

the pain and humiliation of other, unfamiliar sorts of people.  Such increased 

sensitivity makes it more difficult to marginalize people different from ourselves. 

. . . Fiction like that of Dickens, Olive Schreiner, or Richard Wright gives us the 

details about the kinds of suffering being endured by people to whom we had 

previously not attended. (xvi, emphasis added) 

Rorty’s choice of verb is crucial.  For “to attend” to our capacity to feel and cause pain is 

not merely “to turn one’s ear to” suffering; it is also to take responsibility for it – “to take 

charge of” suffering so as to help prevent and reduce it.  Thus, “to pay attention to” the 

details of suffering is to live with and “look after” those details, “to direct one’s care” and 

“to turn the mind” to them (“Attend”).  Indeed, as Rorty states, “the way in which 

novelists can do something which is socially useful [is to] help us attend to the springs of 

cruelty in ourselves, as well as to the fact of its occurrence in areas where we had not 
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noticed it” (95, emphasis added).  In short, what novelists do (or at least can try to do) 

that is socially useful is exercise readers’ “moral imaginations,” urging each to increase 

his or her willingness and capacity to empathize with others.  Thus, the responsibility 

novelists adopt is the same one they impart: the ethical obligation to bear witness to 

situated history, to testify less to our abstract principles than to the social and political 

urgencies of those people “to whom we had previously not attended,” including, for 

example, “fellow sufferers.”    

And it is here in my study of empathic reasoning – where overlap the notions of 

witnessing, attentiveness, and the narrative imagination – that novelist Russell Banks 

forcefully enters the conversation.  For as I will illustrate throughout the project, Banks is 

a strong proponent and practitioner of a particular democratic tradition in literature – a 

tradition, I will suggest, much in line with the above-described theory of deliberative 

democracy, and one very much engaged in the rhetoric of empathic reasoning this project 

describes.  Indeed, as earlier noted, Banks has argued that the “American artistic tradition 

is a democratic one, with a commitment to witnessing.  American writers since Whitman 

and Twain have understood that they have to witness the suffering and to testify” 

(“Views” 97).  In describing this tradition’s aesthetic-ethical dimensions, Banks draws 

our attention not only to what our writers should write about – human suffering, in no 

small part – but also to how they should write, that is, how they must testify.  For it is not 

enough for writers to observe and reflect on suffering and conflict, to have it merely 

inform their art.  If they seek also to motivate readers to confront others’ suffering – or to 

confront the apparently intractable disagreements between people, conflicts from which 
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suffering often stems – then writers must also persuasively dramatize suffering and 

conflict for readers.  And compelled to testify, the writer-witness must choose a voice 

with which to speak suffering – a voice intimate and earnest enough to earn readers’ trust 

and elicit their sense of compassion, and if not compassion then at least their willingness 

to try to understand another person’s life.  It is hardly surprising, then, that in his fiction 

Banks relies almost exclusively on first-person narration to speak suffering, to bear 

witness.   

So as better to understand the pragmatist ethics informing this democratic literary 

tradition, let us explore further what we mean by “witnessing” and “attending.”  Banks’s 

novel The Sweet Hereafter is a good place to start.  In this novel Banks uses multiple 

narrators in order to explore how a community responds to a single tragic event: a school 

bus crash that kills most of the town’s children.  The first narrator is Dolores Driscoll, the 

surviving bus driver.  As she recounts the events preceding the crash, reflecting on her 

great (and assumedly failed) responsibility to protect the town’s children, Dolores 

describes what is for her and her husband Abbott – himself a survivor, but of a massive 

speech-impairing stroke – their “philosophy of life”: 

[W]hen you drive a school bus you have to think of these things [inclement 

weather, road conditions, visibility].  You have to anticipate the worst. Obviously, 

you can’t control everything, but you are obliged to take care of the few things 

you can.  I’m an optimist, basically, who acts like a pessimist.  On principle.  Just 

in case.  Abbott says, “Biggest … difference … between … people … is …  

quality … of … attention.”  And since a person’s quality of attention is one of the 
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few things about her that a human can control, then she damn well better do it, 

say I.  Put that together with the Golden Rule in a nutshell, and you’ve got my 

philosophy of life.  Abbott’s too.  And you don’t need religion for it. (25-6)     

The key phrase here is “quality of attention.”  Responsible for delivering her town’s 

children safely to and from school, Dolores must attend to those things that to her matter 

most, for example, weather and road conditions.  Though she cannot control all the 

conditions that might cause an accident, she can be mindful of the details of her 

environment and take precautions.  (Whether Dolores is finally responsible for the bus 

accident Banks leaves uncertain.) 

Alertness to both context and details – this is a good way to describe what is meant by 

“quality of attention,” a quality any good reader and citizen alike ought to employ. What 

is more, Banks smartly contextualizes this arguably humanistic quality, or virtue, in a 

more familiarly universalist ethics and rhetoric.  Though he attributes to Dolores an 

otherwise fairly pragmatist philosophy of life (one for which “you don’t need religion”), 

he also attributes to her a firm belief in the Golden Rule.  And it seems that Banks here 

appeals to this familiar and powerful Christian trope in order to voice, although perhaps 

on the sly, a more pragmatist and secular ethics.  And the work of this ethics, I have 

suggested (and will develop further in my project’s concluding chapter), is to attend to, or 

witness, situated human practice rather than metaphysical abstractions.  And as I will 

argue throughout this project (but perhaps most explicitly in my project’s conclusion), 

this ethics seems both to require and to produce a process of empathic reasoning: what 

Michael Bérubé calls “reciprocal recognition,” which is one of the two universal 
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principles (along with universal human rights) that he prescribes as a means of 

negotiating conflict and incommensurability.  And this ethics, I will also argue more fully 

in the concluding chapter, provides us perhaps the only foundation on which we might 

construct such democratic virtues as tolerance, reciprocation, reasoned deliberation, and 

distributive justice.  And yet, returning now to Banks, surely he knows that the majority 

of his readers likely require an ethics grounded also in a religious appeal to a universal 

law, a so-called Golden Rule.  So along with this philosophy of life, Banks imparts also 

to this sympathetic character Dolores a strong ability to empathize with others, a sincere 

commitment to understand and respect her fellow citizens, a deep capacity to imagine 

their hopes and suffering.  And so in effect, if not in intention, Banks makes real the 

Golden Rule by dramatizing it.  And by dramatizing this abstraction, giving it some heft, 

he makes more descriptively thick those platitudes such as “treat others as you would 

have them treat you” and “there but for the grace of God go I.”   

As Dolores reminds us, “[S]ince a person’s quality of attention is one of the few 

things about her that a human can control, then she damn well better do it.”  But how 

exactly does one refine this quality?  A good place to start is by exercising our capacity to 

empathize with others, and by encouraging others to do the same.  And as Martha 

Nussbaum argues, one such way of learning compassion is engaging in, and modeling for 

others, the process of empathic reasoning activated by the narrative imagination – that is, 

by reading certain narratives in certain ways, with a close eye towards, for example, the 

ways in which belief is shaped by experience, or the ways in which material conditions 
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limit one’s freedom and potential for growth, or the ways in which one’s self-worth is 

constructed less by her autonomy than by the power that someone else wields.   

One can also refine her quality of attention by cultivating, then, what Banks calls our 

“commitment to witnessing” – a commitment, in part, to reflect on human suffering.  For 

as Richard Rorty reminds us, “Such reflection will not produce anything except a 

heightened awareness of the possibility of suffering.  It will not produce a reason to care 

about suffering.  What matters . . . is not finding such a reason but making sure that [one] 

notices suffering when it occurs” (Contingency 93).  And yet, Rorty does offer a reason 

of sorts to care about suffering, and the reason is that “human solidarity is not a matter of 

sharing a common truth or a common goal but of sharing a common selfish hope, the 

hope that one’s world . . . will not be destroyed” (92).  This hope – to foster solidarity so 

as to end suffering and to prevent against dogma, demagoguery, and anti-democratic 

cruelty – this utopian hope complements nicely Wayne Booth’s and Martha Nussbaum’s 

shared hope for a more reasonable and empathic public sphere, a community of mutual 

inquiry and exploration shaped in no small part by the words we use, publicly and 

privately, to describe (or diminish) each other’s humanity – a pluralist hope shared also, it 

seems, by the other authors also discussed in this chapter, including Roberts-Miller, 

Young, and Goodin.  In the next chapter I will explore Banks’s efforts, in his novel 

Affliction, to promote this hope of achieving understanding while also dramatizing, 

sometimes disturbingly, the violent limits of empathy. 



 

103 

 

Chapter 2 

 

Reading Affliction at the Limits of Empathy 

 

 
Then one night something changed, and from then on my relation to Wade’s 

story was different from what it had been before, since childhood.  That night 

willed detachment got replaced by – what? – sympathy?  More than sympathy, I 

think, and less.  Empathy.  A dangerous feeling, to both parties. (4) 

 

 

     On one level, this chapter explores the possibilities and limits of empathy, more 

accurately, the ethical complexity of empathy as a mode of reasoning and a component of 

deliberation.  This complexity is already perhaps well dramatized in the above epigraph, 

a passage from Russell Banks’s novel Affliction (1999) – a passage that I will examine 

more closely later in this chapter.  Narrating this novel is Rolfe Whitehouse, an historian 

by trade who tells the tragic story of his brother Wade’s gradual deterioration into 

desperation, paranoia, violence, and murder – a story Rolfe (and Banks) largely construct 

through the narrative imagination, the process of reflection and ethical deliberation 

described in the previous chapter.  At the same time, this chapter also interrogates more 

fully, through a close reading of Affliction, the more disciplinary claims regarding 

empathy that I make in the previous chapter: that as a key component of deliberation – 

indeed, a form of reasoning, as Nussbaum suggests about compassion – empathy is thus a 

fruitful subject for rhetorical study.  Through this close reading I hope also to illustrate 

the three rhetorical approaches to examining empathy discussed in the previous chapter.  
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More generally, in this chapter I hope to model (or begin to model) a method of 

reading – a mode of inquiry, in fact – that we might call empathic reading.  And while 

this method of reading is perhaps especially well suited to narratives, and perhaps novels 

in particular, it is not limited to them.  Indeed, in the next two chapters I will apply again 

this method of reading; there, however, I will explore the rhetorical dimensions of 

empathy in the service of a noticeably more rhetorical form of analysis, but while 

employing (and modeling) still a kind of deliberation we might with Wayne Booth call 

moral inquiry.  But in the present chapter, with hope, my analysis of Russell Banks’s 

novel will begin to suggest different modes of analysis with which we can interrogate the 

rhetorical dimensions of empathic reasoning. 

  

And so let us now attend closely to the story of Wade Whitehouse, as told by his 

brother Rolfe, a story whose telling – that is, the construction of which – Banks makes 

central to his novel; a story about our failures to empathize, our vexed successes, and the 

limits and possibilities of empathy to improve our search for Booth’s common good and 

Rorty’s social hope.  And let us start in the middle of this story, where Rolfe, who is 

narrating his brother Wade’s decline into madness, disrupts this narrative to force readers 

to pause for a minute; to slow down and more carefully consider who this man is, Wade 

Whitehouse; to imagine more fully and to see more closely his brother, who is not yet a 

killer; to reflect; to see what Wade sees and to think what he might think – perhaps even 

to feel what Wade must feel – on the day he almost reverses, by empathizing with his 

estranged young daughter, the violent trajectory of his life.  
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 And at Rolfe’s request, “Let us stop for a moment, while he stands by the door, and 

look at Wade up close. It is time for that” (56). 

 Narrating his brother Wade’s tragic crack-up and subsequent small-scale killing 

spree, Rolfe Whitehouse here halts his story to focus the reader’s attention on the details 

of a man about to cross the threshold.   And here especially, both in Affliction and in 

Rolfe’s story, things get ethically and technically interesting, empathically speaking – but 

more on this in a moment.  First we need to learn a little more about Wade; we need a 

little more context to understand the significance of this passage, this moment in the life 

of a man who in a garage shed on a snowy New Hampshire day, dodging a second blow 

from an iron pipe, will crush with the butt-end of a hunting rifle the head of his elderly 

but hulking father, a man whose physical and psychological abuse he has too long 

endured.  No doubt this abuse has contributed to Wade’s current condition – his paranoia, 

his violent outbursts, his thoroughgoing sense of frustration and total despair.  But his 

toothache sure isn’t helping.  Nor does it help to know that his ex-wife will gain custody 

of his daughter, or that his girlfriend has just left him, or that his mother has died – all the 

women in his life abandoning him, while his father and his boss infantilize him, beat him 

down.  And he still hates his job, of course, and his life.  Then someone gets away with 

murder, actual murder, and covers it up as a deer hunting accident.  No justice, no hope – 

but Wade wants so badly to be a hero, to save the day, to redeem himself in everyone’s 

eyes.  So, snow still falling, Wade will set fire to his father’s corpse, pack his rifle, and 

with deer hunting season drawing to a close, he will trek across frozen woods, obsessive 

in his conspiracy theory-driven mania, and shoot dead a young man named Jack Hewitt, 
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his friend, the man he falsely suspects of killing another man in the same woods days 

prior – the first shooting almost certainly an accident.  And then Wade will disappear.  

 But Wade has not yet crossed the threshold; nor has he yet disappeared.  Standing 

before us, Wade is fully present, inescapably here and real, verging even on sane, 

attentive.  And where Rolfe freezes the narrative – this “story of [his] older brother’s 

strange criminal behavior and . . . disappearance” (1) – we see that there is hope yet for 

Wade, and hope also for those who have not yet met his wrath (which, tragically, we 

know is coming, unalterable).  But for a moment we can imagine how things might have 

turned out, if, that is, Wade had carried through with his impulse to empathize with his 

daughter, and if he had developed more fully the capacity to empathize with others (or 

had been raised in an environment that more actively cultivated this capacity).  For like 

his brother Rolfe – an historian by trade who now imagines and invents the details of 

Wade’s life in an effort to understand it – Wade, too, but apparently to some lesser 

degree, has the capacity to look into the life of another person, to imagine the details of 

that life in order to understand how that person might experience the world.  For soon 

Rolfe will imagine for us what Wade might see when, stepping away from the door, he 

turns around and examines closely the humiliating scene of his chaotic, sad life – when 

Wade sees what his daughter, Jill, would see if she had just walked into his disheveled 

trailer.  And if, perhaps, Wade had just kept looking into that life, imagining someone 

else’s feelings, forgetting for a moment his own setbacks and suffering, he might have 

found renewed reason to live among others, perhaps even to forgive them and himself.  

And had others been similarly attentive to Wade’s suffering . . . 
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 But again, Wade has not yet crossed the threshold.  We do not yet know about the 

murders, the conspiracies, the toothache.  Nor do we yet know the ways in which Rolfe – 

who, like Banks, is both witness and storyteller – is perhaps culpable in his brother’s 

breakdown, if only because he has failed at times to listen to Wade even more closely, so 

Rolfe believes anyway.  We know only that Rolfe now attempts to construct a coherent 

narrative out of his brother’s (ostensibly?) incoherent actions.  And thus far in the story, 

Rolfe has described only a single day in his brother’s life, Halloween day – a supposedly 

liminal time of the year, a day of transformation – the day prior to the one on which 

Wade comes closest to changing his life: the day to which Wade will soon awaken and 

find himself seeing his world as his daughter would see it.  Therefore, to mark a contrast 

in Wade’s thought and behavior, Rolfe wants us now to study up close this man who will 

soon turn his back on everything, a man whose demons will finally overtake him and who 

will then wreck every life in his path.  And so for two full pages Rolfe (and Banks) 

require the reader to study closely Wade’s face, frozen at a moment when on it we can 

register “an intimacy and a tenderness, a melancholic vulnerability about his dark-brown 

eyes” (56).  For at this moment Wade is reflecting on his life; and in and through his eyes 

we see his recognition of what about himself he needs to change, some glimmer of hope 

and sanity amidst the madness and despair.     

 But Rolfe is not yet studying his brother’s face at this moment when Wade, frozen in 

his brief empathic moment, sees himself as his daughter might see him.  First, Wade must 

awaken to this new day.   
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 Confronted “by cold air, by the sight of his cluttered room, by the smell of stale beer 

and cigarette butts and his own night breath, by the sound of Kenny Rogers croaking 

from the clock radio on the blue plastic milk carrier next to the bed” (53-4) – confronting 

this scene, evidence of his cluttered life and confinement, Wade awakens.  It is the day 

after Halloween, the day after . . . Having blacked out the night before, hours after his 

daughter (he felt) rejects and abandons him, he remembers only these events: “drinking at 

the bar alone, and at last, just before the sudden blackness at the end of the loop, standing 

in the parking lot, examining his pale-green car as if it were a stranger’s, finding it 

unaccountably ugly.  Then nothing” (54).  Before going to the bar, though, Wade had a 

busy evening with his daughter, Jill.  Alhough his ex-wife, Lillian, has custody of her, it 

was his night with Jill; and though he knew that their relationship is strained, he has 

planned for the two of them one hell of a Hallow Eve.  But obsessed with making the 

evening perfect, with winning Jill over to him – obsessed also with erasing the past and 

seeking some unreasonable self-transformation – Wade never really connects this 

evening with Jill.  Overcommitted to only his own vision of the evening – very possibly 

pathologically narcissistic – Wade fails really to consider his daughter, never really 

attending to her needs, her thoughts and feelings.  But this is not to say that Wade fails to 

try.  He has purchased for her a costume, but one she hates; he takes her to a Halloween 

party, but one at which she is a stranger to everyone.  And after failing to coerce her to 

enjoy herself, he abandons her at the party, only to get stoned with a young couple he 

knows, driving off with them and leaving Jill behind, where she hastily calls her mother 

to pick her up.  Obsessively committed to realizing an unreasonable image of himself as 
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ideal father – and no doubt emotionally stunted, stuck in a state of arrested development 

due to his childhood of physical and emotional abuse – Wade never really attempts to 

empathize with his daughter, never tries to take her perspective.  Dazed, seeking escape 

from most everything in his life, Wade – when not blowing up – floats through most of 

his days.  But then, the day after, Wade awakens, almost awakens. 

 Confronted by the stench of his den – “a sad dirty cluttered room filled with the 

evidence of a sloppy man nearing middle age and living alone – empty beer bottles on the 

floor and coffee table, work clothes strewn around the room, ashtrays overflowing, 

newspapers tossed aimlessly about, empty food cartons and dirty dishes and coffee cups 

abandoned on the end tables and the TV in the corner” – Wade awakens, then checks 

himself to see if before blacking out he was involved in a fight but discovers “no pain and 

no swelling in his hands . . . [n]o torn or bloody shirt” (57, 54).  He showers and shaves, 

then calls his boss to say he’s running late.  And about to exit his trailer he stops at the 

door.  Turning around (now frozen, stuck for a moment in his brother’s story) Wade 

surveys his life: 

For the first time in what even he knew must have been months, he looked at the 

room as if there were a stranger living here, a man he had never met, and he felt 

his stomach tighten with aversion.  He would not want to meet such a man.  No, 

sir.  And then, suddenly, he saw how the room would have looked to Jill as she 

came through the door, tired and sleepy but very happy from all the fun trick-or-

treating and afterwards going to the Halloween party with her dad.  He would 

have carried her in from the car, worked the door open with his free hand and 
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switched on the overhead light, and Jill would have turned on his shoulder and 

looked around, and this awful room, this stranger’s room, is what she would have 

seen. (57)  

Then, shocked by what he sees – that is, by what his daughter would see – and repulsed 

by what he is, what he has become, Wade rushes out the door, guarding himself from 

seeing more fully the man he is: a man only partially capable, still, of seeing with his 

daughter’s eyes.   

 

“Reinventing the Narrator”: Voice and the Ethics of Literary Witnessing 

 With Wade in flight from himself, let us take a moment to assess the rhetorical 

significance of this passage, or scene, and to discuss the ways in which Banks here not 

only engages in, but also foregrounds (that is, dramatizes and models) the process of 

empathic reasoning discussed in the previous chapter.  In part, what makes this scene 

(and later scenes) so interesting is Banks’s innovative use of voice and narration to 

complicate, with varying effects, the process by which we might empathize or 

sympathize with his characters, especially Wade and Jill, but also Rolfe.  Through Rolfe, 

whose fraternal voice fully permeates the narrative, Banks establishes a level of intimacy 

with readers, drawing them more closely to Wade than perhaps would be if the story were 

narrated by anyone else.  Consider, for example, how different it would sound – how 

different it would be – if someone else, especially a more detached third-person narrator, 

were to describe Wade as having “an intimacy and a tenderness, a melancholic 

vulnerability about his dark-brown eyes” (56).  It makes a difference to readers, we 
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should expect, that Wade’s brother – and not someone else – is saying this (and 

everything else) to us about Wade, even at times for Wade.  It also matters that Rolfe is 

not just telling Wade’s story – that is, reciting Wade’s story already written.  Rolfe is also 

writing Wade’s story, and inventing it.  We might also say he is confessing it, since, as he 

later explains,  

[Others] are secretly hoping that they have got Wade’s story wrong and that I can 

somehow get it right or at least get it said in such a way that we will be released 

from our shame and anger and can speak lovingly again of our brother, husband, 

father, lover, old friend . . . That will not happen.  Nevertheless, I tell it for them, 

for the others as much as for myself.  They want, through the telling, to regain 

him; I want only to be rid of him.  His story is my ghost life, and I want to 

exorcise it. (2)   

Confessing Wade’s story, thus exorcising Wade from his life – and yet, telling the story 

“for the others as much as for [himself]” – Rolfe serves not so much as Wade’s 

biographer but (as I will explain more fully later) as Wade’s witness, even as a witness to 

himself and to others.  It matters, then, who is telling Wade’s story, whose voice readers 

hear when they are told to attend more closely to Wade, to understand – or try to 

understand – how Wade could become a killer, the monster, the man from whom his 

loved ones must forever protect themselves.   

 But before I discuss more fully how Banks uses Rolfe as narrator, historian, and 

witness, I will first return to the notion of witnessing I started to develop in the previous 
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chapter.  Then I will examine some of Banks’s own remarks about the rhetorical concerns 

with audience, ethos, and narrative technique that inform generally his work.   

 I concluded the previous chapter with Banks’s argument that the “American artistic 

tradition is a democratic one, with a commitment to witnessing” (“Views” 97).  It is my 

claim that if witnessing is indeed central to this tradition, then so too are the narrative 

imagination and the process of empathic reasoning this dissertation describes.  As I have 

above suggested, when describing Rolfe as narrator, central to this notion of witnessing is 

voice.  And I claimed for voice an ethical component, suggesting that authors employ it 

(or at least can) in part as a means of intensifying our relationship with characters, 

facilitating and complicating the ways in which we identify with them.  Thus, through the 

voice of Rolfe, Banks is able to invoke, impart, and dramatize certain feelings and values 

– responses from readers the author orchestrates, or tries to orchestrate, through this one 

rhetorical choice.  So, if an author hopes also to motivate readers, for example, to 

confront actual suffering so as to help us better recognize and understand it (and thus 

also, perhaps, to prevent it), then he or she must persuasively dramatize suffering for 

readers.  And part of this persuasion entails employing – as well as invoking, imparting, 

and dramatizing – the processes of identification and empathic reasoning.  What is more, 

the author must establish a certain bond with the reader, some measure of trust and good 

will.  

 Speaking about the ways he uses voice in order to project to his readers a credible 

ethos (a credible implied author anyway), Banks states the following: 
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I’m really interested in reinventing the narrator.  It’s a convention that went out 

the window in the twentieth century.  I want to feel I have my arm around a 

shoulder of this reader and I’m explaining, narrating, telling a wonderful story to 

this person that I’ve stopped, like the wedding guest in Coleridge’s The Ancient 

Mariner.  I’m like the ancient mariner stopping the wedding guest in his rush to 

tell this wonder to him.  And I want to have that sense of intimacy, a face-to-face, 

arm-around-the-shoulder contact. (“About Russell Banks” 411) 

As I have suggested, Banks establishes this intimacy and contact by using in his fiction, 

almost exclusively, first-person narration – a style of voice arguably made most famous 

in American letters by Whitman and Twain, those writers that Banks identifies, 

incidentally, as the “Homeric originators” of our “grand democratic American literary 

project” (“Who Will Tell the People” 84). 
9
 

The ethical dimension of Banks’s choice of narrator is made especially clear in his 

journal notes dated November 16, 1981 – notes included in the author’s research 

materials that constitute part of the collected papers in the Russell Banks collection at the 

University of Texas at Austin’s Harry Ransom Center.  There, in handwritten notes for 

his 1985 novel Continental Drift (its working title then The Trade), Banks writes, 

“Narrator [. . .] knows and understands what he is telling about, and he loves his 

characters, and he understands that his characters and readers are probably unlikely ever 

to know one another w/o his intervention [sic]” (Notebook 50-1).  In short, the narrator 

                                                
9
 That Banks later, in his 1996 novel Rule of the Bone, consciously re-imagines and rewrites The 

Adventures of Huck Finn from the point of view of a homeless runaway teenager named Chappie [a.k.a. 

Bone] further tips us off to the particular practitioners of the literary convention, and founders of the 

tradition, Banks has in mind. 
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mediates between worlds, he or she intervenes, thereby establishing the possibility of a 

confrontation between reader and text at sites of social neglect or disconnect, by staging 

intersubjective exchange between reader and character.  No doubt Banks is also 

describing here his role as storyteller, he who constructs the narrator in his image.   Thus, 

by conveying his love (or maybe just pity) for and knowledge of the characters that 

people his work, Banks establishes – or at least tries to establish – an ethos of good will, 

respect, and charity.  And by hoping to stage this intervention, or at least construct the 

space for one, he demonstrates also, I will suggest, the vision of solidarity and social 

justice I argue for in my project’s introduction: the rhetoric of social hope I associate 

especially with Booth and Rorty.  In many ways, in fact, Banks’s argument for the ethics 

of fiction (and indeed, as I will suggest in my project’s conclusion, also his argument for 

reciprocation and tolerance) seems much in line with the pluralist-pragmatist vision that 

Rorty describes when he argues for the social value of novels.  And it is this vision of 

solidarity and social justice that is perhaps most central to the notion of witnessing I 

describe above: an ethical commitment to empathic reasoning that for Banks underwrites 

our great democratic literary tradition. 

And yet, by reinventing the narrator, Banks has in mind more than experimenting 

with the teller of the story. Because witnessing involves both a speaker and a listener, 

Banks often invents not only an effective narrator but also an appropriate audience – 

someone other than the actual reader to whom his narrator might plausibly confess his or 

her most private hopes and fears.  For example, in his novel Cloudsplitter (to which I will 

return in the next two chapters) Banks chooses as the narrator Owen Brown, who, having 
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fled and survived his father’s infamous failed raid on Harper’s ferry, is later in life 

compelled by an historian’s assistant to set straight, finally, the story of John Brown.  

However, in the process of confessing to this young woman his role in his father’s violent 

plot to end slavery in America, Owen must confront not only his own role in that national 

epic but also his own ambivalence towards race, violence, and religion, his own 

conflicted sense of racial, sexual, and national identity – all beliefs, fears, and 

assumptions that we learn he has apparently long sought to suppress.  And in The Sweet 

Hereafter, a novel exploring the aftermath of a fatal school bus crash that kills most of a 

small town’s children, Banks models the speech of his four narrators on actual legal 

depositions delivered by parents who lost their children in similar tragedies – parents 

who, because of their audience, were able to describe plainly, directly, calmly the nature 

of their loss and suffering.   

 In Affliction, however, the narrator’s audience seems more expansive.  Indeed, at 

times, Rolfe seems to be setting down Wade’s story for an intended audience among 

which any possible reader should include himself.  At the end of the novel (and also 

Rolfe’s account) Rolfe addresses his readers directly in such a way that lets us know he 

speaks to others besides family, friends, and those most directly affected by Wade’s 

actions.  In fact, he seems to speak mostly to those of us who do not know Wade (or 

people like him) – those of us who apparently do not feel compelled also to love or 

forgive Wade, those of us who perhaps find it that much more difficult to understand 

him, that is, to empathize with him, if not also sympathize with him (or others like him).  

Therefore, speaking directly to his readers, even empathizing with us – those of us 



 

116 

anyway who apparently do not or cannot know or understand Wade – Rolfe tells another 

version of his brother’s story, one meant to mark a contrast between his own thick 

description of Wade’s life and the necessarily superficial account we are more likely to 

encounter elsewhere, in a newspaper story, for instance.  And this newspaper account, 

Rofle seems to suggest, only increases our distance from Wade, thus in turn decreasing 

our chances of understanding his brother more fully.  Here is how Rolfe describes this 

other version of Wade’s story:  

I carefully unfold and read again the tattered news clippings from the Boston 

Globe . . . knowing that you have read the same kind of story numerous times in 

your own newspaper: a man in a small town evidently went berserk and murdered 

a few people thought to be close to him, murdered them apparently without 

motive or warning. (353) 

Rolfe then includes the full newspaper story – headline reading, “Two Slain in NH: Local 

Man Sought for Questioning” – a story that in its seeming objectivity severs Wade from 

history and society, and in turn detaches Wade from the reader’s consideration.  His 

humanity thus diminished, flattened into a statistical and social anomaly, Wade is made 

that much easier for us to dismiss.  Thus the need for Rolfe’s narrative; thus the need for 

confronting readers with both versions of the story – if only to challenge us to attend 

more fully to Wade’s humanity, his unique history and connection to other lives.
10

  Rolfe 

continues:  

                                                
10

 It’s no wonder, then, that Banks chooses to write about another such figure, John Brown (the subject of 

the next two chapters), the abolitionist most all of whose contemporaries considered an anomaly, so much 

the easier, of course, to dismiss his claims as irrational, his violence without cause, his life an aberration. 
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You read the account and move quickly on to news about the Middle East or a 

flash flood and train wreck north of Mexico City or a huge drug bust in Miami, 

and unless you are from the town of Lawford or in some way knew one of the 

victims or the man suspected of killing them, you forget all about it.  You forget 

it, because you do not understand it: you cannot understand how a man, a normal 

man like you and me, could do such a terrible thing.  He must not be like you and 

me. (354, emphasis in original) 

The reader might here detect something accusatory in Rolfe’s tone, a touch of outrage 

concerning ways in which newspaper accounts elide (necessarily but tragically still) the 

details of a life.  But even if Rolfe (and perhaps Banks, too) is in fact disturbed by the 

ease with which we can dismiss someone like Wade, Banks still complicates seriously 

our ability to sympathize or empathize with Wade.  For he colors Rolfe’s response to the 

newspaper account (or our projection of this response onto him?) with a number of other 

factors, including, potentially, Rolfe’s own perceived culpability in Wade’s crimes.  

 Early in the novel, as Rolfe introduces the story, we learn that he is an historian, or at 

least that he “teaches history” (6).  We learn also that like any historian he is imagining 

much of the story he tells: “I do not, in the conventional sense, know many of these 

things.  I am not making them up, however.  Memory, intuition, interrogation and 

reflection have given me a vision, and it is this vision that I am telling here” (47).  And 

we know that Rolfe must imagine so much of Wade’s life because after “abandon[ing] 

the family and the town of Lawford when [he] graduated high school – escaped from 

them, actually, though it sometimes feels like abandoned,” Rolfe “went to college, the 
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first in the family to do that, and became a high school teacher and a man of meticulous 

routine” (3).  And then, Rolfe confesses 

For many years, I regarded Wade as a gloomy, alcoholic and stupidly belligerent 

man, like our father, but now he had gotten into his forties without killing himself 

or anyone else, and I expected that he would, like our father, get into his fifties, 

sixties and maybe seventies the same way, so I did not worry about Wade. . . . 

Preoccupied with the details of my own life, I listened to him [when he called] as 

if he were a boring soap opera on TV and I was too busy or distracted by the 

details of my own life to get up and change the channel. (3) 

Resentment, anger, and shame, as well as his own hectic life thus prevent Rolfe from 

investing too much time in Wade’s always troubled affairs: “I listened passively to his 

rambling tirades against his ex-wife, Lillian, and his mournful declarations of love for his 

daughter, Jill, and his threats to inflict serious bodily harm on many of the people who 

lived and worked with him” (3). Rolfe recalls for us his phone calls with his brother, 

before his crimes, conversations in which Rolfe is usually only half invested.  But then 

comes the call from Wade where Rolfe hears something different in his brother’s voice.  

And Rolfe starts paying attention.   

 Some nights before he kills their long-abusive father and a local man he obsessively 

(and falsely) suspects guilty of homicide, Wade calls his brother to discuss his theory of 

the murder (which all signs suggest was a hunting accident) and the many other troubles 

that plague his life: his crummy job and jerk boss; his doomed proposal to gain custody 

of his daughter, Jill; and his chronic toothache (no doubt echoing Dostoevsky’s 



 

119 

underground man and the ailment that exacerbates his pathologies).  Yet, accustomed to 

his older brother’s rants, Rolfe hardly hears a word that Wade says . . . until, all of 

sudden, he does finally hear him, and perhaps truly for the first time.  There is a subtle 

shift in Wade’s tone, a hint of a new and yet deeper sense of desperation: Wade is 

cracking up, and he means business.  Now listening closely to his brother – in a moment 

of recognition, or empathic identification, that closely resembles the moment he later 

imagines Wade to have as he awakens to reflect on his daughter, Jill – now really hearing 

Wade, Rolfe begins to see how the world must look to his brother:  

Then one night something changed, and from then on my relation to Wade’s story 

was different from what it had been before, since childhood.  That night willed 

detachment got replaced by – what? – sympathy?  More than sympathy, I think, 

and less.  Empathy.  A dangerous feeling, to both parties. (4) 

Rolfe here seems to convey some ambivalence to this moment – to this perceived 

difference in his relation to his brother and to his brother’s narrative, their narrative.  And 

the difference is as much a change in himself and to how he attends to his brother as it is 

a change in Wade’s behavior.  Suddenly, Rolfe no longer attends passively to his brother, 

half listening to him.  He hears Wade more clearly now, more fully and carefully, and 

perhaps really for the first time.  And he feels sympathy for him – pity, compassion, 

fellow feeling.  But he feels more: empathy.  And this commits him to try to understand 

Wade, to see the world as Wade does, to feel as he feels; and this in turn commits him 

also to acknowledge, to some degree anyway, his responsibility to his brother, his 

connection with him.  And this scares Rolfe.   
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 But why exactly does empathy scare him?  And moreover, why only now, for perhaps 

the first time in his life, does he feel empathy towards his brother? 

 Rolfe explains, tries to explain – and his ambivalence towards Wade, towards their 

relationship and this emotion gradually turns into something much more critical, into 

anger, resentment, disgust:  

I mark it by the change I heard in Wade’s tone of voice. . . . He was in the middle 

of one of his garrulous complaints, and I heard something that I had not heard 

there before, and for an instant I wondered if I had misperceived my brother all 

along . . . perhaps my brother was as real as I, a man whose character was as I 

understood my own: process, flux, change.  This was a new thought to me and not 

an altogether welcome one . . . for, without my being aware of it, a subtle balance 

had shifted . . . so that suddenly I was no longer distantly monitoring my brother’s 

confused painful life but was instead practically living it.  And I despised Wade’s 

life.  Let me say it again.  I despised Wade’s life.  I fled the family and the town 

of Lawford when I was little more than a boy to avoid having to live that life.  

That is only one of the differences between Wade and me, but it’s a huge 

difference. (4) 

But, still, what does Rolfe mean by the dangers of empathy?  What for him are the risks 

inherent in feeling this with Wade, with identifying with him, and for feeling for Wade?  

From this passage the reader might surmise that what Rolfe fears, in part, is the emotional 

investment in his brother’s life, the added burden to his life of having to see the world 

from Wade’s perspective – that is, having to care, to feel at all, for his brother, from 
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whom he had to escape in order to construct his own identity apart from his violently 

dysfunctional family.  Seeing himself in Wade, connected to Wade – perhaps even 

feeling partly responsible for him, for how his life turned out, feeling guilty for having 

abandoned him – Rolfe is faced with the startling recognition that, like Wade, he also 

cannot escape his family, his past.  Nor can he continue to dismiss his brother, 

solipsistically imagining him to be a one-dimensional object of pity and scorn and stupid, 

stagnant inertia.  Rolfe despises Wade’s life – as, perhaps, we readers might (and perhaps 

even should) – but he must still confront that life, come to understand it, perhaps even 

come to love (but maybe never forgive) the man who must endure it, he who must 

actually suffer it.  Empathy thus closes that distance between them, these two brothers; it 

dissolves some of their differences, but not without inflicting also some measure of 

displeasure and pain, not without generating also some conflict and distressing self-

reflection.  

 In these ways, certainly, empathy is dangerous for Rolfe, the empathic agent.  But 

how is Rolfe’s feeling of empathy dangerous also for Wade?  How is empathy potentially 

harmful to the object of one’s attention?  Of course, one risk is that the agent gets it 

wrong, attributing to the object of empathy, say, feelings and motives that don’t actually 

apply, or gets it wrong by projecting onto the other person his own anxieties, etc.  

Another risk is he gets it right, but still condescends to that other person, if only by 

pitying him when pity is unsolicited, inappropriate.  Worse yet, one can always 

empathize with someone in order better to exploit and manipulate him.   So how does 
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Rolfe believe that empathy is dangerous for Wade?  Let us return to his story to see.  

Describing still the significance of that phone call with his brother, Rolfe tells us that 

Wade was making the ex-husband’s complaint about the ex-wife’s infinite 

capacity for cruelty – the result of some minor humiliation a night or two before.  

I had not quite got it but had not asked for clarification, either – when suddenly I 

heard a shift in his tone of voice, a change of register and pitch, little enough to 

notice ordinarily, but for some reason enough to sit me up straight in my chair to 

listen to him closely, to gather my wandering attention, and instead of regarding 

his life as merely a minor part of mine, I saw the man in his own context for a 

change.  It was as if the story he was telling were enlarging and clarifying my 

story: the chronic toothache he had complained of earlier in the conversation, 

though worse and significantly different from my periodic headaches, suddenly 

became a troublesome echo, and his financial difficulties, though described 

practically in another language than mine, rhymed anxiously with mine, and his 

ongoing troubles with women, parents, friends and enemies, grotesquely reversed 

versions of my troubles, gave mine painful articulation.  He had been describing 

the events of Halloween Eve, and he began to speak of the weather that night, 

colder even than usual, well below freezing. [. . . ] 

The change, the shift, may well have been in me, of course, not Wade.  He 

used the same words he always used, the same clichés and oddly reflective 

expressions; he affected the same weary stoicism he has affected since 

adolescence; he sounded, to all intents and purposes, the same as always – yet I 
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heard him differently.  One minute his story did not matter to me; the next minute 

it mattered in every way. (4-5) 

In this passage one detects a tension, a contradiction perhaps, concerning the object of 

empathy’s focus.  Rolfe claims first that “instead of regarding [Wade’s] life as merely a 

minor part of mine, I saw the man in his own context for a change.”  But then he states, 

“It was as if the story he was telling were enlarging and clarifying my story” (4).  One 

might perceive here a narcissistic edge to Rolfe’s epiphany, his empathic breakthrough – 

a response echoing perhaps the narcissism earlier detected in Wade’s failed effort to 

empathize with his daughter.  For as Rolfe states, “One minute his story did not matter to 

me; the next minute it mattered in every way” (5).  The reader might begin to wonder 

who benefits from Rolfe’s empathy if not mostly Rolfe.  Does he not gain the most out of 

understanding better his brother’s life, by understanding better himself?   Moreover, 

might he mostly be projecting onto his brother his own fears and needs?  Again, 

according to Rolfe, “The change, the shift, may well have been in me, of course, not 

Wade” (5).   

 Is the danger for Wade, then, that Rolfe’s empathic feelings might be tainted with 

self-motives, even selfishness?  Or, is this just Rolfe’s guilt – his knowledge that he’s 

hardly altruistic – getting the best of him?  For doesn’t Wade inevitably benefit more than 

not by having his brother attend more closely to his life, to hear his pain and to relieve 

some of his suffering, to keep him from killing himself or others?  The risks inherent in 

the act of empathy are apparent; but these are risks even Rolfe, who is conscious of them, 

faces both in his effort to listen to his brother and to tell his story.  Despite these 
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perceived dangers, then, one could argue that Rolfe’s reservations about empathy seem to 

convey more caution, and ambivalence, than discouragement concerning the 

responsibilities one shoulders when engaging empathically with another.  

 In this scene, I argue, Banks engages readers in, and illustrates and models for 

readers, the process of empathic reasoning – a component, I’ve suggested, of the 

narrative imagination that Martha Nussbaum describes and of the literary tradition of 

witnessing that Russell Banks describes.  As Rolfe later tells us, “After all, this is not my 

story, it is Wade’s.  I am but the witness, the compiler; I am the investigator and the 

chronicler, and I should get on with my work” (203).  But Rolfe here elides some his role 

as witness, and it seems that he knows it.  We know already that he considers this 

narrative, or at least parts of it, as both his and Wade’s story: “It was as if the story 

[Wade] was telling were enlarging and clarifying my story” (4).  And he considers it both 

their story not just because they share a common family history, for as Rolfe confesses, 

“[Wade’s] ongoing troubles with women, parents, friends and enemies, grotesquely 

reversed versions of my troubles, gave mine painful articulation” (5).  Thus, we might not 

take Rolfe at his word here, either because he misleads deliberately or because he fails to 

see his role in the narrative.  For we know that as witness Rolfe is more than a compiler 

and chronicler of data.  As witness he is also testifier, a storyteller who brings us closer to 

understanding Wade’s crimes as well as his suffering. 

 And as witness, Rolfe is also, necessarily, a self-witness.  Again, by taking Wade’s 

perspective, by imagining empathically Wade’s life, Rolfe better understands his own life 

– “painful[ly] articulated,” sure, but more clearly articulated all the same.  By seeing “the 
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man in his own context for a change,” Rolfe can no longer so quickly write off his 

brother – write him out of his own life’s narrative and history – in effect diminishing 

Wade’s humanity so as to fit him more conveniently into his, Rolfe’s, life.  Shocked out 

of his quasi-solipsistic relationship with his brother, Rolfe realizes that “perhaps my 

brother was as real as I, a man whose character was as I understood my own: process, 

flux, change” (4).  And this realization, we should imagine, inspires Rolfe (and Banks) to 

tell Wade’s story, to bring readers closer to what Rolfe finally understands: that Wade, 

hardly a monster by birth – a man thoroughly locked into a cycle of violence and despair 

– this man, now underground, now living on the edge of society, his brother only 

gradually transformed into the killer he now is.  And what is more, Wade became this 

person through the flux of contingency and uncertainty of life that visits all of us.   

Abused yet hopeful, troubled but loving – Wade is more than a man who just cracked one 

day.  Rolfe’s narrative, then, is more than an account of what led to Wade’s crimes, more 

than a mere chronicle of abuse and twisted causality; it is also a testimonial to the man 

Wade was.  And this man, we learn, struggled always, against the violence bred into him 

by his abusive father, to do the right thing, to be a good man, but failed.   

 Of course, understanding that killers are seldom born but made does not excuse 

Wade’s actions.  Rolfe especially finds it impossible to forgive his brother:  

Even I, at this considerable distance from the crimes and the pain, cannot forgive 

him.  It is the nature of forgiveness that when you forgive someone you no longer 

have to protect yourself from him, and for the rest of our lives we will have to 
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protect ourselves from Wade.  Regardless, it is too late now for forgiveness to do 

him any good. (2) 

Although he has come to understand Wade more fully, even perhaps come to love his 

brother more fully, Rolfe cannot forgive Wade.  Moreover, he now understands – and by 

empathizing with Wade as fully as he does, perhaps even better understands – that he 

must always protect himself from his brother, as must everyone else.  (Indeed, in the next 

two chapters I will again consider self-protection as a function of empathic reasoning, 

there examining terrorism and the problem of incommensurability.)  And it is in these 

ways, forced to confront more fully his own life in light of his brother’s, that Rolfe 

becomes both Wade’s witness and a witness to himself. 

 Foregrounding these limits to empathic reasoning, Banks thereby reminds us also that 

there are no pure witnesses either, if by witness we mean also savior.  As witness, Rolfe 

cannot forgive Wade, nor can he save him.  And in part that is because Rolfe still cannot 

hear all that Wade says.  He may hear something different in his brother’s voice, he may 

recognize Wade’s suffering, even come to understand it; but he is also caught up in his 

own life, his own troubles.  Nor does Rolfe wish to save him.  Moreover, since he has 

paid too little attention to Wade in the past, it is unreasonable to expect he will detect in 

his brother’s voice the full threat of the desperation that brews in the man, the full 

measure of his capacity for violence.   

 Thus, when Wade calls Rolfe complaining about his life – just two nights after the 

Halloween fiasco, describing in detail the freezing weather and the events surrounding 

the evening – Rolfe still does not hear everything his brother says, when he finally tries to 
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hear Wade at all.  Moreover, some of this limited success rests with Wade, who facilitates 

his brother’s ability to empathize, to witness.  For Wade, in his narrative, has helped 

Rolfe “[visualize] the setting for [his, Wade’s] life as it had been a night or two before, 

when the events he was describing . . . had taken place” (6).  Through the details of his 

narrative – for example, weather “colder even than usual, well below freezing, colder 

than a witch’s tit” (5) – Wade helps Rolfe remember and return, in thought, to his home 

town of Lawford, the place from which Rolfe fled fifteen years earlier, the place where 

Wade still resides, near his abusive father, with all the memories of their shared traumatic 

childhood.  And more clearly visualizing himself back home, Rolfe can visualize more 

clearly also Wade’s life there, too, and their past together, their childhood, and the 

violence that drove one brother away but tragically took hold of the other.  It is in those 

details of Wade’s story – those that resonate in his own life – that Rolfe detects (or thinks 

he detects) “a shift in [Wade’s] tone, a change of register and pitch, little enough to notice 

ordinarily, but for some reason enough to sit me up straight in my chair to listen to him 

closely, to gather my wandering attention” (4).  Now actually listening to Wade, hearing 

him describe his suffering, detecting a trace of the desperation beneath the anger and 

mania, Rolfe can engage Wade.  And now feeling more fully for his brother, 

understanding better the nature of his affliction – to some degree their shared affliction – 

Rolfe is eventually compelled to offer Wade advice, to talk him off the ledge as it were.  

In the last phone call he has with his brother, Rolfe takes command of their conversation, 

silencing Wade in order to put his problems in perspective for him.  He then offers Wade 

a list of simple things to do in order to set his life straight, first of which is seeing a 
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dentist about his toothache.  And Wade listens to his brother, or seems to listen.  And 

they hang up, Wade intent on following his brother’s advice, so Rolfe hopes and thinks. 

 But Wade has no patience, and no dentist will see him immediately, and the pain is 

unbearable, and the pain reminds him of everything else in his life that is ruined or that 

threatens ruin.  And so, with his brother’s simple plan failing him, Wade crosses over.  

Obsessed and desperate, manic for vengeance, for violent retribution against the world, 

Wade finally snaps, his capacity for empathy lost, perhaps forever.  In the shed where 

later the same day he will kill his father – who, Rolfe imagines, attacks Wade first, 

lunging at his brother, a hulking and senile old man wielding an iron pipe – in this shed 

he helped his father build Wade will wrench from his jaw with a pair of long-handled 

pliers the tooth that maddens him.  He will later attack and terrify his daughter and 

girlfriend, who escape his wrath.  He will then kill his father, pour kerosene over his 

body, and then burn the shed down around him.  Then he will hunt down an innocent 

man named Jack Hewitt – a man he falsely and obsessively suspects of murder, his friend 

– shooting him dead with the same hunting rifle he used to crush his father’s head.  And 

then he will disappear, leaving behind the survivors to make sense of his actions, his 

reasons for snapping, to make sense also of their relation to Wade’s life.   

 Choosing to tell Wade’s story – to reconstruct it from memory, others’ testimonies, 

and imagination – Rolfe realizes, and in turn dramatizes for readers, the limits of and yet 

the abiding need for empathic reasoning.  Which is to say that Rolfe could only do so 

much for his brother.  And still, Rolfe leads us to believe he could have done more – such 

is, perhaps, the burden of empathy.  Addressing the reader directly, Rolfe confides, “You 
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will say that I should have known terrible things were about to happen, and perhaps I 

should have.  But even so, what could I have done to stop them? . . . Wade was being 

driven by forces that were as powerful as they were difficult to identify” (286).  And yet, 

guilt dogs Rolfe, but in part because of a misstep he fears making with his unstable 

brother in the wake of their mother’s death.  After returning home to bury their mother – 

whom Wade finds dead in his parents’ house, frozen to death, evidence of their father’s 

sure disregard for others as well as his questionable sanity – the two brothers have a 

conversation in the shed where Wade will later kill his father.  Ostensibly still unable, 

maybe unwilling, to read his brother more carefully – to empathize with Wade – Rolfe 

will reignite (unknowingly?) Wade’s mania and fury.  For Rolfe has become invested 

(but only intellectually it initially seems) in the hunting accident Wade believes was a 

murder.  And just as Wade is finally realizing the implausibility of his conspiracy theory 

– thus also losing the impulse to seek justice for a crime never committed – Rolfe (now 

having developed his own theory, though hardly committed to a principle of justice) 

rehashes the incident out of what seems to readers, initially anyway, the impulse to make 

small talk with his brother: 

I do not know where the thought came from, but suddenly I remembered the 

shooting of Evan Twombley, and I asked Wade if he had heard anything new 

about it in the last few days.  He said no and seemed oddly reluctant to talk about 

it, as if embarrassed by his earlier obsessive interest in the case.  “I guess it was 

an accident like everybody thinks.” (241) 
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“‘Like everybody wants to think, you mean,’” Rolfe responds.  Of course, this sends 

Wade back into his flight from reality, back to his attempt to become a hero by solving 

the crime, back to his obsessive cause into which he can pour all his outrage, fury, and 

desperation.  Then Rolfe provides Wade a narrative that fits his lunatic theory, suggesting 

the murder was cleverly staged to look like an accident.  Committed to his own vision of 

the event, ostensibly to a principle of truth, and emotionally detached from the accident, 

Rolfe fails to see the dangers latent in his theory – even after those dangers are made 

obvious as Wade again intensely conveys his investment in the presumed crime: 

“You’re trying to make me crazy with this, Rolfe.  It gets me so fucking mad, 

when I think about Jack shooting this guy . . . it gets me so mad I can’t stand it.  I 

feel like hitting something, pounding the shit out of it. . . . I can’t do a damned 

thing about it.  The kid gets to kill the guy . . . and that’s the end of it.  Nobody 

gets punished for it.  It’s not right. . . . Right’s right, goddamnit.  Don’t you care 

about that, about what’s right?” (244, emphasis in original)  

To this Rolfe responds, “No, not when it has got nothing to do with me.  All I care about 

is what really happened.  What the truth is.  I am a student of history, remember” (244).  

Minutes later the brothers part ways, never to see each other again.  But, “with the benefit 

of hindsight,” Rolfe confesses years later what he already knew as he left Wade that day, 

driving back home, away from his past:  

I myself must have needed Wade’s obsession with Twombley’s death, and I 

myself must have wanted Jack Hewitt and Mel Gordon, two men I had not even 

met, punished for killing him.  I had no way of knowing what Wade would do 
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with my highly speculative theory . . . but I did know that Wade would accept my 

version of events, that it would become the truth for him and that he would apply 

to that truth a range of intensity of emotion that was denied me. (245) 

This confession casts doubt on Rolfe’s motives for connecting with his brother.  Thus, it 

is left up to the reader to determine, finally, the extent to which Rolfe fails or succeeds at 

empathizing with his brother.  Also uncertain are Rolfe’s reasons for telling his brother’s 

story.  For instance, early in his narrative Rolfe tells us, “I have done this for no particular 

social good but simply to be free” (49).  But again, earlier still he tells us that he does it 

for others too, not simply for himself: “Nevertheless, I tell it for them, for the others as 

much as for myself” (2).  Of course, somewhere between these two statements lies the 

truth: though perhaps he is mostly driven to tell Wade’s story in order to move on with 

his life, Rolfe also knows that others benefit too from hearing his tale.  Clearly, Rolfe 

hopes not only to liberate himself through Wade’s story; he hopes also to liberate others, 

from their guilt, anger, shame, and remorse. 

 But most important, Rolfe might also hope to liberate Wade, somehow.  For in and 

through his story it seems he hopes to bring others to understand his brother as he himself 

has come to understand him; to explain to us how Wade became what he is; to humanize 

him more fully to us, those of us who will write off Wade as a monster, a man defined 

solely by his crimes – crimes, Rolfe reminds us, the predictable byproduct of a childhood 

plagued by abuse, a cycle of violence from which Wade failed, tragically failed, finally to 

extricate himself. Concluding his narrative – his genealogy of Wade’s tragic crack-up – 

Rolfe makes the following admission about his work as historian and witness, and here 
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he suggests most explicitly the extent to which compassion and social hope inform his 

story:  

The historical facts, of course, are known by everyone . . . But facts do not make 

history: facts do not even make events.  Without meaning attached, and without 

understanding of causes and connections, a fact is an isolate particle of 

experience, is reflected light without a source, planet with no sun, star without 

constellation, constellation beyond galaxy, galaxy outside the universe – fact is 

nothing.  Nonetheless, the facts of a life, even one as lonely and alienated as 

Wade’s, surely have meaning.  But only if that life is portrayed, only if it can be 

viewed, in terms of its connections to other lives.  (339-40) 

Rolfe’s statement – perhaps revisionist in more ways than one – here betrays his obvious 

investment in the social good, or at least his idealistic hope for something resembling 

solidarity.  And by expressing his hopes for solidarity, Rolfe here conveys very much the 

same sentiment that legal scholar and rhetorician James Boyd White expresses in his 

condemnation of war: “Yet whenever anyone dies, on whichever side, a world of 

possibility dies with him or her, a web of relationships of caring and concern.  A part of 

the fabric of humanity and human community has been torn to bits” (Living Speech 3).  

And these sentiments of course echo the calls for mutual inquiry and exploration, 

understanding, and solidarity – for empathic reasoning and more engagement with the 

narrative imagination – made by the authors discussed in the previous chapter: Richard 

Rorty, Martha Nussbaum, Wayne Booth, Patricia Roberts-Miller, and Iris Marion Young.   
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 And yet, beyond hopes for solidarity and empathic reasoning, there are the facts – 

which before acquiring meaning require interpretation, thus language and deliberation.  

Without interpretation – that is, without the historian’s ordering of facts into narrative – 

Wade’s story remains merely the terse news account Rolfe derides.  Without the narrative 

– that is, without the nuanced account of the particulars and contingencies that constitute 

any life story – Wade’s existence is reduced to his crime, his crime then isolated from 

history, from his past and ours.  And this all the easier for us to believe him an anomaly, 

to order the chaos, to move on and to forget he ever existed before the crimes he 

committed, the crimes which now, we decide, define him. 

 Rolfe’s narrative, then, seeks to correct these injustices, both the flattening of his 

brother’s humanity and the severing from it all those many constellations of lives 

connected to his memory.  And on the heels of the above admission, Rolfe finally 

confesses (and with a touch of Rorty’s prescribed irony, or self-critical awareness) that 

his story – so clearly is it now concerned with the social good – is the means by which he 

constructs order in his world, and with it his identity, his history.  In effect narrating also 

the need for empathic reasoning, for the attempt of achieving understanding of another 

person through imagination and compassion, Rolfe later explains why else he has chosen 

to tell his brother’s story.  And at once confessional and self-reflexive, his explanation 

sheds light on the social use to which he hopes to put Wade’s story – a story that is also 

his story, and one representative of other men who cannot escape, but who must learn to 

productive cope with, the violence of their childhoods:  
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Oh, I know that in telling Wade’s story here I am telling my own as well, and that 

this telling is my own bloody flag . . . and it might sound self-centered, peculiar, 

eccentric for that; but our stories, Wade’s and mine, describe the lives of boys and 

men for thousands of years, boys who were beaten by their fathers, whose 

capacity for love and trust was crippled almost at birth and whose best hope for a 

connection to other human beings lay in elaborating for themselves an elegiac 

mode of relatedness, as if everyone’s life were already over.  It is how we keep 

from destroying in our turn our own children and terrorizing the women who have 

the misfortune to love us; it is how we absent ourselves from the tradition of male 

violence; it is how we decline the seductive role of avenging angel: we grimly 

accept the restraints of nothingness – of disconnection, isolation and exile – and 

cast them in a cruel and elegiac evening light, a Teutonic village in the mountains 

surrounded by deep dark forests where hairy beasts wait for stragglers and deer 

thrash wild-eyed through the deep snow and hunters build small fires to warm 

their hands so as to handle their weapons gracefully in the cold. (340) 

Self-consciously aware that structuring this story is his “final vocabulary” – what Rorty 

describes in Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity as the set of terms, values, and beliefs 

with which we structure our lives – Rolfe knows also this is but one way to describe that 

life.  Mythical, poetic, tragic, ironic – Rolfe’s story (and with it Wade’s too) connects 

him to history and to others, but only because he tells this particular story in this 

particular way.  For he knows also, or fears, that without the words, without the 

narratives, there is only nothingness, only “disconnection, isolation and exile” – only 
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violent alternatives to his lonely communication with the living and the dead.  Perhaps he 

speaks only for himself here when he suggests there are no foundations from which to 

build meaning into life; maybe he has in mind only his own unique history, social and 

genetic, troubled and crippled.  Or, perhaps he’s struggling with a greater skepticism, 

fearful that not one of us can really ever know another.  Either way, he chooses the 

elegiac form to give their lives shape and meaning, people like he and his brother.  And 

in this elegy, lamenting but also commemorating lives like his and his brother’s, Rolfe 

bears witness not only to those “boys who were beaten by their fathers” – boys like Rolfe 

and Wade and millions of others.  He bears witness also to the power of narrative to let us 

bear witness at all.  Afflicted too, Rolfe helps readers to see Wade more closely – if not 

exactly more clearly then at least perhaps more fully.  And thus he helps us to understand 

how a cycle of violence spins on, and out of control, due to a childhood of abuse 

combined with an abiding absence of empathic reasoning.  

 Perhaps it must take a brother to tell Wade’s tale – or someone very close to Rolfe 

and Wade, someone who has similarly suffered, like Banks.  To readers familiar with 

Banks’s biography, this novel no doubt seems, too, the author’s – much like the 

narrator’s – means of exorcising his demons.  Like Rolfe, Banks can put to rest the cycle 

of violence only by exempting himself from it, choosing instead the storyteller’s burden 

and blessing: his quality of attention, his sustained efforts to empathize more fully with 

others.  And like Rolfe, Banks knows the story he tells can only slightly touch humanity, 

if only by providing the hope that in the place of violence we can construct narratives by 

which we can better understand our connection to, and similarity, with others.  Again, 
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perhaps this is what Rorty means in Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity when he 

describes his vision of democracy:  

In my utopia, human solidarity would be . . . achieved not by inquiry but by 

imagination, the imaginative ability to see strange people as fellow sufferers.  

Solidarity . . . is created by increasing our sensitivity to the particular details of 

the pain and humiliation of other, unfamiliar sorts of people.  Such increased 

sensitivity makes it more difficult to marginalize people different from ourselves . 

. . . Fiction like that of Dickens, Olive Schreiner, or Richard Wright gives us the 

details about the kinds of suffering being endured by people to whom we had 

previously not attended. (xvi, emphasis added) 

And perhaps this is not unlike what Banks has in mind when he describes the 

“commitment to witnessing” central to the certain democratic literary tradition he 

promotes and advances. 

By telling Wade’s story, Rolfe becomes not only witness but also self-witness, 

dramatizing for readers at once the process of empathic reasoning as well as the empathic 

attitude with which he confronts and engages his subject, his brother.  Of course, Banks’s 

novel does the same work, since like Rolfe, Banks offers meta-commentary on this 

process of empathic reasoning, its certain limits and potential benefits for improved 

intersubjective agreement, for greater mutual inquiry, exploration, and understanding.  

Thus both Rolfe’s narrative and Banks’s novel dramatize also the ways in which empathy 

is, as I claim in the previous chapter, a mode of reasoning, a component of deliberation.  

Moreover, with hope, both the narrative and the novel in turn also facilitate, or actuate, 
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empathic reasoning in readers, eliciting from them empathic responses and, further, 

cultivating their capacities to improve this process of empathic reasoning.  

 By having Rolfe confess, in effect, his perceived culpability in Wade’s crimes – that 

is, the limits of empathy – Banks foregrounds vividly for readers the responsibilities of 

witnessing, the emotional and psychological burdens that inhere, it seems, in our capacity 

to empathize with others.  Banks does not reveal what happens to Rolfe, how or if he gets 

on after telling his story.  Nevertheless, the reader understands that despite the pain he 

must endure in telling the story, Rolfe also grows some, becomes that much more 

connected to humanity, because of his efforts to see more clearly his brother’s life and his 

and others’ connections to that life, to any life.   

 And inevitably Banks forcefully extends the same burden of empathy to his readers.  

By requiring us to see Wade up close, frozen with the glimmer of empathic reasoning in 

his eyes, we are encouraged to see how even a killer can struggle to understand how he 

has become, before killing, a monster in the eyes of others.  We are encouraged, as is 

Wade, to see our capacity for cruelty, for denying others their full humanity.  It seems 

that Rolfe, too, encounters something like this realization (that he is also cruel) when he 

hears, finally, what his brother is trying to tell him – but not when his brother is actually 

telling him, but long after their conversations, after Wade has killed and disappeared, as 

Rolfe tells his brother’s story (their story) and comes to terms with who they both are.  

While we might not begrudge Rolfe his inability (now or before or ever) to connect more 

fully with Wade, who is surely a burden and a threat, we might still admit there is some 
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cruelty to Rolfe’s dismissal of his brother – his failure to empathize more fully with him 

– marked especially by Rolfe’s later epiphany that Wade is as human as he.   

 In effect, Banks asks us how closely will we attend to those around us?  How will we 

respond to what they are trying to tell us, what some are incapable of telling us, what we 

might have to imagine in order to hear at all?  What will we gain – and lose – if we do 

listen?  It is through such acts of witnessing and self-witnessing, then, whether actual or 

mediated by and modeled through literature – through this process of empathic reasoning 

– that we might, as Rorty hopes, “attend to the springs of cruelty in ourselves, as well as 

to the fact of its occurrence in areas where we had not noticed it” (Contingency 95).  And 

as Rorty reminds us – and as I hope to have illustrated in this chapter – imaginative 

literature can powerfully complement our rhetoric of social hope, our search for the 

common good – Booth’s hope for improved efforts at mutual inquiry and exploration, for 

understanding one another and reasoning together.   

In the next two chapters I will continue to examine the limits and possibilities of 

empathic reasoning, there taking as my subject not fictional characters but actual 

American terrorists, including abolitionist John Brown and failed bomber and anti-

abortionist Paul Ross Evans.  There I will continue to model the method of empathic 

reading I develop above while interrogating more fully the three approaches to studying 

the rhetoric of empathy I describe in the previous chapter.  
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Chapter 3 

Terrorism and the Problem of Incommensurability: 

Reasoning at the Limits of Rhetoric 

 

I, John Brown, am quite certain that the crimes of this guilty land will never be 

purged away but with blood.  I had, as I now think vainly, flattered myself that 

without much bloodshed it might be done. 

 

      Abolitionist John Brown, December 2, 1859 

 

I never meant for anyone, except for the abortionists, to get hurt. 

 

      Anti-abortionist Paul Ross Evans, October 19, 2007 

 

 

The previous chapter examined the role empathy might serve in our pragmatist ethics 

and pluralist method of reading; there, I turned to Russell Banks’s novel Affliction both 

for a provocative illustration of empathic engagement and for a rich text on which we can 

test this method of reading.  In addition to suggesting ways in which empathic reasoning 

might complement critical judgment, I also examined some of the necessary limitations 

of empathy as a means of confronting difference and negotiating conflict.  In the present I 

will continue my discussion of a pragmatist and pluralist approach to intersubjective 

negotiation and textual analysis by exploring a concern that is, I will suggest, inextricably 

related to empathy: the problem of incommensurability as it relates to values and beliefs.  

Here I will present readers with evidence of the problem of incommensurability, thereby 

also defining the problem and arguing for its significance, in an effort to explore how 

through empathic reasoning we might better negotiate the kinds of conflict and difference 
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that lead to, or result from, incommensurate (or seemingly incommensurate) values and 

perspectives – as illustrated, for example, by different forms of terrorist violence and 

competing interpretations of such violence.  

 To illustrate the problem of incommensurability, I will open this chapter with the 

Texas case of Paul Ross Evans, who on October 19, 2007 was sentenced to 40 years in 

prison for attempting to bomb the Austin Women’s Health Center in April that same 

year.  I will then discuss the epigraphs – one from anti-abortionist Evans, the other from 

abolitionist John Brown – as an introduction into my discussion of the 

incommensurability of values.  Then, in order to define more fully the problem of 

incommensurability – discussing also its significance as it pertains to ethics, empathy, 

deliberation, and intersubjective agreement – I will turn to literary scholar and cultural 

critic Michael Bérubé, who offers us not only his pragmatist antifoundationalist 

perspective on the problem but also a useful defense of two principles (reciprocal 

recognition and universal human rights) that will prove crucial to the rhetoric of social 

hope this project promotes.  From here, we will move to discuss how the problem of 

incommensurability relates especially to empathy, as well as how it raises questions 

concerning critical self-consciousness and pluralism, addressed especially by Rorty’s 

notions of “final vocabularies” and “irony” (questions I will take up in my project’s 

concluding chapter, where I discuss Wayne Booth’s notions of narrative pluralism and a 

“field of selves”). 
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“[E]xcept for the abortionists”: The Problem of Incommensurability 

On Wednesday, April 25, 2007, police in Austin, Texas defused a homemade pipe 

bomb an employee found outside the Austin Women’s Health Center – according to news 

reports published in the Austin American-Statesman (Kreytak and Liscano).  “The 

bomb,” reports an FBI affidavit, “was built around a footlong pipe and packed with a 

propane cylinder and two pounds of nails.”  At a news conference following the incident, 

Assistant Austin Police Chief David Carter, remarking on the bomb’s destructive 

potential, stated that the “device could have caused serious injury or death within a 

hundred-foot radius.”  

The same source reports that investigators were able to trace the bomb-making 

materials – all of which were purchased at either Wal-Mart or a Lowe’s hardware store – 

to Paul Ross Evans.  This was hardly Evans’s first run-in with the law, however.  Two 

years prior, in 2005, Evans had been released on parole, just two years into his fifteen-

year prison sentence, having pled guilty in 2003 to two counts of robbery and one count 

of burglary following his arrest after what newspapers reported as “a crime spree that 

took him about 100 miles.”  Two days after the bomb was discovered and defused, Evans 

was arrested and charged “with three federal crimes that accuse him of using weapons of 

mass destruction, attempting to damage a building used in interstate commerce and 

attempting to damage a facility because it provides reproductive health services. The first 

charge is the most serious, punishable by up to life in prison.”  
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 Eventually pleading guilty to “attempting to use a weapon of mass destruction,” 

Evans was sentenced to 40 years in prison on October 19, 2007 (Kreytak).  But what was 

his defense, his reasons for acting?   

At a short sentencing hearing Friday, U.S. District Judge Sam Sparks told Evans it 

was his constitutional right to say anything he wants. 

"I obviously have a lot of beliefs,” [Evans] said.  “If I had that day to do over 

again, I would change everything about it.  I never meant for anyone, except for 

the abortionists, to get hurt” (Kreytak) 

The sincerity – or at least sense – behind his defense and apology, however, we might 

question, especially since it seems disingenuous of, if not logically incoherent for him to 

say that he would change everything about that day in the same breath in which he 

qualifies (unapologetically and apparently unself-consciously) who his real target was.   

 I will focus on Evans’s defense for a minute, situating it alongside the other above 

epigraph, John Brown’s defense of his own crimes, in order to discuss a few thorny 

questions about empathy and ethics (e.g., questions about moral relativism) – questions 

that arise alongside what in this chapter I will explore as the problem of 

incommensurability concerning values and beliefs.  Here again is the other epigraph, 

presumably among John Brown’s final statements before being hanged for treason: “I, 

John Brown, am quite certain that the crimes of this guilty land will never be purged 

away but with blood.  I had, as I now think vainly, flattered myself that without much 

bloodshed it might be done.” 
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 These statements – especially when set side-by-side – should already highlight for 

readers a certain dilemma concerning the ways by which we socially negotiate 

differences and conflicts of beliefs, values, and practices. The dilemma (social, ethical, 

political, religious) is this: some would prefer to kill, rather than argue with, their 

opponents about what constitutes right and wrong.  This dilemma, or problem, is thus a 

twofold one.  On the one hand, we – say, group A and group B – disagree fundamentally 

about the grounds on which we base our ethical judgments.  That is, we disagree over the 

content of our judgments, or perhaps just the language in which we couch those 

judgments: for example, what you consider “wrong” I find “right,” or at least “not exactly 

wrong.”  Additionally, we also disagree fundamentally about the methods by which we 

act on those judgments: for example, I prefer to talk out the problem, whereas you prefer 

to kill me.
11

  In both ways, apparently, we are hard-pressed to agree on the grounds (e.g., 

the principles or customs) by which we might disagree – even though, as both epigraphs 

illustrate, there might indeed be a principle at play, one assumed by each speaker, that 

both he and his interlocutor or opponent very likely share (i.e., that murder, subjugation, 

or the debasement of another’s humanity is morally reprehensible).    

 That is, abolitionist John Brown thought it wrong to enslave and kill another “race,” 

so much so that he eventually murdered a number of white men he felt perpetuated an 

                                                
11

 In fact, in their study of incommensurability, Paul Hoyningen-Huene and Howard Sankey specifically 

distinguish between two kinds of incommensurability, semantic and methodological.  (See their 

introduction to Incommensurability and Related Matters, especially pages ix-xv.)  I will examine this 

distinction more fully in chapter four, where I discuss how in his novel Cloudsplitter Banks perhaps upsets 

what we might otherwise consider a problem of incommensurability, in deciding whether John Brown is a 

(good) “martyr” or a (bad) “terrorist” – two presumably mutually exclusive categories we might finally 

wish to collapse, at least in the case of John Brown. 
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anti-Christian system of oppression (a group of white men who were not themselves 

slave-holders).  Anti-abortionist Paul Ross Evans (who also, no doubt, appeals to what he 

thinks are specifically Christian principles) thinks it wrong to destroy what he considers 

the life of a human fetus or embryo, so much so that he feels compelled to murder 

indiscriminately those involved in the procedure, any so-called abortionist – whether 

those performing an abortion, those seeking one, or those even staffing a clinic.  Of 

course, by claiming that he “never meant for anyone, except the abortionists, to get hurt” 

– a difficult goal to achieve considering the indiscriminate nature by which his makeshift 

bomb would operate, killing, for example, someone delivering mail – doesn’t make his 

professed intention true: he might be lying, revising his story.  But he might actually 

believe what he says, convinced, for example, that his bomb would have found its chosen 

targets, guided as it was by, say, God and the inherent rightness of his convictions and 

reasons.  And so, it is finally difficult for many of us to know what Ross could mean by 

his statement, since of course he meant for the “abortionists” to get hurt, since this 

qualification to his statement seems to reveal to many of us something amiss in his 

thinking, since our every interpretation of his statement seems to flounder on the question 

of his sanity.  We – many of us, anyway – simply cannot square his view of reality and 

morality with ours.  And because we think him “insane,” perhaps also “evil,” we are glad 

he is contained behind bars, no longer looming on the fringe, a mysterious bomber with a 

murderous agenda. 

 But then again, there is John Brown, the famous abolitionist for whom some of the 

same of us who condemn Evans perhaps reserve (strangely?) admiration and respect – 
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despite the possibility that Brown’s actions, when examined from a certain distance, look 

not unlike Evans’s crimes.  And so how do we square with our sense of morality Brown’s 

beliefs but not Evans’s?  Is there not some stable principle to which we might appeal 

when justifying Brown to the world but condemning Evans to death?  And how might we 

make others see that the righteous sense of justice that motivated Brown to act trumps the 

perverted sense of justice that (presumably) drives Evans?  How do we reconcile these 

two views – that Brown was perhaps justified (in intent but not deed) but that Evans is 

justified in neither intent nor deed?  And to what principle do we appeal and what reasons 

do we offer to convince our opposition – either those who condemn Brown or those who 

celebrate Evans – that the ways in which we reconcile these two views are the more 

justified, correct?  What would common ground even look like, say, when each side is 

convinced their man is the “martyr” and the other side’s the “terrorist”?   

 These questions should direct our attention to one variation on the problem of 

incommensurability as it pertains to the debate concerning whether either, or both, of 

these men were justified in resorting to terrorism.  At the heart of this potential 

incommensurability – about whether Brown or Evans is a martyr or a terrorist – is of 

course the question of whether the man’s cause is just.  For example, no doubt the people 

who are most quick to condemn Evans believe, in advance, that his cause is unjust, 

perhaps both because they oppose terrorism and murder and because they identify as pro-

choice advocates.  Likewise, what do we make of those biographers and historians who 

seem to hope to exonerate Brown of his crimes by making him a martyr of sorts?  Surely 

for them to reach this conclusion they must believe his actions were to some extent 
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justified since his cause was the good cause, that the ends (i.e., abolishing slavery) 

justified on some level the means (i.e., murder and the threat of murder and insurrection).  

On the one hand, then, assessing the nature (but actually the significance) of the cause 

might seem to some mostly an objective matter, even a forensic concern: Can we 

interrogate evidence from the past to build a case whereby we might exonerate or 

condemn Brown or Evans?  Does, or will, history itself, in part, judge the justness of their 

respective causes?  And in regards to either man’s cause, some might even believe that 

the facts speak for themselves: that the abortion of any human life is (always, necessarily) 

wrong; the abolishment of slavery, by whatever means, right.   

And yet, to presume that this is a forensic matter is, arguably, an effort (but a naïve 

effort? Disingenuous? Deliberate? Unself-conscious?) to circumvent matters of values, to 

forestall evaluation and debate.  And so, on the other hand, by assessing the significance 

(that is, evaluating the relative “justness” or “goodness” or “necessity”) of each their 

respective causes, we seem actually more engaged with epideictic concerns, asking 

instead, really, questions like these: Why should we celebrate this man’s character and 

actions? Why is our cause good, our opponents’ unjust?  What is a good man, a good 

cause?  What is justice?
12

  In two ways, then, the problem of incommensurability creeps 

into arguments about, say, John Brown. In the first scenario, one believes in advance that 

Brown’s cause is just, thus his actions justified, thereby rejecting out of hand the claim 

                                                
12

 In fact, for Wayne Booth these types of epideictic concerns trump all others: 
 

Starting with that limp but useful triad [deliberative rhetoric, forensic rhetoric, epideictic rhetoric], 

I’ll work toward the point that I think Aristotle and many others have understated: when words 

make your past, present, and future, what they really make is you, and thus all of them have what 

might be called an “epideictic center.” (“Rhetoric and Reality” 36) 
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that his cause was unjust – but rejecting also, perhaps, the claim that his actions too were 

unjustified.  Here, there is, potentially, a so-called semantic incommensurability (though 

one might prefer to call it incommensurability of content).  In the second scenario, one 

believes that only certain standards of evidence and analysis (e.g., objectivity) should be 

used in assessing the justness of Brown’s cause and actions, thereby rejecting out of hand 

the claim that there are competing methods or standards by which we might assess 

justness (claims also appealing, no doubt, to objectivity).  And here, we encounter more 

clearly a potential (or seeming) methodological incommensurability.   

 So far, then, I have discussed the problem of incommensurability as it arises in our 

competing assessments of these men, their actions, beliefs, and causes.  In the next 

chapter, I will return to discuss more fully these potential sites of incommensurability 

when later examining how historians and biographers judge John Brown.  There, too, I 

will examine how novelist Russell Banks complicates (perhaps even collapses) the 

problem of incommensurability in his novel Cloudsplitter, by shuttling between the 

binaries offered by the historians (“martyr”/“terrorist”) and by humanizing John Brown 

while questioning (or in order to question) whether he was “a great man.”  But there is 

more to say about both Brown and Evans.  For we encounter again the problem of 

incommensurability, but from a slightly different angle, when examining how each of 

these men would have established common ground with his strongest opposition. 

 Of course, “the crimes of this guilty land” to which John Brown refers is the 

institution of slavery, and Brown gave the above statement when in prison, presumably 

the day before he was hanged for treason, following his 1859 raid on the federal armory 
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at Harpers Ferry, Virginia – his failed attempt to arm slaves and incite them to mass 

insurrection.  Paul Ross Evans also delivers his statement following judgment, he before 

his judge in fact.  In short, both men made their statements when confronted with the 

consequences of their actions – that is, well after, presumably, a process of deliberation 

culminating in convictions that compelled them to action, indeed terrorist action 

involving murder or the threat of murder.  In other words, these men mean what they say, 

however insane or anomalous they may seem to us (and as I will illustrate in the next 

chapter, not few of John Brown’s contemporaries found him perfectly insane and 

anomalous).   

 Lest we doubt the strength of each man’s convictions – the sense of righteousness and 

justification with which each believes he acts – we need only look to the nuances of their 

statements.  For example, even the ways in which they qualify each of their claims 

(Brown: “as I now think vainly”; Evans: “except for abortionists”) suggest that even after 

reflecting on their so-called crimes, conceding or retracting or reiterating in retrospect 

this or that point, each stands by the inherent rightness of his actions.  As irrational as 

their words and actions may seem to certain of us, they have acted and spoken 

deliberately (to argue otherwise is to beg the question concerning their sanity).   And in 

order to take them seriously, if only to protect ourselves from them or more scrupulously 

judge them, I will suggest we would do well to try to empathize with and understand 

them: by listening to them, analyzing their statements, imagining their reasons and 

motives, considering their convictions and outrage in light of our own, and testing their 

beliefs, and the strength of those beliefs, against our own.  
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 For make no mistake: they mean business, whether we agree to the terms of their 

arguments, or they ours.  Indeed, it is precisely because they do not agree to the terms of 

the argument, as they have been established by others in their respective debates on 

slavery and abortion, that they have resorted to violence.  Knowing or fearing that these 

others (on one hand, slave-holders and slow-moving abolitionists; on the other, 

abortionists and their liberal apologists) will never see the light, the Truth, they abandon 

language and rhetorical persuasion altogether.  At the end of a sword or a gun, that’s 

where you will ultimately find John Brown’s reasons for ending slavery, he having 

finally tired of making arguments through speeches and pamphlets.  And with nails and 

pipe shrapnel, Paul Ross Evans – to our knowledge never much a rhetor – attempts to 

“persuade” his “interlocutors” (the slain victims? the survivors?) to spare a human life by 

violently preventing them from taking one.  With no shared principles of reason or 

conventions of persuasion to which all sides might appeal in order to establish some 

common ground (or even some sense of a common good) – or at least with one side’s 

belief that no such principles or conventions exist – then rhetoric assuredly falters.  Thus, 

we face the problem of incommensurability: a problem, of course, not restricted to past 

debates over slavery and present debates over abortion but a problem that plagues, or 

seems to plague, any number of social conflicts and controversies – including, 

interestingly enough, even the argument for what counts as terrorism, a controversy I will 

discuss in the next chapter when I examine Banks’s arguments about John Brown in light 

of arguments Stanley Fish and Susan Sontag made immediately following the 9/11 

attacks.   
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“Then you can kill them”: Negotiating Incommensurability with Reciprocal 

Recognition 

By this point I have gone a long way to discussing some ways in which we arrive at, 

and define, the problem of incommensurability; I have also suggested some ways in 

which we might begin to acknowledge and understand the problem (if not also, in some 

cases, work towards “solving” it), by examining the case of Paul Ross Evans alongside 

that of John Brown.  In order to discuss more fully why incommensurability is, or can be, 

a significant problem (even if the problem, we decide, is that true incommensurability 

does not exist), I will turn to literary scholar Michael Bérubé, who offers us a method of 

reading (people, conflicts, texts) by which we might assess and negotiate 

incommensurability – a method he describes, promotes, and models in his own classroom 

practices through discussions of social or intersubjective conflicts, including those 

represented in fiction.  

 In What’s Liberal About the Liberal Arts? (2006), Bérubé sets out to dispel some 

popular myths surrounding liberal bias in higher education – myths that for many were 

made fact during the past two decades’ so-called culture wars.  One of these myths, 

feared especially (presumably) by cultural conservatives, is the steady indoctrination of 

moral relativism by freewheeling (and so-called) postmodernists, pragmatists, 

poststructuralists, pluralists, and their ilk. Very much a self-identified postmodernist and 

pragmatist, Bérubé defends his pedagogy (and his principles) by describing his actual 

classroom practice.  After devoting a chapter to his lower-level “American Fiction Since 
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1865” survey – a class, basically, in American realism that addresses issues of race, class, 

and gender – he then turns to discuss in the next chapter his upper-level undergraduate 

postmodernism seminar.  And it is in this chapter, entitled “Postmodernism,” where 

Bérubé deftly addresses the problem of incommensurability.   

 As a solution to this problem – or as a solution for how we can begin to talk more 

usefully about this problem – he offers us precisely the pragmatist antifoundationalism 

his critics abhor.  And yet, contrary to his critics’ assumptions, he does so not in order to 

promote moral relativism (though he promotes something not unlike it, his critics will 

still argue) but to protect us from an arguably more destructive moral absolutism – the 

fundamentalism the likes of which leads, of course, to jihads, terrorist attacks, and 

subsequent wars on terror.  In fact, central to his defense of a form of relativism – more 

accurately, a form of critical self-consciousness (or what Rorty would call “irony”) – is 

also a defense of universals (in particular, universal human rights), something seldom 

attributed to pragmatist antifoundationalists. 

 Previewing this argument in an earlier chapter of his book, Bérubé describes his 

postmodernism course as follows: 

And in my postmodernism seminar, I don’t espouse all things postmodern, but I 

do make a case for pragmatist antifoundationalism, which its critics (wrongly) 

associate with moral relativism.  But I never – explicitly or implicitly – ask my 

students to agree with anything I say, in or out of class; in fact . . . one of the 

reasons I make a case for pragmatist antifoundationalism is that I think it offers 

not only a compelling rejection of moral absolutism but also a supple way of 
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grasping the problem of incommensurability, that is, the impasse that results when 

people disagree so completely and fundamentally that they can’t even agree to 

disagree. (139-40) 

And in making a case for pragmatist antifoundationalism, Bérubé means mostly (and 

simply) that he requires his students to consider the relative merits of competing 

arguments – that is, one’s reasons for holding a certain perspective, certain values and 

beliefs, and engaging in certain practices.  He asks them to entertain the possibility that 

our opposition’s radical Belief A is actually as justified as our (assumedly already 

justified) Belief B.  And when he says that he does not “explicitly or implicitly” ask his 

students to agree with anything he says, he means only that if he himself personally finds 

Belief A more compelling, he does not insist they should too.  Rather, he asks only that 

both sides get a fair hearing; and he facilitates that fair hearing by attempting to 

understand both sides and their arguments.  And one reason he asks that his students 

engage in this activity is to aid them in acknowledging the problem of 

incommensurability – to help them understand also that not all differences and conflicts 

can so easily be resolved, so fundamentally opposed (perhaps) are some groups and their 

reasons for holding certain perspectives, certain values and beliefs.  

 In short, Bérubé shares in the following hope (one that informs this dissertation): That 

if we better understand how incommensurability (or the semblance of it) plagues, 

necessarily, public discourse and political and ethical deliberation in a democratic 

society, then, perhaps, we might forestall much of the conflict – and especially much of 

the unnecessary violence – that results from our resistance to negotiate difference through 
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rhetoric, especially through the kind of agonistic rhetoric that Roberts-Miller describes 

and recommends for healthy public discourse.  Of course, however agonistic our rhetoric, 

though, we require, still, verbal persuasion, empathy, dialogue, and deliberation.  In the 

service of this hope, Bérubé offers us a method of analysis, his pragmatist 

antifoundationalist-infused brand of radical perspective taking – a method of analysis that 

strongly invokes, of course, the theory of empathic reading and rhetorical analysis that 

this dissertation examines.   

 But Bérubé goes yet a step beyond merely defending himself against charges of moral 

relativism.  Again, he offers (to most of his critics’ surprise, no doubt) a defense also of 

universalism – a stance that is perhaps not incompatible with moral relativism but which 

is seldom attributed to antifoundationalists.  Indeed, it becomes clear to readers that 

Bérubé takes very seriously “a truly universal universalism” (250) – again, quite contrary 

to the assumption that antifoundationalism equates with some kind of weak-kneed or 

ungrounded amoral anarchism or antirealism.  And he defends his universalism for two 

very important reasons and in two very useful ways – ways central, I will suggest, to my 

own notion of empathic reasoning.  First, he offers as a “useful regulative ideal” the 

practice of “reciprocal recognition,” whereby two people (or, we imagine, two groups or 

belief systems) who seriously disagree with one another “find the discursive grounds on 

which to make themselves intelligible to each other . . . [and] may, in the process, 

discover the grounds on which to make intelligible any further appeal to what the other 

person considers a plausible reason for reconsidering his (or her) position” (235).  But, 

his students ask, “how far does this principle go?” 
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Does it cover statements that we find bizarre or counterintuitive or noxious?  

What if someone comes along and says, “I think women should not be educated,” 

or “Africans are mentally deficient,” or, “Gays and lesbians should be quarantined 

for the good of society”?  Are we supposed to stop for a moment and think, 

“Interesting point”?  Just what kind of contentless, cultural-relativist, namby-

pamby liberalism is this, anyway? [. . .] 

But now you’re just leading us right back into moral relativism, by asking us 

to entertain outlandish and offensive propositions that do not even meet our 

minimal criteria for a well-formed proposition! (236) 

In response to his hypothetical students’ statements, Bérubé offers the following very 

useful account of the limits of rhetoric and empathy in negotiating (true or perceived?) 

incommensurate values and beliefs – an account from which I quote at length since I will 

return throughout this chapter to discuss much of what he says but also how he says it:  

Yes, that’s right, I say.  I am asking you to entertain such things.  But I am not 

asking you to believe them or espouse them . . . And the fact that they do not meet 

your minimal criteria for well-formed propositions is precisely the point: that’s 

why we have an incommensurability here.  The Taliban has just shown up and 

told you that both adulterers and rape victims must be stoned; the Khmer Rouge 

has just appeared and informed you that you and your classmates have been 

suspected of being intellectuals and will be killed.  Or you’re dealing with 

someone who defends widow-burning or the torture of terror suspects.  These are 

not capricious people; they do this out of a profound sense of conviction.  And 
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your commitment to reciprocal recognition has obliged you to make the attempt to 

understand them.   

And then what? my students ask.  Then they can kill us? 

No, I reply.  Then you can kill them . . . if critiquing them, denouncing 

them, and vilifying them hasn’t worked and they’re still at your throat with a 

knife.  Nothing prevents you from stopping someone from taking your life or 

from inflicting harm on someone you deem innocent.  So far, we’ve used the 

model of “conversation” and “argument” because we’re talking about clashes 

between language games and belief systems, and we’ve agreed to negotiate those 

clashes before leaping to the conclusion that they cannot be negotiated at all.   But 

once it becomes clear that the differences are in fact non-negotiable, then you 

have a range of options: you can ignore the other party, live and let live; you can 

keep trying to convert the other party to the cause of Christ or Allah or Lenin or 

Hitler or liberal democracy; you can rail at the other party from a safe distance; 

you can continue to point out that the party espouses positions that betray his or 

her culture’s best traditions of discussion and dissent; or, if you are in mortal 

danger, you can kill the other party, unless your belief system utterly forbids you 

to kill under any circumstances. (236-7) 

This account of incommensurability spotlights not only generally the work (and limits) of 

rhetoric – of critical self-reflection, reasoned deliberation, and discursive negotiation – 

but also some of the principles that inform, for example, the democratic literary tradition 

that Banks describes (and also, as I will illustrate in my project’s concluding chapter, the 
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democratic institutions and values that political theorists and others describe).  That is, 

Bérubé defends and promotes here two forms of universalism central to this tradition and 

the rhetoric of social hope that attends it – and he does so, we should remind ourselves, as 

a pragmatist antifoundationalist.  First, he offers the principle of reciprocal recognition 

with which he hopes to ensure always that we attempt, in good faith, to understand 

someone before, say, we destroy him or her.  I will argue that this principle of reciprocal 

recognition aligns strongly with my own notion of empathic reasoning – the method of 

achieving understanding and cultivating informed judgment that I hold central both to our 

rhetoric of social hope and our democratic tradition of literary witnessing, indeed to 

democracy itself. 

 Second, he advocates for another principle central to our liberal democratic tradition: 

universal human rights.  And this universal, too, is tempered with a healthy pragmatist 

antifoundationalism.  Fearing as he does the always-possible return to the “day that 

people with cognitive disabilities and developmental delays [people like his son Jamie, 

who has Down syndrome] are barred – once again – from public life,” Bérubé is realistic 

yet hopeful that a principle of universal human rights might make all the practical 

difference: “But that day might arrive.  If you believe that universal human rights should 

accrue to every human born, it’s your job to try to make sure that day never comes – and 

you should operate as if it always might” (250).
13

 

                                                
13

 Echoing, basically, Bérubé’s sentiment, Banks in his novel The Sweet Hereafter has the character 

Dolores Driscoll share her philosophy on life – a philosophy that illustrates, in part, the rhetoric of social 

hope and the notion of empathy that this project describes, and both of which arguably inform the 

democratic literary tradition Banks promotes.  Reflecting on the aftermath of a fatal bus accident, Dolores 

states, “But when you drive a school bus you have to think of these things [inclement weather and road 

conditions].  You have to anticipate the worst.  Obviously, you cannot control everything, but you are 
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 But how do his versions of universalism reinforce an approach to rhetoric that 

underwrites this surely pluralistic (and arguably fairly pragmatist) democratic tradition?  

And to what ends?  Returning to his account of incommensurability, we see that what 

informs his notion of deliberation and public discourse is “the model of ‘conversation’ 

and ‘argument’” whereby we negotiate “clashes between language games and belief 

systems.”  So far this might seem a pretty common definition of rhetoric.  But he 

qualifies this definition when he reminds us that rhetoric has its limits: sometimes you 

have to take a different form of action, beyond negotiation and outside rhetoric.  When 

faced with the threat of death, for example, you should kill rather than die.  Of course, by 

raising this distinction (between rhetoric and violence), we return with a vengeance to 

John Brown and Paul Ross Evans, who we can imagine each very possibly believed he 

had exhausted the possibilities of non-violent negotiation and rhetoric.  But there is more 

to be said about this definition of rhetoric, as Bérubé yet further complicates how we 

might assume rhetoric functions.   

 Discussing the contingency with which his son Jamie is granted (or at least protected 

under a notion of) universal human rights, Bérubé reminds his readers that only since 

1975 has there existed the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).  He 

reminds us also that the existence of IDEA, and the benefits and protections it affords, 

hang always in the balance, since – as he effectively illustrates through an historical 

example to which we will soon return – Congress may decide anytime to reinterpret the 

                                                                                                                                            
obliged to take care of the few things you can.  I’m an optimist, basically, who acts like a pessimist.  On 

principle.  Just in case” (25). 
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act or decide not to reauthorize it at all.  And in light of this possibility, that IDEA could 

anytime be scrapped, Bérubé offers us this useful reiteration of his pragmatist 

antifoundationalist faith in reciprocal recognition and universal human rights – a faith 

also, I will suggest, in the rhetoric of social hope that informs not merely a democratic 

literary tradition but also our democratic institutions themselves: 

It would be nice, surely, if our rights did not hinge on such things.  I believe that 

foundationalists desire to live in such a world, and I can’t blame them.  But I’ve 

learned – partly from Rorty, and partly from the rest of the world – that the only 

philosophical “foundation” underlying the IDEA and its various realizations is our 

own collective political will, a will that rests on nothing more or less than our 

intersubjective agreement.  Jamie Bérubé currently has a right to an inclusive 

public education, but that right is neither intrinsic nor innate.   Rather, Jamie’s 

rights were invented, and implemented slowly and with great difficulty.  The 

recognition of his human dignity, enshrined in those rights, was invented.  And by 

the same token, those rights, and that recognition, can be taken away.  While I 

live, I promise myself that I will not let that happen, but I also live with the 

knowledge that it may; to live any other way, to live as if Jamie’s rights were 

somehow intrinsic, would be irresponsible. (249) 

And why is this a useful reiteration of the pragmatist antifoundationalist faith in 

reciprocal recognition and universal human rights?  In part, because it grounds our social 

and political projects squarely on the contingency of human will and desire; on the 

contingency of intersubjective agreement; on the need for more responsible public 
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discourse and greater empathic reasoning; on the ungrounded hope to achieve the 

democratic promise of equality; on solving human problems with good reasons, 

deliberation, argument, and practical human solutions – and not on some other 

philosophical “foundation.”   

Of course, Bérubé’s guarded social hope also effectively highlights for us Rorty’s 

claims about contingency, irony, and solidarity: that “human solidarity is not a matter of 

sharing a common truth or a common goal but of sharing a common selfish hope, the 

hope that one’s world – the little things around which one has woven into one’s final 

vocabulary – will not be destroyed” (Contingency 92).  Indeed, by examining Rorty’s 

notion of the “liberal ironist” in light of Bérubé’s above cautions concerning IDEA, we 

might come to see just how crucial a pluralist-inflected, quasi-universalist and fairly 

pragmatist rhetoric is, not only to defining this democratic tradition but to ensuring 

democracy’s very survival.  At the very least, we should begin to understand how 

someone (like Rorty, Bérubé, and myself) might promote a pragmatist antifoundationalist 

form of universalism in an effort to defend democracy and the pluralism it requires and 

permits.  

Rorty introduces readers to his notion of the “liberal ironist” in his influential 

Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (1989), where he tells us that he “borrow[s] his 

definition of ‘liberal’ from Judith Shklar, who says that liberals are the people who think 

that cruelty is the worst thing we do” (xv).  He then proceeds to explain what he means 

by ironist:  
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I use “ironist” to name the sort of person who faces up to the contingency of his 

or her own most central beliefs and desires – someone sufficiently historicist and 

nominalist to have abandoned the idea that those central beliefs and desires refer 

back to something beyond the reach of time and chance.  Liberal ironists are 

people who include among these ungroundable desires their own hope that 

suffering will be diminished, that the humiliation of human beings by other 

human beings may cease. (xv) 

But how will we diminish suffering and humiliation, how will we achieve this hope?   

Rorty answers: “The liberal ironist just wants our chances of being kind, of avoiding 

the humiliation of others, to be expanded by redescription.  She thinks that recognition of 

a common susceptibility to humiliation is the only social bond that is needed. . . . Her 

sense of human solidarity is based on a sense of common danger, not on a common 

possession or a shared power [e.g., “rationality, God, truth, or history”]” (91, emphasis in 

original).  For Rorty, then, redescription entails a flexibility, even self-reflexivity, 

concerning our own most cherished and debated narratives of nation, community, and 

self – the stories we tell ourselves about who we are and what makes us different from 

others.  In effect, to redescribe our belief in justice, for example, is to scrutinize the 

language with which we describe justice at all.  Redescription necessarily requires, then, 

pluralism – a pluralism of perspectives, narratives, methodologies, theories.  This 

flexibility and self-reflexivity is crucial, Rorty argues, because language is fraught with 

contingency: there is no one true description of reality, for example, only redescription of 

reality from some perspective.  In short, there is no single perspective – no foundation – 
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from which we can universally assess, say, morality; nor does there inhere in the world 

some universal harmony or truth concerning morality at which even our various 

perspectives will finally arrive.  And so Rorty offers in the place of “universal validity” 

his notions of contingency, irony, and solidarity:  

I want to replace [forms of universalism common even to more historically, even 

pragmatically minded thinkers like Habermas, Hegel, and Peirce] with a story of 

increasing willingness to live with plurality and to stop asking for universal 

validity.  I want to see freely arrived at agreement as agreement on how to 

accomplish common purposes (e.g., prediction and control of the behavior of 

atoms or people, equalizing life-chances, decreasing cruelty), but I want to see 

these common purposes against the background of an increasing sense of the 

radical diversity of private purposes, of the radically poetic character of individual 

lives. . . . My “poeticized” culture is one which has given up the attempt to unite 

one’s private ways of dealing with one’s finitude and one’s sense of obligation to 

other human beings. [. . .]  

Such a culture would instead agree with Dewey that “imagination is the chief 

instrument of the good . . . art is more moral than moralities.” (67-9) 

And because we only ever really redescribe, Rorty suggests, it would be more productive 

for us (and honest of us) to acknowledge our limits of knowledge – in fact, to realize we 

construct knowledge – and to work more effectively towards constructing knowledge 

together, toward ends from which we might all socially benefit.   
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Redescription therefore requires also critical self-consciousness, a component of 

which seems necessarily empathic reasoning.  For without taking the perspectives of 

others – trying them on, as it were – critical self-consciousness seems hardly to obtain.  

That is, it cannot be called critical if it is not questioned; and it is not actually questioned 

if against some other perhaps competing concern it is not seriously, in good faith, 

assessed or measured.  Moreover, self-reflection without empathy seems a sure route to 

entrenched or fixed belief, or dogmatism, even narcissism or mild solipsism, or worse: 

madness or fascism.  And through redescription, presumably, we can see that despite our 

many differences we do, in fact, have much in common, not the least of which is our 

“common susceptibility to humiliation” – a common susceptibility often eclipsed by our 

efforts to shore up, through violence but also through language, our most prized 

differences and most (seeming) incommensurabilities.   

 Consequently, as the “only social bond that is needed,” this “recognition of a common 

susceptibility to humiliation” much resembles Bérubé’s principle of reciprocal 

recognition.  Thus it also echoes the principle of empathic imagination that informs (if 

not underwrites) the pluralistic rhetoric I hope to advance and with it our means of 

negotiating conflict and difference through mutual understanding and reasoned judgment.  

And as Bérubé will argue, reciprocal recognition is the principle by which he lives and on 

which he “grounds” his hope that he can persuade, say, Congress not to renege on IDEA.  

For as he reminds us in his overview of IDEA’s history, it was precisely by way of a 

(politically charged and hardly altruistic) act of empathic imagination, and out of an 
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awareness of the contingency informing human affairs, that IDEA has, to date, been 

protected: 

In fact, in 1997, House Republicans made vague noises about refusing to 

reauthorize IDEA and its “unfunded mandates.”  They were prevented from going 

after the law, in part, by the realization that Trent Lott’s chief of staff had a child 

with a disability, and that any attempt to undo IDEA would be stalled in the 

Senate – where, at the time, Lott was majority leader. (249) 

Thus, the same basic impulse out of which these politicians acted to “protect” IDEA is 

roughly the same, arguably, out of which those who initially fought for its passage acted. 

For IDEA would not exist, it seems, had enough people not acted out of Rorty’s “selfish 

hope” and some awareness of the contingency informing human affairs.   

Thus, Bérubé explains why he favors antifoundationalism.  And his explanation helps 

illustrate and advance the rhetoric of social hope – and with it the pluralist- and 

pragmatist-inflected notions of intersubjective agreement, empathic imagination, and 

deliberation – this project seeks to describe and promote: 

One side says that there are moral truths out there and that we should search for 

them just as we try to discover the physical laws that govern the universe; the 

other side says that it is dangerous to think of moral laws as analogous to physical 

laws, because it ignores the human origin of human beliefs and practices.  I prefer 

the latter side . . . because I think it better anticipates and accounts for the 

phenomenon of human disagreement than foundationalism does. . . . The 

foundationalists think I’m standing on shaky ground, and I think they’re appealing 
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to the ether, looking to the stars for moral edicts yet undiscovered.  Me, I prefer to 

keep this debate right here on earth. (265) 

Nor would IDEA exist, Bérubé here tacitly suggests, if there were too few people willing 

to make others understand – through “human disagreement,” sure, but especially through 

reciprocal recognition and appeals to universal human rights – that children like Jamie 

Bérubé should not be denied the dignity, protection, and education afforded to other 

children simply because of their differences from them – differences so markedly the 

product of contingency, chance.  And here especially we might agree with Bérubé that 

keeping the “debate right here on earth” is precisely what is needed, if only because there 

seems no useful abstract principle or foundation to which we can appeal in order to 

ground our desire, for instance, to protect certain disadvantaged children and to ensure 

their access, say, to an education.   

 And yet, by keeping the “debate right here on earth,” Bérubé seems to assume that he 

is afforded some more grounded standpoint by which to judge human affairs, some angle 

of view unclouded by the metaphysician’s ether.  But this, pragmatists should remind 

themselves, is not the argument we wish to promote, since assuredly what motivates 

some people to belief and action – no doubt including many of the people who fought for 

IDEA – are more or less extra-human and non-contingent laws or principles or impulses, 

that is, some variation of universalist (and maybe also so-called foundationalist) thought.  

In short, if we self-identified antifoundationalists wish to keep folks grounded in human 

affairs “here on earth,” our best bet is not to argue against universals.  Rather, our best bet 

is to encourage folks to complement their faith in, and appeals to, such arguably 



 

165 

ungrounded principles with something also more historically contingent and socially 

specific, namely the perspectives and experiences of a plurality of individuals.  In short, 

we need to encourage empathic reasoning (or what social psychologists call perspective 

taking) in the service of a pluralistic approach to negotiating conflict and difference.  In 

fact, this seems precisely Rorty’s point in Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity when he 

argues that “novels and ethnographies which sensitize one to the pain of those who do not 

speak our language must do the job which demonstrations of a common human nature 

were supposed to do.  Solidarity has to be constructed out of little pieces, rather than 

found already waiting, in the form of an ur-language which all of us recognize when we 

hear it” (94).   

 Ultimately, and fortunately, this seems precisely Bérubé’s argument also: that we 

need to foster a critical empathy that permits us to understand difference before we 

pronounce judgment; to acknowledge incommensurability and exhaust all rhetorical 

means of negotiation before, for example, we preemptively strike against some hostile 

and violent opposition whose beliefs and experiences we refuse to understand – but 

whose beliefs and experiences, we should remind ourselves, their owners apparently find 

compelling, and can perhaps defend with reasons, if not good reasons (and if not with 

reasons than with counterforce or terror).  

 Therefore, Bérubé’s two principles – reciprocal recognition and universal human 

rights – seem useful ones with which to underwrite the democratic enterprise of 

cultivating Booth’s mutual inquiry and exploration.  And yet, as already suggested, 

Bérubé only takes us so far with how we are supposed to cultivate reciprocal recognition 
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in the service of defending universal human rights, or vice versa.
14

 This is why I believe 

we need also a theory of empathic reasoning, which complements effectively, and 

perhaps also advances the project of reciprocal recognition Bérubé describes and 

advocates.  For it seems we need some way of guiding our students, for example, to the 

kind of analysis of incommensurability he describes – analysis of competing belief 

systems in which few students, I imagine, would engage without more adequate 

motivation or sense of method.  Thus, in order to initiate and more effectively model this 

form of rhetorical analysis – a dialectic out of which we generate deliberation upon 

conflict, difference, and incommensurability – we should more fully foreground both the 

project’s goals (among which understanding and judgment are most central) as well as its 

methods, most crucial of which are empathic reasoning (or perspective taking) and the 

kind of critical self-consciousness (or “irony”) that Rorty describes.  By foregrounding 

purpose and method, we emphasize also the ways in which empathy and judgment must 

each inform the other, in a recursive and generative, even hermeneutic process – a 

process I have sought to model throughout this chapter, in my discussion of John Brown 

                                                
14

 Moreover, we might require also more examples of incommensurability, particularly examples illustrated 

by the various texts we teach.  Bérubé nicely illustrates the problem of incommensurability by referring to a 

telling scene in the film Pulp Fiction – a scene in which two hit men fundamentally (and comically) 

disagree over the erotic significance of a foot massage.  Another great source for interrogating sites of 

incommensurability – one that Fred Antczak recommended to me in email correspondence over this project 

– is the Bravo series 30 Days, created by filmmaker Morgan Spurlock.  In each episode of this series, 

modeled on his documentary Supersize Me (wherein he documents his 30-day fast food-only experimental 

diet), he or someone else must live 30 days with a family whose occupation, values, or experiences set 

them at odds with one another.  In the most recent episode I watched with my wife, the subject was a 

Mormon woman strongly opposed to same-sex couples having adoption rights who agreed to live with a 

gay couple who had adopted four young boys.   By the last day, while she had developed greater tolerance 

for, and perhaps even understanding of these men, she could not finally reconcile their beliefs and practices 

with her faith’s teachings, the truth of which, she claimed were communicated to her by God through 

prayer – a truth, incidentally, these men seemed not too little disturbed by. 
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and Paul Ross Evans, and also in the previous chapter with my analysis of Russell 

Banks’s novel Affliction.   

In the next chapter I will turn to Banks’s novel Cloudsplitter to examine more fully 

the case of John Brown and the problem of incommensurability.   And in the light of this 

case, I will examine also a controversy that arose in the wake of the September 11, 2001 

terrorist attacks, in which publicly arguing for an empathic understanding of the 

terrorists’ reasons (for their beliefs, their actions) amounted to treason.  In the next 

chapter, then, I hope to advance the above discussion of tolerance, reciprocation, and 

pluralism by complementing Bérubé’s and Rorty’s ideas with Banks’s own arguments 

(most tacitly made through the novel itself) for humanizing someone like John Brown, if 

only to the ends of understanding his reasons.  And to conclude the next chapter, I will 

offer a reading also of Mark Twain’s story “The War Prayer,” which pairs nicely with 

Banks’s novel, since the latter not only interrogates the limits of empathy but also 

strikingly dramatizes our sometimes sure efforts to avoid cognitive dissonance (e.g., 

when confronted with the potential incommensurability of values that attend employing 

violence or war in order to achieve justice or peace).  Twain’s story, I hope to suggest, 

dramatizes effectively the above-mentioned controversy over terrorism.  For as I will 

explore in the next chapter, even arguments over terrorism – in particular, those 

concerning its nature and significance (how to define and evaluate it) – butt up against 

the problem of incommensurability, especially, for example, when each of two competing 

sides labels the other cowardly or evil but considers its own agents of change (and terror) 

heroic martyrs.   
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To illustrate this point I will examine there in particular a debate that arose just weeks 

following the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, a debate involving Susan Sontag and 

Stanley Fish.  This debate, I will suggest, dramatizes effectively the moral of Twain’s 

parable: that we must cultivate reasoned deliberation through empathic reasoning if only 

to temper our judgments of (and actions towards) others with greater tolerance and 

reciprocation, maybe also charity and justice.  There, too, I will demonstrate how Russell 

Banks actually prefigures this debate, when in 1998 discussing John Brown (his then 

literary subject) and some of the American terrorists of the late 20
th

 century, he argued 

that in order to understand terrorists – their reasons, actions, motives – we must first more 

fully humanize them, and humanize also ourselves to them. 
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Chapter Four 

“[I]n the full glare of his light”: 

Humanizing John Brown and Complicating Incommensurability  

with Cloudsplitter 

 

 

In my analysis of Russell Banks’s novel Affliction in chapter two, I addressed some of 

the problems of difference and empathy, more specifically, the problem of understanding 

and judging someone whose certain difference from others makes him not only 

unsympathetic but also, to some degree, even unknowable (not to mention perhaps also 

unforgivable and unlovable).  But neither my analysis nor the novel itself really addresses 

explicitly the problem of incommensurability.  And yet, we might conclude that what 

really separates Wade Whitehouse from others is perhaps some singular principle by 

which he judges his father and the other man he kills: some unit of ethical measurement, 

some certain standard of judgment and punishment that very few of us can square with 

either our own systems of morality or our consciences; some strange index of justice that 

we can find no good language even to describe.  And we might even arrive at this 

conclusion despite the fact that so many of us who condemn Wade do ourselves, no 

doubt, appeal to a principle of retribution that looks not unlike whatever possible 

principle drives him to murder: to actions whose justification he hardly doubts and the 

validation of which he seeks from no authority, excepting perhaps his (also flawed, also 

human) brother Rolfe.  Wade, we recall, killed one man, his friend Jack Hewitt, because 

he was convinced the man was guilty of murder.  His brother Rolfe, the novel’s narrator, 
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seems to have encouraged Wade in his thinking that this man was guilty; however, Rolfe 

discouraged Wade from taking action, never thinking Wade would commit murder.  

Wade killed his father, we assume, because he had for so long abused Wade, even into 

his adulthood, and because he threatened to attack Wade in the shed following his wife’s 

funeral (at least Wade seems to have perceived this latter threat, in Rolfe’s re-imagining 

of the event).   

 As suggested in the previous chapter, for a study in the problem of 

incommensurability one need not look much further than John Brown.  And for a unique 

history of Brown, at once critical and sympathetic, one can turn to Banks’s novel 

Cloudsplitter (1998): an epic, 758-paged historical novel that studies, from a perspective 

intimate enough to penetrate into his private life, the turbulent character and debated 

crimes of the radical abolitionist and American terrorist.  The novel is constructed as the 

imagined memoirs of Owen Brown, the son who survived his father’s failed raid on 

Harpers Ferry in 1859, who fled to California to become a mountain shepherd and hermit, 

and who never told his story (thus giving Banks license and room to invent Owen’s 

narrative).    

 And through Owen, I will suggest, Banks conducts such a study of John Brown, 

foregrounding the problem of incommensurability by examining both the private and 

public life of John Brown – a man his own (imagined) son calls “divided” (78).  Indeed, I 

will argue that by telling the story of John Brown through Owen – thereby humanizing 

John Brown in ways perhaps few other biographers or historians could – Banks 

complicates the too-reductive (perhaps even incommensurate) assessments of the famous 
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abolitionist’s character and actions, those accounts that would make of him simply either 

a martyr or a murderer.  For instance, Owen claims to “know the truth about Father and 

why he did the great, good things and the bad, and why so much of what he did was, at 

bottom, horrendous, shocking, was wholly evil” but who also “[l]ooking back [. . .] can 

see with some sympathy how Father was sorely conflicted then between what he saw as 

his obligations to his family [. . .] and what he saw as his duty to oppose slavery” (446-7).   

Here, even the son, he who presumably best understands his father’s actions and motives, 

cannot reconcile into a single a vision (of good or bad, say) a perfectly coherent (and 

totally sympathetic) John Brown.  In fact, according to Owen, even John Brown could 

not choose finally among his many selves some presumably more true self: “it was as if 

[father] was trying to live the lives of two separate men: one an abolitionist firebrand, a 

public figure whose most satisfying and important acts, out of necessity, were done in 

secret; the other a good Christian husband and father, a private man whose most 

satisfying and important acts were manifested in the visible security and comfort of his 

family” (144).  And thus, through Owen’s particularization of the many (seeming) 

inconsistencies of his father’s character, Banks seeks to humanize John Brown, 

necessarily complicating the oft-competing historical accounts of the man and his actions 

– as if, like the rest of us, John Brown were not already complicated enough. 

 At once condemned by many as a murderous terrorist and praised by some as a 

righteous martyr, Brown resorted to actions that few of his contemporaries could square 

with their consciences.  Indeed, during Brown’s life, very few of his fellow abolitionists, 

who generally shared many of his principles and goals, could reconcile his actions with 
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their beliefs.  In turn, Brown eventually broke from those fellow abolitionists with whom 

he once more or less aligned himself.  Even in Owen’s account, for example, his father 

grows increasingly tired of all their “talk, talk, talk”; for what he preferred instead, 

especially after the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850, was “action, action, 

action” (320).  Even among blacks, who admired him in ways and for reasons others 

could not, he was criticized; for example, Frederick Douglass thought his plan to incite a 

slave insurrection was, like Nat Turner’s 1831 rebellion, doomed to failure.  But to his 

opposition, slaveholders especially, he was simply criminal and insane – an anomaly, as 

no few historians and critics describe him.  

 Even Owen (again, Banks’s construction) cannot easily reconcile himself to his 

father’s actions, especially the terrorism and murder in which he, Owen, was himself a 

participant.  In fact, he considers his narrative – later revealed as a confession of sorts – 

an attempt to correct history: to complicate some historians’ retrospectively sympathetic 

and too-simple claim that John Brown was “a great man” and other historians’ similarly 

too-apparent and reductive efforts to demonize Brown.  His narrative told completely in 

first-person, Owen imagines as his interlocutor and witness Ms. Katherine Mayo, the 

historically real assistant to historian Oswald Garrison Villard, the latter publishing in 

1910 his sympathetic John Brown: A Biography Fifty Years After (that is, fifty years after 

Brown’s execution for treason in 1859).  Re-imagining history, Banks extends Owen’s 

life into the early 20
th

 century (he died in 1889).  And during this imagined time he has 

Mayo request from Owen, on behalf of her employer (and anachronistically), his account 

of his father’s life.  Confronting his interlocutor (in pages, we learn at novel’s end, she 
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will probably never read), Owen confesses the following, though perhaps only to himself 

(and of course to us 21
st
-century witnesses to his discovered confession): 

I deduce that you and Professor Villard believe my father to have been a great 

man.  I’m not so sure I agree. [. . .] But who amongst your new, young historians 

and biographers, even amongst those who loathe him or think him mad, has 

considered the price paid for that sort of greatness by those of us who were his 

family?  Those of us who neither examined him from a safe distance, as you do, 

nor stood demurely in his protective shadow, as we have so often been portrayed, 

but who lived every single day in the full glare of his light? (102-3) 

In this passage, Owen raises a number of questions about his father that historians often 

either fail to ask or too-patly and inadequately answer: Was Brown a great man?  What 

price did Brown’s family pay for whatever greatness he achieved or represented?  (That 

is, through what likely private failures and compromises to his family did he earn 

whatever success he achieved? And did the benefits of his work outweigh the costs to his 

family?)  And what must it have been like for those “who lived every single day in the 

full glare of his light,” that is, in both the radiance of his power and the attendant 

shadows of his fame and infamy?  Humanizing John Brown, then, requires more than 

celebrating his achievements or detailing only his most public words and deeds.  To 

humanize John Brown more fully than has been done, Banks suggests through Owen, 

requires interrogating also the private John Brown, asking questions about the famous 

abolitionist (for some a martyr, for others a mad terrorist) that might necessarily yield 

only vexed answers concerning the man’s character and motives.  
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 Cloudsplitter, then, also attempts to do the work that Affliction does, I will argue.  

Banks has someone close to the unsympathetic outcast – someone who has a reason to 

understand the killer (if only because he loves him, our marginalized other) – attempt to 

humanize that person, making him more understandable (maybe also more sympathetic) 

to readers, thus forestalling (or at the very least complicating) their quick or too-easy 

judgment.  Indeed, in an interview with the author, Banks himself describes the challenge 

of “humanizing” John Brown: “You’re dealing with a mythic figure, with John Brown, 

and it’s very hard to approach a mythic figure directly.  He resists being made human.  In 

order to make him human, which is what I was interested in doing, you really have to get 

up close and in his face from somebody else’s point of view – someone who knows and 

loves him” (“Banks and the Big Book”).  And yet, as already revealed in the above 

passage where Owen describes the “full glare of his father’s light,” in order for Banks 

(but also Owen) to humanize John Brown, each must confront also the towering 

complexity of the famous abolitionist, his good and bad; and they must temper their 

understanding, and their empathy, with judgment, and vice versa.  In order to make John 

Brown real, they must resist the urge either to glorify or demonize him – the two tacks 

taken by most of Brown’s earliest biographers but also taken by some historians today, 

who also too simply reduce Brown to his actions, thus overlooking also his reasons.
15

  

                                                
15

 Indeed, in future study, I hope to examine in detail a recent (2007) H-Slavery listserv 

debate among historians, rhetoricians, and other scholars concerning John Brown’s 

actions and reasons – a debate that erupted with the recent publication of a new (and, as 

always, a controversial) biography of his life: David S. Reynold’s John Brown, 

Abolitionist: The Man Who Killed Slavery, Sparked the Civil War, and Seeded Civil 

Rights.   
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Later in this chapter, then, I will illustrate the former debates concerning John Brown, 

among his earliest biographers, by turning to some of the more representative, as well as 

the more extreme, accounts of Brown’s actions, character, and reasons.  And I will do so 

in order to highlight how, in contrast, Banks’s novel more usefully serves as a model of 

empathic reasoning – a text arguably more capable of modeling and achieving the three 

approaches to interrogating the rhetoric of empathy discussed in chapter one. 

 

 

 

 

“We have not seen the face of evil”: Terrorism, Incommensurability, and Some 

Practical (and Political) Hopes for Empathic Reasoning 

 Before they meet with the novel proper, readers of Cloudsplitter confront first the 

“Author’s Note,” a warning of sorts instructing them especially how not to read the 

novel: 

This is a work of the imagination.  While some of the characters and incidents 

portrayed here can be found in accounts of the life and times of John Brown, the 

famous abolitionist, they have been altered and rearranged by the author to suit 

the strict purpose of storytelling.  These characters and incidents, despite their 

resemblance to actual persons and known events, are therefore the products of the 

author’s imagination.  Accordingly, the book should be read solely as a work of 

fiction, not as a version or interpretation of history. 
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 Nevertheless, the author wishes to acknowledge with gratitude the help and 

inspiration that he has received from Oswald Garrison Villard’s magisterial John 

Brown: A Biography Fifty Years After (Boston, 1910), Richard Boyer’s The 

Legend of John Brown (New York, 1973), and Stephen Oates’s To Purge This 

Land with Blood, second edition (Amherst, Mass., 1984).  They are excellent, 

deep works of biographical history.  This, it bears repeating, is a work of fiction. 

Banks here wishes to warn the reader, it seems, how he or she should take the work, 

which he is careful to call a fiction, distinguishing it also from “a version or interpretation 

of history.”  The warning, of course, is loaded.
16

  Much like the posted “Notice” with 

which Mark Twain begins his Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Banks too, we might 

decide, hopes to raise more questions than he hopes to settle concerning his method and 

intentions.  Therefore, I will argue that we should read against Banks’s expressed 

intentions, not by reading his novel as a history but by reading the histories of John 

Brown against which he sets his novel as fictions.  And we should do so for three 

reasons.   

 First, as I will later illustrate, each of these histories is in fact “a version or 

interpretation of history.”  (One might claim even that there is no history that is not a 

narrative – an ordering, a version or interpretation, of events; and there is no narrative, 

then, that is not in some way also a fiction, an invention, constructed through language.)  

Second, we should read against Banks’s warning because doing so vividly upsets the 

                                                
16

 It is especially loaded, I would argue, coming from an author who self-consciously – and self-reflexively 

– dabbles in postmodernism, especially in a number of his earlier works, but even in this otherwise fairly 

realist historical novel. 
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above fiction/history distinction, which in turn allows us to interrogate the competing 

histories of John Brown not merely as interpretations but as arguments, each making a 

unique claim and advancing certain values concerning slavery, abolitionism, and 

terrorism.  In short, if we begin by questioning the so-called objectivity that presumably 

underwrites the methodology of historical scholarship, then we are that much closer to 

acknowledging that historians (like the rest of us) are biased, as is their work.  And from 

this acknowledgment, we might notice that while all sides claim to pursue “the truth” 

about their subjects – truths now proliferating, transforming into something for which we 

need a better term – our “truths” should seem either mutually exclusive or mutually 

unintelligible.  And so finally, we should read against Banks’s warning because doing so 

foregrounds the problem of incommensurability (discussed at greater length in the 

previous chapter).  By spotlighting the ways in which different historians claim among 

their chief intentions the goal of “setting the record straight” about John Brown we can 

shed light also on the ways in which – say, through spin and omission – a man can be 

made into a martyr or a terrorist.  For if you think Brown a martyr, you are likely hard-

pressed to consider him also a terrorist, and vice versa.  The two terms, for most, are thus 

incommensurate.  

 Fortunately, Banks upsets this binary distinction and fesses up that Brown was both – 

as suggested, for example, in Owen’s statement that he “know[s] the truth about Father 

and why he did the great, good things and the bad, and why so much of what he did was, 

at bottom, horrendous, shocking, was wholly evil.”  Elsewhere, in a published interview, 

Banks more explicitly states his intentions concerning this effort to complicate the 
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received opinion of John Brown.  First, he reminds us that “most human beings – almost 

all human beings – are made up of this conflicted mix of good and bad motives, and good 

and bad deeds, and perception and blindness” (“Russell Banks”).  In fact, Banks offers 

the above statement in response to the interviewer’s following observations about the 

similarities between Wade Whitehouse in Affliction and the historical John Brown:  

I found Wade in Affliction horrifying – there’s a scene of him extracting his own 

tooth, which is almost unreadable – but he wants to be a “good man.”  He’s not 

completely bad, either.  I’ve always thought that John Brown has been unfairly 

maligned as a fanatic, when in fact he’s very heroic.  But there’s clearly a 

psychotic streak running in him too. . . . It’s hard to draw pat conclusions from 

central characters.  You’re prepared to hate Wade, but he’s not hateable [sic].  

(Well, perhaps not entirely “hateable”: we might sing a different tune, however, if we 

were the ones who had to live with him . . . or Brown for that matter.)  The interviewer 

then states, “In fact, when I read Cloudsplitter, I was so happy that John Brown was 

getting rescued from his unfair historical tagging, but at the end it’s uneasy.”  And in 

response to this reader’s reaction to his novel, Banks offers the following assessment of 

his own intentions to humanize Brown: “Well, I couldn’t sentimentalize it . . . because in 

the popular imagination he’s one or the other: a religious fanatic or he’s a sublime hero.  

But in reality, of course, to humanize him you’ve got to allow those things to coexist. . . . 

And you can’t judge him – that’s what makes it impossible or difficult to judge a literary 

character that’s worth reading or rereading.” 
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 And by collapsing the distinction between martyr and terrorist, hero and fanatic, 

Banks also complicates, perhaps, the notion of incommensurability, at least as I have 

described it.  For if he can apply both terms – “martyr” (good) and “terrorist” (bad) – to 

Brown in a single vision of his character, and entertain that vision just long enough to 

withhold judgment as to which term more accurately describes the man (though all the 

while, of course, still judging Brown in his own way by calling him both terms), then we 

can appeal to some method or standard by which others might also delay and nuance their 

judgments – some means by which they might similarly withhold a perhaps more rash or 

narrow judgment long enough in order to entertain the possibility that Brown is both 

things at once.  And if, through empathic reasoning, we can encourage someone to 

acknowledge that what you call a “terrorist” I call a “martyr,” then – returning to Bérubé 

and his notion of reciprocal recognition – we might also encourage someone to 

acknowledge that each of us has our reasons for thus calling our agents of change 

“martyrs,” and our opponents’ “terrorists.”  And then, we are that much closer to 

weighing reasons, deliberating, arguing – which is that much further, perhaps, from 

having to kill one another.  Unfortunately, not everyone is a novelist who thrives on 

empathizing with and humanizing unsympathetic individuals, withholding judgment 

(however temporarily), seeing two seemingly incongruous descriptions of any person’s 

character, or humanity, in a single vision. 

Here, while I am examining the potential fissures in this particular site of 

incommensurability, it seems a good time to discuss a distinction that theorists draw 

between two different kinds of incommensurability, semantic and methodological – a 
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distinction I allude to in the previous chapter, in my discussion of Paul Ross Evans and 

John Brown.  And although the authors Hoyningen-Huene and Sankey have in mind 

specifically science-related instances of incommensurability, we might usefully apply 

their distinction between the two kinds in order to illustrate a similar distinction that 

perhaps applies in instances of what we might call the incommensurability of values 

evidenced, for example, by the above debate concerning whether Brown is a (good) 

“martyr” or a (bad) “terrorist.”  Here is how the authors explain semantic 

incommensurability:  

Because the meaning of the terms employed by scientific theories varies with  

theoretical context, the vocabulary of such theories may fail to share common 

meaning.  But if theories are unable to be expressed by means of a common 

vocabulary, the content of such theories cannot be directly compared.  For in the 

absence of a shared, semantically neutral vocabulary, it is impossible for 

statements about the world asserted by one theory to either assert or deny the 

same thing as any statement made by another theory.  Theories which are unable 

in this way either to agree or disagree with respect to any claim about the world 

are incommensurable in the sense that their content is unable to be directly 

compared due to semantic variance.  (ix-x) 

Applying this notion of semantic incommensurability to the debates concerning whether 

John Brown was a “martyr” or a “terrorist” – that is, to competing theories, or narratives, 

of John Brown – one can see that though we might use a common ethical vocabulary of 

“good” and “bad,” these terms are contingent, varying with the “theoretical context.”  In 
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this case, perhaps the most significant “theoretical context” relates to whether one finds 

his cause just or unjust.   

And so, if we push our application of this notion of semantic incommensurability in 

the case of John Brown, we see that if neither side can agree, finally, on a common 

vocabulary with which to describe Brown (since the theoretical contexts seem not to 

align), then neither side can appeal (at least not with the certainty of ostensibly scientific-

like objectivity) to some value-neutral position from which to assess the “rightness” or 

“wrongness” of Brown’s actions.  But then again, perhaps what we confront here is not 

an incommensurability, per se, but simply the limits of ethical deliberation and judgment.  

If so, then perhaps there are no true instances of incommensurability concerning ethical 

(maybe all non-scientific?) matters.  Thus maybe we should not call such disagreement 

incommensurability, per se, but just thoroughly entrenched but only seemingly 

irreconcilable conflict.     

As for methodological incommensurability, the authors write: 

According to the thesis of methodological incommensurability, there are no 

shared, objective methodological standards of scientific theory appraisal.  

Standards of theory appraisal vary from one theory or paradigm to another.  There 

are no external or neutral standards which may be employed in the comparative 

evaluation of competing theories.  As a result, alternative scientific theories may 

be incommensurable due to absence of common methodological standards 

capable of adjudicating the choice between them.  
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And again borrowing their terminology and distinction, we might apply this notion of 

methodological incommensurability to the hypothetical case of opposed Groups A and B, 

which I raised at the start of the previous chapter, in my discussion of John Brown and 

Paul Ross Evans.  This was the case where Group A seeks to resolve conflict through 

conversation and persuasion, whereas Group B seeks rather to end the conflict (and with 

it any conversation) by killing Group A.  Here, again applying the authors’ ideas outside 

of their scientific context, we seem to have a problem of methodological 

incommensurability (on the surface, anyway).  For there are certainly “no shared, 

objective methodological standards of [ethical] theory appraisal” whereby we can decide 

(without the paradoxical appeal to a privileged, objective vantage point outside human 

judgment that is also a vantage point constructed [only] through human judgment) that 

killing or talking is “better,” particularly in some ethical sense.  Indeed, it seems the only 

way “we” (that is, all involved with and affected by the action) could decide if killing is 

“better” is to have a conversation about it.  Unfortunately, conversation, however, has 

already been ruled out as the appropriate “method” with which to resolve our conflict.  Of 

course, this is why, as discussed in the previous chapter, Bérubé appeals to the notion of 

reciprocal recognition – to the objectively ungrounded (or unverifiable) but useful 

universal principle that we entertain conversation before we rush to judgment: not 

because conversation is inherently the best method, but because it is the method that most 

permits – or at least does not necessarily preclude or forestall – all other methods.  That is 

to say, it is the method that keeps open the path of inquiry, a method that acknowledges 

and requires pluralistic flexibility. 
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And so it is a shame, I will argue, that more people do not thrive on empathizing with 

and humanizing unsympathetic individuals, withholding judgment (however 

temporarily), seeing two seemingly incongruous descriptions of any person’s character, 

or humanity, in a single vision.  And it is a shame for a number of reasons – one of which 

is that we live in a time when it amounts to treason for conceding that the terrorist who 

hijacks a plane and takes his own life by crashing it into a tower is no more or less 

cowardly or courageous than the American pilot who “from beyond the range of 

retaliation, high in the sky” drops bombs on his Iraqi targets; treason also for arguing that 

the terrorist has his reasons for his actions (not unlike the American soldier who has his 

orders and also, presumably, his faith in the whatever authority charges him with these 

orders).  And it is this charge of treason, basically, that was leveled against American 

author Susan Sontag, who, in the immediate wake of the September 11, 2001 terrorist 

attacks, contributed to the controversy when she published precisely the above arguments 

about the terrorists’ courage and reasons in the September 24, 2001 edition of The New 

Yorker.  “Those in public office,” Sontag writes, “have let us know that they consider 

their task to be a manipulative one: confidence-building and grief management.  Politics, 

the politics of a democracy – which entails disagreement, which promotes candor – has 

been replaced by psychotherapy.  Let's by all means grieve together.  But let's not be 

stupid together.”   

 What Sontag demands is that the public not be protected from the truth: that these 

men had their reasons – that this was “an attack on the world's self-proclaimed 

superpower, undertaken as a consequence of specific American alliances and actions” – 
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and we, especially our public leaders, would be wise to take seriously the terrorists’ 

concerns rather than “[join] together in a campaign to infantilize the public.”  What she 

demands, in short, is that we humanize these men in an effort to understand their actions, 

so that, in turn, we might better safeguard ourselves against future attacks (thus echoing 

Bérubé’s concerns that I discuss in the previous chapter).  According to Sontag, “A lot of 

thinking needs to be done, and perhaps is being done in Washington and elsewhere, about 

the ineptitude of American intelligence and counter-intelligence, about options available 

to American foreign policy, particularly in the Middle East, and about what constitutes a 

smart program of military defense. But the public is not being asked to bear much of the 

burden of reality.”  That is, the public is not being asked to understand these men, only 

condemn them outright, for example, as “evil-doers.”  Commenting on the controversy 

that erupted out of Sontag’s statement, and in effect defending her position, Stanley Fish 

reminds us that  

We have not seen the face of evil; we have seen the face of an enemy who comes 

at us with a full roster of grievances, goals and strategies.  If we reduce that 

enemy to “evil,” we conjure up a shape-shifting demon, a wild-card moral 

anarchist beyond our comprehension and therefore beyond the reach of any 

counterstrategies. (“Condemnation Without Absolutes”) 

Which is to say, abstractions and generalizations do not help us to understand our enemy.  

And by disregarding our enemy’s reasons for attacking us – by pretending that they could 

offer no explanation for their actions – it is in these ways, presumably, that Sontag means 

to suggest that our political leaders are not asking the public to participate in the politics 
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of a democracy, in disagreement, with candor.  And so, with the public spoon-fed rather 

the sound bite about “evildoers who hate freedom,” we become entrenched in our belief 

that the terrorists are evil cowards whose actions stem not from warranted critiques of the 

U. S. but instead merely from their insanity or irrationality.  

 Of course, this is not unlike the reaction many had to John Brown, most of whose 

contemporaries found him perfectly insane.  Few today would scoff, for instance, at the 

suggestion that blacks deserve far better treatment than enslavement, subjugation, and 

exploitation.  On the question of his father’s sanity, Owen has this to say in his narrative: 

“More than the facts of my father’s hectic life, people do need to know if he was sane or 

not.  For if he was sane, then terrible things about race and human nature, especially here 

in North America, are true.  If he was insane, then other, quite different, and perhaps not 

so terrible things about race and human nature are true” (7, emphasis in original).  Of 

course, for most of us history has vindicated Brown’s judgment of slavery – that is, his 

reasons for hoping to end the inhumane and unjust institution.  And these reasons we 

should not discount just because his means were in turn inhumane and unjust (as I 

personally believe they were).  Nor should we discount his reasons because we believe he 

is insane.  (This point I reiterate in the chapter’s conclusion, where I discuss Mark 

Twain’s story “The War Prayer,” a parable that dramatizes how we cannot always trust 

the public to see the sense in what seems to them, initially anyway, simply nonsense.) 

What is more, with the case of Ann Coulter I have suggested already, in my project’s 

introduction, the danger of overlooking our opposition’s reasons in favor of attributing to 



 

186 

them merely motives.  And anyway, as with “evil” so with “insane” or “irrational.”  

According to Fish 

The same reduction occurs when we imagine the enemy as “irrational.”  Irrational 

actors are by definition without rhyme or reason, and there's no point in reasoning 

about them on the way to fighting them.  The better course is to think of these 

men as bearers of a rationality we reject because its goal is our destruction.  If we 

take the trouble to understand that rationality, we might have a better chance of 

figuring out what its adherents will do next and preventing it.  (“Condemnation 

Without Absolutes”) 

And thus we can begin to understand Banks’s hopes, in part, to humanize John Brown – 

his hope, anyway, to give meaning to the abolitionist’s actions, and to contextualize those 

actions within history.   

In fact, in no fewer than six interviews with the author – all conducted before the 

September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, each sometime around the 1998 publication of 

Cloudsplitter – Banks discusses his intentions in humanizing John Brown.
17

  In one the 

interviewer notes that the picture on the novel’s cover, of Owen Brown standing before 

his mountain shack, reminds him of the cabin in which Ted Kaczynski, the Unabomber, 

lived – an observation Banks had himself before made and to which he responds, 

jokingly, “They seem to have hired the same architect” (“Banks and the Big Book”).  

                                                
17

 See the following interviews with the author (cited in the bibliography): “A Conversation With Russell 

Banks” (with Lewis Burke Fremke); “An Interview with Russell Banks” (with Chad Trevitte); “The Art of 

Fiction CLII” (with Robert Faggen); “Banks and the Big Book” (with Tim Appelo); “Russell Banks” (with 

Richard Klin); and “Russell Banks: Views from the American Crossroads” (with Marc Weitzmann). 
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When the interviewer says that Kaczynski and Brown “share a philosophical tradition as 

well,” Banks responds with the following statement: 

Oh, that runs right through American history, all the way up to Ted Kaczynski 

and even Timothy McVeigh.  That’s another story that I’m trying to tell – the 

evolution of an activist, an idealist, into a terrorist and finally a martyr.  That 

evolution is common in American history, and yet it’s one which we avert our 

gaze from.  We dehumanize terrorists; we take away from them any past, any 

evolutionary pattern, and treat them as if they were plainly psychotic.  Yet the 

path that John Brown follows is one that we could see anyplace in the world 

today, from Sri Lanka to the Middle East, from Ireland to Oklahoma City.  And I 

think it’s important to try to understand that.  Not to condone it – but to 

understand it, to humanize it some way.  (“Banks and the Big Book”) 

In another pre-9/11 interview, Banks elaborates on the danger he sees in denying 

certain truths or facts about John Brown’s life, including his status as “the first American 

terrorist” and his reasons for engaging in terrorism.  Invited to speak at the University of 

North Carolina at Chapel Hill, his alma mater, Banks fielded questions about and 

responses to his work, Cloudsplitter in particular.  During the discussion one attendee 

observes that “[Banks] talked about how [he] tried to contextualize what happened [at 

“the massacre at Kansas”] – it was cold-blooded murder – and how [he] tried to get inside 

these characters’ heads and understand what they were thinking.”  In response to this 

reading of his novel, Banks makes clear that part of his goal in humanizing John Brown 

was to make very real to readers – to help them understand – the beliefs and convictions, 
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as well as the social and spiritual urgencies, or historical exigency, that motivated this 

man to engage in murder and terrorism: 

Yes, it’s not usually seen that way because we already have decided that John 

Brown was mad.  It’s not usually seen as an act of terrorism.  We don’t 

necessarily sympathize with or we certainly don’t admire but we understand, say, 

terrorism in Northern Ireland or in the Middle East.  Even up to a certain point, 

we understand it in the United States when it has occurred – we understand the 

rationale for it, let’s say.  There is a reason to terrorize: it is to sow terror in the 

minds of people who weren’t killed in order to bring political pressure to bear on 

whatever issue is at hand and is at stake. 

 Well, that’s what was happening with Brown: it’s just that he was the first 

American terrorist, and we take it away from him because we need to think of him 

as mad.  That way, we don’t have to think of the issue that he was dealing with, 

and we don’t have to contextualize the issue and realize how slavery appeared to 

an anti-slavery activist or radical activist at that time.  (“An Interview with 

Russell Banks” 124-5) 

Part of the challenge in humanizing John Brown, then, is revising our received history of 

him, whereby we are told he is either a martyr or a terrorist madman.   

In the novel, Banks has Owen address this concern with challenging received history 

in order to complicate our judgment of his father by attributing to him reasons and beliefs 

we might otherwise choose to ignore or rationalize away.  Indeed, in his explanation for 

why he is telling his father’s story, we hear echo some of the same sentiments expressed 
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by Rolfe Whitehouse in Affliction, who hopes to tell his brother’s story in part in order to 

free himself from Wade.  As Owen states, 

[I]f possible, with these words, with the truthfulness of this account, with this 

confession of my intentions, my desires, and my secret acts, [I hope] finally to 

release him.  I want Father’s soul to be free of me at last, and mine to be free of 

him, regardless of where from this purgatory we each afterwards must go. (675) 

And addressing directly the historian Villard through his proxy, Katherine Mayo, Owen 

chastises the historian, perhaps any historian, for his manipulation of the historical record 

to depict Brown one certain way, likely in order to suit certain ideological ends; for 

privileging the public Brown over the private Brown, thereby stripping from him part of 

his humanity; for suggesting that Brown was a social and historical anomaly, 

orchestrating destruction out of some perverse urge or madness and not from some 

known set of values and warranted reasons; and for even failing to tell the rest of the 

story – the history of institutionalized and systemic slavery in the U.S. and the entrenched 

social and political forces protecting that Goliath institution against which Brown hurled 

himself.  As Owen confesses, 

Oh, I know that there is a public reality and a private reality and that my best use 

– for you, for me, and for all those lingering ghosts as well – has been to keep to 

the private and ignore the rest.  But even so, I do want my story, if possible, to 

impinge upon the public reality, on history, and I mean here and there to tell it 

accordingly.  For instance, it has become almost a commonplace in recent years to 

say that Father, like many Christians of his generation, began as a principled, 
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religious-minded young Northern man agitated by Negro slavery in the South and 

racialism everywhere, and that, like many such men, he understandably became in 

middle-age an actively engaged opponent of slavery and racialism, but that in his 

old age he changed, suddenly and inexplicably, into a free-booting guerilla, 

whence he moved swiftly to become a terrorist and finally, astonishingly, a 

martyr.  Thus, looking back through a glass colored by the Civil War, most 

Americans nowadays find his actions incomprehensible, and they call him mad, 

or wish to.  So while I’m here to tell you certain things that you cannot otherwise 

know, I also wish to remind you that Father’s progression from activist to martyr, 

his slow march to willed disaster, can be viewed, not as a descent into madness, 

but as a reasonable progression – especially if one consider the political strength 

of those who in those days meant to keep chattel slavery the law of the land.  

Remember, all-out war between the North and the South was unthinkable to us: 

due to an ancient, deeply ingrained racialism, any way undertaken by the citizens 

of the North for the purposes of freeing an enslaved people whose skins were 

black seemed a pure impossibility. (675) 

And so, part of the challenge in humanizing Brown is also making palpable his 

convictions, thus in turn making more reasonable, or at least understandable, the actions 

that followed from these convictions – actions that include the massacre of five pro-

slavers at Pottowatomie Creek, Kansas, in 1856, and his armed raid on the United States 

Armory and Arsenal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, in 1859.  In other words, the challenge 

for historians – and for their readers – is to see not just that Brown’s life is “a reasonable 
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progression from activist to martyr” but that at every stage of this progression he had 

reasons for advancing to the next stage. 

 In the above passage, Banks admirably confronts this challenge of humanizing 

Brown, making palpable his convictions by dramatizing his “rationale” for terrorism and 

“his reasons for terrorizing” (thus working to counter our apparently impoverished view 

of American terrorists, Brown in particular).  And in another particular passage of the 

narrative – wherein Owen appeals to his interlocutor to understand why he and his 

brothers and other men joined his father in bloodshed – Banks continues to model for us 

the process by which we might begin to empathize with John and Owen Brown.  But this 

time readers seem encouraged to question, even judge, Owen and his narrative after 

coming to understand his supposed reasons both for engaging in violence and for telling 

this part of the Brown family saga.  Describing his hopes to be understood, his hopes also 

to generate understanding among those who might rush to judge him and his father, 

Owen confesses the following: 

Though it’s not my intention here to explain or excuse our acts, mine or Father’s 

or those of any who followed us, I do want you to understand that we were 

desperate men.  And of all of us, I suppose I was the most desperate.  We were 

made so, me especially, by three inescapable realities: our position on the ground 

out there in Kansas; the clarity of Father’s understanding of the true nature and 

scale of the war against slavery; and our principles.  We could not be where we 

were, know what we knew, uphold what we honored – and do other than we did. 

(623) 
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Lest my readers think that I believe empathy precludes judgment, I will argue that Banks 

here humanizes (but deliberately?) John and Owen Brown in such a way that readers are 

compelled not only to understand the men but also evaluate critically certain of their 

actions and arguments defending those actions.  For here especially Owen seems to 

betray (but knowingly?) bad reasons for killing the men in Kansas.  In short, for this 

reader anyway, his reasoning does not add up.  And here is why.  He opens by asserting 

that it is “not [his] intention to explain or excuse his acts,” claiming instead as his only 

goal to win the reader’s understanding.   He then offers three “realities” that contributed 

to his desperation; and the reader can see how these realities could indeed cause one to 

feel desperate.  And though the reader might understand how desperation could in turn 

lead to murder, especially in this case, he might understand also that neither desperation 

nor any one of these factors leads necessarily to violence.  

 Let us assume that Owen is telling the truth, or at least believes what he says (since 

“telling the truth” here would mean that he conveys as accurately as possible his beliefs 

and feelings, his truth): that he was made desperate by a number of factors he could not 

control; and made desperate, he was forced to act.  Of course, our truth need not be so 

narrow.  We need only realize that in addition to Owen’s truth there are others, including, 

for example, this competing one: that the Browns allowed themselves to grow desperate; 

and allowing themselves to grow desperate, they chose to act.  There is room, too, for the 

belief that John Brown was very possibly also mad.  Banks himself suggests as much in 

one interview, when he posits that based on the evidence John Brown might have been 

clinically depressed.  But, in Owen’s defense, it will not suffice to attribute all of 
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Brown’s actions to his possible psychological condition, thereby stripping him of motive 

and agency, thereby also discounting the reasons and evidence with which he supported 

the claim that slavery is evil.  And anyway, as Owen suggests, labeling him mad does not 

also rule out the possibility that his father was justified in condemning the institution of 

slavery (especially since the majority of Americans now agree that he was so justified in 

his convictions).  And yet, most early histories and biographies of Brown took such 

narrow views – thus forecasting, perhaps, the difficulty of humanizing other terrorists, 

from Brown and Kaczynski to the 9/11 terrorists. 

 

“This, it bears repeating, is a work of fiction”: 

Reading Cloudsplitter Against the Early Histories of John Brown 

Whether they consider him a martyr or a murderous madman, most all of Brown’s 

early biographers took a narrow view, passing judgment without, it seems, more fully 

understanding their subject.  In some cases, the facts have been disputed, even no doubt 

suppressed or manipulated, concerning his campaign against slavery.  Also, narratives 

have been tempered by both loyalty and hostility towards his cause, and no doubt more or 

less blindly at each extreme.  But despite competing accounts and agendas, most of his 

biographers – especially those earliest ones writing within fifty years of his 1859 raid on 

Harpers Ferry – have asserted that their version of history is the true one, even when 

admitting that they are not totally impartial in their accounts.  In their mutually exclusive 

claims to authenticity – as if by repeating the phrase “This is the truth finally told” 

veracity might instantly be established – these early estimations of Brown indeed reveal 
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as much about their authors’ motives and morals as they do about their subject’s: for 

again, we must remind ourselves that only those sympathetic to abolitionism will make of 

him a martyr, and those unsympathetic to the cause will brand him a cold-blooded 

murderer, horse thief, and lunatic. 

  For a sympathetic account consider for instance John Newton’s 1902 biography 

entitled Captain John Brown of Harper’s Ferry.  In the preface’s first paragraph the 

author tells us  

This little book . . . does not profess to be written in the spirit of cold, rigid 

impartiality.  It expresses the point of view of a frank admirer of John Brown’s 

character and career.  At the same time it contains no conscious evasion of 

difficulties, nor perversion of detrimental facts.  Every care has been taken to 

arrive at the exact facts on disputed points, and to state those facts clearly.  As far 

as the writer knows, nothing but the truth is told, but it is “the truth told lovingly.” 

(v) 

Writing some forty years after Brown’s death, Newton here admits that his “little book” 

is biased, he a “frank admirer of John Brown’s character and career.”  And what he 

means by “the truth told lovingly” is anyone’s guess – though we ought to rest assured 

that the first untruth in his account is the assertion, clearly already contradicted, that 

“nothing but the truth is told.”  

 Also weighing in on the side of Brown is W. E. B. Du Bois, who in 1909 published 

his celebratory biography.  According to historian Benjamin Quarles, “In a letter to 

Oswald Garrison Villard on November 15, 1907, Du Bois wrote that his projected Brown 
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biography was ‘going to be an interpretation, and I am not trying to go very largely to the 

sources’” (85).  Quarles also states that the “book’s concluding chapter, ‘The Legacy of 

John Brown’ . . . is a combination summary and afterword, ending on the kind of 

messianic note which became the hallmark of the Du Bois style” (85).  Du Bois opens 

that concluding chapter of his book with the same famous quotation I examined in the 

previous chapter: “I, John Brown, am quite certain that the crimes of this guilty land will 

never be purged away but with blood.  I had, as I now think vainly, flattered myself that 

without much bloodshed it might be done.”  About Brown’s statement Du Bois asserts, 

“These were the last written words of John Brown, set down the day he died – the 

culminating of that wonderful message of his forty days in prison, which all in all made 

the mightiest Abolition document that America has known” (Quarles 85).  And later, in 

no less a celebratory tone, he asks, “Was John Brown simply an episode, or was he an 

eternal truth?  And if a truth, how speaks that truth to-day? [sic]” (Quarles 87).  And Du 

Bois offers this arguably too-simple answer to the false binary he presents as a sincere 

question of how we should categorize Brown: 

John Brown loved his neighbor as himself.  He could not endure therefore to see 

his neighbor, poor, and unfortunate or oppressed.  This natural sympathy was 

strengthened by a saturation in Hebrew religion which stressed the personal 

responsibility of every human soul to a just God.  To this religion of equality and 

sympathy with misfortune, was added the strong influence of the social doctrines 

of the French Revolution with its emphasis on freedom and power in political life.  

And on all this was built John Brown’s own inchoate but growing belief in a more 



 

196 

just and a more equal distribution of property.  From this he concluded – and 

acted on that conclusion – that all men are created free and equal, and that the cost 

of liberty is less than the price of repression. (Quarles 87) 

Too simple is his answer because Brown was not an eternal truth – no more than the 

principle to which he appealed (universal equality) was an eternal, or “self-evident,” 

truth.  To suggest Brown’s truth is eternal – that his actions or values, for example, are 

inherently and always justified – is to overlook that history gives the lie to that truth: that 

others very strongly disagree with Brown’s often private interpretations of his “Hebrew 

religion,” his sympathy with misfortune, and his “inchoate belief” in a more egalitarian 

society.  It overlooks, that is, competing “truths,” competing reasons for upholding 

slavery, for example.  We might finally judge these reasons for upholding slavery 

inadequate or illogical or unethical; but these reasons no more represent universal or 

eternal truths than do Brown’s reasons.  

 Other histories, both sympathetic and unsympathetic to Brown, make much the same 

mistake in attempting to quell conflict and disagreement.  Thus, they avoid, too, a more 

reasoned, deliberative, and agonistic rhetoric, settling instead for assertion rather than the 

negotiation of values and reasons.  And they settle for less, we might surmise, often for 

no good reasons other than pandering to their audiences, aggrandizing themselves in the 

light of their awesome subject, and avoiding (and helping others to avoid) the cognitive 

dissonance that results from imagining Brown’s end noble but his means suspect or his 

actions no more or less justified, in retrospect, than the soldiers who fought in the Civil 

War. 
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 These historians, too, are perhaps guilty of the charges Sontag brings against 

politicians and their saber-rattling constituents in the wake of 9/11 – guilty of 

infantilizing the public and diminishing “the politics of a democracy – which entails 

disagreement, which promotes candor.”  And they are perhaps guilty also of the charges 

Fish and Bérubé bring against the fundamentalists who appeal to absolutes when what is 

needed is greater empathic imagination and deliberation; a deeper attention to, and 

understanding of, the particulars of lived human experience; a more careful consideration 

of good reasons, without which we are at a loss to arrive at informed judgment.  As 

suggested in my analysis of his novel and in the interviews with the author, Banks shares 

these critics’ indictment of politicians and historians whose dogmatism prevents them 

from adopting and exploring, even entertaining, other perspectives.  Indeed, in an essay 

he published in 1991, during the first Gulf War – an essay about the perils of blind 

patriotism (an essay to which we will later return) – Banks made much the same 

argument that Fish and Sontag made a full decade later, in 2001. 

 But then there are the unsympathetic histories and biographies of Brown, in which he 

is labeled insane or merely criminal.  These accounts also fail to consider Brown’s full 

humanity, including the strength of his convictions and his reasons for action.  Common 

among these histories is much the same gambit employed in the sympathetic accounts: 

the author asserts he is telling the true history, thereby attempting to forestall his 

opposition’s competing claims to truth (and in turn, of course, begging the question – as 

does his opposition – concerning the authenticity and legitimacy of his claims and 

account).   
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 Writing in the same decade as Du Bois – and no doubt responding to accounts such as 

Newton’s 1902 “truth told lovingly” – Hill Peebles Wilson entered the fray in 1913 with 

his competing, self-published biography, John Brown Soldier of Fortune: A Critique.  

The title of course already at once preempts the reader’s judgment and presumes to sum 

up Brown’s character (the subtitle therefore superfluous).  Wilson, too, opens by 

describing his truth-seeking intentions as an historian, and his assessment of Brown is 

critical indeed: “The object of the writer, in publishing this book, is to correct a 

perversion of truth, whereby John Brown has acquired fame as an altruist and a martyr, 

which should not be attributed to him” (15).  If some of us might so far agree with his 

claims, then Wilson will surely lose some adherents when we learn the “perversion of 

truth” about Brown that he hopes to correct.   

 Opening his second chapter much like the first, Wilson again proceeds to counter the 

apparently popular view of Brown, suggesting that “The picturesque figure which has 

been presented to the public as John Brown is an historical myth – a fiction.  The 

character, as it has been exploited, is a contradiction of the laws that govern human 

nature” (26).  Again, we might agree generally with Wilson that no man is the 

unqualified altruist and martyr that Brown’s most sympathetic revisionists and apologists 

make him out to be.  But what is Wilson specifically driving at?  What is the 

contradiction of character he has in mind?  Nothing less, readers soon learn, than the fact 

that the great John Brown was nothing but a horse thief (hence, “soldier of fortune”).  For 

Wilson has the straight scoop that what motivated John Brown’s massacre of five men at 

Pottawatomie Creek, Kansas, in 1856, was “the theft of a large number of horses; to 
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accomplish it, and to safeguard the loot, it was necessary to kill the owners thereof” (20).  

That is to say, Brown was not motivated to commit these crimes by the righteousness of 

his conviction that slavery, by whatever means, must be abolished.  His reasons for 

killing, we come to find out, are far simpler – so Wilson would have us believe.  

Conveniently, too, those reasons have nothing to do with slavery – all the better for us 

who willfully resist confronting seriously Brown’s claims that the institution of slavery is 

evil, and that it must be abolished.  An artful dodger is Wilson indeed, manufacturing 

dissent by spreading doubt about Brown’s (assuredly mixed, not such simple) motives.   

 And to think, Wilson “[t]he writer of this book is not an iconoclast, neither has he 

prejudged John Brown” – according to the very first words that appear in his book (10). 

Then, just a couple paragraphs later in the preface, he anticipates the reader’s (justified) 

doubts concerning his bias against Brown: “In good faith, and with much of the 

confidence and enthusiasm characteristic of Brown’s eulogists, he [I, Hill Peebles 

Wilson] began an investigation of the available historical data relating to the subject 

[John Brown]; when [I] found to [my] surprise, and disgust, that the history of Brown’s 

career contained nothing to justify the public estimate of him” (10).  Of course, Wilson 

betrays his claim to a disinterested investigation when only pages later he belabors the 

point, his book’s focus, that Brown is a no good horse thief – two red herrings if ever 

there was one.  “In good faith” does Wilson conduct his investigation into Brown’s 

actions?  Hardly.  

 Taken together, these various biographies illustrate appropriately enough a nation 

divided, not just on how we should estimate Brown but also on the issue of slavery with 
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which he was associated.  And they may seem also incommensurate estimates of Brown: 

this one arguing he was a saint; the other, a sinner.  And yet, these accounts should, 

perhaps, only seem to us incommensurate, since Banks tells the truth to the lie that they 

are mutually exclusive.  We can indeed humanize Brown, making him both a benevolent 

martyr and a mad terrorist – if only we take a less narrow view, empathize more actively, 

and withhold judgment until after we achieve greater understanding.  And so, whereas we 

might never reconcile the problem of incommensurability as it concerns Brown’s 

principles – again, few of his contemporaries could square his beliefs with theirs – we 

should more productively be able to forestall the possibility of incommensurability as it 

concerns our debates over what to make of Brown.  For if we more fully humanize him – 

earnestly trying to understand his actions, thus also his convictions and reasons – then we 

can, in good faith, also judge him, thereby agreeing to disagree about what we wish, 

finally, to call him: a martyr or a terrorist, or both.  

 

“[B]ecause there was no sense in what he said”: 

Why Humanize John Brown (or, for That Matter, Anyone)?  

Banks’s novel, I have suggested, does this work of humanizing Brown.  Most of the 

histories and biographies do not.  While juggling facts, opinions, rumors, and agendas 

surrounding their subject, treating mostly only with Brown’s most public words and 

deeds, they fail to confront also the private John Brown, the husband and father, the 

strong believer and weak businessman.  And failing to face fully their subject, they thus 

fail also to examine his complexity and contradictions, his successes and failures; thus 
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they fail to take seriously the experiences and beliefs that culminated in his singular 

convictions; and thus they fail to understand that his crimes and misdeeds might, in time, 

find justification.  Without having fully humanized John Brown, they reify him, on the 

one hand, into a monument to which they can silently genuflect and, on the other, a maul 

with which they can batter away at their political opposition – all the while never having 

to probe their own failure to equip the public with a fuller understanding of Brown, a tool 

with which citizens might negotiate their differences in order better to build some 

common ground.   

 In an August 1998 interview, Banks reiterates his point about humanizing Brown; he 

there explains also his choice of a narrator for Cloudsplitter: 

[I] wanted to tell [Brown’s] story from inside and up close, I wanted to tell a 

domestic story, a relational story, and I wanted to humanize him, and make him 

real – to me and to others.  So his son, Owen, in the 1840s and 1850s, was perfect, 

because he was present at all the most important moments in his father’s public 

life.  And he was at Harpers Ferry and escaped – and lived to tell about it.  And to 

make the story perfect for a novelist, he never told about it. (Fremke) 

I have already mentioned that as the novel’s narrator, Owen recounts his and his father’s 

life to the historically real Katherine Mayo – the assistant to the also very real historian 

Oswald Garrison Villard, author of the “magisterial” John Brown: A Biography Fifty 

Years After (“magisterial” according to Banks in the “Author’s Note” with which he 

begins Cloudsplitter).  And yet, as Banks above states, Owen’s story never existed: 

though he survived to tell his tale, he never, in fact, told it.  Instead, fleeing to California 
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and becoming a hermit-like shepherd in the hills, he remained forever silent.  But not in 

Banks’s novel.  Although still a hermit in Cloudsplitter – a self-dubbed “isolato” (4) – 

Owen does finally tell his tale before dying.  The only problem is, we come to learn, he 

has only been telling it to himself, and not to the biographer’s assistant who can make 

some historical use of it.   

 Rather than serving as a rejoinder and corrective to the inadequate histories of John 

Brown, Owen’s eyewitness account of his father’s life becomes but a lost deathbed 

confession. And by “losing” Owen’s story, Banks suggests, we lose also part of John 

Brown’s history, making it that much more difficult for us to humanize him; thus, too, 

our national story suffers because of Owen’s silence.  In effect, Owen Brown becomes 

what he willed himself to be: “an American without a history and with no story to tell” 

(757).  It is Russell Banks’s fear, as was it also John Brown’s, that by denying our shared 

history (at the center of which, for both men, is our national story about race), we will in 

turn deny our shared humanity.   

 Indeed, Banks explicitly addresses this fear in his 2000 essay “Who Will Tell the 

People?  On Waiting, Still, for the Great Creole-American Novel,” published in the 150
th
 

anniversary issue of Harper’s Magazine.  In this essay, Banks charges his fellow 

American writers with the task of honoring our democratic tradition in literature in two 

ways: first by acknowledging that our shared story of origins in America is variously and 

inextricably linked to the African Diaspora, and second, by simply telling that story in 

their work – the story that at its creolized (that is, hybridized, perhaps even pluralistic) 
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core demands that we confront difference and conflict in order to ensure our democracy 

thrives with the disagreement and candor that Sontag demands.   

 Banks concludes his essay as follows, with both a challenge and a hope for 

democracy: 

I take it as a given that our best and most ambitious fiction writers are those 

whose sense of purpose is guided by a desire to participate in the making of a 

national literature.  My hope is that this ongoing, 200-year-old project will 

provide us a truly democratic literature, one that has at its center the historical and 

moral facts of creolization and that therefore both honors our people’s highest 

standards for our treatment of one another and does not in the process lie about 

our tragic failure to meet those standards. (88) 

In his call for a renewed national literature; his contextualization of that literary tradition 

within the history of race in America; his attention to the character of “our best and most 

ambitious writers,” their “sense of purpose”; his judgment of the character of our citizens, 

their hopes and failures; his recognition of the necessary pluralism out of which 

difference must thrive and through which we might negotiate certain conflict; and his 

own hope for a “truly democratic literature” that both honors our principles but also 

raises the bar on those principles – here, in his concluding remarks, Banks echoes one of 

his central messages in Cloudsplitter, a lesson which is wonderfully allegorized for us in 

the character of  Owen Brown.  That lesson, of course, is that silence is deadly – not so 

much a message really as it is a warning, another “notice” (like Twain’s in his Adventures 

of Huckleberry Finn) telling us how to read and write. 
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 Elsewhere, Banks tells us also why we read and write – at least why he writes and 

what he hopes his readers get out of his and others’ writing.  It is in a 2001 interview, 

published in the international journal AUTODAFE, that Banks offers his claim regarding 

the ethics of fiction, the claim mentioned already in this project that  

The American artistic tradition is a democratic one, with a commitment to 

witnessing.  American writers since Whitman and Twain have understood that 

they have to witness the suffering and to testify.  And it’s as deep as American 

literature itself” (“Views” 97).  

With Cloudsplitter, Banks serves as such a witness, and he testifies not only to the 

suffering caused by the institution of slavery.  He testifies also to the suffering caused by 

those who fail as witnesses: those who, like many of Brown’s condemners, failed to 

empathize with, and thus failed to understand, the black Americans whose exploitation, 

physical abuse, and daily degradation of spirit could cause a singular abolitionist like 

John Brown to attempt a nationwide slave insurrection to dismantle the institution from 

within.  The general public, either silent or indifferent; his fellow abolitionists with all 

their “talk, talk, talk”; slave-holders and their apologists – all false witnesses according to 

Brown.   

 As for his son Owen (at least the fictional one), is he, too, then, a failed or false 

witness – he, too, among the nation’s silent, acting as though he is “an American without 

a history and with no story to tell”?  If so, how do we judge Owen for his silence?  And 

how do we understand it?  Of course, even had he told his story to others, might his 

readers only think him finally insane, with his father, for even encouraging them to 
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empathize with the man who Herman Melville, Brown’s contemporary, knew the public 

considered “Weird John Brown,” “[t]he meteor of the war” (“The Portent”)?  And if even 

Owen’s narrative cannot convince some to reconsider their too-critical or too-forgiving 

views of his father, then is the project of empathy sometimes simply doomed?  Must we 

wait for history to vindicate or repudiate those individuals or groups whose actions seem 

to us, now, so perfectly alien or so certainly right?  If not, how can we come to 

understand these figures better now in order to negotiate conflict and difference; in order 

to pass judgment in good faith; in order to evaluate a just cause from an unjust one, good 

reasons from bad?  Perhaps the only good (or at least honest) answer to these questions is 

that in the democratic literature of witnessing that Banks describes and promotes, you 

must raise more questions than you can answer; otherwise, you write speeches rather than 

novels.  Or you write “history,” which Banks warns us away from reading his novel as.  

 Twice I have mentioned how Banks’s “Author’s Note” echoes the warning in the 

“Notice” with which Twain greets readers in his Adventures of Huckleberry Finn: 

“persons attempting to find a motive in this narrative will be prosecuted; persons 

attempting to find a moral in it will be banished; persons attempting to find a plot in it 

will be shot.”  We have also seen Banks assert that with Whitman, Twain is one of the 

founding practitioners and proponents of a democratic literary tradition at the center of 

which thrives “a commitment to witnessing.”  And with these above questions we ask of 

Owen, the potentially mad hermit whose story (and warnings) fall on deaf ears, we find 

ourselves again confronting Twain – in particular, his posthumously published, very short 

and very dark story “The War Prayer.” 



 

206 

 Perhaps there is no better a lesson in the limits of (thus need for) empathy and 

understanding to complement judgment than Twain’s little anti-war story, which is 

among his most scathing attacks on religious hypocrisy, political corruption, and blind 

obedience to authority.  Indeed, because it is so unapologetically biting, it was published 

posthumously a full decade after his death in 1910.  “It was submitted to Harper's Bazaar 

for publication, but on March 22, 1905, the magazine rejected the story as ‘not quite 

suited to a woman's magazine.’ Eight days later, Twain wrote to his friend Daniel Carter 

Beard, to whom he had read the story, ‘I don't think the prayer will be published in my 

time. None but the dead are permitted to tell the truth’” (“Mark Twain”). 

 And what is the truth that only a dead man can tell?  That not every cause is just; but 

worse still, that the means by which we sometimes justify an unjust cause are, quite 

frankly, insane – if only for the fact that empathy never enters the picture.   

 The story opens as follows, the first line growing all the more critical in its irony as 

the story unfolds: “It was a time of great and exalting excitement. The country was up in 

arms, the war was on, in every breast burned the holy fire of patriotism” (652).  And for 

the first half of the story, the reader is a witness to one side’s perspective: Americans 

revving up to send their sons off to war, to destroy their enemies, all returning home 

safely as “bronzed heroes, welcomed, adored, submerged in golden seas of glory!” (652).  

Of course, in the popular imagination, according to their side of the account, no 

American dies: for our cause is inherently just, our enemy unquestionably weak.  And 

everywhere there are flags, some fluttering from rooftops, others gripped confidently in 

the hands of proud patriots; “in the churches the pastors preached devotion to flag and 
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country, and invoked the God of Battles beseeching His aid in our good cause” (652). 

And then comes the long prayer, the war prayer, a supplication to God that concludes on 

a inspiringly violent note: “help them to crush the foe, grant to them and to their flag and 

country imperishable honor and glory” (653).   

 But then arrives “an aged stranger” (not unlike John Brown, we should note, or Twain 

himself) who nicely complicates for them their unreflective little prayer to God.  What is 

more, the stranger claims authority: he is a messenger from God, the same at which they 

direct their selfish prayer.  His message? “God's servant and yours has prayed his prayer.  

Has he paused and taken thought?  Is it one prayer?  No, it is two – one uttered, the other 

not. . . . When you have prayed for victory you have prayed for many unmentioned 

results which follow victory – must follow it, cannot help but follow it”  (654).  He then 

delivers the unspoken part of the prayer, which details the wrath visited upon their 

enemy, soldier and innocent alike – a wrath bringing grief, hunger, desolation, despair, 

and death:   

“[. . .] O Lord our God, help us to tear their soldiers to bloody shreds with our 

shells; help us to cover their smiling fields with the pale forms of their patriot 

dead; help us to . . . We ask it, in the spirit of love, of Him Who is the Source of 

Love, and Who is the ever-faithful refuge and friend of all that are sore beset and 

seek His aid with humble and contrite hearts. Amen.” (655) 

And after a pause, the stranger asks the congregation if they still desire the prayer.  And 

then he leaves.  We are not told explicitly how they answer his question; but the final line 
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of the story provides us their answer: “It was believed afterward that the man was a 

lunatic, because there was no sense in what he said” (655). 

  Of course, this story could serve as an allegory of John Brown’s life, he who was 

condemned as a lunatic but who history, in part, has vindicated as one of our strongest 

proponents of ending an institution now considered by most people as insane and evil.  

Twain’s story also vividly illustrates the problem of incommensurability – at the very 

least, the problem of cognitive dissonance – His story illustrates as well the hope that 

through empathic imagination and reasoned deliberation we might forestall some of the 

destruction that results when we rush to judgment without first trying to understand, for 

example, our opposition’s reasons or the effects of our actions on others.  And of course, 

Twain’s story takes as its subjects two topics that are also centrally featured throughout 

these two chapters on incommensurability and John Brown: terrorism and war.  And yet, 

like Owen’s story, the stranger’s message also falls on deaf ears. 

 In an essay published in 1991, during the first Gulf War, Banks echoes this perennial 

problem we seem to have concerning our inability or refusal to empathize with our 

opposition, especially during wartime, and to imagine more fully their humanity:  

The saddest, most disheartening symbolism I’ve seen lately is the joining of the 

two emblems – the mailbox with both flag and big yellow bow attached, the pole 

with Old Glory above and ribbons swirling below, the tiny paper flag against a 

swatch of yellow acetate pinned to a lapel.   

 What’s being symbolized here is a profound conflict between two 

irreconcilable, painfully opposed desires – to protect our children and to destroy 
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the Iraqi military.  For us to affirm that contradiction openly, publicly, as if it did 

not exist, we must go into deep denial.  And when that happens, the symbol no 

longer stands for reality; it has replaced it.  (“Red, White, Blue, Yellow”) 

A perennial problem because Banks here echoes in his argument what has already been 

illustrated vividly by Twain in the early 1900s, who was writing in the wake of the 

Spanish-American War and during the U. S. occupation of the Phillipines; a perennial 

problem, that is, because he anticipates arguments made exactly 100 years after Twain, 

by Sontag and Fish, at the start of the so-called “war on terror.”  And the argument Banks 

echoes and anticipates is the same I have hoped to make in these two chapters on John 

Brown: that we should take very seriously the problem of incommensurability, here “a 

profound conflict between two irreconcilable, painfully opposed desires,” and not rush to 

a violent response but to an empathically imaginative one.   

 

Some Potentially Undemocratic Consequences of Failing to Examine (and Perhaps 

Also Live with) Incommensurability 

In chapter two I examined the upshot of both empathy and the narrative imagination 

in terms of helping us to understand others whose lives seem to us alien, anomalous.  In 

short, the problem I there discussed in my analysis of Banks’s novel Affliction is our 

inability to understand Wade Whitehouse, in many cases no doubt a result of our refusal 

to try to understand him.  This problem, I argued, has very real consequences.  Even 

according to Rolfe, who finally cannot forgive his brother, by passing over Wade – by 

failing, for example, to imagine more fully his life after reading a newspaper account 
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detailing his strange and horrific actions – we fail to see not only how someone like 

Wade could become, over time, a deranged killer; we fail also to see how Wade is 

himself likely a victim of systemic violence – a cycle of domestic abuse only perpetuated 

by our refusal to confront more actively and fully its complex nature and origins; a cycle 

of abuse perpetuated also, no doubt, by our refusal to acknowledge our own culpability in 

this violence.  

 Our problem with Wade, then, seems more a problem of difference than of conflict. 

Wade is just too “other” for us to acknowledge.  And as a result of our refusal to 

understand Wade, we fail also to understand the severity and significance of the several 

factors that have likely contributed to his present state.  Of course, it is important that we 

understand these factors – the nature and origins of Wade’s condition – not in order to 

excuse his behavior, even forgive or love the man (though we might), but to learn from it, 

to prevent it, even to guard ourselves against it.  Rolfe’s narrative, then, serves as a 

corrective to our (sometimes willed) inattention.  And Rolfe hopes to correct this 

inattention in part because he wishes for his readers – especially those of us who, without 

pausing to reflect on it, pass over Wade’s story in the paper – to see that his brother is not 

merely a monster.  Moreover, he wishes for us to see that Wade is a victim himself, 

particularly of a cycle of mostly male violence out of which he struggled but failed 

finally to extricate himself.  And lest readers pass over Wade’s story disbelieving how it 

squares with reality – or believing that Wade was born, and not made, a monster – Rolfe 

reminds us (but without the religious overtones) that “there but for the grace of God go 
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I.”  And with Rolfe’s reminder, the novel – already a lesson in both empathy and Rorty’s 

“irony,” or self-reflective scrutiny – serves also as a lesson in contingency and solidarity.  

 This chapter and the previous one together elaborate on the need for cultivating our 

narrative imagination in the service of increasing and exercising our capacities for 

empathic reasoning, tolerance, reciprocation, and reasoned deliberation and judgment.  

Moreover, this chapter examines some of the potential consequences that result both from 

our attempts to elide conflict and difference and from our failure to empathize with others 

whose experiences and values seem to us somehow incommensurate with our own 

experiences and values.  To be sure, these consequences seem quite detrimental to 

democracy, tending as they do towards destruction, even violence – too often not as a last 

resort but rather as a principled yet arguably unnecessary and hasty reaction to conflict 

and difference.  Rather, as the rhetoricians discussed in this project argue, violence 

should arrive only when we have exhausted good faith attempts at understanding one 

another, when reasoned deliberation yields no other alternatives – for example, when 

your life is directly threatened and when argument (Bérubé’s “conversation”) has been 

reasonably exhausted and proves futile, that is, when mutual inquiry and exploration is 

simply impossible, as is the prospect of agreeing to disagree.    

 By examining the problem of incommensurability, this chapter advances our 

exploration of difference and conflict – that is, the rhetorical and reflective means by 

which we negotiate difference and conflict.  I have here argued explicitly that empathy 

serves as a necessary means by which we interrogate competing beliefs and values; and 

more implicitly, I have sought to defend empathy against both the claim that it elides 
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difference and exacerbates conflict (addressed in Chapter 1) and the claim that it 

precludes judgment (addressed in Chapter 2).  With Bérubé, Fish, and Rorty, I have 

argued that the problem of incommensurability is very much a live one, informing past 

and present debates surrounding any number of controversial issues, from slavery to 

abortion and terrorism.  And with them, too, I have argued – with hope and in the face of 

great resistance and accusations of moral relativism – that we might reduce the amount of 

violence that results from these controversies if we consider seriously the ways in which 

we might establish common ground with others (or at least try to understand others), 

including our strongest opposition, whose values may or may not prove, finally, 

incommensurate with ours.  At the very least, I have suggested (with Fish) that it is 

generally a good idea to imagine more fully, say, our opponent’s values, interrogating 

alongside them our own values, in order the better (both more effectively and justifiably) 

to pass judgment.  If nothing else, we ought to exercise our empathic imaginations in 

order to understand others; and we ought to understand others, if only to keep us from 

destroying them – or them, us.   

 To some, this effort to promote empathy – or reciprocal recognition or perspective 

taking – will no doubt look like the so-called moral relativism that Bérubé’s students fear 

when they ask, “Just what kind of contentless, cultural-relativist, namby-pamby 

liberalism is this, anyway?” And if the ongoing “culture wars” are any accurate measure 

of how others share these students’ concern or outrage, then there are many others – 

including many cultural critics both inside and outside the academy – who also fear such 

relativism.  In fact, immediately following the September 11, 2001 attacks on the U.S., 
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some of these same cultural critics argued for a moratorium on relativism, a too-playful 

and irresponsible byproduct they felt of the freewheeling postmodernism espoused by the 

neo-pragmatically minded folks like Fish, Rorty, and Bérubé.   

The critics’ charge, basically, was threefold: relativism elides the (objective, 

universal, and absolute) difference between “good” and “bad”; thus, it seeks to justify, or 

excuse, all actions (however destructive or evil); and thus, it inhibits action, including 

self-defense and preemptive or retaliatory attack.  And since this charge was often leveled 

directly at literary and legal scholar Stanley Fish – perhaps our most public of defenders 

of the antifoundationalist triumvirate (relativism, postmodernism, and pragmatism) – he 

took the opportunity to respond to his critics in the same October 15, 2001 New York 

Times piece in which he defended Susan Sontag.  And his response – what amounts to a 

defense of relativism – relies on exactly the claim this dissertation perhaps most seeks to 

explore and argue: that empathy is, or at least should be, a necessary feature of (perhaps 

precondition for) understanding and reasoned judgment: 

If you think of yourself as the target of terrorism with a capital T, your opponent 

is everywhere and nowhere. But if you think of yourself as the target of a terrorist 

who comes from somewhere, even if he operates internationally, you can at least 

try to anticipate his future assaults. 

 Is this the end of relativism? If by relativism one means a cast of mind that 

renders you unable to prefer your own convictions to those of your adversary, 

then relativism could hardly end because it never began. Our convictions are by 
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definition preferred; that's what makes them our convictions. Relativizing them is 

neither an option nor a danger. 

 But if by relativism one means the practice of putting yourself in your 

adversary's shoes, not in order to wear them as your own but in order to have 

some understanding (far short of approval) of why someone else might want to 

wear them, then relativism will not and should not end, because it is simply 

another name for serious thought. 

And if “relativism” (above, the second definition of which sounds a lot like one form of 

empathy that this project describes) “is simply another name for serious thought,” then it 

seems time we reassess the role “relativism” (more preferably, “empathy”) serves in 

democratic deliberation, public discourse, and political debate. It seems also time for 

literary and rhetorical scholars to develop more robust, serious, and flexible theories of 

empathic engagement in order better to confront difference and conflict – empathic 

engagement not only with specific texts but also with more expansive and prickly debates 

surrounding any number of controversial social, political, and ethical issues (a kind of 

engagement with textuality that this chapter, and project as a whole, hopes both to 

advance and to model).   

 Empathic reasoning as a process, then, should be seen as a generative and recursive 

tool by which we seek understanding, negotiate and reflect upon conflict and difference, 

and assess our own and others’ claims, reasons, and evidence.  Moreover, as I will argue 

in the next (and concluding) chapter, empathic reasoning is a means by which we might 

increase tolerance, reciprocation, distributive justice, and reasoned deliberation and 
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judgment – thus also a means of preserving and strengthening our democratic institutions 

and achieving democratic education.  And as I will also argue in the next chapter, it is 

this latter enterprise – an effort to educate our students and ourselves for enlightened 

democratic participation, through both socialization and individuation – that serves as one 

crucial feature of liberal education, a component of which is our effort in the humanities 

to cultivate our students’ narrative imaginations and in turn their capacities to engage 

more critically and compassionately with conflict and difference.  
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Chapter 5 

 

Empathy, Education, and the Democratic Hope of Inquiry:  

Keeping the Conversation Going through Rhetorical Education 
 

  

How we arrange our allegiances, which so quickly come into conflict with one 

another, how we sort and stack them and make of that stack an hierarchy of 

loyalty, is how we make ourselves. Who we love and are faithful to, first, second, 

third, and so on, is ultimately who we are. Who and what we will defend and in 

whose interests we are willing to make of ourselves a sacrifice reveal our true 

nature both to ourselves and to the world. It’s the point of that old question, 

which would you save from the fire, the Rembrandt or the cat? It’s what we mean 

when we speak of a person’s character. . . . That’s what I want to tell you about, 

to give you the benefit of my more than sixty years’ memory of America and the 

larger world, so that you can know more easily and confidently the nature of your 

allegiances and loyalties, so that you can know what and who to defend and what 

and who is worth sacrificing yourself for. You see, I’m not so worried about who 

and what you must defend yourself against or whom you must oppose. I trust 

your heart and mind and know that they need no endorsement or encouragement 

from me. It’s the darker aspects of defense and the negative consequences of 

opposition that alarm me. (20, emphasis in original) 

 

Russell Banks, “Letter to My Granddaughter on the Eve of Another War” (2004) 

 

 

Here, “on the eve of another war,” novelist Russell Banks makes an argument about 

rhetoric – an argument about conflict and contingency; about the ways in which we 

define and negotiate our allegiances and loyalties in the face of competing, even 

ostensibly incommensurate values and beliefs; about the ways in which we “make 

ourselves” – constructing and projecting our public identity, our character or ethos – in 

order to cope with conflict and contingency; about the power of identification, the pitfalls 

of identification; about the “darker aspects of defense and the negative consequences of 

opposition” that result from our failures to negotiate more productively, more peaceably, 

our differences; and about our limitless but guarded capacities to persuade ourselves and 
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others to imagine more empathically how we might avoid diminishing each other’s 

humanity, or destroying one another.   

 Indeed, Banks suggests a particular vision of rhetoric, and with it certain standards for 

public discourse and deliberation.  What he asks his granddaughter – and those like her – 

is that they consider more carefully, more critically and self-reflectively, not only the 

ways we reason together but also the people we become as we reason together: who we 

become when we define too narrowly our loyalties, or respond to our opposition with too 

negative and dark a defense; who we become when we define more expansively our 

circle of allegiances, those whom “we love and are faithful to.”  As we will see, Banks is 

responding to the political rift, fueled by ideological differences, that in the wake of 9/11 

carved up the nation into warring red and blue states.   Banks thus highlights the 

inextricably braided ethical and political strands of a view of rhetoric that seems much in 

line with the agonistic-inflected and deliberative forms of rhetoric and the public sphere I 

discuss in both the introduction and the first chapter of this project – views I there 

attributed to political philosopher Iris Marion Young and rhetorical scholar Patricia 

Roberts-Miller.  Attending to “the nature of [our] allegiances and loyalties” – that is, to 

the nature of our political and social identities and responsibilities – Banks suggests, 

finally, that we interrogate and improve our rhetorical practice and study.  This in order 

to ensure that we achieve and maintain with others a strong sense of solidarity, which is 

in turn crucial, he suggests, to safeguarding our democracy, to preserving difference 

while negotiating more justly, more equitably, conflicts of values and competing 

ideologies among citizens.  And yet, Banks also warns us of those “darker aspects of 
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defense and the negative consequences of opposition” – those refusals of solidarity 

evidenced, he will suggest, also by the left in their open contempt for anyone who would 

support the war in Iraq or dare vote for George W. Bush.   

 While undoubtedly aspiring to be in the tradition of James Baldwin’s own 1963 

essay, “My Dungeon Shook: Letter to My Nephew on the One Hundredth Anniversary of 

the Emancipation” – and perhaps not rhetorically a perfect success – this letter, I will 

suggest, is still very much a useful attempt to reach in particular a generation or two of 

outraged self-identified liberals and leftists.  And it is useful, in part, I will argue, because 

even with its flaws it models for us the process of empathic reasoning my project hopes 

to describe and promote; in fact, by foregrounding the limitations of empathic reasoning, 

it thereby offers us also a measure of its own rhetorical successes and failures.  The letter 

is also useful, I will argue, because it promotes social solidarity – a democratic virtue that 

with Rorty and Banks I find central to our nation’s survival as an always-fledgling 

republic (the survival, anyway, of better public discourse in, and about, our always-

fledgling republic).  And at the heart of this “letter to his granddaughter” – at once an 

idealistic and a pragmatic appeal for greater empathic reasoning and solidarity – one 

might discern also a strong appeal to justice, for tempering judgment (and thus justice) 

with greater compassion: that is, with greater understanding, perhaps thus also pity and 

charity, maybe also mercy (if not exactly forgiveness).  And it is such tempered judgment 

– which is crucial it seems to a notion of justice as equity – that is the most useful 

pedagogical and social end to which we might finally put empathic reasoning, I will here 

suggest.  
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 In what follows I hope to advance this view of rhetoric and judgment by examining 

more fully some of the values and practices that seem to inform it – democratic values 

like pluralism and solidarity, and rhetorical-deliberative practices like dialectic, empathic 

reasoning, and critical self-reflection.  Along the way I hope also to illustrate how these 

values and practices seem central in much of our work in the humanities, even perhaps 

constitute in part our understanding of a liberal education.  In this concluding chapter, 

then, I will draw together four strands of thought that I have explored: (1) a view of 

rhetoric and reasoning where empathy and compassion are seen to serve critical (in both 

senses of the word) roles in the rhetorical processes of dialectic, deliberation, and 

judgment; (2) a pedagogy sensitive to multiculturalism and informed by pluralism, 

pragmatism, and a rhetorical brand of humanism that encourages students and citizens to 

learn to live with contingency and to better negotiate conflict and difference; (3) a 

defense of this pedagogy – indeed, a defense of the humanities and a liberal arts 

education – against charges of moral relativism, certain antidemocratic attitudes, and 

potentially too-formalistic modes of reasoning and literary and rhetorical analysis; and 

(4) a method of reading, one especially well suited for rhetorically analyzing narrative 

fiction, that fosters among students and citizens greater empathic reasoning, more 

charitable and just deliberation and judgment, and perhaps also greater tolerance, 

reciprocation, and distributive justice.  

 As stated above, perhaps most central to Banks’s argument about rhetoric and 

democracy are his concurrent, implicit appeals to solidarity, empathy, and deliberation.  I 

will argue that Banks not only appeals to, or simply invokes, these values but also 
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employs and models them for readers.  Structuring his argument more or less as a 

narrative, Banks situates his readers intimately among the particulars of his own and 

others’ experiences as he details both the ideological differences that lead to conflict and 

the common ground with which we might temper (even if we cannot entirely erase) our 

contempt for each other’s differences.  By these means, I will suggest, he encourages 

readers to own up more honestly to the contingency of their beliefs and values – and thus 

also to their own vulnerability – in order imagine more empathically this frailty and 

fallibility in others, thereby also acknowledging more fully the other’s humanity as well 

as their own responsibility to others.  And again, as rhetorician James Crosswhite 

reminds us, according to philosopher Stanley Cavell, “acknowledging others is the only 

path to self-acknowledgment. . . . In order to take responsibility for ourselves, we must 

acknowledge the claims others have made on us” (73-4).   

And by foregrounding in effect these claims in his “Letter,” and modeling a process 

of empathic reasoning, Banks illustrates the democratic values he hopes to invoke or 

impart: civic virtues that include solidarity, tolerance, reciprocation, and justice.  

Fortunately, as I hope also to illustrate throughout this chapter, Banks shares some good 

company in promoting this democratic vision of discursive conflict, in his hopes for a 

more productively pluralistic negotiation of competing values and beliefs. Indeed, Banks 

here especially echoes Rorty’s and Baldwin’s call to achieve our country – a call I 

discuss in the introduction.  And with Banks (and also Rorty and Baldwin), I contend that 

without these values and practices – and without also this call to maintain and achieve 

them – then democracy suffers; indeed, without them, democracy seems hardly to obtain 



 

221 

at all, as I have suggested in the introduction and as I will argue in greater detail later in 

this chapter. 

 Though the occasion for Banks’s argument about rhetoric and democracy is the 

ongoing war in Iraq (ongoing then, in 2004, and still now in 2008), the exigency for his 

argument is more specific, relating less directly or necessarily to the war itself.  Indeed, 

as readers will note, the piece was published a full year after the war’s official “eve.”  

Banks is not writing here, then, to persuade his readers to protest the war – though he 

assuredly opposes the war and wishes for it to end.  Nor does he much attend to the war 

itself, for example, to how it has been deceptively orchestrated and devastatingly 

executed. 

Rather, Banks requires his readers to attend to a certain aspect of the war’s aftermath, 

to some of its social consequences; and these consequences include of course rhetorical 

fallout, in particular the hostile discursive conflict against which Banks warns his readers.  

But even with this focus on social and rhetorical consequences, Banks takes an 

interesting angle – especially perhaps for someone who vehemently opposes the Bush 

administration, which he refers to in this essay as “a small group of men and women 

intent upon enriching themselves and their friends at the expense of the poor people of 

the world” (23).  Banks wants his readers – as I will suggest, mostly young self-identified 

liberals, progressives, and leftists – to think about what may become of democracy, of 

our presumably most noble shared national values, if we folks on the left allow ourselves 

to grow to hate our perceived opposition on the right: those “people who share your 

history as an American, even though, when it comes to supporting the president and his 
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helpers, they stand opposite you; even though, when you show them how they have been 

deceived, they say they are happy with things as they are” (23). 

 Banks then explains in the rest of his essay what are those “darker aspects of defense 

and the negative consequences of opposition that alarm [him]” – which is not to say that 

he is alarmed by opposition, per se, but only those aspects of it that compromise those 

democratic values such as tolerance, reciprocation, and mutual inquiry and exploration.  I 

quote at length a crucial passage from his “Letter,” for the concerns Banks there raises 

about rhetoric and democracy are central to this dissertation; and the terms he uses will 

serve well my later discussion of how we might foster an arguably more democratic 

attitude towards conflict and difference, an attitude (or habit of thought) that might help 

us keep from diminishing each other’s humanity through language and force.  Here is 

what Banks says about how people on the left should also check our contempt for our 

fellow Americans, lest we wish to thwart the very democracy we claim to defend and 

with it also those assuredly democratic virtues of justice and pluralism:  

There is a great temptation, largely unremarked on our side of these issues, to let 

our opposition to our government and its corporate institutions slide into a kind of 

cynical alienation from our fellow Americans that can easily be construed as anti-

Americanism. We do grow weary and defensive and sometimes insecure, and in 

order just to preserve our privately held values and character we sometimes 

withdraw from the fray altogether and toss off blanket denouncements of all 

things American, even including our fellow citizens. We pull back into a “small 

colony of the saved,” as the poet Robert Creeley called it. I want to warn you 
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against this temptation. We must not abandon our fellow citizens, who are 

struggling just as you and I are to do the right thing, but who, for numerous, very 

good and understandable reasons, have not the clarity or strength to oppose the 

power of the president and his helpers, to resist the sense-surrounding news 

media, to condemn the consumer-driven economy, and to overcome their fear of 

people who do not look like them or think like them. . . . That is all I am asking of 

you. That you refuse to abandon your neighbors. That you refuse to withdraw into 

the safe haven of cynical alienation from the people who share your history as an 

American, even though, when it comes to supporting the president and his 

helpers, they stand opposite you; even though, when you show them how they 

have been deceived, they say they are happy with things as they are. (23) 

By describing why and how we ought to check our contempt for our fellow Americans, 

Banks provides us more generally a theory – or better yet fosters an attitude, a 

temperament – towards how we ought to more reflectively assess our competing 

allegiances and loyalties, how we ought to more generously and productively contest 

opposing beliefs and values (while still actually contesting them), how we ought to cope 

more productively with conflict and difference.  Informing this attitude, this habit of 

thought, he suggests are two such methods of coping, or ways of negotiating 

intersubjective agreement: empathic imagination and reasoned deliberation.  What is 

more, this attitude and these methods are not simply the subjects of Banks’s message; 

they also inform its content and shape its form.  For not only does Banks promote a 
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rhetoric of empathy; he also employs and models (and perhaps even critiques) this 

rhetoric in and through the essay itself. 

 Originally published in the international journal AUTODAFE, Banks’s argument 

takes the potentially effective, albeit avuncular (and thus potentially also condescending) 

rhetorical form of a letter to his granddaughter Sarah.  Very quickly Sarah falls out of the 

letter, as Banks begins to address more directly and intimately his audience as “you” (me, 

us), never mentioning again his granddaughter’s name beyond the salutation (“My dear 

Sarah”).  Thus only ostensibly addressing his granddaughter, Banks adopts the first-

person voice in order to speak directly, more intimately, to his otherwise unnamed, thus 

general and generalizable interlocutor(s).   

 However, the “us” might comprise yet other readers besides young self-identified 

liberals, progressives, or leftists like Sarah; it might include also the international readers 

of the journal AUTODAFE (published in seven countries, including the U. S.) – 

international readers who also no doubt have a bone to pick with America due in no small 

part, say, to what they perceive as our imperialistic tendencies.  In short, it seems that 

Banks is trying, finally, to convince anyone who considers herself anti-American to 

remember that this country, like any other, is comprised of “our fellow citizens, who are 

struggling just as you and I are to do the right thing.” 

 As I have suggested, the letter itself takes the form of a narrative mostly, and in this 

story, Banks tells us briefly about his own experiences growing up during the Vietnam 

war, about the difficulty he and his sisters had in determining their allegiances to family 

and government, in coming to understand their own place in the world, in society.  But 
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mostly he imagines how newer generations of liberals, progressives, and leftists must feel 

now, with so many people seemingly contented with the war in Iraq, following the 

contested first election of George W. Bush.  Banks then reminds us – the presumably 

disenchanted but well meaning, justice-seeking Sarahs of the world – why we cannot 

allow our feelings of frustration and disappointment to stagnate into despair, cynicism, or 

hatred.  He imagines that we, like Sarah, now face similar difficulties in determining 

where we stand in regards to our political allegiances, in regards to our loyalties to a 

nation that seems bent on thwarting the very democratic values it most claims to promote, 

a nation divided by war and partisan politics; and so, Banks imagines too the difficulties 

we now face in determining where we stand also in relation to others whose allegiances 

and loyalties we do not share, with those people whose politics and ethics we very 

strongly oppose. 

 Banks of course knows that he cannot stop the war abroad; so he sets his sights on the 

war at home, the ideological one that threatens to divide the nation along red and blue 

party lines.  In the letter, thus, he asks us not to abandon “our fellow citizens,” who we 

are to imagine are not unlike us, “struggling” as they are “to do the right thing, but who, 

for numerous, very good and understandable reasons, have not the clarity or strength to 

oppose the power of the president.”  In short, he asks us to empathize with our 

opposition.  And he does so, it seems, less in order to understand better their motives for 

supporting Bush or the war – for understanding, for instance, their “numerous, very good 

and understandable reasons.”  Rather, he has us empathize with them, I will argue, mostly 

to remind us of our common ground.  For certainly Banks appeals to what we have in 
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common as American citizens, we who share a history and thus presumably also faith in 

certain democratic values.  But even more significant – if only because this appeal to a 

shared history and shared values will apparently only take us so far, politically and 

ideologically divided as the nation is – even more significant, then, is his appeal to 

something a little more universal: our shared efforts as a nation, as a species perhaps, to 

be good people “struggling . . . to do the right thing.”  And it is through this appeal at 

once to tolerance, understanding, and identification – and to solidarity, to something 

arguably more deeply fundamental to our species’ survival, something not unlike 

reciprocation, or love – that in his narrative Banks not only models the process of 

empathic reasoning but also illustrates the democratic ends to which we might put this 

process of dialectic and deliberation.
18

 

 And so he does more than ask that we empathize with our opposition.  He attempts, 

through the narrative itself, to show us how to empathize with them, by dramatizing the 

process of empathic reasoning and foregrounding its methods and aims.  He also 
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 And in this regard especially, Banks’s “Letter” appears almost entirely modeled on Baldwin’s own essay, 

included in The Fire Next Time (1963), entitled “My Dungeon Shook: Letter to My Nephew on the One 

Hundredth Anniversary of the Emancipation.”  There, addressing his nephew, Baldwin makes much the 

same appeal for understanding and solidarity, even in the face of ignorance and intolerance:  

 

Please try to be clear, dear James, through the storm which rages about your youthful head today, 

about the reality which lies behind the words acceptance and integration.  There is no reason for 

you to try to become like white people and there is no basis whatever for their impertinent 

assumption that they must accept you.  The really terrible thing, old buddy, is that you must accept 

them.  And I mean that very seriously.  You must accept them and accept them with love.  For 

these innocent people have no other hope.  They are, in effect, still trapped in a history which they 

do not understand; and until they understand it, then cannot be released from it.  They have had to 

believe for many years, and for innumerable reasons, that black men are inferior to white men.  

Many of them, indeed, know better, but, as you will discover, people find it very difficult to act on 

what they know. (8-9) 

 

In fact, Baldwin should here put us in mind not only of Banks but also Booth, who claims for rhetoric the 

goal of “understanding: the intellectual equivalent of love” (“Afterword” 290). 
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dramatizes, incidentally, the limitations of empathic reasoning.  As readers of earlier 

drafts of this project have noted, Banks’s letter is in some ways condescending, not only 

towards those presumably more liberal readers to whom the author addresses his 

argument but also, perhaps especially, towards those more conservative “fellow citizens” 

whose reasons for supporting the Bush administration Banks arguably too simply reduces 

to, and too quickly dismisses as, their powerlessness and inability to think more clearly.
 19

  

In these ways, Banks potentially compromises, to some degree anyway, his appeal for 

empathy, since he equips his readers with an arguably inadequate understanding and 

perhaps even an unjust judgment of our fellow citizens’ assuredly more complex reasons, 

beliefs, and motives.   

 And yet, while I share to some degree this criticism of Banks’s letter, I am not yet 

sure how seriously this condescension discounts his argument – his attempt to inspire the 

assuredly hostile and dismissive segment of his intended audience not to abandon their 

fellow citizens.  That is to say, I’m not sure how corrosive is Banks’s condescension, in 

this case anyway, considering his likely rhetorical goals (e.g., increasing solidarity and 

tolerance) and intended, or primary, audience, which we might assume is comprised 

mostly of liberals and leftists apparently fairly hostile towards, and themselves very 

dismissive of conservatives (an assumption based on the essay’s content, tone, argument, 

place of publication, and ostensibly directly addressed audience).  Given this audience 
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 I would especially like to thank Dr. Brian Bremen for his feedback on an earlier draft of my analysis of 

Banks’s “Letter.”  By directing my attention to the ways in which Banks potentially condescends to those 

“fellow citizens” with whom he hopes for his readers to empathize, Dr. Bremen directed my attention to 

ways I could more critically interrogate the limits of Banks’s efforts to facilitate empathic reasoning in his 

readers.   
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who is likely resistant (initially anyway) to Banks’s argument (i.e., his claim and reasons 

for greater solidarity with and tolerance of war-supporting conservatives and their ilk), it 

seems perfectly sensible his attempt to inspire this hostile and dismissive audience not to 

abandon their “fellow citizens,” who of course include many conservatives who are 

themselves fairly hostile towards, and dismissive of their opposition on the left.   

 Moreover, I am not yet sure how significantly this condescension diminishes the 

potential for, or eclipses the positive consequences of, empathic reasoning in general.  In 

part, that is because we might always find it condescending, at least to some degree 

anyway, to speak for someone else.  And yet, as Richard Rorty reminds us in 

Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, the condescension that results from speaking for 

others is a risk we have to take in order to ensure that they have a voice at all – a claim 

for acknowledging and representing others not unlike the claims made above by Cavell 

and Crosswhite.  In fact, Rorty’s claim is quite similar to the one that Hannah Arendt 

makes in Between Past and Future, when she describes the politics and ethics of 

representation: “Political thought is representative. I form an opinion by considering a 

given issue from different viewpoints, by making present to my mind the standpoints of 

those who are absent; that is, I represent them" (241). 

And Rorty makes this point in the service of defending his claim that the liberal 

novelist is especially well equipped at facilitating identification and solidarity with “the 

other.” 
20

  And Rorty offers literature, novels especially, as the key means by which we 
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 Rorty makes this claim for solidarity and understanding in the service of supporting also his notion of 

“liberal ironism”: his brand of critical self-consciousness – or self-reflexivity concerning our “final 

vocabularies” – that “incline[s one] to say that when we surrender an old platitude (e.g., . . . ‘Blacks have 

no rights which whites are bound to respect’), we have made a change rather than discovered a fact” (77). 
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“increase our skill at recognizing and describing the different sorts of little things around 

which individuals or communities center their fantasies and their lives” (93).  And part of 

this skill at recognition and description requires that we attend more fully to cruelty and 

suffering.  For according to Rorty 

victims of cruelty, people who are suffering, do not have much in the way of a 

language.  That is why there is no such things as the “voice of the oppressed” or 

the “language of the victim.”  The language victims once used is not working 

anymore, and they are suffering too much to put new words together.  So the job 

of putting their situation into language is going to have to be done for them by 

somebody else.  The liberal novelist, poet, or journalist is good at that.  The 

liberal theorist usually is not. (94) 

I do not mean to suggest that conservatives are “suffering” at the hands of cruel liberals 

and leftists.  But I do mean to suggest that his readers are cruel, those like Sarah who 

might or would abandon their fellow citizens.  And I mean to suggest also that Banks is 

giving this demographic a voice nonetheless, and that we might excuse him for the 

condescension that attends this effort to expand his readers’ sympathies – to keep those of 

us like Sarah from “abandon[ing] our fellow citizens, who are struggling just as you and I 

are to do the right thing, but who, for numerous, very good and understandable reasons, 

have not the clarity or strength to oppose the power of the president and his helpers.”  For 

I certainly mean to suggest also that his readers are definitely cruel, those on the left who 

might or would abandon their fellow citizens and “pull back into the colony of the saved” 
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– those on the left not unlike their reactionary counterparts on the right.  In short, given 

Banks’s likely reasons for publishing this piece for this particular audience, we might 

temper our judgment of his rhetoric, perhaps forgiving him some for his indirect and 

arguably unintended condescension towards these “fellow citizens” – condescension that 

pales in comparison, of course, to the forms of condescension (and coercion) employed 

by both the left and the right that Banks opposes and hopes to resist with his essay. 

  There are certainly limits, then, to what empathic reasoning can be expected to 

achieve, or even to what it can be expected to avoid (e.g., condescension).  But again, I 

do not expect empathic reasoning to require or achieve forgiveness – if here it seems that 

Banks or I recommend forgiveness (or forgetting) as the ends of empathic reasoning.  

Nor do I believe that empathic reasoning can achieve anything resembling political 

consensus or social harmony.  It cannot.  I do hope, however, that empathic reasoning 

requires and achieves greater understanding, deliberation, and justice – all tempered with 

a little charity, if not also, when applicable, a little mercy and maybe also pity (which for 

some is perhaps also condescending; but so be it).  And this is why I think Banks’s 

“Letter” is still effective, not only as a model for empathic reasoning but also as an 

instance of its achievement and as an account of its limits – because this text, a narrative, 

humanizes to his audience those “fellow citizens” whom they might otherwise condemn 

and dismiss as beyond hope; because it requires folks like Sarah to show, if not a little 

charity, mercy, and pity, then definitely a little understanding; because it demands (and 

dramatizes) the process of deliberation through which we might temper with greater 

understanding, and thereby also delay our judgments – temper and delay, that is, our 
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quickness to judge too harshly and unjustly “the other” – if only just a little, and if only to 

keep us from exacerbating conflict unproductively, by more certainly cruel and violent 

means towards more certainly cruel and violent ends.  

 

Empathy, Education, and Democracy: Some Multidisciplinary Correspondences  

So far I have explored only some of the ways in which we might engage both with 

narrative and public argument in order to expand potentially our capacities to empathize 

with others.  Mostly, I have modeled some methods of reading and modes of analysis 

especially well suited, I think, to the texts and controversies I have examined, many of 

which are thematically clustered around the issues of terrorism, incommensurability, and 

political tolerance and coercion.  Russell Banks has been the test case, and his novels, I 

have argued, are exemplary narratives and public arguments to which we can turn in 

order to exercise and interrogate our efforts to sympathize and empathize with “the 

other,” in particular those individuals whose reasons we find alien or intolerable, but not 

necessarily in the service of coming to think the person made the right decision – a John 

Brown or a Paul Ross Evans, a Wade Whitehouse, a Sarah, maybe even a red state 

conservative (someone not unlike Ann Coulter) who defends every decision made by 

George W. Bush and his administration.  I have suggested also that Banks advances, both 

in and out of his fiction, a vision of rhetoric much in line with the hopes for public 

discourse and democratic deliberation described by the various scholars discussed in this 

project: a vision of rhetoric that seems a very healthy pluralistic, perhaps even fairly 

pragmatist attitude towards social conflict and difference.  This vision of rhetoric he 
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advances especially through his call for a democratic literary tradition, central to which, 

he argues, is “a commitment to witnessing” – a call I too have advanced in this project, 

and one I will return to explore at the end of this chapter. 

  With Banks’s “Letter” I have explored, in effect, some of the challenges of 

democratic citizenship, in particular the challenge of balancing our individual political 

allegiances and loyalties with the quest for equality, justice, and political tolerance for 

others.  In the rest of this chapter, I will explore the pedagogical implications of empathic 

reasoning, in particular the ways in which it might variously foster the kinds of 

democratic citizenship and political tolerance that helps us negotiate the conflicts we 

encounter between what education theorists (Nie et al.) describe on the one hand as 

democratic political engagement and, on the other hand, democratic political 

enlightenment – both crucial, they suggest with political theorist Robert Dahl, to 

citizenship and to the health of democratic institutions. 

 In short, I will explore why and how empathic reasoning – at once a process, attitude, 

and effect – ought to inform our work in the humanities.  This work, I have suggested, 

especially includes our study of language, literature, rhetoric, culture, and politics (what 

Robert Scholes calls “textuality”); our efforts to advance Wayne Booth’s mutual inquiry 

and exploration; our struggles to achieve the kind of agonistic classroom that Patricia 

Roberts-Miller recommends as a means of fostering a more deliberative model of the 

democratic public sphere; and our efforts also to challenge our students and ourselves to 

cultivate those civic capacities that Martha Nussbaum recommends as the means by 

which we can confront more responsibly and fully the conflict and difference that we are 
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liable to encounter in courses the subject of which is in fact conflict and difference, 

courses that engage thoroughly with multiculturalism, social justice, ethical dilemmas, 

and social and moral controversies – courses more or less closely modeled on actual 

democratic political discourse and debate. 

  Fortunately, I am not alone in arguing that this pluralist, perhaps also fairly 

pragmatist, (or maybe just “rhetorical”) attitude ought to inform our work in the 

humanities.  I have discussed already a number of authors who promote, in some way, a 

pluralistic investment in narrative and empathy: these authors range from Antczak, 

Booth, Banks, Nussbaum, and Bérubé to Young, Goodin, and Roberts-Miller.  However, 

there are four other areas of research the scholars of which, I will suggest, promote some 

version of this democratic political vision, who see improved empathic reasoning as 

crucial to social and personal development and the formation of enlightened citizens.  

The first group includes political theorists like Robert Dahl, who with Young and 

Roberts-Miller argue that cultivating political tolerance is necessary to preserving the 

health of our representative democracy.  The second group features education scholars 

who study the role formal education serves in cultivating such tolerance and fostering 

enlightened democratic citizenship and political engagement.  The third group includes 

social psychologists who describe empathic reasoning (what they call “perspective 

taking”) as a sophisticated cognitive process; this group includes also those social 

psychologists who have studied the relationships among perspective taking, socialization, 

individuation, justice, and moral development.  Finally, the fourth group includes 

scholars and proponents of liberal education – proponents also of pluralism and 
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pragmatism – who place democratic education for citizenship central to our work in the 

humanities.  In this next section, then, I will discuss some of the ways these four groups 

overlap and also reiterate my above preliminary claims concerning the value of empathic 

reasoning both to democracy and the humanities.   

 Then – before concluding this chapter with a more general discussion of the role 

empathic reasoning plays, or should play, in our understanding of the humanities and a 

liberal education – I will situate my view of the humanities alongside another scholar 

whom I admire, Robert Scholes’s slightly different assessment of the humanities.  There, 

in this middle section I will examine in particular Scholes’s take on the crisis of the 

humanities, in what he calls our “posthumanist” world. I will suggest that with his 

notions of “textuality” and “textual power” (discussed also in my project’s introduction), 

Scholes offers us precisely the right means of achieving the kinds of reasoned 

deliberation and political tolerance, or pluralism, this project promotes through empathic 

reasoning.  But I will argue that he does not adequately advertise as the ends of liberal 

education – the ends, for example, of reasoning, inquiry, dialectic, textual analysis – the 

kinds of civic virtues this project also promotes. 

 My goal in this middle section, in addressing Scholes’s defense of the humanities, is 

to anticipate and address some potential objections I am likely to meet with this project – 

objections both practical and theoretical concerning the extent to which we can, or should 

wish to, “inculcate” our students with civic virtue.  In this section I hope, thus, to 

complicate, if not challenge, some of the more discipline-oriented critiques my project is 

sure to receive, especially by those of us appropriately skeptical of calls (both from inside 
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and outside the academy) simply to teach the Great Books – those sources of universal 

wisdom falsely assumed able to transfer to their readers the immutable verities on which 

truth, beauty, and the good are grounded.  Since I seem to be arguing for the virtues of 

narratives, it may seem that I am endorsing the pedagogical goals of the belletristic 

tradition: that teaching the best that has been thought will transform our students into 

better people, and, hence, better citizens.  That is not my claim. 

 In part, then, my goal in these following two sections – especially in my overview of 

others’ research on the relationships among democracy, education, empathy, and political 

tolerance – is to buttress my claims concerning empathic reasoning, especially my claim 

that narrative fiction can play a crucial role in cultivating empathic reasoning, as well as 

my claim that empathic reasoning can and should play more crucial roles not only in our 

understanding of a liberal education but also in our education for democratic citizenship.  

Following these sections I will conclude the project by discussing further these roles for 

literature and empathic reasoning, and the ways in which these roles are related, while 

elaborating further on the means and ends of democratic education.  

 

Empathic Reasoning and Education for Democratic Citizenship  

I have argued that empathic reasoning is a crucial component both of liberal 

education and democratic citizenship – a civic capacity we can and should cultivate 

through the means prescribed by a number of scholars, including Nussbaum’s narrative 

imagination, Bérubé’s reciprocal recognition, and Booth’s mutual inquiry and 

exploration.  Now I would like to defend these claims more fully by drawing some 
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connections among the above-mentioned fields of scholarship: democratic political 

theory, education theory, and social psychology. 

  Describing the conditions favorable to the health of a country’s democratic 

institution, political theorist Robert Dahl states in On Democracy that  

The prospects for stable democracy in a country are improved if its citizens and 

leaders strongly support democratic ideas, values, and practices.  The most 

reliable support comes when these beliefs and predispositions are embedded in 

the country’s culture and are transmitted, in large part, from one generation to the 

next.  In other words, the country possesses a democratic political culture. 

A democratic political culture would help to form citizens who believe that: 

democracy and political equality are desirable goals; control over military and 

police should be fully in the hands of elected leaders; the basic democratic 

institutions . . . should be maintained; and political differences and disagreements 

among citizens should be tolerated and protected. (On Democracy 157) 

From among this set of democratic values and practices crucial to a democratic political 

culture, this project has explored ways of cultivating in citizens especially the final belief, 

concerning the tolerance and protection of difference and disagreement.  And with this 

final belief, Dahl echoes of course the claims made by proponents of deliberative 

democracy.  As already discussed, these proponents include political theorist Iris Marion 

Young and rhetorical theorist Patricia Roberts-Miller, who propose that in order to 

preserve pluralistic difference and to foster greater deliberation we must engage more 
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productively and actively with agonistic rhetoric, or argumentation, and also with 

narratives that encourage confrontations with multicultural difference.   

 In short, what these theorists all prescribe for the health of democracy and a 

democratic political culture is tolerance for others.  Indeed, as Dahl suggests elsewhere, 

in his On Political Equality, tolerance is crucial to democracy because it is crucial to 

equality.   Among the features that “an ideal democracy would . . . require,” Dahl 

includes, among others, “inclusion” and the fundamental right “to participate on an equal 

footing with one’s fellow citizens in exercising final control over the agenda” (8-10). And 

outlining the political institutions necessary to a representative democracy, Dahl 

identifies the six most important institutions, four of which touch on tolerance and all of 

which satisfy three of the four “criteria of ideal democracy” – those three criteria 

including effective participation, control of the agenda, and enlightened understanding.  

The four institutions he identifies are “freedom of expression,” “alternative sources of 

information,” “associational autonomy,” and “inclusion of all members of the demos.”  

But, Dahl asks, “what drives people to act in ways that will help to bring about changes 

that will actually enhance political equality? Reason? Egoism? Altruism? Compassion? 

Empathy? Envy? Anger? Hatred? And or all of these?” (30, his emphasis).   

And from among these answers he selects reason and empathy to explore in detail.  

Reason, he argues, is crucial, sure, to achieving equality, but alone it will not suffice: 

[S]ome of our most distinguished philosophers have, I believe, placed too much 

weight on the strength of human reason as a force for justice or fairness.  I want to 

suggest instead that what actually drives the search for fairness is not pure reason 
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but emotions and passions.  Reason may serve to guide action toward justice.  It 

may (and I believe should) assist us in choosing the most efficient means to good 

ends.  But what impels action are emotions. [. . .]  

[T]he motivations that drive people to change the status quo in order to 

achieve greater political equality – fighting for civil rights and the extensions of 

the suffrage, for example – appear to cover  a wide range, from altruism, 

compassion, empathy, and sympathy to envy, anger, indignation, and hatred. [. . .]  

Language, reason, intuition, and feelings like empathy help us to learn how to 

cooperate with others, to act in cooperation with others in order to build 

organizations and institutions, to work within their limits, and to alter them.  

Neither language, reason, intuition, empathy, nor feelings alone would be 

sufficient: they all seem to be necessary for human cooperation in organizations, 

complex processes, and institutions. (32, 37, 42) 

And yet, elaborating on empathy’s role, alongside reason, in advancing equality, Dahl 

reminds us also that “empathy has distinct limits” – but limits, he suggests, that “are 

necessary to life”:  

What a bit of honest introspection will confirm in each of us, I believe, is that 

empathy is a limited force for inducing us to sacrifice our own well-being or that 

of those who are closest to us – a rather small number of persons – for the benefit 

of distant others. . . . To return now to political equality: if unaided egoism is too 

weak a force for mobilizing us to act directly on behalf of the basic rights of 

distant others, so too is empathy.  Yet in some times and places, combinations of 
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egoism, empathy, sympathy, rationality, language, and communication help some 

groups of human beings to construct cultures and institutions, including political 

cultures and institutions, that operate to protect the basic rights of distant, 

unknown, and unknowable others, including the basic rights necessary to political 

equality. (43-4) 

Again, what Dahl here describes is the extent to which democracy relies on cooperation 

and tolerance which empathy, in part and with variable success, helps foster.  But what 

Dahl does not explore is how exactly – that is, by what means – we cultivate empathy, 

and in turn cooperation and tolerance.   

For answers to this question, I have turned, for example, to scholars like Nussbaum 

and Bérubé, who promote pedagogies sensitive to multiculturalism; I have also turned to 

Booth and the pragmatists, who promote inquiry-based approaches to learning, and 

rhetorical scholars like Antczak and Roberts-Miller, who along with Booth promote a 

healthy pluralism, both in terms of pedagogical means and democratic ends.  However, 

for more discussion of the ways education and empathy promote citizenship and 

tolerance, one can turn also to two other fields of research: education scholarship on the 

role formal education serves in the formation of democratic citizenship, as well as social 

psychology research into the role empathy serves in both moral and social development.  

 A number of education scholars have noted the role empathy serves as an end of 

education crucial to both one’s social and moral development.  Studying, for example, the 

effects of college on students, educational psychologist Ernest T. Pascarella and 

education scholar Patrick T. Terenzini identify as one of the fundamental processes of 
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student development the “capacity for detachment from self and for empathy controls 

access to higher developmental levels,” a capacity the authors describe as follows: 

Recognition of the pluralism of knowledge and values, the ability to differentiate 

among alternatives, and the capacity to deal with the conflicts that may exist 

among alternatives are preconditions for another important process common to 

developmental models: the ability to separate from self and empathize with 

others, to put oneself in the place of another, to adopt another’s point of view.  

For most developmental writers, the capacity for empathy with others represents a 

major determinant of higher-level individual development.  Most importantly, the 

capacity for empathy is presumed to lead not only to a better understanding of self 

and a wider appreciation of the ideas and rights of others but also to the 

development of more mature interpersonal relationships and ultimately to the 

development of commitments. (46) 

Echoing the findings of social psychologists, as I will soon illustrate, the authors identify 

a number of preconditions for empathy to obtain, including the kinds of pluralistic meta-

awareness and conflict resolution that other scholars discussed in this project describe as 

key components of democratic citizenship.  Interestingly, many of these scholars, 

including Dahl and the education scholars and social psychologists I discuss below, see 

this process as reciprocal and generative, claiming also that empathy is in turn a 

precondition for pluralism, tolerance, and productive conflict to obtain.  

 Especially enlightening in this regard is the study conducted by Nie et al. into the 

relationship between education and democratic citizenship.  In their study the authors 
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claim that “[e]ducation is the driving force in the development of citizenship qualities 

through two distinct pathways – the first, to political engagement . . . and the second, to 

democratic enlightenment through cognitive proficiency” (6).  They go on to trace these 

pathways, defining the qualities that belong to each:  

Just as formal education is important to political engagement by enabling citizens 

to recognize and pursue political interests, education, in its effect on democratic 

enlightenment, also limits the harmful pursuit of self-interest.  In the absence of 

democratic values and norms, and with democratic citizenship as political 

engagement only, the practice of democracy would be more akin to unbridled 

freedom.  And, while it is clear that there are other constraints on the individual 

exercise of liberty, democratic enlightenment works to harness the freedom of 

political engagement and imbues the practice of citizenship with a sense of 

responsibility.  Thus, democratic citizenship as enlightened political engagement 

means that citizens are capable of pursuing political preferences within the 

framework of a polity in which there are shared interests in protecting both the 

normative goals of fairness and equality and the democratic process of free 

expression. (19)  

Indeed, in effect echoing Dahl, Nie et al. include political tolerance as one of the seven 

characteristics of democratic citizenship, an attribute of democratic enlightenment that 

requires we “[a]ppeal to procedural fairness and recognize the legitimacy of competing 

interests” (20-1).  According to the authors  
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Tolerance is a characteristic of the democratic enlightenment aspect of 

citizenship, where a high degree of tolerance signifies the recognition of the 

importance of allowing all in the political community the right to express their 

views, regardless of the content.  Citizens who are committed to tolerance are in 

effect declaring their support for the protection of a free and open society.  In the 

absence of this freedom, the system is weakened, for intolerance of the expression 

of political interests by one group of citizens means that the interests of any 

citizen may be deemed inappropriate and thus silenced.  Support of tolerance 

underscores the recognition that intolerance raises the possibility that all citizens 

may lose the right to political expression and political engagement. (29-30)  

The authors later note that based on the data from their 1990 Citizen Participation Study, 

“[e]ducation is also strongly related to tolerance.  Those with higher levels of educational 

attainment are much more likely to say that they support the right of public expression for 

those with unpopular political views. . . . The data show a steep increase in tolerance with 

each additional year of education” (31-2, 36).   

 But, they ask, “What links education to enlightened political engagement?”  And 

according to their study 

Educational attainment takes a cognitive pathway in its influence on attributes of 

democratic enlightenment through its effect on the development of verbal 

cognitive proficiency. . . . The verbal cognitive proficiency of citizens represents 

their capacity to understand political events and analyze the implications.  As 

such, an appropriate measure of the cognitive effects of education is one that 
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captures the capabilities that are important to the words and language of politics.  

Political struggles in democracy are waged in public arguments, amidst the 

rhetoric of political debate.  Because politics is largely concerned with the 

utilization and manipulation of language, verbal cognitive proficiency, as opposed 

to mathematical or spatial ability, is the most relevant aspect of cognitive ability 

in relation to democratic citizenship. (39-41, emphasis in original)   

This verbal cognitive proficiency, we scholars in the humanities rightly assume, is 

exercised especially in our encounters with what English studies scholar Robert Scholes 

calls “textuality” (a concept discussed in the introduction to which I will return later in 

this chapter), exercised also through the narrative imagination that Nussbaum describes 

and the modes of rhetorical and literary analysis and mutual inquiry, or coduction, that 

Booth describes.   

Moreover, the authors here help emphasize the point made by proponents of 

deliberative democracy: that crucial to deliberation is not only public argument but the 

agonistic-inflected classroom the content of which is “the rhetoric of political debate.”  In 

fact, the authors say as much themselves when they later claim that  

support for the freedom of expression and the principle of democratic discussion 

may also come from a deeply help belief in the intrinsic value of deliberation that 

reaches beyond calculations of individual rationality.  Adherence to the right, and 

social value, of the free expression of political ideas has been considered a 

necessary, if not sufficient, condition for democratic deliberation.  Tolerance in 
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the mass public has frequently been identified as one of the most important 

prerequisites for the health, viability, and survivability of democracy. (120-1)  

And according to their “findings explaining why education is linked to tolerance” – 

where “verbal proficiency is the main mediating variable” – the authors claim that 

Thus far, the data clearly indicate that the more educated citizen is much more 

likely to understand that he or she has a stake in protecting the right of all citizens 

to express their political views and are more tolerant of the expression of 

unpopular, and even extreme, political views than those with less education.  The 

more highly educated can reason that the process that protects freedom of 

expression for those whose beliefs may seem marginal is the same process that, in 

the long run, also protects the rights of all.  Freedom of expression costs open 

societies very little, yet the coercion required to prevent it is costly indeed, and the 

more educated the individual, the more likely he or she is to understand and 

believe this.  Tolerance requires even greater conceptual understanding than 

simply recognizing either the guarantee of the fifth amendment or the most 

important difference between democracy and dictatorship.  As such, it is at the 

center of our conceptualization of the enlightenment dimension of citizenship.  

Most importantly, it is the cognitive outcomes of education, rather than the 

positional outcomes, that are responsible for the connection between education 

and tolerance. (70-2) 

I have argued throughout this project that empathic reasoning is a method for fostering 

the kind of cognitive outcomes the authors describe – not only the type of conceptual 
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understanding the authors describe but also the kind of cooperation- or solidarity-

preserving mechanism we associate with tolerance which they identify, with Dahl, as a 

necessary feature of representative democracy.  Thus, with Nussbaum, I echo the authors 

also in their claim that education for democratic citizenship requires more than content 

knowledge of the laws and norms of democracy (what Nussbaum identifies as only one 

of the three civic capacities necessary for “cultivating humanity”).  Such civic education 

requires also, in effect, what Antczak calls the intellectual reconstitution of the 

democratic audience, which I have suggested we might achieve in part by cultivating 

those capacities like Nussbaum’s narrative imagination, Bérubé’s reciprocal recognition, 

and Booth’s mutual inquiry and exploration.   

And still, the authors of this study do not discuss pedagogical or curricular specifics.  

Nevertheless, they hint generally at how formal education fosters tolerance and empathy: 

that much of what we associate with a liberal education – including rhetorical and literary 

analysis – serve especially as the means by which we cultivate verbal proficiency and 

critical thinking.  And by claiming that tolerance requires great conceptual understanding 

and cognitive ability, even verbal proficiency, the authors help reiterate my suggestion 

that we can cultivate tolerance through empathic reasoning, exercising this intellectual 

and civic capacity especially by means of the types of analysis and deliberation that this 

project describes, models, and promotes as both the process and ends of empathic 

reasoning. 

 Moreover, their discussion of the cognitive sophistication required of tolerance 

echoes those social psychologists who claim something similar for the most advanced 



 

246 

form of empathy, which they call perspective taking.  Interestingly, these social 

psychologists also happen to have much to say about the relationship between empathy 

and moral and social development, even about the role empathy potentially serves in 

regards to tolerance for “outgroups,” that is, “stigmatized social groups” (Davis 102).   

 Social psychologist Mark Davis, for example, distinguishes among different forms 

and degrees of empathic arousal and response, establishing a spectrum of “processes 

which generate empathic outcomes in the observer” at the ends of which he contrasts 

noncognitive processes (e.g., motor mimicry) with advanced cognitive processes, which 

include language-mediated association and role taking, or perspective taking (15-7).  

Referring to Martin Hoffman’s own taxonomy, Davis defines role taking – “the most 

advanced process” – as “the attempts by one individual to understand another by 

imagining the other’s perspective.  It is typically an effortful process, involving both the 

suppression of one’s own egocentric perspective on events and the active entertaining of 

someone else’s” (17).  Davis also distinguishes among three forms of role taking – 

perceptual, cognitive, and affective – the latter two of which (but especially the 

cognitive) both figuring in my notion of empathic reasoning:  

In perceptual role taking, the individual imagines how an object or set of objects 

appears to someone who occupies a different physical vantage point; in cognitive 

role taking the individual infers something about another’s thoughts, motives, or 

intentions; in affective role taking, the individual infers the emotional reaction 

experienced by another person. (47-8) 
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One measure of cognitive perspective taking, Davis tells us, are decentering tasks that 

“assess the degree to which subjects understand that different people possess differing 

perspectives on the same event” – a capacity measured in children, for example, by their 

ability to “coordinate the perspectives represented by the three different versions” of 

stories they tell, each from the different perspective of three characters represented in a 

picture (49).  

 As for measuring subjects’ capacities for affective role taking, Davis reminds us that 

“[t]hese measures do not . . . assess whether subjects actually experience an emotional 

reaction, merely their ability to infer it in others” (50).  I include this last point as a 

reminder that compassion, or so-called fellow feeling, need not require an affective 

response from the empathic agent: an emotional response, some rightly fear, that would 

likely both compromise the accuracy of one’s empathic engagement with another person 

and forestall the possibility of critical judgment, even just action.  This is the caveat I 

describe in chapter one, where working from Nussbaum’s notion of compassion as a form 

and component of reasoning, I suggest that we attempt to take the full measure of 

someone’s experience, even imagine more of that experience to take as full a measure as 

we might, but always careful not to project onto that person our own feelings, motives, 

and thoughts.  Of course, because we cannot know how much we are likely still 

projecting onto the other person, even with our best conscious efforts not to, we will 

always butt up against this certain limit of empathic reasoning.  Indeed, Davis also 

reminds us that there are definite limits to this capacity for role taking: “Because such 

role-taking efforts require quite advanced cognitive skills, Hoffman believes that this 
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mode is likely to be less frequently employed than most of the others” (40); moreover, 

“simply being in possession of an advanced role-taking skill is not enough to ensure its 

use in everyday social settings, and the ability to respond to another with feelings of 

sympathy and compassion is not always employed when faced with an unfortunate other” 

(45).   

 And yet, Davis does also tell us that when it works, perspective taking can positively 

influence social behavior, particularly by increasing our tolerance for outgroups, and he 

cites two studies that “have examined the impact of dispositional empathic tendencies on 

tolerant attitudes toward stigmatized social groups.  These studies therefore examine an 

evaluative judgment made by observers regarding some class of targets” (102).  Both 

studies, neither of which he conducted, employed Davis’s own Interpersonal Reactivity 

Index (IRI) – one of four scales of which is the Perspective Taking (PT) scale, which 

“measures the reported tendency to spontaneously adopt the psychological point of view 

of others in everyday life”: 

[T]he perspective taking scale seems to be the only existing adult measure which 

assesses the process of social role taking.  The items of this scale explicitly ask 

about the respondent’s likelihood of engaging in attempts to entertain the point of 

view of other people (process); they do not inquire about the purported outcome 

of that process (e.g., accuracy or social insight).  In addition, the PT items focus 

exclusively on the individual’s perspective-taking tendencies in different 

situations, and not on perspective-taking ability or capacity. (55, 57) 
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The first study (Underwood and Briggs [1980)]), conducted at the University of Texas at 

Austin after the 1979 seizure of the American embassy in Iran, examined undergraduates’ 

“feelings of punitiveness toward Iran and Iranians,” and found that “[t]hose scoring high 

on the IRI’s PT scale were significantly less likely to offer harsh and punitive evaluations 

of Iran, and they were also more likely to assign the United States some share of the 

responsibility for the circumstances leading up to the seizure” (102).  Also conducted 

among college students, but this time to assess their attitudes toward homosexuals and 

AIDS sufferers, the second study (Sheehan, Lennon, and McDevitt [1989]) found similar 

results: again, those who scored higher on the PT scale held “significantly . . . more 

favorable attitudes toward both homosexuals and AIDS sufferers” (102).   

 I include these research findings both to validate the educational goal of cultivating 

empathic reasoning and to suggest ways in which we might have our students employ and 

exercise this process, especially as they engage with multiculturalism and controversial 

texts and social issues.  And while Davis does not focus much more attention on 

particular social benefits of empathy, his fellow social psychologist Martin Hoffman 

does.  In fact, Hoffman devotes his study Empathy and Moral Development to exploring 

empathy and its implications for socialization and moral education, there advancing his 

claim that “empathy is the spark of human concern for others, the glue that makes social 

life possible” (3).   

 To be sure, Hoffman admits also to the limitations of what he calls empathic morality, 

or “empathic motivation’s positive contributions to prosocial moral action” – limitations, 

he claims, that “are due mainly to empathy’s dependence on intensity and salience of 
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distress cues and the relationship between the victim and the observer” (197), that is, 

over-arousal and bias.  Examining in detail these limitations – in particular the fact that 

“empathic morality is . . . subject to biases that favor friends, relatives, and people similar 

to oneself” – he concedes that “empathic morality, though a universal prosocial moral 

motive, is fragile (the Holocaust did happen)” (283).  But even with these limitations, he 

argues, we are hard pressed to find anything that can replace empathy; moreover, there 

are ways in which we can improve it.  As Hoffman says, “I can see nothing better on the 

horizon, however, unless it is empathic morality bonded to reciprocity and certain justice 

principles that guide and stabilize it . . . I have no reason to believe that the joining of 

empathic morality with reciprocity and justice is universal.  On the contrary, to bring 

about such joining will, I am sure, require cultural resolve, invention, and research” 

(283).  And so again we confront the question of how to cultivate this empathic morality.  

We confront also the question of how to join it with reciprocity, or caring, and 

distributive justice.  Hoffman provides answers to both questions, and his insights 

inevitably reiterate many of the claims this project makes concerning empathic reasoning.    

 According to Hoffman, “empathy may play an important role in moral judgment and 

reasoning” (221).  Central to this idea – which he realizes “is not new” since “Hume 

suggested it over two centuries ago” – is his claim that “most moral dilemmas in life 

arouse empathy because they involve victims, seen or unseen, present or future.  Empathy 

activates moral principles and, either directly or through these principles, influences 

moral judgment and reasoning” (245, 247).  And such moral judgment and reasoning is 
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especially crucial, he suggests (echoing Dahl and Nie et al.), to achieving tolerance, 

equality, and distributive justice: 

Virtually all domestic reforms entail some cost or sacrifice or at least diminished 

privileges on the part of some people in society for the sake of making things 

more equitable for others.  These costs are better when accepted than imposed, 

which is difficult in a society as atomized into its racial, ethnic, class, and regional 

components as ours seems to be becoming, where personal and group interests are 

compelling and people may not see why they should bail out troubled 

communities half a country away.  Many seem to reject the idea of a national 

responsibility for the well-being of others.  This is why empathic morality is 

important, and why empathic moral education that promotes crossing boundaries 

and empathizing beyond one’s group is also important. (248-9) 

And one crucial means by which we might promote such crossing of boundaries and 

empathizing beyond one’s group, he suggests, is the media: 

Development of moral principles, especially in adolescence and adulthood, is 

likely affected by books, newspapers, films, and TV. Victims of floods, 

earthquakes, tornados, massacres, terrorism, and wars are often presented 

sympathetically and (in TV) close up.  Reading an account of the U.S. Bishops’ 

statement . . . in which images of victims accompany abstract discussion of 

distributive justice, could add an empathy-charged, need-based component to 

one’s distributive justice principles or fortify an existing principle acquired in 

childhood.  Exposure to books and films like The Grapes of Wrath and Les 
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Miserables (which puts stealing a loaf of bread in a larger sympathetic, moral 

context) might do the same.   

These narratives can be important justice socializers because they enable readers 

to empathically identify with another’s entire life (hard work, expectations, 

disappointment) and respond, where appropriate, with empathic feelings of 

injustice. (259) 

Here arguing that empathic moral education promotes tolerance, caring, and justice – 

thereby echoing in effect Nussbaum’s claims about compassion and the narrative 

imagination – Hoffman helps reiterate a number of claims central to my project: that 

narratives are especially effective means of cultivating empathy; that empathy is a crucial 

component of reasoning, moral judgment, and political deliberation; that empathic 

reasoning is a perhaps necessary means of negotiating and protecting conflict and 

multicultural difference; and that empathic moral education is a key feature of a liberal 

education.   

And Hoffman powerfully elaborates these claims in the conclusion of his study, 

where he discusses the social and political implications of empathy:  

What I am proposing is using empathic bias not as the seed of its own destruction 

but as the seed of its own moderation, as a way of reducing the gap between 

empathy toward kin and empathy toward strangers.  A more important goal is to 

reduce the tendency of some people to make negative causal attributions to 

strangers in distress and, still more importantly, to reduce the stereotyping, 

hostility, and downright hatred toward other groups that derive from traditional 
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ethnic rivalries and other such sources.  In short, training in multiple empathizing, 

which is not a natural thing to do, may capitalize on rather than be defeated by the 

natural human proclivity to empathize more with kin than strangers.  It may help 

reduce any tendency to blame victims who are not present and counter the other 

negative effects of empathic bias.  All of this of course will be more important as 

our society becomes increasingly multicultural.  

Not just our society.  (298, emphasis in original) 

Here especially Hoffman echoes the claims regarding tolerance and justice advanced by 

Dahl and Nie et al., echoes too the claims made by Young and Roberts-Miller regarding 

the necessity of deliberation and tolerance to negotiating and preserving multiculturalism 

and political pluralism.   

And following this discussion of the ends of cultivating empathic morality, Hoffman 

points to another claim that more or less tacitly underwrites my project, one founded on a 

more or less epistemological assumption that, with Rorty and the other pragmatists like 

Bérubé, I strongly share.  Citing another scholar’s theory of empathy, Hoffman follows 

his statement “Not just our society” with these final thoughts: 

Ignatieff (1999) suggests that empathy (“the human capability of imagining the 

pain and degradation done to other human beings as if it were our own”) provides 

the basis for a universal “secular ethics” – an ethics that demands basic human 

rights everywhere.  He suggests that in order for an empathy-based secular ethics 

to work, countries must have the “self-correcting mechanisms of a free press and 

political opposition.”  I would add laws and institutions that require people to 
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interact in a civil manner, and moral socialization along the lines discussed above 

that promotes empathizing with the “other” and links empathy to caring and 

justice principles. (298, emphasis in original) 

Of course, Hoffman (and Ignatieff) here echo sentiments expressed by other scholars 

discussed in this project, namely pragmatists Bérubé and Rorty – the former whose 

notions of reciprocal recognition and universal human rights I discuss in chapter three.   

As for Rorty, I turn again to his Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, where he borrows 

Judith Shklar’s definition of a liberal (“somebody who believes that cruelty is the worst 

thing we do” [146]), and attaching this definition to his notion of irony, claims that 

For the liberal ironist, skill at imaginative identification does the work which the 

liberal metaphysician would like to have done by a specifically moral motivation 

– rationality, or the love of God, or the love of truth. [. . .]  

Within a liberal metaphysical culture the disciplines which were charged with 

penetrating behind the many private appearances to the one general common 

reality – theology, science, philosophy – were the ones which were expected to 

bind human beings together, and thus to help eliminate cruelty.  Within an ironist 

culture, by contrast, it is the disciplines which specialize in thick description of 

the private and idiosyncratic which are assigned this job.  In particular, novels and 

ethnographies which sensitize one to the pain of those who do not speak our 

language must do the job which demonstrations of a common human nature were 

supposed to do.  Solidarity has to be constructed out of little pieces, rather than 
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found already waiting, in the form of an ur-language which all of us recognize 

when we hear it.  (93-4) 

In effect, Hoffman provides the social psychological blueprint for the liberal ironist 

culture that Rorty here describes.  For by promoting empathy as the means of achieving 

tolerance, reciprocation, and distributive justice, Hoffman echoes precisely Rorty’s call to 

eliminate cruelty by fostering greater imaginative identification and constructing thicker 

descriptions of others’ lives.  What is more, that he concurs with Ignatieff’s claim that 

“empathy . . . provides the basis for a universal ‘secular ethics’” – and that he echoes 

Rorty in the call for using media such as novels to help foster empathic reasoning and 

solidarity – Hoffman might thus favor also the theory of liberal education I next describe, 

a vision of the humanities very much informed by pragmatist and pluralist thought, and 

one especially well articulated not only by Rorty (and Dewey) but also by education 

historians and theorists Bruce Kimball and Robert Orrill.   

 

Empathy and Liberal Education: A Pluralist-Pragmatist Perspective  

One claim I begin to develop in this project is that empathic reasoning is crucial to 

individuation and socialization, both goals in turn central, arguably, to liberal education – 

and both goals central also, arguably, to a pragmatist conceptualization of education for 

democratic citizenship.  Rorty himself says as much when he confronts the culture war 

arguments concerning higher education, in particular conservatives’ belief “that we have 

either a truth-tracking faculty called ‘reason’ or a true self that education brings to 

consciousness” and the radicals’ belief “that there is a true self that will emerge once the 
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repressive influence of society is removed”; instead, Rorty argues, “There is only the 

shaping of an animal into a human being by a process of socialization, followed (with 

luck) by the self-individualization and self-creation of that human being through his or 

her own later revolt against that very process” (“Education” 117-8).  Borrowing from 

Dewey, Rorty further discounts the epistemological claim to truth that underwrites both 

the left’s and the right’s visions of education: 

Dewey’s great contribution to the theory of education was to help us get rid of the 

idea that education is a matter of either inducing or educing truth. . . . It is, 

instead, a matter of inciting doubt and stimulating imagination, thereby 

challenging the prevailing consensus.  If pre-college education produces literate 

citizens and college education produces self-creating individuals, then questions 

about whether students are being taught the truth can safely be neglected. (118).   

However, this claim to truth lingers still, and not just among conservatives and 

radicals.  For as I will examine shortly, even English studies scholar Robert Scholes, 

whose notions of textuality and textual power I very much favor, seems to privilege as 

the supreme end of liberal education this quest for truth over the formation of democratic 

citizenship as the supreme end of liberal education.  And the problem with this quest for 

truth, I have suggested, is that it could potentially impede the mutual inquiry and 

exploration that Booth and Peirce describe as the supreme end of persuasion – they who 

also vaguely recommend something akin to truth as the engine that drives dialectic.  

Rorty (and Dewey), however, seem much more willing to abandon truth in favor of 

freedom and justice.   
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And defending this claim, Rorty echoes much of what the above scholars argue 

about the necessity of tolerance, reciprocation, distributive justice, and open inquiry 

to a functional and healthy representative democracy.  Again celebrating Dewey’s 

contribution to education, Rorty states that 

For Dewey, as for Habermas, what takes the place of the urge to represent reality 

accurately is the urge to come to free agreement with our fellow human beings – 

to be full participating members of a free community of inquiry. . . . For Dewey, 

Emerson’s talent for criterionless hope was the essence of his value to his country. 

. . . Dewey’s point was that Emerson did not offer truth, but simply hope.  Hope – 

the ability to believe that the future will be unspecifiably different from, and 

unspecifiably freer than, the past – is the condition of growth.  That sort of hope 

was all that Dewey himself offered us, and by offering it he became our century’s 

Philosopher of Democracy. (119-20) 

Again, what Rorty here describes seems much in line with the empathy-based secular 

ethics described above, where central to education is the development of caring and 

justice principles fostered especially through empathic reasoning.   

And this ethics, Rorty suggests, though perhaps not universal (at least in the sense of 

inhering in reality and existing across space and time), is especially well suited to 

democracy – a capacity for tolerance, perspective taking, and justice seeking that 

democratic education surely ought to cultivate:  

We Deweyans think that the social function of American colleges is to help the 

students see that the national narrative around which their socialization has 
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centred is an open-ended one. . . . With a bit of help, the students will start 

noticing everything that is paltry and mean and unfree in their surroundings.  With 

luck, the best of them will succeed in altering the conventional wisdom, so that 

the next generation is socialized in a somewhat different way than they 

themselves were socialized. . . . To hope that it will . . . be perceptibly different is 

to remind oneself that growth is indeed the only end that democratic higher 

education can serve and also to remind oneself that the direction of growth is 

unpredictable. (124-5) 

Unpredictable, that is, because the end of education – much as the end of inquiry – cannot 

be some already settled upon truth; rather, the ends must be only continued inquiry, as 

well as the cultivation of the freedom to pursue it.  This class of scholar and teacher – 

those who “read books in order to enlarge their sense of what is possible and important” 

and who are “trying to expand their own moral imaginations” – Rorty describes as the 

“humanistic intellectual” (“Humanistic Intellectual” 127).  And describing “what social 

function they perform,” Rorty claims that their idea of teaching “is not exactly the 

communication of knowledge, but more like stirring the kids up . . . instil[ling] doubts in 

the students about the students’ own self-images, and about the society to which they 

belong”; and then echoing in effect almost every scholar whose research I discuss in this 

project, Rorty adds, “These people are the teachers who help ensure that the moral 

consciousness of each generation is slightly different from that of the previous 

generation” (127).  And thus Rorty echoes Robert Orrill and also Bruce Kimball, who 

together study the growing pragmatist influence on the history of liberal education.   
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 In his editor’s prologue to the collection Education and Democracy: Re-imagining 

Liberal Learning in America, former executive director of the College Board Robert 

Orrill traces in the history of thought on liberal education a pragmatist strain that runs 

especially from Mead and Dewey up to the present: 

From the pragmatic point of view, the sources from the past most useful to the 

liberal educator were not ancient Athenians or medieval Scholastic schoolmen but 

rather the likes of Emerson, Whitman, and the problem-solving American 

pioneer.  In Dewey’s intellectualized vision, the last especially was an examplar 

of one who demonstrated how ordinary people could develop the capacity “to 

experiment and improvise” when faced with the need to resolve difficulties under 

“unprecedented conditions.”  The “creative effort” involved in these tasks did not 

display the Scholastic “correctness in thinking” admired by [Chicago’s Robert] 

Hutchins, but it did evidence intellectual virtues of a sort perhaps even more 

essential given the pervasive flux of modern conditions. (xvii) 

Of course, this “flux of modern conditions” we might today ascribe in part to the 

multiculturalism and multitextuality that Scholes describes – the multicultural difference, 

political pluralism, and attendant conflict to which the various rhetorical, education, 

social psychology, and democratic scholars and theorists discussed in this project offer 

some sense of empathic reasoning as a means of negotiation and preserving.  

 And bringing the pragmatist influence on liberal education up to the present, Orrill 

cites Bruce Kimball as a contemporary historian who “argues that pragmatic 

assumptions, in fact, are already powerfully present in attempts to envision the future 
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direction for American liberal education” (xxii).  In the eponymously titled chapter of his 

influential extended essay “Toward Pragmatic Liberal Education,” Kimball identifies six 

themes he associate with the rise of pragmatism – all six of which he suggests have 

influenced theories of liberal education in the 20
th

 century: 

These themes are (1) that belief and meaning, even truth itself, are fallible and 

revisable; (2) that an experimental method of inquiry obtains in all science and 

reflective thought; (3) that belief, meaning, and truth depend on the context and 

the intersubjective judgment of the community in which they are formed; (4) that 

experience is the dynamic interaction of organism and environment, resulting in a 

close interrelationship between thought and action; (5) that the purpose of 

resolving doubts or solving problems is intrinsic to all thought and inquiry; and 

(6) that all inquiry and thought are evaluative, and judgments about fact are no 

different from judgments about value. (83)   

As already discussed in the introduction, Peirce helped advance in particular the above 

themes 1-3, perhaps also themes 5-6.  And Dewey, as Rorty above suggests, especially 

helped advance through his work themes 4-6.  Indeed, Booth also has helped advance in 

particular themes 5-6 in his Modern Dogma and the Rhetoric of Assent, where he too 

claims for the purpose of inquiry the resolution of doubt and problem solving, and where 

he rejects also the fact-value split enforced by much philosophical thought.  According to 

Booth 

If philosophy is defined as inquiry into certain truth, then what I pursue here is not 

philosophy but rhetoric: the art of discovering warrantable beliefs and improving 
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those beliefs in shared discourse. . . . As the pragmatists and phenomenologists 

and Whitehead and many others long ago insisted – with nobody really listening, 

apparently – we have no reason to see processes and relations and perceptions of 

quality and value as a less real part of the natural world than atoms or cosmic 

rays. (xiii, 136-7).  

And it is in light of pragmatist thought – which we might variously describe as secular 

humanistic and/or simply rhetorical – that Booth advances his claim that the “supreme 

purpose of persuasion in this view could not be to talk someone else into a preconceived 

view; rather it must be to engage in mutual inquiry and exploration. . . . The process of 

inquiry through discourse thus becomes more important than any possible conclusions, 

and whatever stultifies such fulfillment becomes demonstrably wrong” (137).  And it is 

this vision of rhetoric – what I describe in the introduction, borrowing again from Rorty, 

as a rhetoric of social hope – that in this project I hope in part to advance through my 

theory of empathic reasoning, which I have argued is a necessary tool of inquiry as well 

as a necessary feature of democracy and democratic education. 

 And yet, Orrill tells us, “By no means would all educators agree with Bruce Kimball 

that such a pragmatic ‘turn’ is fully underway.  Few, however, would dispute that we 

need a forceful renewal of the search for a rationale and orientation to guide American 

liberal education”: an education, he suggests, that “should serve the democratic 

aspirations of the nation” (xxii-xxiii).  And hence enters Robert Scholes into the fray, 

searching also for this “rationale and orientation to guide American liberal education” but 

quite skeptical of any “pragmatic turn” (in particular its turn away from theory and truth).  
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Civic Virtue in a “Posthumanist” World: Some Respectful Bickering with Robert 

Scholes About the Crisis in the Humanities 

Spanning various disciplines, these above areas of research highlight the overlap and 

interaction among education, democracy, empathy, and political tolerance.  In particular, 

this overlap suggests ways in which verbal proficiency and critical thinking – skills 

cultivated especially through one version of liberal education – are conducive to empathic 

reasoning and political tolerance, both crucial to enlightened democratic political 

engagement.   In short, this research highlights some of the means and ends of cultivating 

empathic reasoning, and with hope it also helps legitimate further study into these means 

and ends, no doubt also suggesting a number of paths for further study to take.  I discuss 

this research here, situating myself among these theorists of empathy, in part to offer 

empathic reasoning as an end of liberal education.  In the next section, I will enter into in 

an ongoing debate about the role of the humanities – a debate extending well outside of 

the academy, due in no small part to the ongoing so-called culture wars.   

 Taking as my interlocutor English studies scholar Robert Scholes, I will advance the 

claim (one that Scholes seems finally to refuse) that we ought to privilege as the supreme 

end of liberal education not the quest for discovering the truth but the quest for 

cultivating empathic reasoning, the latter of which we might put in the service, finally, of 

educating our students (and ourselves) for enlightened democratic citizenship.  And to 

help contextualize our different views of liberal education, I will frame my discussion by 

referring again to Bruce Kimball, who in his history of liberal education, points to a sharp 
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distinction between a pragmatist educator like Dewey and someone like Chicago’s 

Robert Hutchins who Kimball describes as promoting a stance of “Neo-humanist, artes 

liberals accommodation” and who “has commonly been taken as one of the ‘radical 

conservatives for liberal education’” (Orators & Philosophers 179).   

Kimball quotes Hutchins, who offers this presumably irrefutable syllogism proving 

the metaphysical grounding of liberal education: “‘Education implies teaching.  Teaching 

implies knowledge.  Knowledge is truth.  The truth is everywhere the same.  Hence 

education should be everywhere the same” (179).  Kimball goes on to say that 

Many of Hutchins’s critics [including Dewey] did not appreciate this point, for 

they believed that his liberal training of the intellect was neither critical nor open-

ended but aimed toward inculcating certain metaphysical principles and truths 

about living a good life. . . . Again and again, he called for truth and unity around 

the absolute, and because of this call the experimentalists, progressivists, and 

pragmatists decried him. . . . He never finally presented a system, despite his 

sometime furtive endorsement of Neo-Aristotelianism, other than that everyone 

ought to be liberally educated in the Great Tradition so as to become smart 

enough to find first principles. (179-80) 

To be sure, I am less concerned with whether Kimball’s history is accurate than with 

what use I can put it to help frame my debate with Scholes about the means and ends of 

liberal education.  Also, I do not mean simply to equate Scholes with Kimball – although 

I will argue more or less tacitly that Scholes resembles Hutchins a great deal more than 

he resembles Dewey.   
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Rather, what I most want to suggest with this framing device is that while Scholes 

will reject the “inculcation of virtue in students” as a goal of liberal education (and reject 

also, incidentally, the pragmatist approach to such so-called inculcation that this project 

more or less advances), he nevertheless advances his own brand of inculcation of “certain 

metaphysical principles and truths about living a good life.”  Which is to say that while I 

find Scholes’s means of achieving liberal education often useful and persuasive – in 

particular, his offering “textuality” and “textual power” as means of interrogating 

language, politics, and culture – we might finally differ on the ends of liberal education, 

among which I include (with Rorty, Booth, Nussbaum, and others) the projects of 

individuation and socialization, even moral development: civic enterprises that many of 

the above theorists place central to democratic education.  And as I will illustrate, our 

differences might finally come down to different interpretations of rhetoric and dialectic: 

that is, different understandings of the pursuit of “truth” through “reason.”  

 In his 2004 presidential address to the MLA – published in the May 2005 issue of the 

PMLA as an article entitled “The Humanities in a Posthumanist World” – Scholes sets out 

to diagnose the problems facing not only the discipline of English studies but also, more 

generally, “the situation of the humanities today” (726) – a situation critical.  And the 

crisis, according to Scholes, concerns the always-debated legitimacy of our humanistic 

disciplines, not so much the means but the ends of our work in the humanities, in English 

studies especially.  And for Scholes the question of legitimacy finally comes down to the 

questions of what we can possibly accomplish through our work, and what the public can 

expect us to accomplish.  For Scholes the question of our legitimacy has less to do, 
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finally, with how we might compete with, say, the sciences in terms of quantifiable 

successes, intellectual rigor, or professional prestige.  That old disciplinary anxiety might 

still be lurking in the background, but the question that Scholes more explicitly and fully 

explores is how we justify the humanities to a public that seems deeply ambivalent about 

our work, especially in regards to its political consequences. 

And this issue we might rephrase as follows: How do we justify our work both to a 

public who seems often hostile towards our work – which is construed, paradoxically, as 

politically radical and morally relativist – and to a public who expects us to equip 

students with ethical, aesthetic, theoretical, and practical (or what Scholes calls 

“technobureaucratic”) knowledge.  It is the former public he seems most to address in his 

effort to reassess the role of the humanities, in his own criticisms of so-called moral 

relativism and his belief that “we professors of humanities have regularly deceived 

ourselves, claiming – falsely – to be especially virtuous ourselves and to be the teachers 

of virtue to others” (729).  Of course, driving much of the so-called culture wars is 

precisely this issue of what constitutes moral relativism and the political indoctrination of 

students.
21

   

     My criticism of Scholes is, at least partially, that he is conciliatory toward what is a 

fundamentally contradictory position: that classes be apolitical (and free of political 

conflict), and that they be politically conservative. On the one hand, he seems to be 

                                                
21

 David Horowitz argues, for example, that at “the University of Texas, Austin, students can enroll in a 

degree granting curriculum which has no academic component but is a comprehensive training and 

recruitment program in the theory and practice of radical politics”; and he cites in particular the 

University’s Department of Rhetoric and Writing as offering “courses of indoctrination in particular radical 

theories and radical views of the subject under study” (“Indoctrination U”).  Horowitz's complaint clearly is 

not that the courses are politicized, but that they are the wrong politics. 
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castigating not only those of us who are naïve to believe, with Matthew Arnold (at whom 

he levels this same critique), that we should “define culture as the achievement of inward 

perfection, a secular state of grace” (728); he seems also to be castigating those of us who 

favor the politicized (or maybe just “rhetoricized”) classroom, we who have apparently 

ruined it for everyone else in the humanities.  It is this latter “we” especially who are 

opposed to those who, with Scholes, define dialectic as “an attempt to reach the truth 

with the aid of reason” (730) and those who believe also, for example, that “[w]e may not 

be able to make ourselves or those around us better human beings, but we can make 

ourselves and those who attend to us more literate, more eloquent, and more culturally 

aware” (733).   

 On the other hand, as I will discuss more fully below, he conflates moral relativism 

too quickly with pragmatism, thereby eliding the extent to which pragmatism – or at 

least, as I have described it, Rorty’s brand of liberal neo-pragmatism – potentially equips 

us with the pluralist-inflected critical self-consciousness, or irony, with which we might 

interrogate our own and others’ beliefs and assumptions.  This conflation elides too the 

extent to which Rorty’s thought (but perhaps finally not Stanley Fish’s) helps us 

interrogate also the extent to which these beliefs and assumptions promote or contribute 

to cruelty and suffering, or instead promote or contribute to greater solidarity, tolerance, 

reciprocation, distributive justice, and improved reasoned deliberation and judgment. 

 Citing (and finally siding with) Cardinal John Henry Newman, Scholes positions 

himself strongly in opposition to most every theorist discussed in this project who argues 

that a liberal education can provide us more or less moral equipment for living, in 
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particular Nussbaum and Booth who both argue explicitly in favor of the cultivation of 

certain ethical qualities, for the improvement of our character through mutual (and moral) 

inquiry and exploration.  In basic agreement with Newman, Scholes tells us that  

For Newman the end of liberal education was “not to steel the soul against 

temptation, or to console it in affliction” . . . What we call the humanities will 

never, according to Newman, make those who acquire them [“the virtues of a 

cultivated intellect”] virtuous.  Such acquisitions can improve the minds – but not 

the morals – of those who make the effort of acquiring them.  The easy path from 

taste to virtue, first blazed in the Renaissance and then mapped in the 

Enlightenment, was concealed by Arnold, who offered the pursuit of perfection in 

its place, but had already been exposed and totally rejected by Newman, for 

whom perfection was not a proper goal for human beings.  Newman was making 

a case for an education in the humanities, but it was not a case based on spiritual 

improvement.  He argued that a mind enhanced by liberal education is a good 

thing in itself for the one who possesses it. (729) 

I disagree finally with Scholes over the supreme end of liberal education: for I do not 

hold to this too-narrow (and arguably too-quietistic and perhaps undemocratic, or maybe 

just apolitical) belief that “liberal education is a good thing in itself.”  Scholes here seems 

to define this end – rather, these ends – more narrowly than do the above theorists who 

promote pragmatism and/or the cultivation of civic virtues, including empathic reasoning, 

as the means by which we can facilitate individuation and socialization, and negotiate 

multicultural difference, political conflict, and other forms of intersubjective 
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disagreement.  In other words, his ends are too narrow because he jettisons not only the 

value but also the possibility of these other ends.  Thus, he suggests that these various 

ends cannot coexist, and in part because these other ends in fact do not exist.   

 But in fact they can and do, and moreover should exist – at least as pragmatically 

useful and democratically hopeful rhetorical constructions – as the above scholars of 

empathy, education, and pragmatism suggest.  For as I hope now to demonstrate, they are 

hardly mutually exclusive: his proposed means (if not also ends) and mine.  And hardly 

are they vying for supremacy in a zero-sum game, as he seems to suggest is the case; for 

such is the reality of our (thankfully still) pluralistic world, where multiple “truths” get to 

romp and play together but very often with hostile bursts of coercion (e.g., dogmatism 

and terrorism) and violence (e.g., revolution and war) meant to shut down all the fun.  In 

short, I will argue that the means he promotes for achieving a liberal education seem 

actually quite similar to the means I promote, and that together both our means could be 

used to achieve in particular a couple of ends that he ought also to favor, including the 

cultivation of a liberated mind free to express itself as it sees fit, pursuing whatever so-

called truth it desires, and the “inculcation” of civic virtues that help protect this quest to 

liberate minds through open and mutual inquiry and exploration. 

 For Scholes challenges a number of alleged public criticisms of the humanities, 

criticisms of the ends that the humanities serve, including the merely aesthetic (i.e., non-

practical) and the overly “technobureaucratic” (i.e., too practical).  But it is another end, 

one that the public presumably favors, that receives the brunt of his own critique: the goal 

of “inculcat[ing] virtue in the young by means of the Great Books” (730) – a goal of 
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which we humanists should be rightly critical, if, that is, this canon of texts remains static 

and is thought to transfer those immutable truths and foundations on which reality and 

morality are presumably grounded and without which we will presumably lose our moral 

bearings and culture.  According to the public, Scholes suggests, it is concerning this end 

– the improvement, presumably, of students’ character and civic participation – that the 

humanities “were neglecting their traditional duty . . . what we were never able to do but 

had claimed, for centuries, to be doing” (730).  Scholes then goes on to defend the 

humanities, and literary studies in particular, as culturally necessary work.  But in his 

view of the humanities, this work is made valuable mostly to the extent that it is 

grounded in theory – “the main object of . . . which is how language and other modes of 

representation function in the world” (732).  And theory we must preserve, according to 

Scholes, in order to save the humanities, since “the humanities need theory.  I almost 

want to say that the humanities are theory” (732).   

 While I find no reason to challenge what he includes in his definition of theory – 

especially since his definition could fit also the term rhetoric – I do take issue with what 

his definition seems to omit: that is, also why language functions and what it effects.  This 

definition follows on the heels of his warning to fellow humanists – his request that we 

set our ethical sights just a little bit lower and abandon the impossible goal of inculcating 

our students with virtue.  And thus following on the heels of this assuredly unheeded 

warning to stop asking the arguably more rhetorically oriented (and arguably more 

ethical) questions of why language functions and what it effects, Scholes’s definition of 

theory comes across as maybe a tad apolitical perhaps also a little too formalistic – that 
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is, as too geared towards formalistic modes not only of textual and discursive analysis but 

also of reasoning.  For next in his argument he offers as a solution to the problem faced 

by the humanities “the old prehumanistic or protohumanistic trivium” – which, “[g]iven 

the multicultural and multitextual nature of the world around us,” he would call 

“textuality.” But nowhere in Scholes’s formulation of the trivium – nowhere in his 

discussion of the “textuality” of grammar, rhetoric, or dialectic – does he provide 

discussion of the ways we might, and the reasons we might have to empathize more fully 

with “the other,” or to temper our judgments with greater deliberation and charity, or to 

engage more actively in mutual inquiry and exploration, or to negotiate more 

productively conflict and difference in our multicultural and multitextual world.   

 And nowhere does he mention the more or less political, and specifically democratic, 

reasons why we might want to ensure that our students (and fellow citizens) cultivate 

these capacities, these civic virtues, and thus improve their character, indeed the character 

(or ethos) of our nation.  But surely by attending to language and the many ways in which 

it can equally construct and destroy us – surely by increasing our literacy and cultural 

awareness – surely by studying “textuality” we make and remake ourselves daily, 

whether improving or harming our character, thus enacting the social and moral 

development that Scholes seems finally to discount.  And surely some of us would add 

tolerance, reciprocation, and justice alongside, say, eloquence as a virtuous goal of this 

humanistic endeavor to pursue “the sweetness of reason and the light of learning” (733).  

And anyway, the world is full of literate and logical, even eloquent people.  And 

unfortunately John Brown was one of them; so too is Ann Coulter; and so too, perhaps, is 
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someone like Banks’s granddaughter Sarah.  Worse still, the world is also full of possibly 

illiterate and arguably illogical people who reject out of hand eloquence and reason (and 

words even) to settle their disputes: people like Paul Ross Evans and the Al-Qaeda 

terrorist – violent and reactionary fundamentalists for whom truth means something very 

dangerous indeed, at least to the rest of us whose (apparently more moderate and perhaps 

more modest) truths mean something very different.  

 Again, according to Scholes, “We cannot make ourselves or anyone else virtuous, but 

we can illuminate the question of what virtue is.  We cannot . . . create a conscience for 

our society.  But we can raise the consciousness of those around us – and ourselves – 

about the humane values on which conscience is based” (731).  It is my contention that 

Scholes here raises more questions than he answers. For who or what ought to serve as a 

model for “what virtue is”?  And who decides?  Moreover, what difference does it make 

that I see more clearly what virtue is if I fail also to pursue or prescribe it?  What could it 

mean to “illuminate the question of what virtue is”?  And what ends do we put this 

illumination?  And so perhaps most important, how does illuminating this question 

illuminate also those “darker aspects of defense” that Banks fears will compromise 

democracy if left unchecked, unchanged, unquestioned; and once we illuminate these 

“darker aspects,” what do we do about it? 

 And so if one goal of Scholes’s project is to prepare individuals for their democratic 

civic duties – to use mutual inquiry and exploration to help facilitate democratic 

education, to help foster enlightened democratic participation, and to construct the 

common good towards which we might work – then he fails to say so.  He fails also to 



 

272 

describe what exactly are those “humane values on which conscience is based.”  If indeed 

upon those “humane” values conscience bases itself, then from whence come those 

apparently foundational values?  Do they inhere in nature, as Scholes seems to suggest, or 

do we construct them through deliberation and debate, as the pragmatists and other 

scholars discussed throughout suggest?  In short, what does Scholes offer us by way of a 

theory of rhetoric that is equipped to engage with discursive conflict and 

incommensurability – that is, what means other than inquiry in pursuit of truth does he 

offer to negotiate and preserve conflict and difference?  And of what common good does 

his theory of textuality set us in pursuit?   

 As I have suggested, Scholes seems to offer as the end of dialectic and rhetoric 

something different and arguably less socially useful (i.e., certain truth) than the common 

good that Booth proposes: mutual inquiry and exploration through which we solve 

problems, settle disputes, and achieve social and moral development.  And their different 

conceptions of dialectic and rhetoric are marked especially by the extent to which they 

acknowledge or reject a pragmatist influence on each their thought.  Booth, as I have 

illustrated, does acknowledge this influence, particularly in his refusal to give much 

credence to the fact-value split and his favoring of rhetoric over philosophy.  As he states 

in Modern Dogma and the Rhetoric of Assent 

If philosophy is defined as inquiry into certain truth, then what I pursue here is not 

philosophy but rhetoric: the art of discovering warrantable beliefs and improving 

these beliefs in shared discourse. . . . The rhetoric that concerns us here will be the 

art of probing what men ought to believe, rather than proving what is true 
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according to abstract methods.  It is thus always dirtying its hands in mere 

opinion, offering its services to both sides of a controversy, and producing results 

that are at best messy. (xiii)   

Scholes, however, seems to reject pragmatism out of hand, demanding and assuming 

greater epistemological certainty in the pursuit of truth through reason than pragmatism 

and rhetoric can offer – at least in Booth’s sense of rhetoric (and perhaps also Aristotle’s, 

as I will suggest).   

And it is in support of his version of dialectic that Rorty critiques pragmatism 

directly.  And yet, it is here in his address where he conflates pragmatism with moral 

relativism and then rejects this strawman, that Scholes reminds us that even his theory of 

textuality, which we will hope to preserve as a socially useful means of interrogating 

language and culture, is no better equipped to get us to the truth than so-called pure 

reason or anything the pragmatists offer. According to Scholes 

What pragmatism and fundamentalism share is a rejection of what was once 

called dialectic: an attempt to reach the truth with the aid of reason.  In their 

different ways, then, they presuppose a world in which disputes cannot be settled 

diplomatically.  There is one difference, however, between these two types of 

belief.  A conquered pragmatist will presumably say, “Oh, I’m in a new 

interpretive community.  I’d better believe what the others believe”; whereas a 

conquered fundamentalist is likely to become a terrorist – regardless of what kind 

of fundamentalist he or she may happen to be. (730-1) 
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Since I can imagine no pragmatist who would much cotton to any of these accusations – 

to their rejection of dialectic, to this definition of dialectic, to how they presuppose the 

world, to how they settle disputes – then perhaps it would be worthwhile to examine what 

a pragmatist might actually do with dialectic, how they might in fact use it to settle 

disputes over competing truths, in their own private quests for each their own truth. 

 But first I will pause to examine briefly Aristotle’s definition of dialectic, with which 

he opens his Rhetoric: “Rhetoric is the counterpart of Dialectic.  Both alike are concerned 

with such things as come, more or less, within the general ken of all men and belong to 

no definite science” (19).  What this definition already suggests is that rhetoric places us 

that much more squarely in the realm of inductive “truths” than anything more certain or 

foundational.  And offering his own gloss on Aristotle, rhetoric scholar Edward P. J. 

Corbett offers, in his introduction to the Rhetoric, this account of dialectic: 

The difference between the necessary and the contingent was also the basis for the 

difference that Aristotle saw between science (epistem ) and art (techn ).  The 

sciences dealt with the necessary, with the invariable, with what had to be; the 

arts dealt with the contingent, with the probable, with those areas where there 

were choices to be made. . . . dialectical reasoning, which operated in the area of 

the contingent or probable, was an art. . . . As Aristotle says in the very first 

sentence of his text on the subject, rhetoric is the counterpart of dialectic.  As a 

way of doing or acting – specifically, as a way of arguing persuasively about 

contingent human affairs on the basis of mere probabilities – it is a practical art, 
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like two other practical arts that Aristotle wrote treatises on, ethics and politics. 

(vii)   

Again, we cannot find much search for certain truth in this definition of dialectic.
22

  But 

there is plenty of talk about contingent human affairs and practical arts.  So maybe we 

should return to pragmatism, which we tend to associate with these types of affairs and 

arts, and again see what Scholes has to say about its presumably freewheeling moral 

relativism – minding, of course, his jabs at Stanley Fish, whose notion of interpretive 

communities here perhaps gets short shrift:  

The most effective opponents of theory asserted that anyone can indeed say 

anything – and not just about literature but about politics or human values as well 

– and that this should be no cause for alarm.  We live in communities of 

interpretation, and there are no grounds shared by different communities that 

would allow them to settle their differences reasonably.  One problem with this 

pragmatic position is that when translated to geopolitics, it means that war is the 

only way to resolve differences. (730) 

What here makes least sense, to a pragmatist anyway, is the claim that “there are no 

grounds shared by different communities that would allow them to settle their differences 

reasonably.”  This makes least sense because, well, pragmatists settle their differences 

reasonably just about as often as does everyone else.  But that the pragmatists were “[t]he 

most effective opponents of theory,” that’s something Scholes might have right.  For 

                                                
22

 Corbett is not taking the view of Aristotle's Rhetoric that rhetoric is concerned with the contingent and 

dialectic with the necessary. That traditional distinction made philosophy the province of certainty and 

rhetoric of mere opinion. 
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what pragmatists oppose about theory are precisely its practitioners’ efforts to transcend 

the particulars, to stand outside the contingencies of human experience to offer something 

more like a god’s-eye-view of reality and rationality – a view some distance from the 

ground on which Bérubé, for example, would hope we keep the conversation about, say, 

the development of more equitable rights for individuals with disabilities.  

 And still, Scholes has not offered anything more firmly grounded in reality – certainly 

“no grounds shared by different communities that would allow them to settle their 

differences reasonably,” no shared common ground any less abstract and relative than 

presumably Fish’s interpretive communities, or Rorty’s and Dewey’s hopes for 

democracy – that is, nothing with which we can more productively negotiate conflict and 

difference, with which we can avoid resorting to war in order to “resolve our 

differences,” with which we can even avoid becoming fundamentalists and also terrorists.  

And certainly textuality alone will not save us if truth and reason cannot.   

 For immediately following his discussion of grammar, or language, Scholes segues 

into his discussion of the rhetoric part of the trivium: “We can begin there – with 

language.  And along with language itself we must teach those disciplines that Aristotle 

first codified – adding poetics to the rhetoric of the trivium – those disciplines concerned 

with the ways language can be used to awaken and direct the emotions” (732).  

Unfortunately, Scholes has almost nothing here to say about rhetoric, per se, having 

supplanted it entirely with poetry in his conflation of the two.  Indeed, in the only two 

lines of his discussion of the trivium devoted to rhetoric, Scholes clearly privileges 

poetry: “Yeats (him again) said that he made rhetoric from his quarrels with others and 
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poetry from his quarrels with himself.  I think there are problems with this formulation, 

but it is a place to start” (732).  Let us pay close attention here to how quickly Scholes 

reduces these “quarrels with others” to more or less literary matters  – “quarrels” that 

begin as something akin to the poet’s anxiety of influence and evolve to meditation, or 

self-reflective deliberation, on one’s poetry.  Certainly he has it right that we should 

strongly relate quarrels with rhetoric – but what about the intersubjective conflicts over 

our competing and possibly incommensurate values, sometimes hostile and seldom about 

poetry?  In short, the kinds of quarrels that Scholes here describes as the business of 

rhetoric don’t much help us talk about those “darker aspects of defense and the negative 

consequences of opposition” of which Banks warns us in his letter to this granddaughter.  

Nor do these so-called quarrels illustrate how his notion of dialectic as certain truth 

seeking will help us understand better, empathize more fully, and judge with greater 

reasoned deliberation and appropriate measures of mercy and justice – or just understand 

and protect ourselves from – someone like Paul Ross Evans or John Brown, 

fundamentalists both, and each whose search for truth, incidentally, ended with acts of 

terrorism, with threats of coercion and violence.   

 What I am arguing, finally, is that it begs the question to assume, as Scholes does, 

that there are indeed “grounds shared by different communities that would allow them to 

settle their differences reasonably.”  So rather than assume (and assert without any 

grounds) that these grounds inhere in the world as truths we can discover through pure 

reason, we instead ought to take the pragmatists more seriously in their call to construct 

(that is, to hope, invent, and build into existence) these grounds through inquiry and the 
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active preservation and improvement of our democratic institutions that help protect the 

freedoms necessary to inquiry.  And this requires, I believe, that we foster precisely the 

“inculcation” of civic virtues that Scholes rejects – the virtues that theorists across 

disciplines argue are crucial features both of democratic education and democracy itself, 

one of which is the capacity for greater empathic reasoning that this project describes and 

promotes. 

And so, while Scholes might finally believe that we are unable to inculcate virtue 

in our students, the rest of us humanists might continue believing as though we can.  For 

what’s the harm, in this case, in pursuing apparently our delusion that our truth is better – 

especially if our truth acknowledges plural truths in the hopes of safeguarding our 

common good (Booth’s pursuit of “mutual inquiry and exploration”) and negotiating 

more effectively the certain conflicts of truths, and the potential sites of 

incommensurability, we are surely to encounter with fundamentalists and terrorists?  At 

the very least, we humanists might more actively and earnestly complement this quest for 

truth with our more humble democratic quests for tolerance, reciprocation, distributive 

justice, and solidarity – maybe including also into the mix, then, our admittedly utopian 

(but hardly doomed) quests for social and personal perfection.  And anyway, if 

compassion and empathy are components of reasoning – and if better reasoning yields 

not merely better reasoning (and perhaps never certain truth, per se) but also improved 

character and culture – then we are inculcating something not unlike virtue, traditionally 

understood.  And through empathic reasoning it seems we are able, at the very least, to 

model (if not also increase others’ capacities for) the democratic virtues described in this 
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project, including reasoned deliberation, productively agonistic argumentation, 

reciprocation, tolerance, informed judgment, and distributive justice – virtues that ought 

to serve us temporarily until our various inquiries finally converge upon some terminal 

truth (an as-yet-undelivered-upon dream of inquiry and reason for which even 

pragmatism’s begrudging founder Charles S. Peirce was a holdout).  

 Therefore, perhaps we should formulate differently our understanding of the trivium, 

privileging instead and pursuing more actively and overtly these more civic aims of 

dialectic while advancing a theory (or better yet, a practice) of rhetoric (ranging from 

argumentation and deliberation to rhetorical and literary analysis) that assumes a reality 

fraught always with contingency, conflict, and difference (and potentially with 

incommensurability); a reality mediated through discourse; a reality in which we would 

prefer to live, where we use language and reason in order to avoid using violence.  And 

so long as it means that we do not neglect the particulars and contingencies that constitute 

our life stories – neglect, that is, the ways in which we are situated in culture and history 

– then let us definitely attempt to “see life whole,” as Scholes recommends, but especially 

if it means that we interrogate every side of an issue, as Aristotle recommends, and if it 

means also that we empathize more fully with others, as Nussbaum, Young, and 

countless others recommend.  

 Like our approach to narrative, this theory of rhetoric should equip us with ways of 

coping more productively and peaceably with conflict and difference.  And to these 

ethical and political ends, this theory of rhetoric should demand from us more reasoned 

deliberation and greater empathic imagination; and through it we might “cultivate our 
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humanity,” as Martha Nussbaum argues.  This approach to rhetoric – to the ways in 

which we shape reality through language and reason, to the ways in which we argue 

about are identities and values, our allegiances and loyalties – this rhetoric should 

demand from us both a more flexible yet critical (but not exactly skeptical) engagement 

with our own and each other’s deepest values and convictions.  In turn, it should equip us 

with ways of imagining more generously, and reading more charitably (but again, also 

more critically, more fully), the minds, emotions, and experiences of others: that is, the 

life stories of others.   

 

Empathic Reasoning: Some Pedagogical Implications and Applications 

In sum, what this project describes and promotes, then, is a method and vision of 

rhetoric – one not unlike the method of intersubjective negotiation that Banks requires 

from his teenaged granddaughter Sarah and from those of us like her, we who risk 

abandoning or alienating our opposition, our fellow citizens, because of our failure to 

imagine more actively, with greater tolerance and care, their full humanity: because of 

our failure, that is, to reason through or learn to live with some of our conflicts and 

differences, if only (when possible) to agree to disagree.  Of course, as rhetoricians like 

Kenneth Burke remind us, identification also permits us to stereotype and scapegoat 

others, to symbolically destroy our opposition so as to more easily dehumanize them, or 

at least distance ourselves from them, and often in the service of actually destroying them 

through violence – as, for example, Twain’s hardly imaginary saber-rattlers dramatize in 
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his story “The War Prayer,” those patriots who easily forget that a prayer for war is not 

also a prayer for peace, a prayer for victory too often also a prayer for death.  

But with hope, by immersing ourselves more actively and self-consciously in rhetoric 

as inquiry and dialectic as problem solving rather than truth seeking – and by engaging 

also, then, more actively in empathic reasoning – we might avoid those “darker aspects of 

defense and the negative consequences of opposition that alarm” Banks.  We might also 

avoid pulling back into that small colony of the saved that Banks describes as a strategy 

for dismissing our fellow citizens, no doubt a strategy also for avoiding conflict and the 

cognitive dissonance it produces.  By engaging in this rhetoric of social hope, we might 

avoid too the urge to seek the truth instead of the good or the just – the urge also to 

escape contingency and conflict as we work to increase our solidarity with others, 

negotiating more productively our differences in our certainly increasingly multicultural 

and multitextual (if not quite entirely “posthumanist”) world.   Only thus, it seems, might 

we forestall the cruelty and unproductive discursive conflict spread like a cancer through 

society by malicious and self-serving demagogues like Ann Coulter, who promotes the 

status quo much at the expense of social justice and democracy’s promise of liberty for 

all.  It is rhetoric like hers – rhetoric not unlike that which Banks fears Sarah will easily 

and uncritically fall prey to or identify with – that we must especially equip our students 

and ourselves with the means to interrogate and resist, if deliberative democracy is to 

have a fighting chance.  And it is my hope and belief that empathic reasoning is one such 

means of interrogating our allegiances and loyalties and resisting those “darker aspects of 

defense and the negative consequences of opposition” – that is, one method by which we 
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might cultivate greater rhetorical understanding, indeed more responsible use and 

analysis of rhetoric, and greater awareness of how identification operates on and through 

us.  

I have sought to explore the ways in which we might more actively empathize with 

others who, for various reasons, are not immediately present to us, from whom we might 

even intentionally or unconsciously distance ourselves.  My goal has been to examine the 

assumptions and consequences of Banks’s statement with which we opened this 

discussion, an argument he indirectly makes about rhetoric that echoes an argument that 

Wayne Booth explicitly makes about rhetoric.  Again, according to Banks, “How we 

arrange our allegiances, which so quickly come into conflict with one another, how we 

sort and stack them and make of that stack an hierarchy of loyalty, is how we make 

ourselves.”  In this statement we should hear Booth imploring us to examine more 

carefully the ways in which we construct our ethos through discourse (literary or 

otherwise) – the ways in which language gives shape, but also often distorts, our 

character; advances and inhibits our moral, social, and intellectual development; expands 

and circumscribes our field of selves.  

 My own assumption, conviction in fact, is that we make and remake ourselves daily, 

or at least can, by always revising our hierarchy of loyalty, our sphere of allegiances, to 

accommodate new people – new experiences, beliefs, values, narratives – into our lives, 

into our own narrative.  Indeed, as above suggested, with Wayne Booth I take for granted 

the fact that I am comprised of a field of selves – only some of which I am variously 

projecting and constructing at this very (and very rhetorical [and meta-discursive]) 
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moment as I invoke both the pluralist hope that we can negotiate more productively our 

differences and the pragmatist hope that we recognize that our differences are the product 

of contingency and that our hopes merely the product of historically situated belief: in 

this case, my belief in social hope, a hope I share with Richard Rorty, and a hope very 

much situated in a fairly recent conception of democracy, to which ideas like tolerance, 

reciprocation, and distributive justice are fundamental.   

I assume also, then, that the kind of ironic self-reflection (or self-reflexivity) that 

Rorty describes is a good thing for the health of deliberative democracy.  For this process 

of revising ourselves – and realizing also just how thoroughly revisable we are, and how 

thoroughly bound to language we are in order to construct and communicate our 

revisability, our field of selves, our allegiances and loyalties – this process of revising 

ourselves seems to require that we cultivate more fully our abilities to engage in empathic 

reasoning: an approach to rhetoric that measures at once a process, an attitude, and an 

outcome the components of which, I have suggested, include the perspective taking that 

social psychologists describe, the kind of compassion that Nussbaum recommends, the 

ability to argue all sides of an issue that Aristotle describes, and the process of mutual 

inquiry and exploration that Booth describes and prescribes as the supreme purpose of 

rhetoric.  This process of revising ourselves through empathic reasoning – and also 

realizing our own revisability in the face of unfamiliar, sometimes competing, perhaps 

even incommensurate values and beliefs – thus requires our full engagement with “the 

other.”  Therefore it potentially fosters, as many of the above scholars have also argued, 
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not only individuation but also socialization, not only self-perfection but also enlightened 

democratic participation.   

 Of course, like rhetoric, empathy can be put to any purposes, including manipulative 

and Machiavellian ends.  Moreover, we need not always put it in the service of 

assumedly altruistic ends.  As social psychologists remind us “We do not always have 

ulterior motives (either bad or good) for controlled empathy”: 

We may just want to be empathic in order to gain a more accurate view of a 

situation.  We may wonder why a person did something, or what it was like to be 

in a particular situation, and so we set out to control our empathy.  The knowledge 

we acquire via controlled empathy does not have to be used for anything – we 

may be interested in it for its own sake.  Alternatively, this knowledge may be 

useful, but not for reasons of manipulating others.  We may engage in empathy to 

find out more about ourselves. . . . We are not always motivated to use mental 

control to be more empathic.  Sometimes our motivation to control empathy is a 

motivation to stem empathy. (Hodges and Wegner 321-2) 

The authors here describe, then, a spectrum of empathic engagement, identifying various 

ends to which we might put empathic reasoning.  I have sought to advance ways of using 

empathy to better understand others, in part to increase our chances of achieving 

tolerance, reciprocation, and distributive justice; in part to preserve free expression and 

open inquiry as a means of fostering socialization and individuation; and in part in order 

not to manipulate others but to protect ourselves from manipulation, coercion, and 

violence.   
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 But perhaps less clear, still, is how we cultivate empathic reasoning, as well as foster 

greater democratic deliberation, in order to achieve these arguably utopian ends.  Most 

generally, I have proposed a model of humanism to which we professors in the 

humanities can turn in order to have our students (and ourselves) fully attend to the world 

around us, to the difference and conflict that otherwise threatens to alienate us from one 

another.  By “the world around us” I mean the world of contingency, conflict, and 

incommensurability; a world shaped in no small part by discourse and human desire, a 

world fraught also with cruelty and suffering.  And by “fully attend” I mean try to reason 

justly and deliberately, in part by imagining charitably, humanely and flexibly and yet 

critically, the lives of others.  Here I do not mean only the particular values, experiences, 

histories, and stories that shape those lives – although this is crucial to my meaning.  I 

mean also the lives in turn connected to those lives, in what law professor and law and 

literature scholar James Boyd White describes as “a web of relationships of caring and 

concern” (3).  It is not just the particularity of lives but also this connection among lives, 

then, that empathic reasoning and the narrative imagination hope to interrogate, 

foreground, celebrate, and protect.  For as Russell Banks reminds us in his novel 

Affliction, where at the end of his story about his brother Wade the narrator Rolfe 

Whitehouse comes to realize – about himself, his brother, their relationship, all 

relationships, each human life, all lives – that “the facts of a life, even one as lonely and 

alienated as Wade’s, surely have meaning.  But only if that life is portrayed, only if it can 

be viewed, in terms of its connections to other lives” (339-40). 
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 Of course, narratives – including novels such as Banks’s – are but one kind of tool we 

might use to foster among our students greater reasoned deliberation, critical self-

reflection, and empathic reasoning.  So in addition to the ways we might teach and read 

narrative fiction we might consider how else to yield these and similar ends in our use of 

other kinds of texts, including, for example, public policy arguments like those made by 

the Jersey Four, and epideictic arguments like theirs or Banks’s “Letter,” and just plain 

hostile and undemocratic arguments like Coulter’s.  We might also consider other means 

– other modes of analysis and inquiry, for instance – by which we can cultivate our 

students’ abilities to engage in critical inquiry and cultural critique, and their capacities 

for expanding their narrative imaginations so as to engage more productively with 

multiculturalism and the difference and conflict that attend it.  And along with rhetorical 

scholars like Booth and Nussbaum, Robert Scholes sends us humanists – us proponents 

of liberal education and teachers of the humanities – in what seems the best 

methodological direction for achieving these aims: towards the trivium (what he prefers 

to call “textuality”) and “the multicultural and multitextual nature of the world around 

us” (732).  

 But, one may ask, what content might we teach to cultivate this arguably post-

humanist brand of humanism and these civic virtues of multicultural and multitextual 

analysis?  One general answer is that we simply teach rhetoric, what Booth describes as 

the “whole art, or faculty, of discovering what are good reasons, reasons capable of 

changing the thought and behavior not only of rhetors’ hearers but also of the rhetors 

themselves”; what he also calls “rhetoric as inquiry, rhetoric as the dialogical path to 
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mutual understanding, rhetoric as the training of active, growing rather than passive, 

meandering minds” – that is, a pluralistic rhetoric as the path to “understanding: the 

intellectual equivalent of love” (“Afterword” 281, 289-90).
23

   

But of course, that is to say, again, that we teach our students methods – indeed, a 

pluralism of methods as Booth recommends and models – of engaging more actively, 

more critically and carefully with language and the ways it helps shape (and distort) 

belief, identity, desire, identification, community, reality.  These methods should include 

also Booth’s own prescribed “communal enterprise” of “coduction” – “from co 

(‘together’) and ducere (‘to lead, draw out, bring, bring out’)” – the kind of “logic we 

depend on as we arrive at our particular appraisals [of a narrative that] is neither 

deduction from clear premises, even of the most complex kind, nor induction from a 

series of precisely defined and isolated instance” (The Company We Keep 71-2).  And in 

his description of coduction, Booth reemphasizes the claims this project makes about the 

need of empathy to inquiry, about the need of understanding and so the need also for 

pluralistic and productively agonistic argumentation: 

In short, we do not first come to know our judgment and then offer our proofs; we 

change our knowledge as we encounter, in the responses of other readers to our 

claims, further evidence.  We may not want to honor the results of any such shifty 

                                                
23

 This rhetoric, Booth reminds us, “cannot be taught be even the cleverest lecturers; it is learned in 

discussion, in the give-and-take that only a skilled discussion leader can elicit from a fairly small class.  

Many of us have made this claim again and again, while observing, in anguish, a national increase in class 

size and a growing dependence on clever lecturing – often in mechanical reproduction” (“Afterword” 289). 
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process with the term “knowledge,” but it would certainly be even more 

misleading to call it mere opinion or merely subjective.  When it is performed 

with a genuine respect both for one’s own intuitions and for what other people 

have to say, it is surely a more reasonable process than any deduction of quality 

from general ethical principles could be. (76) 

Booth continues, clarifying further how coduction serves the social hope of rhetoric this 

project describes, the hope of keeping the conversation going through mutual inquiry and 

exploration:  

Deductions may enter the conversation from time to time . . . But they will always 

be modifiable by what we – not I – discover in experience as we re-read and 

converse.  Regardless of how we may choose to defend our judgments as though 

they resulted from deduction or induction, or to relate them to universals we hold 

dear, they reward our attention only when they spring from coduction: a 

thoroughgoing particular engagement with this narrative, considered neither as 

based on nor leading to general rules but as an ever-growing awareness of what is 

humanly possible in one kind of endeavor. (76, emphasis in original)  

These methods of inquiry should (and indeed perhaps must) foster, then, exactly the kind 

of “textual power” that Scholes recommends – “the power to select (and therefore to 

suppress), the power to shape and present certain aspect of human experience” (Textual 

Power 20).  “Our task as teachers,” Scholes (still) persuasively argues, “is to introduce 

students to this web [of textualities], to make it real and visible for them, insofar as we 

can, and to encourage them to cast their own strands of thought and text into this network 



 

289 

so that they will feel its power and understand both how to use it and how to protect 

themselves from its abuses” (21).   

What we might generally teach, then, are methods of interrogating culture and texts 

(literary or otherwise) but in ways that require us and our students to reflect more fully on 

conflict, contingency, and multicultural and political difference – on our competing 

ideologies and epistemologies, the situatedness of our experience and the particulars of 

history, the extent to which language not only mediates intersubjective agreement but 

also shapes reality, the frustrations and successes of democracy, the necessary process of 

revising our beliefs and values in the face of competing claims and evidence and “truths” 

– and on our definite fallibility and finitude here on earth, as fellow humans struggling to 

do the right thing.   

 But, one may still ask, more specifically what might we teach, we proponents and 

practitioners of liberal education?  One answer to this question, the one this dissertation 

explores, is that we can teach narratives and other forms of public arguments with an eye 

towards empathic reasoning, indeed through the lens of a rhetoric of empathy.  As the 

various scholars discussed in this project have argued, narratives especially (fictional, 

“literary,” or otherwise) help put us in intimate contact with people whose experiences, 

beliefs, and assumptions perhaps differ largely from our own; and by fostering reciprocal 

recognition, this effort to achieve greater empathic understanding, some narratives may 

also even promote certain socially productive forms of reasoned deliberation and self-

reflective criticism.   
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 And what works well for our explicitly rhetorical pedagogy should work also for our 

literature pedagogy.  We English studies folks might complement our methods of formal 

and aesthetic and cultural analysis with more ethical, more rhetorical, modes of reading. 

We might teach fictional narratives with a still closer eye towards their effects on readers’ 

character – these texts’ (actual if not also intended) effects on our social and personal, 

maybe even moral development; their capacity to help us to attend more closely, to 

witness more fully, and to negotiate more productively our endless conflicts and 

differences.  And so when developing our curricula we might turn to someone like 

Russell Banks, whose work, I have argued, actively interrogates, dramatizes, and models 

empathic reasoning – whose work thus also promotes such civic virtues as tolerance, 

solidarity, reciprocation, distributive justice, and judgment tempered with understanding 

and perhaps also pity, charity, and mercy.   

 And if not Banks, then we might at least choose those many other writers who 

similarly promote and contribute to the democratic literary tradition he describes, a 

tradition at the center of which he identifies an ethics of literary witnessing, a 

commitment “to witness the suffering and to testify . . . as deep as American literature 

itself” (“Views from the Crossroads” 97).  In future work I would like to return to 

examine this tradition, among whose members Banks himself lists Whitman, Twain, 

Baldwin, Toni Morrison, and Ralph Ellison (“Who Will Tell the People?”) – a tradition 

Rorty himself describes, and at the center of which he explicitly places Russell Banks.
 
  

In his essay “Looking Backwards from the Year 2096,” Rorty imagines a future for 

democracy where 
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Until the last 50 years, moral instruction in America had inculcated personal 

responsibility, and most sermons had focused on individual salvation.  Today 

morality is thought of neither as a matter of applying the moral law nor as the 

acquisition of virtues but as fellow feeling, the ability to sympathize with the 

plight of others. . . . In the schools, students learn about our country’s history from 

social novels describing our past failures to hang together when we needed to, the 

novels of Steinbeck, Upton Sinclair, Theodore Dreiser, Richard Wright, and, of 

course, Russell Banks’s samizdat novel, Trampling the Vineyards (2021). (249-

50) 

While it is improbable that in fifteen years, at the age of 81, Banks will be forced to self-

publish covertly his retelling of Steinbeck’s Great Depression classic, it should hardly 

surprise readers that Rorty aligns Banks’s work with those “socialist novels of the first 

half of the century – books like The Jungle, An American Tragedy, and The Grapes of 

Wrath” – books “written in the belief that the tone of the Gettysburg Address was 

absolutely right, but that our country would have to transform itself in order to fulfill 

Lincoln’s hopes” (Achieving Our Country 8).  As I have suggested, Banks has devoted 

most of his life to detailing precisely these limits and possibilities of self- and social 

transformation, dramatizing also the tension between these two sometimes-

incommensurate visions – a tension between private perfection and social responsibility 

that Rorty effectively describes in Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity.  Banks himself 

powerfully dramatizes this tension in Cloudsplitter, as I have argued in chapter four, 

indeed allegorizing this tension in the figure of John Brown, who chose finally terrorism 
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and murder to communicate his righteous personal truth concerning justice – that is, his 

“weird” religious conviction of liberty for all – and his apparently singular moral impulse 

to transform the U. S., by whatever means necessary, into a more egalitarian nation. 

 Anyway, by attending to this literary tradition, helping also to preserve and to shape 

it, we might thereby actively construct a canon of authors who explicitly argue for the 

social utility of fiction and the social need for more reasoned public deliberation and 

greater solidarity and empathic imagination, authors who themselves craft narratives that 

not only at once describe and model the needs and practices of democratic deliberation, 

but narratives that also demand that readers more actively confront these social needs and 

practices.  I have suggested that Banks himself foregrounds many of these concerns in his 

novels, especially as he adopts self-consciously meta-discursive modes of narration: 

narrative techniques borrowing at once from realist and postmodernist literary traditions; 

rhetorical strategies that at once establish intimacy and trust with readers while also 

confounding or preempting readers’ expectations, their easy critique or categorization of 

individuals’ motives and identities (e.g., characters demonstrating their inability or 

resistance to empathize with others; character-narrators reflecting on the difficulty of 

writing history or telling a true story).  And as I have suggested in my analysis of his 

novels Affliction and Cloudsplitter, by encouraging readers to empathize more fully with 

often seriously flawed and largely unsympathetic individuals – people who are embroiled 

nonetheless in quite complicated ethical dilemmas, and who lead as complex lives as we 

do – Banks not only encourages readers to temper their judgments of his fallible and 

often fatally flawed, even murderous subjects, people like Wade Whitehouse and John 
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Brown, killers and terrorists both.  Banks also arguably delays, maybe even forestalls, 

readers’ perhaps too-simple moral judgments: our unwillingness often to connect these 

other peoples’ lives to our own, to understand these lives as we would try to understand 

our own kin or even ourselves.  It is this mad rush either to forgiveness or for justice, 

retributive or otherwise, that I hope empathic reasoning can counteract. 

 Throughout this project I have attempted, therefore, to illustrate some methods of 

reading – modes of rhetorical and literary analysis – by which we might cultivate in our 

students and ourselves this simultaneously affective and intellectual process of empathic 

reasoning, an approach to rhetoric that relies as much on compassion and tolerance as it 

does on deliberation and dialectic.  I have also explored how this process of empathic 

reasoning might suggest to us the subtle ways in which we can in fact “inculcate” our 

students (indeed also ourselves) with civic virtue.  And we can do so, I believe, in the 

following ways.  We can encourage our students and ourselves to consider (if not exactly 

“adopt”) new perspectives when confronted with difference and conflict.  We can 

embrace cognitive dissonance when faced with the option to interrogate or ignore a 

potential site of incommensurability.  We can deliberate more fully – more carefully, 

more critically, more imaginatively – when confronted with “the other.”   

 And we should wish to deliberate more fully, and should wish others to do so, in 

order to avoid rushing to judgment – to avoid shaming, punishing unfairly, 

dehumanizing, or annihilating, for example, some outgroup (e.g., a stigmatized social 

class, ethnic group, political party, etc.).  In short, we should want to reason more fully, 

more empathically, with others in order to achieve the mode of intersubjective agreement 
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that Bérubé describes as reciprocal recognition, the type of public sphere and political 

model that Young describes as a deliberative democracy, the approach to rhetoric that 

Roberts-Miller describes as agonistic and deliberative, the type of literature that Banks 

describes as “committed to witnessing,” the sense of solidarity that Rorty describes as 

crucial to democracy, and the type of indwelling and friendship that Booth describes as 

the intellectual and ethical pursuit of improved mutual inquiry and exploration.  But if 

these ends don’t sell, if the reader is still not buying in, then we should hope (I should 

hope) to cultivate our capacity to imagine more fully others’ lives – cultivate in fact what 

Nussbaum calls our humanity – if only to decrease the odds of our destroying one another 

in search of truths too often quite blind to empathy, reason, and the democratic hope of 

inquiry, the hope to keep the human conversation going. 
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