PART 4

ETHICAL AND
POWER ISSULES
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s technical communication occupies an increasingly important position in our cultures,

and as its work relies more and more on a general rhetorical framework that involves

social philosophies and theories, the field has begun to address issues of ethics and
power. In Steven B. Katz’s analysis of the rhetoric of Nazi memoranda during the Holocaust, he
illustrates the potential of an ideologically neutral model of technical communication to serve
starkly immoral purposes. Tracing the foundational nature of “expediency” in historical ap-
proaches to technical discourse, Katz provides a warning about the problems of prioritizing
technical over human needs in communication. Beginning with a related distinction, Dale L.
Sullivan explores the implications of understanding technical communication as a social prac-
tice as well as a technical skill. Sullivan’s work provides the foundation for a technical com-
munication course that requires students to situate technical decisions within concrete commu-
nities, exploring the implications and struggles that surround technical development. In a
striking analysis of the ways in which technical documents such as psychiatric diagnostic hand-
books construct subjects/users, Carl G. Herndl connects technical communication up to the ex-
plicitly activist approaches of radical pedagogy. Radical pedagogy provides Herndl with a
method for helping students—as well as teachers and theorists—to see discourse as always
bound up with issues of contested power and dissensus; rather than dismissing or condemning
those issues, technical communicators must learn to understand and work critically within so-
cial contexts. The importance of considering technical communication as an ideological prac-
tice is demonstrated by Ben F. Barton and Marthalee S. Barton. After showing how maps always
involve specific ideological tendencies, Barton and Barton argue for a visual design practice that
reveals rather than conceals both its origins and uses. By locating ethics and power in an enor-
mous range of technical communication contexts and theories, the essays in this section argue
fora technical communicator who recognizes and engages with issues of power to work toward
amore just culture.
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THE ETHIC OF EXPEDIENCY

Classical Rhetoric, Technology, and the Holocaust

STEVEN B. KATZ

This article came as a total surprise. When I wrote it, discussions of ethics in technical commu-
nication were little more than the requisite paragraph or two on accuracy and precision of lan-
guage, or whistle blowing, stuck in the corners of chapters buried inside textbooks. Certainly
ethical debates raged in philosophy, but it was difficult to see how those esoteric or arcane ques-
tions were applicable to the kinds of moral dilemmas technical writers faced on the job every-
day. While rhetorical advances were being made in other areas of technical communication,
ethics seemed 1mmune to the critique of knowledge as a social-linguistic construction; other
than practical advice on clarity and truthfulness, there did not seem to be much to say.

It was in this context that I began my paper on teaching technical communication for a spe-
cial session at the Modern Languages Association conference. But my work was no exception.
[had discovered the Nazi memo in one of the hundreds of books on the Holocaust that crammed
the little house that my family rented from my now deceased colleague, Larry Rudner, during
my first year at North Carolina State University. I simply intended to suggest using this memo
as an example of the power of technical communication gone wrong. But a lead by Carolyn
Miller, always astute and generous, led me to consider the memo in relation to Aristotle’s dis-
cussion of deliberative rhetoric, sparking a crazed flurry of research and writing that ended with
a ninety-page conference paper! That conference paper, cut and shaped (even as I delivered it),
eventually became this article and the follow-up piece published in the Journal of Business and
Technical Communication in 1993. I am glad to finally have the opportunity to acknowledge
Carolyn’s contribution, as well as Larry’s influence, Leslie Olsen’s help with the title, and Jim
Raymond’s stewardship of the article in College English. We do not work alone.

Reaction to the published article was equally a surprise. Despite care to draw ethical and
ideological parallels rather than causal relations between technical communication, Aristotle,
and Hitler, I expected three major outrages: from technical communication for the implicit com-
parison between technology and fascism; from classical rhetoricians for the discussion of Hitler
in Aristotelian terms; from Jews for the trivialization of the Holocaust in relation to normative
capitalistic culture. More gratifying and important than the positive reception of the article has
been the subsequent treatment of ethics in technical communication. The field has come not
merely to acknowledge the importance of ethics, but also to explore in article and textbook the-

From College English 54.3 (1992): 255-75. Copyright 1992 by the National Council of Teachers of English.
Reprinted with permission.
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oretical foundations for understanding, analyzing, and teaching ethics as central to and of the
same substance as the epistemic nature of technical writing.

Some of this concern undoubtedly has been spurred by developments in science and tech-
nology; for instance, I have investigated the ethics of biotechnology communication with the
public, as well as moral tensions inherent in science itself. However, we have an eternity to go.
Perhaps further advances must wait until humanity can move beyond the directive of happiness
that Aristotle characterized as the prime mover of human morality—or perhaps push beyond the
hegemony of Greek classical rhetoric (one unexpected turn my research has taken has been
work on ethics and Jewish mysticism). I do not think we will see these changes anytime soon.

But we do not work alone.

\

Steven B. Katz

“[T]he stronger this faculty is, the more necessary it
is for it to be combined with integrity and supreme
wisdom, and if we bestow fluency of speech on per-
sons devoid of those virtues, we shall not have made
orators of them, but shall have put weapons into the
hands of madmen”

—~Cicero, De Oratore /11: xiv. 55.

sk ook ok

Geheime Reichssache (Secret Reich Business)
Berlin, June 5, 1942

Changes for special vehicles now in service at
Kulmhof (Chelmno) and for those now being built

Since December 1941, ninety-seven thousand have
been processed [verarbeitet in German] by the three
vehicles in service, with no major incidents. In the
light of observations made so far, however, the fol-
lowing technical changes are needed:

[1.] The vans’ normal load is usually nine per square
yard. In Saurer vehicles, which are very spacious,
maximum use of space is impossible, not because of
any possible overload, but because loading to full
capacity would affect the vehicle’s stability. So re-
duction of the load space seems necessary. It must
absolutely be reduced by a yard, instead of trying to
solve the problem, as hitherto, by reducing the num-
ber of pieces loaded. Besides, this extends the oper-
ating time, as the empty void must also be filled with
carbon monoxide. On the other hand, if the load
space is reduced, and the vehicle is packed solid, the
operating time can be considerably shortened. The
manufacturers told us during a discussion that re-
ducing the size of the van’s rear would throw it badly
off balance. The front axle, they claim, would be

overloaded. In fact, the balance is automatically re.
stored, because the merchandise aboard displays
during the operation a natural tendency to rush o the
rear doors, and is mainly found lying there at the end
of the operation. So the front axle is not overloaded.

2. The lighting must be better protected than now
The lamps must be enclosed in a steel grid to prevent
their being damaged. Lights could be eliminated,
since they apparently are never used. However, it has
been observed that when the doors are shut, the load
always presses hard against them as soon as dark-
ness sets in. This is because the load naturally rushes
toward the light when darkness sets in, which makes
closing the doors difficult. Also, because of the
alarming nature of darkness, screaming always oc-
curs when the doors are closed. It would therefore be
useful to light the lamp before and during the first
moments of the operation.

3. For easy cleaning of the vehicle, there must be a
sealed drain in the middle of the floor. The drainage
hole’s cover, eight to twelve inches in diameter,
would be equipped with a slanting trap, so that fluid
liquids can drain off during the operation. During
cleaning, the drain can be used to evacuate large
pieces of dirt.

The aforementioned technical changes are to be
made to vehicles in service only when they come in
for repairs. As for the ten vehicles ordered from
Saurer, they must be equipped with all innovations
and changes shown by use and experience to be
necessary.

Submitted for decision to Gruppenleiter 11 D,
S8S-Obersturmbannfiihrer Walter Rauft.
—Signed: Just
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. SOLUTION: AN ETHICAL

rllEFL;‘gf;LEM IN RHETORIC

l memo, taken verbatim from the pub-
is8
s P

ot of Shoah, a 9-hour documentary
lh o uﬂnh‘iolocﬂusl directed by Claude Lanzmann
@1«\"”,[ cln this memo, the writcr,‘ Just, attempts to
fligs s quperior, Walter Rauff, of the necessity
ade gl improvements (o the vans being used in
P e [.ll;azi program of exterminating the Jews and
e Jesirables,” just months before the Final
o as chambers and death camps was fully
gouon glized. In this earlier stage of the Final
o “_“0“ four Einsatzgruppen, or “Special Action
goluuiom A, B, C, and D, had been organized by
G“)"pié[ 0 carry out executions by firing squads
H‘“T‘“r 1248-49). Group D, whose field of opera-
lShlre'mcluded the southern Ukraine, was from June
[{;351-1““8 1942 headed by Otto Ohlendorf, in the
RSHA. Himmler’s Central Security Office (Shirer
1;_49), In 1942, Himmler ordered gassing vans to be
sed for executing women and children, because it
o more efficient, “humane” (see Shirer 1250-51,
14n.). The Wannsee Conference, in which the de-
s of the Final Solution were worked out, had been
i¢ld on January 20, 1942.

Tobegin to get at the ethical problem in rhetoric
e, let's do a brief rhetorical analysis of this memo
fom the standpoint of technical communication, ar-
mentation, and style. By any formal criteria in
tehnical communication, it is an almost perfect doc-
ment, It begins with what, in recent composition
lieories and technical writing practices, is known as
e problem or “purpose statement.” According to
1.C. Mathes and D. W. Stevenson, this statement
fould invoke an assumption or goal shared by the
udience—here the statistic that 97,000 have been
focessed without incident—and then introduce a
U that conflicts with that assumption or goal—
“hnical changes are needed—thereby effectively
z“f"g up the problem to be solved (29-38; see also
“i;n and Huckin, Principles 94-104). In keeping
¢ gosokzlme of what today are recogniz;d as thg rples
oy document design, the memo is also divided
faeg bee T‘Lfmbered sections that are clearly demar-
Nﬂan{ white space for easy reading. And most im-

U from the standpoint of technical writing,

EXPEDIENCY
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this recommendation for modifying the vehicles is
technically accurate and logically argued.

Indeed, in this memo one can find many of the
topoi first defined by Aristotle in the Rhetoric (1L
xxiii. 1397a6—xxiv. 1402a29) that are used to investi-
gale any situation or problem and provide the mate-
rial for enthymemic arguments. For example, in the
first section the writer uses the common topic of re-
lationship: cause/effect arguments, in conjunction
with the topic of comparison (difference) and the
topic of circumstance (the impossible), are used to
investigate the problem of maximizing the use of
space, to refute the manufacturer’s claims that the
problem is one of overloading, and to conclude in an
enthymeme that a reduction in the load space is nec-
essary. Just further supports his conclusion by
cause/effect arguments embedded in the topic of con-
traries that reducing the number of “pieces” loaded
would extend operating time because the empty
space would have to be filled with carbon monoxide,
while reducing the load space would actually shorten
the operating time. Finally, Just argues by cause/ef-
fect and contraries to refute the manufacturer’s claim
that reducing the load space would overload the front
axle by arguing from precedent (example) that “the
merchandise . . . displays during the operation a
natural tendency to rush to the rear doors, and is
mainly found lying there at the end of the operation.
So the front axle is not overloaded.” Thus, in a series
of enthymemes that make use of the topoi, Just in-
vestigates and proves his case for a reduction in load
space.

But of course, this is not the problem with this
memo. In fact, given the subject matter, we might
wish to claim that this memo is too technical, too log-
ical. The writer shows no concern that the purpose of
his memo is the modification of vehicles not only to
improve efficiency, but also to exterminate people.
This is the ethical problem in rhetoric I wish to dis-
cuss. Here, as in most technical writing and, I will
argue, in most deliberative rhetoric, the focus is on
expediency, on technical criteria as a means to an
end. But here expediency and the resulting ethos of
objectivity, logic, and narrow focus that characterize
most technical writing, are taken to extremes and ap-

plied to the mass destruction of human beings. Here,
expediency is an ethical end as well.




This “‘ethos of expediency can be seen In the
style of Just's memo, particularly the euphemisms
and metaphors used to denote, objectify, and con-
ceal process and people—‘observations,” *“load,”
“pieces,” “‘operating time,” “merchandise,” “packed
solid,” “fluid liquid,” “large pieces of dirt"—as well
as use of figures of speech such as ellipsis (*97,000
have been processed™) and litotes (“‘alarming nature
of the darkness,” “displays a natural tendency to rush
to the rear doors™). What concerns me most here is
how, based on an ethic of expediency, rhetoric was
made to serve the holocaust.

It is well known that to perform well in a profes-
sional organization, writers must adopt the ethos of
that organization. Barring errors in translation or dif-
ferences in language structure between German and
English, the ethos of Just’s memo is created and sup-
ported by a grammatical style that Walker Gibson has
labelled “stuffy” (90-101): the heavy use of polysyl-
labic words, modified nouns (“natural tendency,”
“full capacity,” “‘sealed drain,” “fluid liquid,” “techni-
cal changes”), of a passive voice that obscures the role
of the agent, and of subordinate clauses that separate
subject from verb. As Gibson points out, in this style
responsibility is shifted from the writer (and reader)
to the organization they represent, the organization
whose voice they now speak with, in whose interest
they act, whose ethos they have totally adopted as
their own. All the stylistic features I have pointed out
communicate and reveal a “group think,” an officially
sanctioned ethos grounded in expediency.

Indeed, this brief analysis reflects the rhetorical
problem with Just’s memo: it is based purely on an
ethic of expediency. This claim at once corroborates
and goes beyond Hannah Arendt’s controversial con-
clusion that Eichmann, the inventor of *“the Final So-
lution,” was not a psychopath but a bureaucrat simply
doing his duty. For Just is not merely performing his
function; in order to perform it effectively, he has
adopted the ethos of the Nazi bureaucracy he works
for as well. But in Nazi Germany, that ethos also in-
volved an entire nation of people, a whole culture.
Thus, I believe the ethical problem is even deeper and
more widespread than the ethos of a single bureau-
cracy. In this paper I will attempt to show that what I
have called an ethic of expediency underlies techni-
cal writing and deliberative rhetoric (see Olsen and
Huckin, Principles 70), and that this ethic, which is

SO PIEUUIIHIAIL HF WELMETR Culture, was at least py;.
tially responsible for the holocaust.

Thus it will be my contention that the ethical prop,
lem represented in Just’s memo to his superior, whi
an extreme case, is not an anomaly nor a problen
technical writing only, but a problem of deliberaye
rhetoric—defined by Aristotle as that genre of rhey,.
ric concerned with deliberating future courses of
action. I will argue that the ethic of expediency iy
Western culture which Aristotle first treated systen.
atically in the Rhetoric, the Nicomachean Ethics, ang
especially the Politics, was rhetorically embraced by
the Nazi regime and combined with science and tech.
nology to form the “moral basis” of the holocaus,
While there is a concern for ethics in the field of tech-
nical communication, and while few in our society
believe expediency is an adequate moral basis for
making decisions, I will suggest that it is the ethic of
expediency that enables deliberative rhetoric and
gives impulse to most of our actions in technological
capitalism as well, and I will explore some of the im-
plications and dangers of a rhetoric grounded exclu-
sively in an ethic of expediency. In doing so, I hope
to mount a critique of the ethic of expediency that un-
derlies technical communication and deliberative
rhetoric, and by extension writing pedagogy and
practice based on it.

In “The Rhetoric of Hitler’s ‘Battle’” Kenneth
Burke has already demonstrated the importance of
rhetorical analysis for understanding the source of
Hitler’s power, and the significance of his misuse
of the rhetoric of religion. However, despite Burke's
warning, we have tended to understand the holocaust
from a nonrhetorical, Platonic standpoint, which
amounts to a refusal to understand it at all. Some-
times this standpoint is justified. Elie Wiesel, for ex-
ample, eloquently argues for the sacredness of the
memory of the holocaust against the attempts to ab-
sorb it into popular culture and so trivialize it. But for
Wiesel, and I would suggest, most people, the holo-
caust appears as a breach in the Platonic wall of
Virtue, an aberration in Western civilization, and so
lies outside human culture: “Auschwitz is something
else, always something else. It is a universe outside
the universe, a creation that exists parallel to cre-
ation” (Wiesel 1). In this Platonic realm of anti-
Forms, the holocaust lies beyond rhetorical analysis.
For Wiesel and many other survivors and scholars,
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However, as George Steiner intimates throughout
Ir Bluebeard’s Castle, the holocaust may not be so
qnucha breach of the Platonic wall of Virtue, an aber-
qtion of Western culture, as an outgrowth of it, the
inal development and manifestation of something
deper and more problematic in Western civilization
ielf. In this view, the holocaust falls under the
puview of rhetoric. Although Steiner points to the
Plstonic utopianism inherent in Western culture
rther than to expediency as the root of the holocaust,
[will show that much of Hitler’s ethical and political
pogram is also directly or indirectly based on the
ehic of expediency first treated by Aristotle, and
s thus amenable to analysis from an Aristotelian
point of view. While I agree with Wiesel’s argument
aainst the trivialization of the holocaust through
popularizations and respect him immensely, an ex-
dusively Platonic stance toward the holocaust pre-
vents us from fully understanding how it happened,
ad from understanding the relationship it reveals be-
tween thetoric and ethics.

ETHICS IN DELIBERATIVE
DISCOURSE: EXPEDIENCY

Let's start with the issue of objectivity in technical
witing. While the fallacy of the objective stance in
kchnical writing has been discussed extensively
fom an epistemological standpoint (see Miller, “Hu-
manistic Rationale’”; Dobrin), it has not been dis-
assed enough from an ethical one. The concept of
ethos in rhetoric might help us here. In rhetorical the-
oy, the role of ethos (“‘the moral element in charac-
&) in enthymemic arguments has been demon-
sraied by William Grimaldi, for example, who,
merpreting Aristotle, argues that it is an essential link
wtween deliberation and action (144—51). Virtue for
Ansiotle involves choice informed and led by both in-
tlect and natural disposition or appetite (Nico-
michean Ethics VI. xii. 1143b16—xiii. 1145a14).
- Tus Grimaldi argues that while logos, or reason
. “wnsiders the means necessary” to reach some end in
- iberative rhetoric, it is pathos and ethos that pro-
- e the impetus to act.

Inthis cence ethice defined ac hiiman character

concerned witn decision and action. i1ecnnical wr
ing, perhaps even more than other kinds of rhetoric
discourse, always leads to action, and thus alwa
impacts on human life; in technical writing, epist
mology necessarily leads to ethics. The problem

technical communication and deliberative rhetor
generally, then, is not only one of epistemology, tl
relationship of argument, organization, and style
thought, but also one of ethics, of how that relatio
ship affects and reveals itself in human behavior.

It is easy to see how the epistemology of objecti
ity would lead to an ethic of expediency (or how tl
ethic of expediency would lead to an epistemology «
objectivity) in so far as the viewing subject and tt
viewed object are technical means to some ‘“‘highe
end—that is, “truth.” But even discussions based ¢
the principles of problem statements, audience adaj
tation, and rhetorical argumentation—upon whic
the more sophisticated teaching (and practice) i
technical writing as well as rhetoric are based—onl
begin to get at the fundamental issue that thrusts 1
self upon our attention in Just’s memo. As we wi
see, based on the ethic of expediency that underlie
not only technical writing and rhetoric but also mo:
behavior in Western civilization (see Olsen an
Huckin, Principles 70), those same principles wer
used to form the “moral” basis of Nazi society, to cre
ate the ethos of that entire culture, and to provide th
necessary warrant for the holocaust. As Olsen an
Huckin suggest in the second edition of their tex
book (Technical Writing 40—41; 91-94), we need t
consider technical writing based on deliberative rhe
oric from the standpoint of both rhetoric and ethics

From the debates between the sophists and Plat
to present-day criticism of advertising and politic:
propaganda, there has always been an uneasy rele
tionship between rhetoric and ethics. Perhap
nowhere is that relationship more clearly treated—
and the strain more evident—than in Aristotle’
Rhetoric. In the Rhetoric, Aristotle states that “rhetc
ric is a combination of the science of logic and of th
ethical branch of politics” (1. iv. 1359b10)—of logi
and ethics. According to Aristotle, then, ethics in pc
litical discourse is a matter of Goodness as well a
Utility. However, in his discussion of deliberativ
Aiceanree 1n the Rhetorie Arictotle elides Goodnes
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aim,” he says, “is utility: deliberation seeks to deter-
mine not ends, but means to ends, i.e., what it is most
useful to do” (I. vi. 1362a17-20).

In the Rhetoric Aristotle thus seems to collapse all
ethical questions in deliberative discourse into a
question of expediency. As he says, *“all other points,
such as whether the proposal is just or unjust, hon-
ourable or dishonourable, he [the political orator]
brings in as subsidiary and relative to this main con-
sideration” (L. iii. 1358b23-25). Nan Johnson argues
that it did not seem to matter much to Aristotle
whether the ends of deliberative rhetoric were ulti-
mately just or unjust, true or false, as long as the
means were expedient. However, several scholars
have argued that Aristotle’s conception of rhetoric as
praxis (social action) is not amoral, but rather ethical
insofar as praxis involves phronesis (practical wis-
dom or prudence) as an end in itself (see Sullivan
377-78; Kallendorf and Kallendorf 55-57; Rowland
and Womack). But it is precisely because rhetoric is
a practical art rather than a theoretical science, one
located in praxis, in the contingent realm of action,
that deliberative rhetoric can be understood to be pri-
marily based on an ethic of expediency. If praxis de-
pends on phronesis, on the practical wisdom or pru-
dence of the speaker to reason about “the good,” that
wisdom, that prudence, is itself a means to an end,
that end being praxis.

Further, as Dale L. Sullivan points out, “the good,”
and thus what counts as practical wisdom or pru-
dence, is defined by society (378). Thus phronesis,
like ethical appeal for Aristotle (Rhetoric 1. ix, esp.

1367b10), can also be considered an expedient, a
means to an end of rhetoric as praxis—determining
the “right” course of action in the first case, finding
the available means of persuasion in the second. (Eu-
gene Garver, however, argues that this understanding
of phronesis depends on whether one defines it as
“prudence,” which is rooted in character as an end in
itself, or as “practical reason,” which is detached
from character in modern political thought and thus
more “technical” [xi]. But as I will show, prudence,
like virtue itself, can be redefined by society, become
a means to another end, as was the case in Nazi Ger-
many.) In Aristotle’s treatment of deliberative rheto-
ric, then, expediency seems to become an ethical end
in itself. Expediency is always the good—*utility is a

good thing” Aristotle says (I. vi. 1362a20), concly.
ing: “any end is a good” (1. vi. 1363a5). This is acop.
clusion which, in light of the holocaust, we may way
to reconsider. For following Aristotle, in deliberatiy
discourse, including technical communication, ye
are in the habit of giving expediency too much fre
reign.

In fact, most technical communication is deliber.
ative. (Indeed, in a scientific and technological sogj.
ety, much deliberative discourse is technical.) As
Olsen and Huckin teach, technical writing is cop.
cerned both with arguments of fact and arguments of
policy—with what should or should not be dope
(Principles 67). But as they also point out, since mos|
technical communication is deliberative, it is baseg
primarily on arguments of expediency rather tha
worth or goodness (Principles 70). What Aristotle
gives us in the Rhetoric, then, is a practical ethic for
technical writing and deliberative discourse, an ethic
based almost exclusively on expediency. Most argu-
ments of worth and goodness, if they are present at
all, are subsumed under expediency, becoming an-
other means to a desired end, becoming expedient in
themselves (like appeals to give to charity based on
the advantage of a tax break).

However, Aristotle’s treatment of ethics is not as
simple as that. Alasdair Maclntyre argues that in
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics the relationship be-
tween means and ends is ambiguous (148). On the
one hand, it does seem that for Aristotle virtue is a
means to an end, that end being happiness. In the
Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle says that “Happi-
ness . . . is something final and self-sufficient, and
is the end of action™ (I. vii. 1097b21; see also X.
vi. 1176a30-viii. 1179a34). It is not erroneous, says
Maclntyre, to see that in positing “the good” as the
telos or goal of human life and defining that telos as
happiness or pleasure, Aristotle renders happiness
the ideal object of all virtue (148). In fact, G. E.R
Lloyd suggests that Aristotle waxes positively Pl
tonic in his discussion of happiness (239).

On the other hand, according to Maclntyre, Aris-
totle does not clearly separate means and ends as W¢
do. Maclntyre argues that in Aristotle’s teleological
philosophy, happiness as “the good™ is not only i
end of virtue but a part of virtue, the result of \"if?uc
as an activity of the soul: “The enjoyment which
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otle does not clearly separate means and ends asic
lo. MacIntyre argues that in Aristotle’s te]eolog' a0
hilosophy, happiness as “the good” is 1ot (;nvzrtue
nd of virtue but a part of virtue, the result © whidh
s an activity of the soul: “The enjoyme™

{
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yrisotle identifies is that which characteristically ac-
Qmpanies the achievement of excellence in activity”
\llw\.Lloyd 100 points out that there is no ideal form
;f he Good as such, but rather individual 200ds as-
ocated with particular activities or subjects (208-
13). Thus, says Maclntyre, “the enjoyment of itself
grovides us with no good reason for embarkin g upon
ane type of activity rather than another” (160).
Further, if there is no ideal form of the Good,
vtwe (ke knowledge without the ideal form of
Truth) s communal in nature, and is at least partially

getermined by the society in which one lives. That is,
rtue, like knowledge, is socially constructed, cul-
wnally relative, an awareness of a condition of our

avllization from which, as Steiner laments, there is
m0 turning after the holocaust (59-93). In fact, ac-
crding 1o MacIntyre, virtue was not a matter of in-
dividual moral authority for Aristotle, as it is for us,
hutwas always directed toward and made possible by
the polis (148-64). Thus, Maclntyre suggests, it is
probably incorrect to consider happiness or pleasure
the telos of human life for Aristotle; rather, it was the
acellence of activity (160).

And of course, the highest activity resulting in
supreme happiness was philosophical contemplation.
For Aristotle, the reason for the polis to exist is to
meke possible the pursuit of excellence and the hap-
piness that is concomitant with it (Ethics 1. ii.
1094220-1094b10; Politics VII). Indeed, to reduce
MacIntyre’s thesis to its simplest terms, the decline
of both the philosophy of ethics and of virtue itself is
narked by the breakdown in Western culture of a
communal teleology and the shift to an individual
moral authority and utilitarianism that can be seen,
for instance, in the philosophies of Nietzsche and
Bentham (Maclntyre 62-78; 256-63). This last point
may be important when we consider some of the im-
plications for rhetoric of the ethic of expediency in a
apitaistic culture.

Thus, although the roots of totalitarianism have

Mperceived in Aristotle’s conception of the polis
Svell as in Plato’s conception of the republic (see
?Opper 1-26), and the darker side of the Greek polis
1elf has come under some scrutiny from rhetorical
Harters (Miller, “Polis™), we may wish to locate the
*ic of expediency that culminated in the holocaust
"Uin Aristotle’s corpus, but rather in the trace of
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subsequent history. For if MaclIntyre is correct, not
only Aristotle’s concept of ethics but virtue itself has
“deteriorated” under the pressure of individualism
and the utilitarianism that individualism gives rise to.
In any case, it is important to understand how the
ethic of expediency that evolved in Western culture
and underlies most deliberative discourse also at
least partly formed the moral basis of the holocaust.
And Aristotle’s treatises can provide a clear point of
reference.

Itis not my purpose in this article to establish a di-
rect connection between Aristotle and Hitler. There is
little evidence in Mein Kampf to suggest that Hitler
actually read Aristotle either when he “studied” in Vi-
enna or while he was an inmate at Landsberg Prison,
where he wrote Mein Kampf, although he almost cer-
tainly read or had secondhand knowledge of the work
of Plato, as well as Fitche, Nietzsche (see Mein
Kampf 579-81n.), and other German philosophers
and historians (see Shirer 142-64). Indeed, in his
early days in Vienna, Hitler “was a voracious reader”
(Shirer 40), and throughout his life possessed a keen
if selective passion for political writing and biogra-
phies of powerful leaders (see Shirer 1439). But it is
my belief that Hitler, like those around him (see
Speer 246), was at least familiar with Aristotle’s
work, especially the Politics. Machiavelli, Renais-
sance statesman, student of politics, and author of
Hitler's “bedtime reading” (Gauss 8), almost cer-
tainly was (cf. Garver),

But it is crucial that we examine Hitler in con-
junction with Aristotle’s Rhetoric, Nicomachean
Ethics, and Politics to see how Hitler used the ethic
of expediency rhetorically to create a “moral” war-
rant for Nazi action. To do so, it will be necessary to
turn to Hitler's writings, speeches and conversations
(as collected, edited, and in some cases translated for
the first time in the short but incisive Hitler by
George H. Stein). For it is in his writings, speeches,

and conversations that Hitler lays bare not only his

political program, but the ethic of ex
guided it.

pediency that
HITLER'S "ETHICAL" PROGRAM?

Although the characterization seems hard to swallow,
Hitler’s was an “ethical” program in the broadest
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sense of that term. As Stein writes in a prefatory re-
mark, “In Mein Kampf, Hitler set down clearly and
systematically his principles for political action™
(45). Indeed, in Mein Kampf Hitler asks: “Can spiri-
tual ideas be exterminated by the sword? Can
‘philosophies’ be combated by the use of brute
force?” (51).! If Aristotle maintains in the Nico-
machean Ethics (V1. xii. 1143b16—xiii. 1145a14)
that “practical wisdom” must be accompanied by
“moral virtue™ to supply the right end, that “it is not
possible to be good in the strict sense without practi-
cal wisdom, nor practically wise without being
good” (VL. xiii. 1144b30), Hitler maintains that the
application of technique and power must be based on
a “spiritual idea,” a philosophy, to be successful.
Hitler understood—all too well—that his political
program for world war and mass extermination
would not be accepted without a moral foundation.
While “the continuous and steady application of the
methods for repressing a doctrine, etc., makes it pos-
sible for a plan to succeed,” Hitler proclaims, “this
persistence . . . can always and only arise from a
definite spiritual conviction. Any violence which
does not spring from a firm, spiritual base, will be
wavering and uncertain. It lacks the stability which
can only rest in a fanatical outlook™ (52).

For Hitler, as for Aristotle—at least in his discus-
sion of deliberative rhetoric—there seems to be no
distinction between “‘practical wisdom” and “moral
virtue,” between expediency and the good, as long as
rhetoric serves its end, that is, the State. Thus Hitler
asserts: “Conceptions or ideas, as well as movements
with a definite spiritual foundation, regardless of
whether the latter is false or true, can, after a certain
point in their development, only be broken with tech-
nical instruments of power if these physical weapons
are at the same time the support of a new kindling
thought, idea, or philosophy” (51). In Hitler’s rheto-
ric, expediency is the necessary good that subsumes
all other goods, and becomes the basis of virtue itself.

And depending on how one interprets the word
“support” in the previous quotation, there were two
possible ways in which expediency might become
the basis of virtue for Hitler: politically and techno-
logically. In the first interpretation, “support” can be
read to mean that the technical instruments of power
must be used in the service of (must implement and

enforce) a new polmcal philosophy. In the secong i,
terpretation, “‘support™ can be read to mean lhe
technical instruments of power must themscl\wﬁ
come the basis of (must embody and engender), ey
“technological philosophy.” In other word for
Hitler there seem to be two kinds of expedienc lhg
can be used to supplant an existing morality: poli, al
expediency, motivated by a “concern” for the gy,
(at least ostensibly), and technological expediency
motivated by technology itself.

Thus, to see how Hitler “takes™ the Aristoteliang,.
tion of expediency and combines it with techno|yg,
to create a new moral order, it is useful to make a ;.
tinction here between expediency based on poli
and expediency based on technology. I have already
mentioned that for Aristotle, if the end or “good"j;
deliberative discourse is political expediency,
function of the “ideal” state is to supply the materis|
means necessary to secure “happiness” and the “good
life” for its citizens—their moral and intellectual de-
velopment. These material means included enough
people and land to be self-sufficient (Politics VIL. i,
1326a5-v. 1327a10), a defense against enemies, bolh
external and internal, both in the present and in the fi-
ture (V; VIL vi. 1327 all-1327b15; xi. 1330b35-
1331a17), and a large slave class (I. v. 1254al8-yi
1255b15; VII. ix. 1328b25—x. 1330a34). (Based on
the ethic of expediency, it also included killing dc-
formed children or mandatory abortion to control the
population of the state! [Politics VII. xvi. 1335b20-
28].)

Hitler almost seems to put Aristotle’s observations
into practice. In his political speeches and writing
Hitler continually proclaimed the political (i.e., “eth-
ical”’) need and practical utility of conquering Europe
and enslaving its farmer peasants, turning Russiainto
“Germany’s India” (63), and exterminating the Jews
and other “inferior, subhuman species” in order (0
eradicate “social disease” and facilitate the moral,
material, and intellectual development of the German
people. In Hitler’s oratory and mind run amok, the
Final Solution was necessary because neither exile
nor quarantine of the Jews could guarantee the purily.
safety, and well-being of the Aryan race.

But Hitler unfortunately also understood that the
moral grounds for war and mass extermination could
be rhetorically founded on science and technology
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K, 2 derachment and truth, of power and capa-
gl he logical and ethical necessity (what
sas called the “technological imperative™
s 100-06]) for their own existence and
.an armives at a similar conclusion (379).
argument for technical improvements to
.’ sxsving vams, we see the technological imperative
- wors. Techmological expediency actually sub-
mcal expediency and becomes an end in it-
 Progress becomes a virtue al any cost.
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. Amtonomous). Both technology and
winxs can become the basis of ethics; both lead to
yower m*:zm logy can become the basis of poli-
! 1. Based on what we now know about the
idlocznst, there can be no doubt that Hitler believed
u e efficacy of science and technology, no matter
% perveried, as the basis of ethics and politics. “A
movement like ours mustn’t let itself be drawn into
teaghysical digressions,” Hitler states; “It must
X 0 the spirit of exact science”™ (69).
result: Just's memo. Mass extermination. Hor-
zical and technological experiments on
S comadered subhuman. A cold-blooded method-
%! the stzndard for dealing with the Jews, as well
the conguered. A cold-blooded method the
o an entire country. Gas chambers replacing
‘-\"rr.axu!h “processing” hundreds of thou-
6 of "pieces” a day. New and improved methods
 smsnistering pain and eliminating people. The
ke siciety organized into a death machine for the
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efficient extirpation of millions, lauded by the Nazis
as a hallmark of organization, elegance, efficiency,
speed, all of which became ends in themselves for
those planning and those executing the procedures.
For Hitler, technological expediency served to
make mass extermination seem not only necessary,
but just and honorable: “every persecution which oc-
curs without a spiritual base seems morally unjusti-
fied” says Hitler (51-52). It is the ethic of techno-
logical expediency that we sense in the memo by Just
to the SS—if we sense any ethic at all. Underlying
the objectivity, detachment, and narrow focus of this
memo (and of Nazi rhetoric in general) is an assur-
ance that the writer's ““action™ is technically justified
and correct, and thus morally right, an assurance that
is grounded not in the arrogance of a personal belief
in one’s superiority, but rather in a cultural and ethi-
cal norm of technology as well as Party. The ethic of
technological expediency that underlies this memo
and constitutes its ethos at least in part provided the
warrant that propelled Nazi Germany into the fore-
front of war and of infamy. Perhaps this ethic can ex-
plain the cold logic with which Just addresses the
gassing of innocent people. Perhaps the ethic—as

well as apathy, and fear, and hatred—can explain the
complicity of millions.

THE TECHNOLOGICAL ETHOS
AND NAZI RHETORIC

To further understand how the ethic of expediency
based on technology partially formed the moral basis
of the holocaust, and to begin to realize the implica-
tions of this for rhetoric, it would be useful to under-
stand the ethos of technology a little more, how rhet-
oric was used to create it, and what its effect on
rhetoric was. While I don’t mean to suggest this is the
“final answer” to that question murmured so many
times before—how could the holocaust have hap-
pened?—the imperatives of science and technology
as moral expedients create a powerful ethos that may
partly explain what occurred. As Jacques Ellul dis-
cusses at length in The Technological Society, tech-
nology, the embodiment in techniques and proce-
dures as well as machines of scientific method,
becomes its own raison d’etre and driving force in




uiare.  1ecnnology becomes dotn a means alld afl
nd in itself.

In addition, Jurgen Habermas argues that in late
ndustrial capitalism, technological values do indeed
ubsume political/economic ones, and that this “pur-
osive-rational subsystem” of industrial capitalism
uietly usurps the “traditional-institutional frame-
vork™ of social customs, values, and beliefs (90—
07). That is, a “technological rationality” that cal-
ulates the value of everything in terms of its own
echnical criteria and use (and that drives postmodern
conomics, for example), supplants and replaces the
raditional values of the society. In Just’s memo, we
ee that technical improvements to the vans become
he only criteria necessary to consider.

Obviously, “technological rationality” is based on
xpediency. Unlike honor or justice, which are based
on higher, more abstract moral principles, expedi-
>ncy is the only “technical” ethic, perhaps the only
>thic that “pure rationality” knows. (Stein even calls
Hitler a “religious rationalist” [67].) With expedi-
>ncy, the only ethical criterion necessary is the per-
ceptible movement toward the technical goal to be
achieved—including expediency itself. Indeed, expe-
diency is the only ethic that can be “measured,”
whether that measure be a cost-benefit analysis em-
ployed by an industrial engineer to argue for the au-
tomation of a plant, or the number of people extermi-
nated in one day—"‘pure” expediency (undiluted and
uninhibited by other ethics) recognizes no bound-
aries, no degrees of morality or other ethical limits.
While expediency can be the basis of desire and emo-
tion (like greed or the lust for power), the ethic of ex-
pediency is an exclusively logical, systematic, even
quantifiable one, can lead to a rationality grounded in
no other ethic but its own, and is symptomatic of a
highly scientific, technological age.

And of course, technology is the embodiment of
pure expediency. Thus, “the spiritual element,” the
ethos of technology, is expediency: rationality, effi-
ciency, speed, productivity, power. It is in this way
that technology creates the “ethical appeal” I men-
tioned earlier. Both science and technology are “a
good” not only because they are a rational means for
accomplishing a task and/or achieving leisure and

thite hanmninece (the srivfrrsme Inmomansd oom o6 0 . s

lE CUHLAL CHUS T HiCtlisClves as well. As Cargly,
Miller points out, the ethos of technology canevep .
come a form of consciousness (see “Technology"}‘
And as Heidegger expounds, the essence of scien
and technology is “enframing,” a manifestation gy
mode of perception and of being that arrests, objeg;.
fies, turns everything into a “standing-reserve” for g
(14-49).

In Nazi Germany, where gold fillings were ¢y.
tracted from the teeth of the victims of the gas chan.
bers and melted down and the hair of victims wg
used “in the war effort,” we see the ethic of expegi.
ency taken to extremes. Germans under Nazi e
were an efficient people of an industrious nation who
totally lost themselves in the ethos of technology
The holocaust reminds us not only of the potential
brutality and inhumanity of the ethic of expediency,
but of a rationality taken to such extremes that it be-
comes madness.

How did this ethos come about? If Hitler used the
ethic of expediency as first treated in Aristotle’s Pol-
itics as part of the moral basis of his political program
(significantly, his fervent appeals to the “Platonic”
right of the Third Reich were the other part), he used
the ethic of expediency first treated in Aristotle’s
Rhetoric to create the technological ethos of Nazi
consciousness and culture. Based on that ethic of ex-
pediency, Hitler can be understood to have tured
Aristotle’s concept of deliberative rhetoric inside out,
exploiting the ethic of expediency that underlies and
enables it and essentially turning deliberative rheto-
ric against itself. To understand how Hitler perverted
Aristotle’s concept of deliberative rhetoric to create
the ethos of Nazi Germany, we must look more
closely at Hitler’s conception of rhetoric.

We have seen that Just’s memo is based purely on
expediency; the memo itself is a technical instrument
(like the vans themselves) for carrying out the orgs-
nizational “task.” I have also already pointed out how
in Aristotle’s conception of deliberative rhetoric, ex
pediency seems to be the primary virtue. Deliberative
rhetoric is expedient when it serves its end, that i,
political persuasion. The test of success in Ans
totelian rhetoric is in the persuasion of the audience

(the so-called *“‘audience criterion™). As “the art or
£ .. 1e. Y A |
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agedient, @ techne (although as Grimaldi and others
| u}cshown. for Aristotle it was much more than this;
i Arstotle rhetoric was also an episteme or faculty
f ;;;discovering social knowledge).
Hitler takes the ethic of expediency underlying
| gixrative thetoric to its logical extreme. For Hitler,
qupaganda, the truest form of “technical rhetoric,”
:q’plglced deliberative discourse as the preferred mode
Jcommunicating with the masses:

The function of propaganda does not lie in the sci-
antific training of the individual, but in calling the
masses” attention to certain facts, processes, ne-
wssities, etc., whose significance is thus for the
firsttime placed within their field of vision.

The whole art consists in doing this so skill-
fully that everyone will be convinced that the fact

s real, the process necessary, the necessity cor-
rect, etc. (46)

Based on the ethic of expediency, rhetoric for
filler was pure technique, designed not to encourage
&hate, but rather to indoctrinate: “all effective prop-
windamust be limited to a very few points and must
p on these slogans until the last member of the
mblic understands what you want him to understand
by your slogan”; the reason, Hitler adds, is that “As
on as you sacrifice this slogan and try to be many-
aded, the effect will piddle away, for the crowd can
teither digest nor retain the material offered. In this
way the result is weakened and the end entirely can-
tled out” (47). Even in these abbreviated quota-
ions we see not only a greater (political?) distrust of
lbe masses than we find in Aristotle (Rhetoric 1. ii.
135725), but also a greater “technical”” preoccupation
wih the end to be achieved, both of which tend to
work against free discussion, true deliberation.

In fact, founded on the ethic of expediency and
den to extremes, rhetoric itself becomes a kind of
ihnology, an instrument and an embodiment of the
o that it serves. In Mein Kampf Hitler asks, “Is
Mipaganda a means or an end? It is a means, and
st therefore be judged with regard to its end. It
"t consequently take a form calculated to support
%n which it serves” (45). In Nazi Germany,
"paganda served the function of creating the tech-

sivlll UlC CUC O CAPCUICIICY, DCCOIICS UIC MOl
basis for it as well. As Hitler states, “The first task

propaganda is to win people for subsequent orgar
zation; the first task of organization is to win men f
the continuation of propaganda. The second task

propaganda is the disruption of the existing state

affairs and the permeation of this state of affairs wi
the new doctrine” (49).

Propaganda thus served to create the technolog
cal ethos of Nazi consciousness and culture: ration:
ity, efficiency, speed, productivity, power. In fact,
a technology, propaganda itself embodies this ethc
actually becomes personified in Hitler’s rhetoric
existing for those ends only. If Aristotle observes th
deliberative discourse is based on questions of exp
diency rather than justice or honor, Hitler declar
that “The function of propaganda is . . . not
weigh and ponder the rights of different people, b
exclusively to emphasize the one right which it h
set out to argue for. Its task is not to make an obje
tive study of the truth, in so far as it favors the enem
and then set it before the masses with academic fa;
ness; its task is to serve our own right, always and u
flinchingly” (47).

For Hitler, this technological ethos was necessa
to create the rhetorical/moral basis for the violen
and brutality to which he incited the German masse
If Aristotle observes that for political orators
other points, such as whether the proposal is just
unjust, honourable or dishonourable, are subsidia
and relative and have little place in deliberative d
course. . . . [W]hether it is not unjust for a city
enslave its innocent neighbors often does not trout
them at all” (Rhetoric 1. iii. 1358b25; 1358b3:
Hitler insists that in questions of political strugg
“all considerations of humanitarianism or aesthet
crumble to nothingness . . .’ (45).

Finally, if the purpose of Hitler’s propaganda w
to instill in the German people an ethos of detac
ment and power by which the Aryan race would bu
the Third Reich, as leader of this race Hitler sought
embody this ethos himself: “the masses love a co
mander more than a petitioner and feel inwar
more satisfied by a doctrine, tolerating no other |
side itself . . .” (42-44). If ethical appeal, the m
important of the three appeals for Aristotle (Rheto
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the audience that he or she possesses sound sense,
high moral character, and good will (II. i. 1378a9),
Hitler redefines these ethical categories based on the
ethic of expediency, reducing them to their basest,
“technical” level. In the ethical system Hitler rhetor-
ically created for “the master race,” sound sense is re-
duced to expediency, high moral character is reduced
to courage to use brutal force, and good will is re-
duced to “benevolent violence” against those consid-
ered inferior: “When I think about it, I realize that
I’m extraordinarily humane. . . . I restrict myself
to telling them they must go away. If they break their
pipes on the journey, I can’t do anything about it. But
if they refuse to go voluntarily, I see no other solution
but extermination” (72).

In word and act, Hitler created an ethos of expedi-
ency in order to carry out his pogrom for the greater
good of Germany: “The people at all times see the
proof of their own right in ruthless attack on a foe,
and to them renouncing the destruction of the adver-
sary seems like uncertainty with regard to their own
right if not a sign of their own unright” (50). It was an
ethos that Hitler thought necessary for the German
people to embrace and adopt as well: “Close your
hearts to pity. Act brutally. Eighty million people
must obtain what is their right. Their existence must
be made secure . . .” (76).

It is clear that Hitler combined the ethic of expe-
diency embedded in rhetoric with technology to cre-
ate the ethos of Nazi Germany. That is, Hitler used
technological expediency to create the polis neces-
sary to carry out world war and mass extermination.
In addition, the ethic of expediency then served as the
telos—*‘the will to power”—of that polis. It is there-
fore also clear that the telos within a polis is not uni-
versal but socially constructed and relative, and ren-
ders ethics that are based on and serve them relative
as well. Maclntyre too recognizes this (159). In fact,
if we understand Aristotle’s acceptance of slavery as
a reflection of “the blindness” of his culture (MacIn-
tyre 159), then perhaps we can also understand the
holocaust as a reflection of “the blindness” of Nazi
culture as well—a political and technological blind-
ness deliberately created in and through rhetoric.

This is in no way meant to diminish or forgive the
profound tragedy of the holocaust. Nor is it meant to
devalue rhetoric. Rather, it is to bring home the sig-

nificance of the holocaust for our undcrslanding of
the essential relationship between rhetoric and ethigg
In considering that relationship, we must always |
at rhetoric in the context of historical, political, g
cial, and economic conditions which govern the p.
ture and use of rhetoric in culture. In Just’s memg (
the SS we clearly see the view of human beings (hy
can result when technology becomes an ethos, whey
a polis embraces a “pure” ethic of expediency as i
telos. To understand the holocaust from a rhetoricy|
point of view is to understand the extreme limits an
inherent dangers of the prevailing ethic of expe;.
ency as ideology in a highly scientific and technolog.
ical society, and how deliberative rhetoric can be

subverted and made to serve it.

EXPEDIENCY IN
TECHNOLOGICAL CAPITALISM:
THE "FINAL PROBLEM"” FOR US

Having said this, I think it is important in the conclu-
sion of this paper to briefly explore the implications
of the ethic of expediency manifested in Nazi Ger-
many for rhetoric in our capitalistic culture. Cer-
tainly, our polis is as different from Nazi Germany’s
as Nazi Germany’s was from ancient Greece’s. While
the telos of the ancient Greek polis was the intellec-
tual development of the mind (for its few “citizens”
anyway), the telos of the Nazi polis was the develop-
ment of the power of the State itself, as embodied in
technology, Party, and Fiihrer. And while the polis in
both ancient Greece and Nazi Germany can be un-
derstood to have had a communal telos—the devel-
opment of the State (though for different ends)—the
telos of our polis is understood to be the individual.
Individualism is the basis of both democracy and
capitalism.

I said earlier that MaclIntyre believes that Aris-
totle’s concept of ethics and virtue itself have “dete-
riorated” under the pressure of individualism and the
utilitarian ethic that individualism spawned. As Mac-
Intyre suggests, we probably can’t understand happi-
ness as Aristotle did. We may not understand Aris-
totle’s concept of expediency either. Whether ethics
have actually “deteriorated” or not, with the shift in
moral authority from the State to the individual, per-
sonal happiness has become the goal of life in the
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. dpnmanly in economic terms. . 1 thmk it can be
ied without too much argument that the telos of
jeinthe United States is economic progress. In the
' ried States, success and happiness, both personal
mdwmmunal are measured in monetary terms. In a
- ialistc culture, it is “economic expediency” that
'~ gesmost behavior.

- futher, that expediency is both political and
- winological. I have already mentioned how Haber-
g helieves that in postindustrial societies techno-
- yucal and political values unite and subjugate the
 diional values of those societies with a technolog-
- lntionality that calculates the worth of everything
 gemsofits own “technical” aims. In our capitalis-
o sciety, economic rationality, facilitated by and
pcated to the development of new technologies, is
- wmanifestation of this. The danger, then, is that
 whnological expediency in the guise of free enter-
- mecan become de facto both a means and an end.
-~ Thts, in our culture, the danger is that technologi-
- dexpediency (unlike happiness for Aristotle, which
gpears to be only a part and result of virtue) can be-
ame the only basis of happiness, can become a
e itself, and so subsume all ethics under it, mak-
-~ nydlethics expedients and thus replacing them. Ac-
- wrding to Habermas, this has already occurred.

- Theethic of expediency in extremis and combined
- vihtechnology underlies the rhetoric of Just’s memo
 utkeSSand the holocaust in general. But to some ex-
-l technological (i.e., economic) expediency is the
- ‘mra” basis of many decisions/actions in our soci-
 t lhal sometimes harm human welfare or imperil
. b life. A recent example would be the decision
- ullonotify the public of the bomb threat to Pan Am
- Ailines to keep the airlines operating; in December
%8, Pan Am Flight 103 from London to New York
tyloded over Locherbee, Scotland, killing all two
undied and seventy people on board. Ethically
- Yuking, the difference is only one of degree, not
(d. The decision not to notify the public was a “sys-
1 decision,” concerned more with the “efficient”
ertion of the transportation system than with the
Jeplethe system is supposed to serve. In any highly
reaucratic, technological, capitalistic society, it is
‘e the human being who must adapt to the system

hiabLl. L 1. 1. e L. e

e ey TrohessE TV GaAves oW

ward the continuance of its own efficient operatic
(see Winner, Autonomous, especially 238-48). In
capitalistic society, technological expediency ofte
takes precedence over human convenience, and som
times even human life.

Now, I am not saying that science and technolog
are inherently fascist, or that we are becoming like tl
Nazis. Nor am I saying that expediency is all bad.
can be and is used to argue for increased safety or
otherwise enhance human welfare. What I am sayin
however, is that expediency as we understand it in o
culture in the twentieth century, as atechnological er
in itself, is problematic. The ethic of expediency th
provides the moral base of deliberative discourse use
to make decisions, weigh consequences, and argue r
sults in every department of society, also resulted )
the holocaust—a result that raises serious and fund:
mental questions for rhetoric. (This is especially in
portant when so many of our decisions, so much
our discourse, both public and professional, is techn
cal in nature, and is therefore most likely to be dom
nated by the ethic of expediency.)

If technology can become a form of consciou
ness, as Miller suggests, and technological exped
ency in the guise of economic rationality can becom
our telos, then deliberative rhetoric—devoted to tt
use of reasoned debate to arrive at informed conser
sus and decisions in a democracy—could becom
nearly impossible, at least as far as technologica
political issues are concerned. Although in “Rhetor:
of Decision Science” Miller holds up deliberati
rhetoric as a form of reasoning that is opposed to d
cision science—a technique based on technologic
rationality that is used to make managerial decisior
by quantifying all the variables—we have seen th
based on the ethic of expediency that underlies ar
enables it, deliberative rhetoric can be made to ser
exclusively the technological interests of “the State
Although not a decision “science,” deliberative rhe
oric could become technological, replacing the der
ocratic decision-making process with techniques
persuasion and audience adaptation calculated
serve their own end only. Some would argue it ¢
ready has.

Although I can’t explore it here there are mai
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and contemporary political campaigns and commer-
cial advertising in the United States. Rhetoric, espe-
cially the “rhetoric of science and technology,” is in-
creasingly being called upon and used to make or
justify decisions based on technological expedi-
ency—to create the necessary technological ethos for
accepting actions or events, especially in military
procurement and operations, and in the management
of risky technologies such as hazardous waste dis-
posal facilities or nuclear power plants.

The question for us is: do we, as teachers and
writers and scholars, contribute to this ethos by our
writing theory, pedagogy, and practice when we con-
sider techniques of document design, audience adap-
tation, argumentation, and style without also con-
sidering ethics? Do our methods, for the sake of
expediency, themselves embody and impart the ethic
of expediency? If telos is politically constructed and
ethics are culturally relative, we must realize the role
our rhetoric plays in continually creating, recreating,
and maintaining not only knowledge, but values as
well—including the value of technological expedi-
ency—through how we teach rhetoric, and how we
use it.

And if we do contribute to this ethos, what can we
do to counter it? We can begin by recognizing the es-
sentially ethical character of all rhetoric, including
our writing theory, pedagogy, and practice, and the
role that expediency plays in rhetoric. We no longer
have the luxury of considering ethics outside the
realm of rhetoric, as in the Platonic model of knowl-
edge, for the holocaust casts serious doubt upon this
model. And Aristotle’s division of ethics in rhetoric
according to audience and function (deliberative,
forensic, epideictic), is appealingly useful but prob-
lematic and ultimately limited. For based on that di-
vision, and the ethic of expediency in deliberative
rhetoric under which we have operated, Aristotle

does not seem to consider other ethics, such as honor
and justice (or kindness and humility) important in
deliberative discourse—at least not for their own
sake.

In the gruesome light of the holocaust, then, we
should question whether expediency should be the
primary ethical standard in deliberative discourse, in-
cluding scientific and technical communication, and
whether, based on Cicero’s advocacy of a rhetoric
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grounded in a knowledge of everything gpg Quire
ian’s definition of the orator as “a good ‘mg Sk‘};hl.
in speaking,” we can and should teach the wlhled
panoply of ethics in deliberative discourg, i 0le
rhetoric and writing courses. We could g,
Just’s memo. Perhaps we should even begip to \:1
tion whether “happiness”—as we understang j;
individualistic and utilitarian culture, as Persong
corporate gain grounded in economic Pfogrcsg
should be the only basis of virtue and the Prim
goal of human life. For when expediency becomesa
end in itself or is coupled with personal or politica) on
corporate or scientific or technological goals that ar;
not also and ultimately rooted in humanitarig, con.
cerns, as is often the case, ethical problems arjge, (of
course, this presumes that we can define and agree
upon what these “humanitarian concerns” are—y
presumption which is not at all certain, givep y,
“true” relativity of values, the multiplicity of needs
and the current climate of personal and COTPOmlé
greed.)

But I trust we can agree that Hitler’s rhetoric, po|.
itics, and ethics are not based on “humanitarian cop.
cerns.” I also hope we can agree that Hitler’s rhetoric,
politics, and ethics are not only based on insane hy.
tred and racial prejudice, but also on the ethic of ex.
pediency carried to extremes and unchecked by any
other ethical concerns, on science, technology, and
reason gone awry. For in an age when it is sometimes
considered “economically rational” to accept high
insurance costs on plane crashes rather than improve
the safety of planes; when Ford Motor company de-
cided that it would be more cost-effective to incur the
law suits (and loss of life) caused by the placement of
the gas tank on the Pintos rather than fix the problem,
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and only changed its mind when an equally expedi-
ent solution was found; when personnel are now re-
ferred to as Human Resources, like shale or oil, with
the metaphorical implications that they (we) can be
used up and disposed of or replaced when need be;
when launch dates are more important than the safety
of astronauts and production quotas more important
than the safety of workers and residents alike; when
expediency outweighs compassion in government
and cost/benefit analyses are applied to human wel-
fare and technical considerations outweigh huma
considerations in almost every field of endeavon
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iy the social sciences and humanities—when

N

;\ﬁcld strives to be scientific and technical and
"~mns are made and consequences weighed and

A
1S

¢
av

y

value argued on the ethic of expediency only—the
holocaust may have something to teach those of us in
technical communication, composition, and rhetoric.

NOTE

. ypage numbers following Hitler quotations are from
jilerby George H. Stein.
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POLITICAL-ETHICAL IMPLICATIONS
OF DEFINING TECHNICAL
COMMUNICATION AS A PRACTICE

DALE L. SULLIVAN

This article sprang out of a nexus of concerns in my life at the time. We were developing a PhD
degree at Michigan Technological University, and I was hoping the degree would focus on sci-
entific and technical communication strongly supported by studies in the philosophy and soci-
ology of science and technology. I had been reading philosophy of technology material for sev-
eral years, being influenced most heavily by Jacques Ellul’s The Technological Society and
Langdon Winner’s Autonomous Technology. Even though I believed that the technological im-
perative was destroying many things 1 valued, creating alienation at many levels, I had four
school-age children, who, T knew, would have to find a way to make a living in a technological
world created by our evolving economic system. Thus, the article reflects internal conflicts be-
tween my desires for the well-being of my children and my reactionary stance toward the tech-
nological society.

But it also sprang from the ongoing dialogue in the literature on technical communication.
Until the late 1970s or middle 1980s, most articles were “how to” articles: how to write an ef-
fective proposal; how to teach a segment based on a case study; how to integrate passages from
Moby Dick into the teaching of technical writing. The discussion, however, had been enhanced
by volume two of Baywood’s Technical Communication series, edited by Paul Anderson, John
Brockmann, and Carolyn Miller; by Writing in Nonacademic Settings, edited by Lee Odell and
Dixie Goswami; and by articles such as S. Michael Halloran’s “Eloquence in a Technological
Society.” In my own reading of the literature, it seemed as though the articles tied to rhetoric or
to the philosophy of technology were widening the scope of technical communication, giving
the discussion increased depth, and increasing academic legitimacy. My reliance on Carolyn
Miller’s three articles in this essay reflects my desire at the time to continue the dialogue along
that trajectory. However, I was not confident that I could publish a critical, theoretical article
without the pedagogical twist that characterizes much of the literature in composition and tech-
nical communication; hence, the discussion of my experimental class.

So much for my attempted reconstruction of motives. What do I think about the article now?
Thave always been ambivalent about the article because it sounds radical, perhaps even Marx-
ist, whereas, in fact, I am basically reactionary rather than progressive. 1 still worry about unre-
flective adoption of technology. Presently, I am concerned about globalization as described by

———

From the Journal of Advanced Composition 10.2 (1990): 375-86. Used by permission.
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Thomas Hisckin in his 2002 Council for Programs in Scienufic and Technical Comnyun;cy,
(CPTSU) keynote address, especially as it manifests itself in the widespread planting of ltm;“
wally rngtm-cml Crops. 2 !'t\‘.‘N"l'mlr_\ practice that has gone on hrgch unnobced Iy lhc iy
lic 1 the United States but faces mounting resistance in Europe T question the Ranctiyg Paven
by techmcal communication within companies lhe Monsanto. which developed ang l"r\cnv;\
markes crops genencally modified 1o withstand the spraying of herbicides, and | wongey "\\n
the ethical and poliical stance of communicaties and designers who work for such Mudtyn,
tonals Do they think of themselves a4 specialists seching the most expedient way o achiey
ends chosen by others. or do they think of themselves as responsible citizens engaged 1y M1y
action’ What sbout our students® Are they eager W work in such environments. ignonng e,
cal questions and reaping the financial rewards that go to those who embirace the compgpy
m‘”‘h )

Therefure, although 1 am amivalent about the articte, 1 find that it sull speaks to policy) and
ethical concerms perennially associated with technic al communicators” roles in the lcthn..l(\,._,!
cal socrety. and it sull cadly for the widening of the scope of technic al communication 1o NG hade
political discourse and public debate about whether we want 1 adopt the Innovalons being my,

keted by those who stand 0 profit from them
M(‘ S'u’fmh
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Lot me present one posaible version of the history of
teaching wiiting 19 the last comury and a hall. When
the tradiion of classical thetone was restncted o
composition in the nineteenth century, teachers of
writing found themselves teaching service courses,
usually defined as shills courses Purthermore, hay

ing tost touch with the Classical wadition, they began
to teach wiiting paricularly suited to current needs
and, by evtension 1o teach thought forms that imiae
modern consciousness @ form o Consclousness
largely molded by forms of production, or 1echnol

ogy As Richand Ohmann says, much modem com

POSIION instrgction reflects this lc«hnnlugml Ry
sClousness. 1t casts the wriling process in teoms of
problem solving, stresses objectivity and therebs g
nies a wiiter's social responsihilities, distances i
intersction between writer and reader, deals with
stract issues, and denies politicos (206) As s el
teachers of writing indoctinate students. turisg
them into the sorts of people who will fill the st
avatlable in our technological society

11 this story 15 a0 suggestive account of rhetons
Metamorphosis Into composiion i is even foe @
teresting apphed 10 rhetornc’s transformation s

POLITICAL BEYTHLICAL

,ﬁnk"l ummwﬂmﬂ Rhetoric has always amed

eachIng professional discourse- -particularly the
pourse Of e assembly, the court, and later the
© g andsoitis possible (v see technical commuy-
:ﬁm 46 3 direct descendant of rhetonc, even more
e with s mms than s composition However
- wohnical communication  shares ¢lassical
petor § OTELALION toward the professions, those of

oho teach technwal commumication don 't often
;;“ of ourselves as carrying on the rhetorical trads-
o Indead, it rather hard 10 do so. since we teach
acwght forms and discourse forms demanded by the
,‘v\‘p!.\\'- and we often ind ourselves reprosenting
o miltany industrial complex instead of the hu
apest wadiion. As John Mitchell puts i, we “in-
jvtrmate our students an the forms approprate o
oo cmphovers.” for “the students know they must
e with the guy that brung them. and they elect
L courses 1o leam hus dance steps” (5). In fact, the
ol contract that legiimizes the teaching of tech-
wal wiiting seems 10 insist that we adopt the
whaologral mindset. For example, 1.C Mathes,
paght Stevenson. and Peter Klaver warn engineer-
g wachers that itis dangerous to let people trained
& cassical rhetoric and Titerature teach technical
aning. because in so doing they “risk having thewr
wudonts taught principles that are in conflict with en-
geenng principles” (312)

Another way ot looking at this situation 1s 1o say,
» Mihael Halloran has, that we perpetuate the
whes " of the technological society, pnmanly by
vewing the rhetorical art as “a set of technical skills
practices) by specialists” (221 These skills are forms
o wechnology—they are techne W use Anstotle's
wm-and. as such, therr products can be separated
fom the maket and marketed, reheving the writer of
eponstbility (Halloran 227) As teachers of compo-
wion o technical writing, we sometimes find this
project something we can live with, but there exists a
firly Jong tradiion of reaction against it Nan John-
we for instance, documents the attempts of three
weeteenth-century — rhetonicians——Theremin,  Day,
od Hope - to stand against the reduction of rheton-
al education 1o the eaching ol specialized skills,
wd Robent Connors deseribes the continuing battle
avr the wsue of humanisim versus vocationalism in
whoal communication, o battle that has apparently
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been part of the profession from as inception early in
thes century.

TECHNICAL GENRES AND
__ POLITICAL ETRICAI STASIS

In the past ten o fificen vears, several artiches have
contnbuted o this oagoing debate. but 1 18 not my
purpose to catalog them Instead, | would bke o
focus on three essays by Carolve Milier that, | think,
lead 1o a poim of pohitval and ethwal stases for those
of us who teach technical communication In the first
article. “A Humanistic Ratonale for Technical W
ing” (1979), Miller argues that traditional technical
wriing instruction s based on the “windowpane”
theory of language. a theory that frames technical
and scientific wiiting as “just a serves of mancuvers
for staying out of the way™ (613) If we discard this
antiquated view of language, Miller says, teaching
technical writing can be more than teaching a set of
skills, instead, it can be a “kand of enculturation” that
helps students understand how 1o belong to a com
munity (617) This conception of teaching technical
wnting has the virtue of fitting meely with students’
definiions of the course. that it, it s a course that
gives them passage “in” 1o a certmn group «Ronalkd
23). More to the pomt it offers an important advance
over the skills-based approach w teaching techacal
wriing Nevertheless, 1t leaves unanswered a crucial
question. what are we encultwrating our students
ino’

10 answer this question. we must take up the issue
ol genre, for genres are schemas of response consid-
ered appropriate by a discourse community (Swales).
Clearly, these schemas are nol value neutral: when
students learn them, they learm what may be sad
about possible subyects on particular  occasions
(Miller, “Genre” 165} In other words, genres change
the way we tlunk by defining rhetoncal siuations-—
what the Greeks called karms. or the opportune mo-
ment (Poulakos 36) Thus. as Pamncia Bizzell says, it
15 “difficult o mantain the positton that discourse
conventions can be employed in a detached, instry
mental way "~ Unfortunately, genres i techmcal dis-
course seem 1o preclude the opportunity for citizens
to speak simply as ciizens on the ssues of technol
ogy in any meaningful way So one way we enculiur
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ate studonix 15 by waching them the genres of echn-
cal discourse, though the concept of genre s often re-
duced to the notion of foem. As Coanors has shown,
waching wchmcal forms has been a long-stancing
wadihon among techmeal writing tachers (338), a
rradsnon sl followed by many today

Ax this point, Mitler's “Geare as Social Acuion™
(1984) hocomes pertinent. Miller's own definition of
genre as “social action” leads her to deny that certar
wohacal forms, specifically environmental impact
statements, are genres bocause they preciude social
acton ( 164). That 1. because these forms attempl 10
wcorporate the interests of several factions, the
writer becomes mechanized and. 10 Burkean terms,
produces motion rather than action (156). 1 have ht-
te doubt that careful study of other standardized
technical forms, whether governmental ot industrial,
would suggest that Miller's observatons obtan
wadely. My own conclusion. therefore, 1s that teach-
mg standardized formats and forms means teaching
the technological mundset. and, thus, enculturating
students into the nuhtary-industnal complex. This
conclusion further suggests that we imphaitly accept
present restrichons on public discourse about tech-
nology and fail to give students power to engage in
social acton.

The third article that bears on this i1ssue is Miller’s
“What's Practical about Technical Writing?™ (1989).
In dus paper, Miller suggests that we define technical
wrnung as praxis rather than as techne. praxis being
the Greek word for social action and techne for an art
of making. This move allows her to recommend that
We quesnon present practices, ask our students to do
the same, and encourage them to take socally re-
sponsible action (23) As this recommendation sug-
gests, Maller’s three articles show an evolution in her
thought, alwavs n a consistent direction, but they
also lead w a pomt of stasis: if we enculturate stu-
dents mn the techmical wnung classroom, at least in
part by teaching techmcal genres that reinforce the
domnance of the technological system, how can we
then call them to responsible social action?

PRAXIS. VIRTUE. AND SOCIAL ACTION

[ wish to suggest that thes conflict 1s only an apparent
paradox and that those of us who teach the course are
really placed in a situation that allows us to be pow-

tSSUVES
POLITIC AL
; ats for change. But 10 have 3 ‘
f‘:tumm soclal action requires . kl:;g ‘:’“‘ o , vew of the good is .socmlngtc.al, the community
Lt%‘ os what the good is, and the individual is good
My, en e o she performs well the tunctions required
! ety —that 18, when the person is a good ciu-
Alascatr Maclntyre says much the same thing in
dher Ve, a modermized version of Anstotelian
« in which he approaches the subject by dis-
ssing the meaning of vmqe. According to Macln-
{ . e concept of virtue is embedded in at least
:‘;‘c;“m(ms First, a virtue is the human quality that
a person 10 engage in a practice with excel-
nce (191) Second, such a quality is pant of a per-
an's complete life and character, which can be seen
5 a0 ~embodiment™ of a socially sanctioned narra-
e (1441 Third, such socially sanctioned narratives
e really roles within a larger narrative, the narrative
of the culure and 1ts tradition (25%). Thus, we see
gt virtue—the good-—is defined socially by a soci-
av's wdeals, which, in turn, valorize roles within the
werety. When people fill the roles well, when they
pOSSCSS character traits that allow them to perform
e functions of these roles with excellence, then
their actions are considered virtuous,
Let us now take this depiction of ethics and apply
10 our present situation. I have tentatively decided
1 define technical communication as a practice;
terefore, [ am claiming that it takes virtue to partic-
ipate 1n technical communication. I can do this, ac-
wording to Anstotehian ethics, only by agreeing that
my students are developing character traits that en-
able them to perform their functions well. Morcover,
1 mply that these functions are good, that they fit in
with the 1deal of virtue that dominates our society.
There 1s no problem with this account if we are
willing to accept the values embedded in the techno-
logical soctety, for ours is a technological society—
or at least the arguments made by such social entics
a Jurgen Habermas, Jaques Ellul, and William Bar-
relt would lead us to believe that 1t s, But, of course,
this 1s where we run into trouble. Many of us do not
agree or identify with the values of the technological
society and the military-industrial complex. Instead,
wedenufy with a variety of alternative social groups
quite diverse in their plurality but all sharing at least
ooe value: that human beings should not be subordi-
nated 10 the technological imperative. As such. we
“ant o regain the upper hand; that 1s, we want to
Make technology serve humans instead of letting

)
suggestion that we define technical g,

m
as a practice rather than as an art o Skl"'\\.&m
points out, Anstotle makes a distinenpp

ability to produce products, a technicy] gk,"m'“*
calls techne. and the ability 10 take sogiy M“‘H N
pravis (Ethics 6.4). Further, the ability mc‘“ 2
action involves the virtue of practical Wisdony, ‘:\Tw
dence (phronesis), a virtue defined as (e
reason about ends rather than means. mm”m'l\ B
ables a person to deliberate about the good !
than the expedient and. as such, 10 act ip e ol
sphere rather than in the sphere of work ¢ Ethic, :“:’
As Barbara Warnick says, techne 15 h‘h'l&
ducing.” whereas phronesis is concerned . peo
uses to which products are put (30408 lemg::
distinction 1nto account, we can define sogiy) vy
as action free from the €CONOMIC constraing N,;
workplace: it s the pohtical-ethical act of
functioming 10 the ciizen’s role rather thap i e
worker's role. Unlike techne, which has an eng -~
than uself, responsible social action constinge, .
pravia. Anistotle’s word for “good action.” ap ey .
itself (Erhics 6.5).

thn rhc'tmc. of wt}alcvcr wpe, is defined x ,
practice, it is linked with virtue. Anstotle hymgy
does not directly hink them: he defines rheton x4
art (Rhetoric 1354a.10). However, Halloran angee
that eloquence was considered a virtue by many
sical rhetoricians (226), and Eugene Garver, L
Self, and Oscar Brownstein all make connections e
tween rhetorie and phronesis. Impheit in all of thee
studies 1s the definition of rhetone as a social at«
practice rather than an art, and this definition bangs
thetoric out of the amoral realm of technique into i
world of ethics and pohitics. This disunction i 1m
portant, for a skill can be used for good or had enk
but a virtue automatically embodies good ends
(Garver 69). That 1s, 1f rhetonc 1s merely a suil
someone may use 1t to manipulate people, butif s
a virtue, then it must be used for good.

The definition of the “good.” however, 1s p®
lemauc. In his Ethics, Aristotle defines it as happr
ness (eudaimonia), and happiness he defines a %
virtuous activity of the soul. Furthermore, he s
that virtuous activity is the ability to conform © &
ideals of the society (1.7.7). In other words, At
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‘_“‘h““k‘il) shape our society and its values There-
fore, we can call technical communication a virtwous
practice only when it is put to the service of one of
these alternative humanistic visions

But the very thought processes embodied in most
madern technical genres have grown out of the tech-
nological mindset, and they continue 1o support the
dmmmmce of the technological society while deny-
ing people the power to take social action as citizens
when they write. In effect, if we continue to teach
these genres, we indoctrinate our students into a sys-
tem we don't agree with; but if we stop preparing
them for their roles in the technological world, then
we are no longer really teaching technical communi-
cation according to the social contract that we all
bought into when we agreed to teach the course.

It seems that we're back to the onginal point of
stasis. Like David Dobrin, in “What's the Purpose of
Teaching Technical Communication.” 1 find myself
faced with a set of alternative actions | can take,
though my alternatives differ from his: (1) | can get
with the program, change my values, and become a
representative of the technological society; (2) 1 can
leave the profession of teaching technical writing, (3)
I can become schizophrenic, or (4) | can figure out
how to change my course so that it at once teaches the
discourse appropnate for the technological world
and makes students aware of the values embedded in
such discourse and the dehumanizing effects of it
Obviously, I think number four is the best alternative,
and I would like to suggest some ways to begin teach-
ing technical communication as a truly virtuous prac-
tice, as responsible social action.

POLITICAL DISCOURSE IN
TECHNICAL WRITING

My suggestions—to be taken as explorations of pos-
sibihities rather than as prescriptive guidelines—in-
volve altening what we teach when we teach techni-
cal communication and changing how we teach it
Altering what we teach requires redefiming not only
the function but also the scope of technical commu-
nication. Certainly, we can redefine its function sim-
ply by calling it a practice, a social act, rather than an
art. But we must also look at the boundaries we have
drawn for technical communication, boundanes
often summed up in the phrase “writing for the world
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of work,” a phrase set in contrast (0 the rh‘cmr'i‘c of
leisure, as Miller points out (“What's Practical 15,
I8), Classical rhetoric, though it aimed at prepaning
students to fill professional roles, was concerned with
roles reserved for citizens, or the leisured class. \‘:’c
often misinterpret leisure, associating it only with
elitism and forgetting that the leisured class was re-
sponsible for politics. Conversely, most of the wnt-
ing done in the “world of work™ was done by slaves.
The ancient class distinctions implicit in classical
thetoric still carry over, even though social condi-
tions have changed. That is, when we define techni-
cal communication as writing for the world of work,
we tend to draw a boundary at the point where polit-
ical discourse picks up. Within the present bound-
aries, technical discourse is constrained by the crite-
fia established by industry, the division of labor
within large companies, and bureaucratic procedures
in government. As Susan Wells puts it, the goal of
this discourse is “systematic misunderstanding and
concealment.” She goes on to say that “the subjective
responses of readers and writers are irrelevant, and
the monologic voice conceals, not a dialogic relation,
but the total fragmentation and dispersal of knowl-
edge” (256).

I think we stop short of including political dis-
course within the boundaries of technical communi-
cation because of the marriage between private en-
terprise and government burcaucracy, a system that
blocks citizens from participating in effective delib-
erative rhetoric about the direction that technology
should take (Rossini 342). In the place of public de-
liberation, we have the twin motives of profit and
technological advance, sacred termtory in our society.
There are few, if any, socially sanctioned opportuni-
tes for citizens to participate effectively in making
decisions about the large i1ssues associated with tech-
nology, or most other issues for that matter (Good-
night). Therefore, our present way of defining techni-
cal communication as the discourse appropriate for
industry is equivalent to defining it as the rhetoric ap-
propriate for slaves—those barred from making deci-
sions about the ends, those whose decision-making
authority is restricted to determining the most effi-
cient means of obtaining predetermined ends.

If we are serious about defining technical commu-
nication as a practice, then we must expand its scope
to include political discourse. To do this is to act on

ISSUES

the ideal that all citizens, though Work
sponsible political agents; it is 1o g, s .
ery really was abolished and ney

v art

3
. 0
e gy Just Posy ghSh..
and it is to treat the mdp fduul aS 2 unfje Clagy
as a person who must divide his or hey e "ol .

tween the roles of the worker and (he City Ol
expanding the scope of technica cOmm?,
include political discourse is (g fight am
alienation produced by our economic pg
ical systems.

I am not saying we should refuse teach
course appropriate for the world of wyj fo &
the social contract we have with oy iy
mands that we prepare them for thejr future Cls G
But it is possible to teach this discoyrse from
cal perspective and 1o supplement i wiy, & ;cm
that is appropriate for social action. For am
Wells, using Habermas® ideal of Commumcau?n'
tion, suggests that we begin by teaching th ; t
tures of “purposive-rational ac‘i"““‘Ha&}ﬁ:
term for action consistent with the technologicy
perative—but that we also identify authory, Ch:r:u
and suggest ways of contesting these claims | srn-
we can “identify the r.clal.ions of power thy blm:
the desire for communicative action and “offer stray
gies for subverting that power, for betraying i
communicative action” (264), Wells' strategy fy
critical instruction can be supplemented with g
strategies, such as Kate Ronald's proposal thy ¢
dents write about professional texts, examining s
cipline-specific constraints (28). Or the teacher oy
point out how the problem-solution patter in tects
cal reports implies a closed system; discuss the p
sibility of opening up a broader definition of et

for writing proposals and feasibility reports; or sz
gest using a less impersonal style to bring the hume
clement back into technical discourse.
However, it is important to go beyond teahs
traditional structures from a critical perspectie. |
we claim the territory of political discourse aspatd
the province of technical discourse, we should es*
students practical reasoning, that is, the proves®
deliberation and judgment that Garver describes @
“Teaching Writing and Teaching Virtue." Gand
claims that practical reasoning goes beyond ey
sive and scientific writing, for the subject of pracid
reasoning is “contingent facts that can be other 8
they are, that action can do something about tha &

iy l
galn“ L‘z
lcChnol ¥

oth worrying z'xboul'.' (66). Whilc we probably al-
W0 leach deliberation and judgment when we

h feasibility and in.vcstigntion reports, we tend to
it within [hc constraints ol" an assumed audience—
qamely decision-makers within a company—and
nt private and governmental forums. Centainly,
the power of audience over the writer is widely ac-
mm\'wd?"d‘ the most well known statement of this

somenon being Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca's
claim that the rhetor must always adap1 the discourse
o the audience (25).. Thcrcfonc.'n IS important that
w¢ open up the definition Qf audience 1o include the

wlic; that is, we should incorporate at least some
geliberative or judgmental discourse appropriate for
. public forum._ ' ‘

But to do this, we need to create an imaginary so-
ety in which a public forum for such issues actually
cuists, It is at the point where we break with present
reality, where we pretend that we live in an idealized
«iety, that we begin to create a new social order. By
griting for a public forum, even an imaginary one,
«udents can begin to sec the possible clash between
the values of an audience in industry, heavily influ-
enced by the profit motive, and the concerns of the
public, Further, such writing works against the rheto-
rc of concealment by bringing issues before citizens
and by calling into play value judgments that usually
are not part of the decision-making process when de-
liberations about technology are confined to the pri-
vacy of an in-house report.

Redefining what we teach—that is, expanding the
scope of technical communication to include public
discourse about technology-—would change pro-
grams as well as classes. Ph.D. programs in rhetoric
and technical communication would begin to incor-
porate classes devoted to policy and to the philoso-
phy of technology. This already happens in informal
ways at places like Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute,
where many students supplement their studies in
tetoric by taking classes from the Science and Tech-
nology Studies Department and by asking faculty
from that department 1o sit on their committees. But
aserious commitment to technical communication as
asocial act would eventually require that these sorts
ofstudies be officially incorporated into the program,
ddirection presently being pursued in the new Ph.D.
Program in rhetoric and technical communication at
Michigan Technological University.

POLITICAL-ETHICAL
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THE APPRENTICESHIP
MODEL OF TEACHING

Not only do I suggest that we expand the definition of
what we teach; I also suggest that we change the way
we teach technical communication. Present practices
often do not take seriously Miller's claim that teach-
ing the course means enculturating students. As a re-
sult, we often teach the course as a skills course, cre-
ating a professional distance between ourselves and
students, comparable to a seller-buyer relationship.
After all, if all we are doing is teaching skills, we can
impart what we know and never attempt to influence
students. However, if we are enculturating students,
if we are introducing them to the discourse commu-
nity of industry and the larger discourse community
of public citizenship, then the model offered by ap-
prenticeship is more appropriate than the model of-
fered by the market.

I am aware that some will object to the appren-
uceship model. Manlyn Cooper’s criticism of the
concept of discourse communities applies (o appren-
ticeship as well, for apprenticeship assumes that
something like discourse communities exists and that
the teacher initiates students into that social structure
(216). Indeed, apprenticeship implies that the teacher
represents the culture and that students leam through
imitation (Polanyi 53). Reactions against this hierar-
chical system are understandable, especially since
cultural systems have usually excluded or marginal-
ized certain people. However, the alternative requires
a commitment to expressive discourse, a form of dis-
course that excludes its practitioners simply because
members of empowered communities perceive it as
alien or unorthodox.

Therefore, we should make cautious use of ap-
prenticeship as we employ it to bring students into
the cultures that we represent. That 1s, even though
we teach the discourse of the military-industnal com-
plex, we can make clear that alternative cultures exist
and that we identify with those cultures. Admittedly,
such a view produces a rhetoric of conversion, but,
after all, this is exactly what Ohmann calls for when
he says that “we either teach politically . . . or we
contribute to the mystification that so often in univer-
sities diverts and deadens the critical power™ (335),
The word of the teacher is somewhat alien to the
world view of the students, but it is nevertheless an
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authoritative word; and as John Edlund points out in
his analysts of Bakhtin, the teacher is a member of
the soctal group that constitutes the class (62). Thus,
we are in a position Lo help students appropriate and
assimilate language practices about technology that
go beyond the reductive structures of traditional tech-
nical genres.

There are many ways o apply the concept of
apprenticeship to technical communication courses,
but by way of example, 1 will briefly describe one
system that | have been experimenting with. Since |
identify primanly with the tradition of classical rhet-
oric (despite some of its social inequities, 1t never-
theless offers ways to subvert the technological
mindset), | have adopted classical pedagogical prac-
tices that depend on imitation, a way of teaching |
have discussed elsewhere (see “Attitudes™). I divide
the course into two segments. During the first half of
the course, | teach technical forms by asking stu-
dents to do such things as copy, imitate, summarize,
and transform examples of technical discourse.
During class, we discuss these structures, and I link
them to thought processes, pointing out how the
structures exclude various considerations. This pant
of the class fairly closely resembles a traditional
technical writing class, with two exceptions: stu-
dents go through the forms rapidly by using the imi-
tation exercises, and my discussion of the forms
focuses primarily on their schematic nature and their
function in social settings, rather than on details of
correctness and usage.

The second segment of the course breaks with tra-
dition. In an attempt to model the process of deliber-
ation and judgment, | assign a single topic to the
whole class, which 1s divided into two advocate
groups and onc arbitration group. Ideally, the topic is
a question about a present policy decision, but be-
cause of the rhetoric of conccalment that dominates
our present discourse about technology, students find
it difficult 1o get the information they need to build
cases and decide issues. For instance, when | asked
students to work on a local current issue—whether or
not a paper mill should be built nearby—they soon
ran out of information because the paper industry
wanted to protect newly developed technology that
they claimed could produce white paper without cre-
ating dioxins, Therefore, I choose a well-documented
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case from the past and ask students 1o take
most successful assignment requires S‘Udc' ,
vestigate the 1913 lnho‘r strikes in the cop ‘r-. 0.
region where we live. The university' urchn
rich in material on this subject, and studgy,
cess 1o information they would not be
about a current issuc.

Part of the class is prolabor, part s Procoy
and part is arbitration. Thus, the clasy o N '“Pan)
models the deliberative process. During gp; l
teach rhetorical concepts like stasis (hoy, 0 der
mine the issue in a case), kairos (learning (, o
vantage of the opportunce moment), and '""Cnu(m'
also teach students alternative genres for p,mm,
their cases, such as the classical polemic Speech l
the Rogerian argument suggested by Richarg You?j
Alton Becker, and Kenneth Pike (283). gy, dem R
out on strike and participate in debates, ang even g
arbitration group writes majority and minorjt
ions. In this way, the total rhetorical exchang Wity
the class functions to forge a prakton agagh, N
concrete act of enlightened expediency™ ( Brownggy,
23), and the students engage in a modeled eXPerience
of performing a social act no longer constrained by,
present social restrictions. ‘

Defining technical communication as a prycy
has major significance for technical communjcyy
teachers. It allows us to sce ourselves as doing my
than teaching a set of skills, but it also places ety
and political responsibility upon us. If we continge o
teach the course in traditional ways, we perpetuac;
form of discourse that blocks social action; if we .
fuse 1o teach the conventions appropriate for indus
try, we fail to give our students the power they need
to enter the dominant culture. Bizzell expresses the
dilemma better than I can: “Our dilemma is that we
want to empower students to succeed in the dominan
culture so that they can transform it from within; but
we fear that if they do succeed, their thinking will b
changed in such a way that they will no longer wal
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to transform it.” However, by redefining the funcuon

and scope of technical communication, we may b¢
able to teach it in such a way that students will b¢
able 10 usc technical genres and yet resist their poset

We can even hope that a few among our students wil §
find ways to transform present practices and open'?

opportunities for public social action.
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