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For Kari, my favorite discussant



One man with an idea in his head is in danger of being considered a madman, two men with the same idea in common maybe foolish, but can hardly be mad; ten men sharing an idea begin to act, a hundred draw attention as fanatics, a thousand and society begins to tremble, a hundred thousand and there is war abroad, and the cause has victories tangible and real; and why only a hundred thousand?

Why not a hundred million and peace upon earth? You and I who agree together, it is we who have to answer that question.

— William Morris, 1883

But the sincerity of those who robe themselves in the national colors, and parade their own opinions and interests as synonymous with those of the founding Fathers, is easy to test. Ask this question: Will you submit your opinions and proposals in open controversy with those who disagree with you on a forum platform, and let the people decide on the merits of your logic and evidence and on the worthiness of your purposes?

— John Studebaker, 1935
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Introduction

Out of the crooked timber of humanity no straight thing was ever made

—Kant

Everything old is new again. Almost a hundred years ago, Americans were struggling to find new modes of participation in a seemingly moribund democratic process, and they are again today. In a striking parallel to developments in the Progressive era, both in academia and at the grass roots people are struggling to reinvent participatory democracy. As political institutions seem ever more distant and beyond the reach of reason or understanding, people have again become interested in the potential of participation. This book is about a broad educational and public project starting the 1920s-1940s, the attempt to recast democratic discourse as discussion, and create a venue in which to discuss, the public forum. Discussion as a college subject emerged in Speech departments, and we’ll have to examine their history to see why and how it developed as it did. Forums grew out of an American tradition of understanding democracy as embodied in forms of communication, whether the speaker on the platform, the candidates debating, or something “new,” discussion.

Americans like to see themselves as exceptional, as setting an historical pattern by founding a nation state (in principle) independent of ethnicity and religion and instead based on a political idea, the modern possibility of a republican democracy. If, as Winston Churchill is said to have remarked, democracy is the worst possible system of government except for all the others, what is its virtue? Supposedly, politics and policy—the use of state resources and force to accomplish things—are directly or indirectly controlled by the people affected by the government’s actions. Some have argued that one way to understand the evolution of American democracy is as a continual march toward institutionalized populism, an ever more direct democracy.1 We can see a movement toward populism in American history; extending the suffrage, the referendum, the direct election of senators; all these changes allow more and more people to get included in decisions that affect an increasingly enormous and complex society. But “the people” get more involved at precisely the time when government begins to become Big, and social or economic problems seem less amenable than ever to easy choices at the ballot box. The apparent mismatch between popular government and the scale and complexity of modern life troubled the Progressives a hundred years ago, and it continues to confound us, and every other modern democracy as well. We certainly do value our democratic ideals, but humans are fallible, and so is their decision making. John Dewey saw human thought and life as a continuous process of making choices to solve problems, whether they are smaller, more local problems (what to have for dinner) or larger problems (the best response to global warming). At each level, human beings’ ongoing attempts to perfect their decisions seem to meet with mixed success, yet their hope persists that decision making can be improved.

At the nexus of democratic policy making lies communication. Decisions become both reasonable (in various senses) and democratic depending on the form and substance of the communication that produced them. Figuring out where to go to dinner may require some talk, but political decision making is much more difficult, since often one policy decision must apply to a number of different contingencies and constituents. One could reduce the complexity by not talking it out, just appointing a “decider.” However, one of the characteristics which the Founders consciously duplicated from classical democracy is a reliance on the role of speech in democratic governance. Democracy is governance through talk. Indeed, one perspective on the nature of politics is that it is not (simply) the organized use of force, but that it arises as an alternative to force. The great Roman orator and politician Cicero, who until the nineteenth century was the premier exemplar of learning and civic action in European education, told an interesting origin story as part of trying to account for role of oratory in civilized life:

For if we wish to consider the origin of this thing we call eloquence . . . we shall find that it arose from most honorable causes and continued on its way for the best of reasons. For there was a time when men wandered at large in the fields, like animals, and lived on wild fare; they did nothing by the guidance of reason, but relied chiefly on physical strength; there was as yet no ordered system of religious worship nor of social duties . . . no one had learned the advantages of an equitable code of law. And so, through their ignorance and error, blind and unreasoning passion satisfied itself by misuse of bodily strength, which is a very dangerous servant. At this juncture [some man] . . . became aware of the power latent in men . . . [and] through reason and eloquence [propter rationem atque orationem] . . . transformed them into a kind and gentle folk.

To me, at least, it does not seem possible that a mute and voiceless wisdom could have turned men suddenly from their habits and introduced them to different patterns of life [diversas rationes vitae].2

This sort of story outlines what Charles Taylor has called a social imaginary, a background picture of the characteristics of people and their relations that animates theories of politics, sociology and rhetoric. Cicero’s account of republican civil society affirms that the power of speech both constitutes and enables the mutual cooperative action which enables social and political life. Discord and the triumph of force are natural to the human condition, and the discovery of speech or rhetoric, as a sort of technology, funds the possibility of civil and civic life. Certainly this technology can be used for good or ill, as Cicero goes on to point out:

But when a certain agreeableness of manner—a depraved imitation of virtue—acquired the power of eloquence, unaccompanied by any consideration of moral duty, then low cunning supported by talent grew accustomed to corrupt cities and undermine the lives of men.3

As the term “rhetoric” has been debased and devalued over the last two centuries it is certainly not hard to find condemnations of it.4 Yet like any technology, rhetoric can be well employed or abused, and we should be wary of the thinking of it as always a detriment to democratic life and practice.5 After all, there are many versions of rhetoric; the question should be which will advance our common causes and which will not.

In fact, trying to discover “good rhetoric” as a remedy for “bad rhetoric” has become a common enough project. Much of the impetus for academic and non-academic interest in deliberative democracy flows from a renewed quest for forms of communication that will not only enhance participation but also ensure that somehow it is “deliberative,” guided by public reason. Individual citizens can’t be deliberative in isolation; a person who didn’t converse with her neighbors wouldn’t count as deliberative unless she read widely and thoughtfully, putting her in contact with a larger community. Some deliberative theorists are content with this, but many find themselves drawn irresistibly to Cicero’s picture of citizens speaking to each other face-to-face. The face-to-face model harkens back to the “town hall meeting” of colonial America, where citizens of small townships met to decide how their communities would be run. Common to the Athenian assembly as well as the town meeting, face-to-face dialogue seems compelling for several reasons. First, people encounter embodied selves, in all their splendid diversity of race, gender, age, etc., not just ideas or positions, making stereotyping more difficult (as people get to speak for themselves) and the chances for learning about each other more likely.6 Second, while the ebb and flow of editorials allows time for reasoned reflection, the immediacy of face-to-face dialogue has the advantage of not only letting people feel they are being understood, but (when it’s working well) allows for efficient correction of errors and possibly learning and compromising.7 Third, oral communication reduces (in many cases) the advantage of writing and extended literacy, which can easily privilege those with more education. Finally, face-to-face communication, by its nature, is mostly local and so helps an imagined community become an actual one.

Let’s think for a moment about how simple the act of citizen participation might be. Suppose a group of concerned citizens wanted to form an organization to enhance local democratic participation and practice. What are their obstacles? First, obviously, is the scale of the modern US. Should they work at the block level? Neighborhood? Town or city? County? State? Joint deliberation becomes more meaningful and potent as more people participate, yet the difficulties of mass participation seem almost insurmountable.8 Given any size or scale for the organization, they will have to consider costs, in terms of both time and money, both for the group and the participants. How much time will people spend on this?9 How much will the group spend to make the meetings happen, including finding space, speakers, and in the 21st century, a server on which to keep the web page?

Next, the group will have to worry about the format. What, exactly do they want people to do? What does it mean to “deliberate?” “Discuss?” Are these skills natural things, or acquired through standard education, or would they have to be taught to participants? Would people meet face-to-face or online? What topics are appropriate? Clearly, ones that matter to acommon future, or even just ones that people care about on a local level. But do people know enough about any of the topics to discuss them adequately? The group might have to provide training or information for participants. Who does the groups want to attend? They might try to get a representative group of people, as in a deliberative poll.10 Or they might operate as voting does, allowing people who are interested to select themselves. The group will have to consider how often people are willing to meet, and whether or not consistent attendance is crucial to successful deliberation. Finally, they will have to consider the meaningfulness of the deliberation to the participants. Is a good discussion enough? Does a decision need to come out of it? If citizens do meet and discuss actual policy choices, will that discussion still be meaningful if these choices don’t result in a change? The group will have to work out how it is that many small deliberative groups could have an impact on a large and relatively impersonal political system.

So, the astonishing popularity of deliberative democracy brings together three topics.11 First, we need to clarify what constitutes deliberation in a modern democracy. Second, if we imagine deliberation in a political context, then we need a concept of “citizenship,” identifying those who can and should participate. Finally, deliberation is a kind of communication, which can be taught, and so a plan for speech (or communication) education would have to accompany large scale deliberative democracy.12 All three topics are mutually interdependent. For a democracy to be deliberative, it needs citizens. Citizens need a democratic system in order to deliberate mutual choices, either it’s democracy in a specific institutional sense or in a more extended sense in which most social life can be democratic or not. The citizens need an education which enables to them to participate effectively in their particular system. The point here is that there are both practical and theoretical problems facing the group, and they cannot be neatly separated. One way to pose the practical vs. theoretical dilemma is to frame it in terms of the “public” in public deliberation. Determining who counts as a member of a (or “the”) public, which doesn’t always include all citizens, depends on the modes of communication employed. How does this relationship play out?

Speaking Like Citizens: A US
Deliberative Tradition

At least two general approaches to this question of the public present themselves, face-to-face, and circulatory; people talk to each other directly, or the read or watch the arguments and ideas the circulate through the modern print and media culture. While evidently these two modes can, and do, exist in various mixtures, these two approaches to deliberative communication lead in somewhat different directions. The face-to-face picture of communication is local, intuitive, transparent and grounded; the participants are stakeholders in local issues, and ideally even people who sharply disagree understand each other pretty well; this picture forms the core of Habermas’ account of the coffee shop public spheres. As appealing as it is, this mode of deliberation is extremely hard to scale up, and even in a modest-sized town much of its charm is lost to the large number of people involved. Habermas goes beyond the coffee shop to document a vibrant print culture from at least the eighteenth century, and this part of his account is amplified in the circulation model developed by Michael Warner, who argues that in a large society, most political communication is mediated communication among strangers. According to this circulatory model, texts, such as handbills, editorials, pamphlets, articles, documentaries, blogs, videos, etc., circulate through society carrying arguments and ideas. For Warner, a public is a self-organized entity which encompasses Habermas’ bourgeois public sphere, and potentially much more. The public consists of those people who are known but strangers; people who read the same newspaper you do are known to you in an odd sense even if you haven’t met them; publics are both personal (formed by knowledge that is personal and personally relevant) and impersonal (composed of people who don’t know each other). The circulating texts are addressed in the sense that they “hail” or address an appropriate reader or viewer, creating a public in the process of their consumption. Warner’s publics are not just political; a novel or song or video game can have a public as well.

As Habermas has documented, the public sphere in both the textual and face-to-face versions has existed, in various European countries since the eighteenth century; Warner has shown that it existed in textual versions in the early American setting.13 Scholarship on nineteenth century US public address has described a vibrant oratorical culture, which is surely part of a public sphere.14 Fredrick Antczak has convincingly argued that nineteenth century elocutionists were not only advancing a version of the public sphere, but that version became decidedly more populist as time went on.15 But while a circulatory model applies equally well to the European and American settings, Habermas’ “coffeehouse” culture of public discussion does not seem as apt to the US as it was to England. What about face-to-face deliberation in the US, outside of legislative settings? Habermas paints a picture mostly comprised of elites talking to elites, in cities and countries that by contemporary standards are fairly small. In the US, merchants, farmers and others, especially in small towns, perpetuated this model, while understanding a bit differently, as version of direct democracy. Yet as the US grew, in terms of geography and population, through the nineteenth and into the twentieth century, the European model broke down; by 1920 the US population was predominantly urban, and cities were huge and increasingly diverse; while the corner bar might fill part of the function of public discourse, the scale of cities and government made it seem inadequate to the task. What innovation arose to fill the need for a conversational public sphere, as the general store was no long able to do? The answer lies in the “discussion movement,” a widespread idea in the early twentieth century that a particular kind of communication, discussion, would solve American political problems.

Several steps were needed for discussion to become the model of deliberation. First, conversation was transformed into discussion. While in the American context, discussion grew out of a dissatisfaction with debate (in both educational and legislative contexts), it also represents a neat evolution from more casual conversation. The conversation of politically important people (the coffeehouse crowd) obviously counted as politics, but political discussion made participants of just about anyone. This points to a second shift, toward egalitarian, populist participation. Though practice often fell short of the ideal, an expanded notion of citizenship certainly informed the discussion movement. As we’ll see, in the struggle to accommodate massive immigration in the early decades of the twentieth century, in many cases advocates of discussion explicitly attempted to include women and newly arrived Americans, on principled grounds. Finally, a site for discussion was necessary, one that provided both for the possibility of popular participation and marked the political seriousness of the activity. This site was the public forum. Forums certainly had antecedents in the American context, especially the lyceum and the Chautauqua, but the versions that emerged at the turn of the twentieth century were novel in important ways. They took the educational mission of their predecessors and focused it specifically on politics, creating as it were a next extension of the public sphere. They also articulated their mission very directly in terms of the political process, often as educating voters. Unlike the lyceum and Chautauqua, the promoters of discussion and the forums defined and contested principles of democracy; they worried about how they could best embody democratic principles and practices.

Being Citizens

A crucial ambiguity remains in this picture of political life: Who’s doing the discussing? Does the idea of a “citizen,” and the skills of citizenship, really encompass everyone who formally has the franchise? As critiques of citizenship have pointed out, conceptions of “appropriate” persons and styles of communication may make participation easier for mainstream or dominant groups, and more difficult or unnatural for other groups, including women and racial minorities.16 Nancy Fraser made the classic statement of the problem of citizenship relative to deliberation.17 Fraser starts from Habermas’ claim that the public is located in the difference between private, business, public and State. A “public sphere” is “a theater in which political participation is enacted through talk”; it has private people, but public concerns.18 So something new is created, a group that can “talk back” to the government. The public sphere is typically “bourgeois” in that the locations and types of talk were and are middle class—not the government, or the wealthy, but not the poor and uneducated either. Ideally, the public sphere entails open access for all, and for participants to bracket their private interests and inequalities, so that all may deliberate as peers. Fraser argues that the ideal, worthy as it is, isn’t met because women and minorities generally don’t have the same access, their inequality to men of the dominant race isn’t ever fully bracketed, and the public/private distinction works to the advantage of the dominant group, while counterpublics are ignored. Even the requirement of rational argument (or the cosmetic appearance of such) can be used to exclude people with non-mainstream backgrounds or educations.19

Neither the discussion teachers nor the forum organizers of the 1920s and 1930s fully came to grips with the late twentieth century critique of the citizen deliberating in the public sphere. Yet they probably had the ideals right, and they actually were more sensitive to difference than was the tradition Habermas describes; as we’ll see, in the diverse cities, the question of reaching those from other language, cultural and religious traditions was never far away. Some of their solutions (handbills in multiple languages, translators on the spot) would seem progressive to us, others (building common identity through radio programs such as “Immigrants All, Americans All”) might be more dubious. Despite their failure to see things through our eyes, we should approach their work with an open mind, wary of missing important lessons about democracy, and about ourselves.

The underlying conception of citizenship uniting the discussion teachers and forum leaders was their assumption of civic republicanism, the set of interlocking assumptions which defines problems and possibilities of political action among those who recognize their mutual interdependence. Civic republicanism comes in stronger and weaker varieties, since the focus on communal decision making and common goods may be a route to the protection of individual freedoms (in which case it reduces to certain forms of liberalism) or they may be an end in themselves.20 For Americans, whatever their philosophical or historic vagaries, a version of civic republicanism was built into their conception of their “republic” by the Founders, especially by James Madison.21 In American history, the importance of individual freedom is always in tension with a focus on community and common values.22 The small rural town with fiercely independent farmers who work together to maintain common institutions—from the public schools, to the Grange to the IOOF—captures well the possibility of productively maintaining this tension. Yet while these towns are mostly gone now, and American life is mainly urban, suburban and exurban, the basic idea is still a powerful one. All politics, said Tip O’Neill, are local, and the civic imagination needs an anchor more tangible than the distant federal government. It’s as if the enormous state and federal governments, in people’s minds, could be interpreted through the lens of small town governance. And this picture of democratic politics puts the speaking, acting, citizen in the foreground. Mr. Smith may go to Washington, but he starts from a small town. The promoters of discussion and forums were given to slightly over-the-top self-promotion, but the adulatory tone of much of the discussion and forum literature is more properly understood as grasping at the hope of a return to this picture, rather than a smug or ignorant attempt to escape the realpolitik of modern life.

Many critiques exist of civic republicanism: the eclipse of agency, the influence of class and economics, the power of the habitus and the episteme, the role of the unconscious. So many objections that we might ask why it remains so attractive to us, in the face of so much theory that our choices are prefigured for us. The answer might be found in Charles Taylor’s account of the modern social imaginary.23 A social imaginary, for Taylor, is a pre-theoretical understanding of the people who inhabit the world, their relevant characteristics, and the possible modes of engagement. Institutions, practices, myths and folkways all embody the social imaginary, which can evolve and change over time; the social imaginary is the background understanding that makes practices such as political speech possible. Radical democracy (i.e., with full public participation) and discussion make great sense with the background assumptions of the modern social imaginary, regardless of the theoretical problems with them. Taylor claims that the pre-modern imaginary was one where each person had a place, ordained by a destiny derived from chance of birth, race, physical abilities, and so forth. These social places—butcher, baker, farmer, priest, king—formed the functional unity of society, with each person necessarily (in a sense) in his or her place; the imaginary is also a moral order, an account of what makes the norms of society realizable. The modern social imaginary is different, flowing from the liberal influences of the seventeenth and eighteenth century, particularly Hugo Grotius and John Locke. As Taylor writes, the modern social imaginary departs:

radically [from the previous one] . . . whatever distribution of functions a society might develop is deemed contingent; it will be justified or not instrumentally; it cannot itself define the good. The basic normative principle is, indeed, that members of society serve each other’s needs, help each other, in short behave like the rational and sociable creatures that they are.24

So, equality and flexibility become crucial: in principle, we can all be, and choose to be, someone else, in terms of our role in society, and the society can choose, as a whole, a functional “point” which makes sense of people’s lives. Taylor’s argument is complex, but the important point here is that these ideas of freedom and choice are now deeply, if normatively, embedded in our understanding of politics, and prefigure the possibilities of political action. The recurring desire for participatory democracy is explicable because it follows from these assumptions. He gives an example of the workings of background assumptions in the modern social imaginary:

Let’s say we organize a demonstration. This means that this act is already in our repertory. We know how to assemble, pick up banners, and march. We know that this is meant to remain within certain bounds, both spatially (don’t invade certain spaces) and in the way it impinges on others (this side of a threshold of aggressivity, no violence. We understand the ritual.

The background understanding that makes this act possible for us is complex, but part of what makes sense of it is some picture of ourselves as speaking to others to whom we are related in a certain way—say, compatriots, or the human race. There is a speech act here, addresser and addressees, and some understanding of how they can stand in this relation to each other. There are public spaces; we are already in some kind of conversation with each other . . . The mode of address says something about the footing we stand on with our addressees . . . it is meant to persuade; it remains this side of violence. It figures the addressee as one who can be, and must be, reasoned with.25

It’s easy to be cynical, especially post-9/11, about the possibility of genuine democratic dialogue, or the viability of civic republicanism. But we should also acknowledge the enduring popularity of face-to-face deliberative forms, and the strong emotional attachment many people have to them, are not mere ideological blindness, but an acknowledgement that at this point in history, this represents our best normative hopes. As Richard Rorty has pointed out, falling short of our ideals is no reason not to attempt to make them real.26 Taylor makes clear that giving up on these ideals may be more difficult than we think.

Becoming Citizens: The Role of Education

Citizenship always carries with it some assumptions about education, about how people come to know and do the things associated with their civic duties.27 In the classical tradition of rhetoric, the educational demands of citizenship were framed in terms of both knowledge and action: One had to know enough to be able to speak on the important issues of the days. Contemporary civic education has been more focused on knowledge than communication skills, as the cultural of oral performance has declined.28

Yet in the early twentieth century, as the interest in forums and new modes of popular participation grew, a group of college teachers in the newly formed field of Speech responded with an innovative approach to the communication skills required for citizenship.29 Their starting points, reasonably continuous with the classical rhetorical tradition, were oratory and debate, the speaker on the platform, and the legislative or public debate. In 1910 these forms were alive and lively, and had even become competitive sports in colleges.30 Yet doubts about their appropriateness to new visions of democratic politics persisted, and in the 1920s, a new course began to emerge in the college curriculum, the discussion course. If education and civic action are two sides of a coin, then the development of training in discussion is inseparable from the emergence of the forums themselves. There were many connections between the two.31 Each story is completed by the other. The forums understood themselves as a part of the burgeoning adult education movement, and looked to adult educators and speech professors for guidance on how to teach discussion to participants. The college teachers thought they were preparing students for a life of civic participation in forums; without the forum movement, there would have been little purpose in teaching discussion skills, and as discussion pedagogy faded, the skills rapidly became contextualized as the group dynamics of organizational decision making.

The speech field itself arose from a complex mixture of factors; while it would be easy to dismiss it, as many have done, as just a kind of marginal teaching, both its institutional origins and intellectual engagement with progressive politics command our attention. As we’ll see, while teaching speaking or discussion is to a certain extent a “nuts and bolts” skill, the speech teachers of the first half of the century were surprisingly thoughtful and sophisticated in connecting their teaching to larger political trends and questions. To understand just how novel and interesting was their take on the civic meaning of speech teaching, we’ll have to chart their origins, from lackeys to the literature professors in English departments to freestanding field struggling to define itself.32

One might well ask why a history of speech pedagogy matters, and how should it be written. To an extent, this history matters because the record should be set straight. Some of this history has been told, some has not; the material is almost uniformly interesting and in some cases profound. Not only have I used archival sources for research, but in many cases I have deliberately worked primary sources extensively into the text as quoted material. Sometimes this is due to the interest of the quotations themselves, but in other cases it is an attempt to lay out enough evidence so that readers will be able to judge, elaborate—and perhaps contradict— my interpretations for themselves.33 My hope is not that I’ve had the find word on any of this history, but that I might be part of an ongoing dialogue about the history of discussion and forums.

Much of the history of the speech field so far, with a few exceptions, has been anecdotes and reminiscences.34 My goal has not been to write an all-purpose, comprehensive history of either the Speech Communication field or the Forum Movement, but rather to show how these two institutions, their ideas and practices, developed in tandem, with mutual, if indirect, influences. The Forum movement has been mostly ignored by academic historians.35 But I am not resurrecting it out of a purely academic interest. In both areas, we need some useable history, something to anchor our understanding of current developments, in academia and in politics. For once again, deliberative participation is all the rage. Countless groups in the US seek to create forums, and across the university, adding a civic dimension to college instruction is rapidly replacing critical thinking as the cutting edge of innovation.36 From an historical perspective, much of this work is reinventing the wheel. The history of discussion instruction and forums offers many lessons, not all of them heartening, for the would—be deliberative democrat, either in the classroom or out.
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Origins oF Speech Pedagogy

Much as they would like to project an image of stability, universities are, and have always been, in constant evolution. What they teach, and how they teach it, have changed radically over time. Discussion was not a traditional subject of study. As we’ll see, it grew out of debates about competitive intercollegiate debating. For those debates to take place, however, there had to be departments that taught the relevant coursework. Many of the core departments of the modern US university emerged between 1885 and 1920, and Speech was one of them. In most cases, university departments were collections of faculty with common expertise and teaching interests, and Speech was no exception. So understanding the milieu out of which discussion arose will require us to consider the types of instruction common at US universities in the nineteenth century: What was the traditional model of speaking instruction like? In fact, by the end of the nineteenth century, a style of speaking and speech instruction, elocution, had taken root, but times were ripe for change. Speech teachers, for a number of reasons, were heading toward department status, and elocution proved to be too conceptually weak to create a departmental rationale. So in the first and second decades of the twentieth century, speech teachers exited their homes in English departments, and created a new department, Speech, and they begin to create a rationale for teaching and research in this “new” discipline.

The Nineteenth Century Transformation
of Rhetorical Education

To fully understand twentieth century developments in communication pedagogy, and by extension their relation to the forum movement, we need to examine their nineteenth century background, not only because many forms and techniques continue into the twentieth century, but because the founders of the Speech field were reacting to the particular set of circumstances of the 1910s, and in both substance and rationale created a field which responded to them. In complex ways, these founders retained some parts of the evolving tradition, dropped some parts, and reinterpreted others. They showed an admirable willingness to respond creatively to their working conditions, in a way both intellectually interesting and politically aware. But their creativity is only apparent against the backdrop of the complexities of the nineteenth century, as rhetorical pedagogy struggled to keep up with changes in universities, students and society at large. Everett Hunt recalls of the early field that, “They were conscious of being pioneers but preferred to be pioneers with a tradition.”1 The political philosophy embodied in their teaching also represented a creative adaptation of Progressive era ideas, which were themselves new versions of American democratic traditions.

My claim in this chapter is that between 1800 and 1900, teaching speaking skills went from a taken–for–granted association with a civic/public context, to a widely dispersed set of skills, associated as much with entertaining platform speakers as with political oratory. These changes not only paralleled changes in higher education, but the development of disciplines, and in particular, the Speech discipline. The return of public speaking to a civic context required a reinvention democratic practice, in light of the Progressive reformulation of politics.

University Education

The social and political changes in 19th century America obviously resist easy summary, but they involved the expansion and consolidation of democratic forms, as well as the ongoing erasure and reformation of the socioeconomic categories inherited from Europe. The major changes in higher education reflected the same trends: the increasing availability of higher education, and its evolution from a training ground for upper class professionals of the next generation to researcher/scientists who train skilled workers to meet the needs of an expanding economy, especially in the agricultural sector.

The changing rationales for collegiate education are well documented by Bruce Kimball in Orators and Philosophers, and they provide a context for the breakdown in the traditional understanding of rhetorical pedagogy. Kimball’s typology will serve as convenient means for understanding the changing, and increasingly marginal, role of rhetoric in higher education. Kimball traces the history of liberal education as a continuing battle between a vision of education organized around its civic functions (the rhetorical or oratorical model) and a contemplative vision of education, organized around its epistemic functions (the philosophical model). From Plato and Isocrates’ mutual criticisms all the way to questions about the curricula at liberal arts colleges, the tensions between these approaches dominate all education in the European tradition. For most of European history the oratorical model, following Isocrates and especially Cicero, predominated, with the philosophical perspective always in the background. During the nineteenth century, a stunning reversal occurred: Philosophical goals and methods of education replaced civic ones, as Socrates replaced Cicero as the intellectual “folk hero” the educated gentry.2

The tradition of the artes liberales as inherited from the Renaissance humanists was actually a republican conception of education: Education serves to produce virtuous people capable of taking up their roles as citizens in the republic. This understanding of the “liberal” in a liberal education is replaced in the nineteenth century by what Kimball dubs the “liberal–free” ideal. Trading on the another meaning of “free” (intellectual, as opposed to the civic responsibilities of free citizens), this ideal derives partly from the Enlightenment, and is fundamentally individual, rather than social and civic. Kimball identifies the seven characteristics of the liberal–free ideal as: freedom (from restraint), rationality (rather than tradition); critical skepticism (of received views); tolerance (toward difference of opinion and belief); egalitarianism (all people are created epistemically equal); volition (of the individual rather than upon the obligations of citizenship); and knowledge for its own sake (disinterested knowledge). Certainly many of these values were justified as classical (“we have always valued them”) by an appeal to the authority of Socrates, though the ideology itself also seems to have strongly shaped our understanding of Socrates.3 A glance at the introduction of any “critical thinking” text taught in a philosophy department will confirm that these characteristics are now the unquestioned desiderata of higher education. Without endorsing or rejecting them, we can ask what effects this shift had on the very idea of rhetorical education (though we may well have reason to question them later on). Changes in higher education were bound to affect rhetorical instruction as well: How did rhetorical instruction in higher education change as part of the reversal Kimball documents? The next section attempts to describe some of the complex history of nineteenth century communication instruction, as we will see the breakdown of the liberal arts model, with rhetoric integrated and connected to the gentle professions, and the glimmerings of rhetoric as a discipline.

The Old Model

One is tempted to ask “How did they teach rhetoric in the eighteenth and nineteenth century?” as if it made sense to ask what their public speaking course, or writing course, was like. Yet change had been extensive enough that the question almost doesn’t make sense. Rhetoric was not a “subject” in the eighteenth century curriculum, certainly not in the sense of rhetoric as training in a set of communication skills. The classical vision of rhetorical education was still more or less intact, in that the teaching of communication skills was integrated into the curriculum. What students learned about they also spoke and wrote about; forms (speaking, writing and arguing) were not cleanly separated from content (philosophy, history, literature).

How did this work? Faculty taught subject matters: literature in Greek and Latin, religious instruction, history, political economy. Faculty assigned essays to students, some of which were presented on a weekly or biweekly basis to tutors. While a few faculty lectured on rhetoric (as a theory, based on Cicero and Quintilian), the nuts and bolts were handled by tutors, with deans sometimes checking students’ progress; the “Wednesday afternoon forensick” was a tradition at some US colleges, in which the students would dispute weekly before the dean to demonstrate satisfactory progress in their educations. At Columbia College (later Columbia University) the “Laws and Orders of the College” from 1755 specify that:

The pupils in each of their turns shall be obligated at such times as the President shall appoint, to make certain exercises in the several branches of learning suitable to their standing both in Latin and English, such as Declamations and Dissertations in various questions pro and con, and frequent thesis and syllogistical reasonings.4

By the 1720s, students at Harvard, Yale and Princeton formed literary societies, in which they continued a sort of self-instruction or improvement of their skills; the latter day descendents of these societies will become the debate squads of the late 19th and early 20th century.5 The “Plan of Education” at Columbia College, adopted in 1785, declared that the freshman class would meet with the Professor of Rhetoric and Logic once a week, and study “English Grammar, together with the Art of Reading and Speaking English with propriety and elegance,” while the senior class would meet twice a week with the Professor of Logic and Rhetoric, to “deliver once a Week, an English or Latin Composition to the president upon a subject of their own chusing.”6

The purpose of a college education at this point was to produce a virtuous, decent person, capable of serving both in civic duties and in the professions (law and the ministry). Learning to think and to speak in a morally appropriate manner were not separate activities, but, just as for Cicero and Isocrates, two sides of the same coin. Yet in the nineteenth century, as we’ll see below, there was a gradual but perceptible move to teaching rhetoric-as-composition-skill as an element of the curriculum (primarily through the texts of Blair and Whately) and addressing communication skills as separate part of the curriculum.

One way of understanding the changes that took place is realizing the coherent five-canon rhetoric completed its long decline. The traditional “canons,” or categories of rules, in rhetoric had been formulated and stabilized by Roman pedagogical practice. Inventio, “discovery,” involved developing arguments to be used in persuasion, and was typically tied to a specific context, legal, political, etc. Dispositio, “organization,” concerned the ordering of argument to create clarity and persuasion, as well the use of introductory, concluding and transitional material. Elocutio, “verbal style,” dealt with diction and verbal ornament, from metaphor and metonymy to anaphora and chiasmus (from tropes to schemata). Pronunciatio, delivery, concerned the spoken delivery of the speech, corresponding roughly to the sort of training modern actors receive. Memoria, memory, dealt not only with the memorization of text to be delivered, but also with the comprehensive understanding of information to be used in rhetorical exchanges. The historical fracture of this coherent conception of rhetoric happened over a very long period, but was essentially completed by the eighteenth century.7

In the nineteenth century, the teaching of invention and argumentation remained inside various subject matter fields. Style, especially with respect to literary and written style, became a separate subject, partly on the basis of the belles lettres interest in the development of taste rather than virtue. Elocution, or delivery, became a performance art that could be studied separately. Of course, changes were not so clear-cut; they happen over the decades, and colleges tried out many different combinations and emphases. Yet the changes were real; by the mid-nineteenth century students could take courses in elocution or the theory of literary aesthetics, but much less of their education was holistically designed to make them better citizens. Overall, the changes came slowly, in piecemeal fashion. Hochmuth and Murphy note that the eighteenth century arrangements lived on into the first decades of the nineteenth:

All the students, regardless of class, were required in daily rotation to “exhibit” compositions of various kinds, and submit them to the instructor’s criticism. Meeting in units of four, they declaimed, publicly and privately, on Tuesdays and Fridays, in English, Latin, Greek, or Hebrew; when required, each had to hand in a copy of his declamation “fairly written.” Seniors and juniors also disputed forensically before the class, twice a week, on a question approved by the instructor . . . Programs at the other colleges were strikingly similar.8

So “public speaking” and “composition” courses per se did not exist; instead, the curriculum integrated communication skills into subject matter courses.

A New Model

Nineteenth century rhetorical education also had strong discontinuities with the eighteenth century. A subtle change had occurred: “There were, in fact, differences in goals and ends. Not only were colleges being pressed to train for professions other than the clergy . . . but the clergy itself had begun to demand a new kind of training.”9 Not only did the form of instruction change, but the perceived rationales for such instruction changed as well. How, then, did rhetorical pedagogy change in the nineteenth century? Five factors influenced the changes: the rise of aestheticism, perceived declines in the speaking ability of college graduates and the elocutionist response, the growing need for political orators, the growth of a politically empowered middle class, and the disengagement of rhetoric instruction from its contexts of application.

First, the rise of belles lettres and a focus on “taste” as a goal of education drove a wedge between the civic and aesthetic understandings of rhetoric. In terms of Kimball’s shift from the civic to the philosophical understanding of higher education, the aesthetic version of rhetoric was significant, since philosophical pedagogy relegated rhetoric to a part of the liberating role of the arts.10

Much of this belles lettres influence came directly of out of Hugh Blair’s much used text, Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres.11 Richard Whately’s Elements of Rhetoric, published in 1829, is often remembered as the font of the argumentative tradition in 19th century rhetorical education. However, it was mostly an attempt to outline a theory of presumption and burden of proof that would give a secure footing to religious arguments; not exactly the sort of thing one finds in De Inventione, and thus Whately was as much changing rhetorical tradition as passing it on. Blair was much more popular. While the second half of the Lectures focused on persuasion and techniques for obtaining it, the first half concerned itself with the development of taste, and a minute and exacting analysis of style.

Since much of this training, at least in the first half of the nineteenth century, came from Hugh Blair’s textbook, we should consider how aspects of Blair’s work influenced later developments in the understanding of oratory.12 We might call Blair’s influence the aesthetic strain in nineteenth century rhetoric, which amounted to a kind of literary influence. At first, Blair seemed to frame the study of rhetoric in a conventional way, as a mark of a civilizing society:

The attention paid to [rhetoric] may, indeed be assumed as one mark of the progress of society towards its most improved period. For, accordingly as society improves and flourishes, men acquire more influence over one another by means of reasoning and discourse; and in proportion as the influence is felt to enlarge, it must follow, as a natural consequence, that they will bestow more care upon the methods of expressing their conceptions with propriety and eloquence.13

Certainly “influence” is one way of describing the civic dimension of rhetoric, yet the ends that Blair gave to rhetoric (propriety and eloquence) do not seem quite so civic. So, does influence proceed through reason or through propriety? Blair allowed that there are common prejudices against rhetoric for being “ostentatious and deceitful; the minute and trifling study of words alone; the pomp of expression, the studied fallacies of rhetoric; ornament substituted in the room of use,” but held that “it is equally possible to apply the principles of reason and good sense to this art, as to any other . . .”14 But while he rejected the excesses of an aesthetic approach, Blair hardly tried to shift the emphasis of rhetoric to argumentation. How, one might wonder, do propriety and eloquence serve as principles of invention? Blair did not, in fact, have any separate chapters on argumentation (though at the end of Volume II there are chapters on organization and delivery). The initial chapters of Volume I reveal the priorities of Blair’s treatment of rhetoric:

I. Introduction

II. Taste

III. Criticism—Genius—Pleasures of Taste—Sublimity in Objects

IV. The Sublime in Writing

V. Beauty, and the Pleasures of Taste.

Certainly, for example, both Cicero and the author of the Ad Herrenium were deeply interested in stylistic techniques in rhetoric, but classical treatments typically discussed rhetoric in canonical order: invention, organization, style, delivery and memory. Blair transforms the civic context of Roman rhetorical instruction into the development of taste, both as producer and consumer:

Of those who peruse the following Lectures, some . . . may have the view of being employed in composition, or in public speaking; others, without any prospect of this kind, may wish only to improve their taste with respect to writing and discourse, and to acquire principles which will enable them to judge for themselves in that part of literature called the Belles Lettres.15

The affinities to the classical tradition are clear, yet so is the divergence.

While his treatment of rhetoric applied equally to oral and written discourse, Blair was primarily interested in teaching a literate prose style, encompassing the genres of oratory, poetry, fiction, drama, etc. Without denying the connections between the aesthetic and the political,16 we can still see that the drift of Blair’s teaching pulled rhetoric away from its civic moorings. Given this aesthetic focus, it is not surprising that Blair focused on the importance of genius, or talent; while ingenium was certainly a staple of classical theories (especially, ironically, Cicero and Quintilian), it was not particularly consonant with the increasingly populist understanding of democracy in the US. Blair also asserted frankly aesthetic criteria for the evaluation of discourse, and in particular elevated moral or sentimental sublimity to a position of privilege. In the nineteenth century imagination, the moral order should insert itself into daily life through the uplifting or inspirational qualities of discourse, literary or oratorical; no wonder the sentimental epideictic oration was the favorite of the popular platform speakers.

Finally, Blair put emotion at the center of rhetoric, since the function of rhetoric was persuasion. He justifies favoring emotion through the distinction between conviction and persuasion. Blair was the modern source for this distinction, which will later be important in the early twentieth century; by the 1920s, this distinction will be glossed as the logical vs. the psychological. Grammatically (as one can still verify in the dictionary), conviction takes a sentential complement (Betty convinces Bob that reading is fun), while persuasion takes an infinitive complement (Betty convinces Bob to read a book). Conviction doesn’t always lead to action, and since conviction is produced by logic, we may infer that logic is insufficient for persuasion. Hence, if philosophers study reasoning, what is left for rhetoric? It must be the job of rhetoric to move the emotions so that the listener or reader is motivated to action.

In Lecture XXV, on “public speaking,” Blair began by observing that such speaking is rational, and should have a purpose, such that “he who speakers, or writes, in such a manner as to adapt all his words most effectually to that end, is the most eloquent man.” Since the end is usually to “influence conduct,” he granted that eloquence is the “art of persuasion.” But conviction must precede persuasion, for “to persuade a man of good sense, you must first convince him.”17 What, then, is the difference?

Conviction affects the understanding only; persuasion, the will and practice. It is the business of the philosopher to convince me of truth; it is the business of the orator to persuade me to act agreeably to it, by engaging my affections on its side. Conviction and persuasion do not always go together. They ought, indeed, to go together; and would do so, if our inclination regularly followed the dictates of our understanding. But as our nature is constituted, I may be convinced, that virtue, justice, or public spirit, are laudable, while, at the same time, I am not persuaded to act according to them. The inclination may revolt, though the understanding be satisfied; the passions may prevail against the judgment.18

With rational judgment thus sundered from action, the emphasis of Blair’s account of rhetoric became reasonable, since he was simply adhering to a division of labor. Consider what innumerable students in the nineteenth century learned, from Blair, as the point of rhetoric instruction:

But, in order to persuade, the orator must go farther than merely producing conviction; he must consider man as a creature moved by many different springs, and must act upon them all. He must address himself to the passions; he must paint to the fancy, and touch the heart; and hence, besides solid argument and clear method, all the conciliating and interesting arts, both of composition and pronunciation, enter into the idea of eloquence.19

Had Blair more to say about “solid argument and clear method,” the history of rhetorical pedagogy might have been quite different.

This compelling picture of a disciplinary purpose differed from the received classical view in at least two ways. First, an explicit civic or religious purpose was no longer at the center of rhetorical theory; while a sentimental, emotional rhetoric was far from incompatible with civic purposes, not only did it withhold special status to them, it privileged the very means of influence that frighten democrats the most. Second, the Ciceronian rhetorical tradition, the most influential in the eighteenth century and to the founders, was strongly argumentative; Cicero focused on discovering and deploying arguments to achieve the orator’s purpose, just as Aristotle did. Argument and debate remained pedagogic practices in the nineteenth century; at some universities they were used in classes and in general examinations through the 1870s.20 They were not only increasingly marginalized, but did not receive any particularly theoretical concern until the rise of intercollegiate debate (covered in the next chapter). For one example, in A Text-book on Rhetoric, meant to supplement the “development of the science with exhaustive practice in composition,” Brainerd Kellogg organized the material under three main heads: Invention, Qualities of Style, and Productions.21 Invention concerned the development of sentences and paragraphs, as well as the “preparation of frameworks.” Productions are divided into Prose and Poetry, and Prose into Oral and Written; under the former category we find Conversation, Debates, Orations, Speeches, Lectures and Addresses, Pleas, and Sermons. Altogether this took up only 12 pages of a 276 page book, about four percent of the total.

The turn to the aesthetic and literary did seem to coincide with the turn away from the civic and the argumentative. Perhaps there was not an intrinsic opposition between these; yet it does seem that argument and style, per se, do in fact represent opposing poles, and that foregrounding one tends to background the other. Certainly the increasing interest in the 1920s in the civic role of speaking instruction goes hand in hand with the rejection of Elocutionism and adopting James Winans’ “plain” style of speaking, which focuses on argument and organization rather than delivery.

The second factor influencing changes in pedagogy was a general perception of performative decline. Complaints in America about stuttering lawyers and muttering preachers were laid upon the colleges, recalling the complaints in England to which Gilbert Austin had responded a generation previously (with a massive tome on delivery, the Chironomia).22 Columbia College’s president personally took a hand with the undergraduates, correcting the shocking pronunciation “which prevails in the middle class of society from which the majority of our students is drawn.”23 The colleges eventually responded by focusing on delivery as a separate subject:

Gradually, elocutionary training became separated from rhetorical training. By 1828, colleges such as Colby, Middlebury, South Carolina, and Yale, in assigning Richard Whately’s Rhetoric specified “except Part IV” the section which dealt with “Elocution, or Delivery” . . . Although elocution was late in developing in America, it became a required study in most colleges, and remained so until late in the century, when it became generally elective . . . In less spectacular fashion, the older training in the rhetorical canons other than delivery, continued.24

While, for example, legal knowledge and speech were united in practice (legal argument at the bar), they didn’t have to be united in pedagogy. However, separate training in elocution for lawyers improved their speaking skills at the cost of opening the door to a different way of looking at rhetorical education itself. If knowing and speaking were different skills, then we could train people in speaking per se; the division of communication from subject matter deepened, and the line between form and content acquired institutional substance. Platform speaking eventually became an end in itself for which people could be trained.25 As elocution became a separate subject matter, “rhetoric” was increasingly associated with what had been background elements in its civic incarnation: style, taste and the aesthetic of the written word. Unfortunately, this meant the civic dimensions of rhetoric were more and more associated with its “merely” performative character, and traditions of argument and persuasion fell into the background. Perhaps this was not a necessary relationship of the concepts (civic/oral/argument vs. aesthetic/written/style), intrinsic to the “nature of rhetoric,” but it did gradually become stabilized in the latter half of the nineteenth century, and eventually the emerging speech profession would have to respond to it.26 Emerging departments of English took over large parts of the rhetoric curriculum, but not speech performance, leaving a hole that the Elocutionists filled.27

In this context, the influence of the great theorist of Elocution, Françoise Delsarte, deserves special mention. The “Delsarte System” was a fantastically convoluted theory relating the skill of speech to everything from good government to good health. Delsarte was not particularly interested in content; he was obsessed with the perfection of delivery, especially gestural delivery. According to The Delsarte Speaker of Modern Elocution by J. Jones, the system was ground in the “law of correspondence,” taken from the Swedish mystic Swedenborg, holding that

The material world corresponds to the spiritual world and is the manifestation of man’s mental being. In other words, that the spiritual world is symbolized in the physical world. Applied to expression, the interpretation of this law is: “Every expression of the face, every posture of the body, corresponds to, or is but an outward expression of, an inner emotion or condition of the mind.”28

Communication, thus understood by Delsartians as “expression,” was entirely a matter of delivery, since each gesture would allegedly be intelligible to the audience as a more or less precise indication of an inner thought. Hence the study of gesture and delivery was almost unbelievably detailed, with students drilled in the minutiae of hand gestures and much else. Here is a portion from Jones’ simplified account:

Delsarte taught his criteria of gesture of the hand with a cube. Holding the hand out straight, palm up, so that the cube can rest on it, signifies upholding, sustaining. Delsarte adds “giving,” “receiving”; but it will be observed the action of the hand is the same for both. The hand passed to the side gives the position of separation, which Delsarte calls “definition.” If the hand be raised to attract attention, the forefinger will be inclined to act, thus separating the person desired from others. The hand passed to the top of the cube covers it, protects; thus held flat, signifies protection; curved, implies something more tender–a caress . . . The “perpendicular” movements of the arm are those of appellation, salutation, affirmation. The “lateral” movements are those of declaration, negation, rejection. The “forward” movements are those of repulsion, attraction, supplication.29

Delsarte was as influential and popular with teachers in the late nineteenth century as various kinds of self–help authors are today; many Americans’ education were directly influenced by some version of the Delsarte system, and enormous energy was expended in the new Speech profession after 1915 to counteract its influence, for Delsarte was not always popular with students. A eulogy in 1943 for Howard Woodward (speech professor at Western Reserve and a founder of the National Association of Teachers of Speech and its President in 1919–1920) could recall Woodward as a reformer:

Indeed, it may be said that he did much to rehabilitate his profession, which at one time had fallen into low estate, due to the artificiality of the techniques employed by many speech teachers, who seemed to regard speech as an end in itself rather than as a medium for transmitting thought, interpreting ideas and enforcing truth. One needs only to recall the horrors of the Delsarte school of elocution or what used to be called the platform manner.30

The point here is that speech pedagogy had, by the turn of the twentieth century, run itself into a narrow rut and was ripe for change. While composition pedagogy was flourishing under the title “Rhetoric” (based largely on the work of Alexander Bain), speech instruction had lost touch with any the liberal tradition and most contexts of use other than the platform performer.31

A third influence on pedagogic change was the evolving political culture of the US. In a burgeoning democracy, many people believed there would be a need for many Ciceros; if Americans were to take equality seriously, then they would either have to revise their ideas about civic speech or expand their ideas about training their civic leaders. As it happens, both of these occur to a certain extent, as illustrated by career of John Quincy Adams, who became the Boyleston Professor of Rhetoric at Harvard in 1806. In 1810 he published his Lectures on Rhetoric and Oratory, with “an undoubting confidence that they wilt do good. They will excite the genius, stimulate the literary ambition and improve the taste of the rising generation.”32 Hochmuth and Murphy noted: “He wrote to improve the art of the forum, the art of the lawyer, the art of letters, in addition to the art of the pulpit.”33 Yet Adams was fully cognizant of the new political situation. He embedded rhetoric firmly in an American notion of the democratic character of government, which was to be widely influential; rhetoric is effective, he says:

Under governments purely republican, where every citizen has a deep interest in the affairs of the nation, and in some form of public assembly or other, has the means and opportunity of delivering his opinions, and of communicating his sentiments by speech: where government itself has no arms but those of persuasion.34

This thinking had an important influence on the later development of the Speech field, the discussion movement and the Forum Movement. Even though other countries developed, in some cases, similar institutions, the rationale and meaning in this case remain peculiarly American. Lee Cerling notes that “In the post-Revolutionary era, then, oratory became identified with an idealized understanding of the American political process.”35 This identification, in one form or another, persisted throughout American history. Current anguish about the role of the mass media in politics stems in part from a conviction that such a medium of communication couldn’t possibly embody the ideal principles of American democracy.

Fourth, changes in social structure of American life would inevitably be reflected in approaches to speaking and politics. In the nineteenth century, as narratives about what constituted American democracy jostled with each other, so did alternate approaches to rhetoric. Cerling claims that the liberal tradition, in its pure form, was both a resource and an obstacle:

Although initially heralded as the art of a free people who freely celebrated liberty, American oratory had its roots in the patrician class, and could only be a thoroughly democratic practice if its classical heritage became muted. American oratory could not continue to be, throughout the nineteenth–century, both refined and democratic, both a classical and a popular art. Insofar as oratory was tied to a neo–classical aesthetic and ideological stance, it would be only a matter of time before the art of oratory and popular public speaking would begin to part ways.36

This paradox helps us understand why the refined, technical aspects of rhetoric, coded as “taste,” became increasingly separate from the techniques of elocution, which focused on a somewhat decontextualized subset of the rhetorical tradition. The plain–spoken but inspirational speaker has no need of the vast rhetorical erudition that had been traditional for orators; Edward Everett and Daniel Webster give way to a host of showy platform speakers.

Kenneth Cmiel, in his outstanding book Democratic Eloquence, shows how the transformation of the liberal tradition plays out through the class and cultural tensions over rhetoric and oratory.37 He argues that emerging identity negotiations are crucial to understanding debates over what is to be taught as communication skills. To a certain extent, the cultural politics of democratic speech were fought out in debates over grammar books. Are regional pronunciations permissible? Does a British dialect of English constitute the touchstone of correctness for Americans? Cmiel shows that an evolving middle class had to battle with conflicting impulses. On one hand, the leveling of speech seemed a requirement of political equality (in a democracy we have to be able speak together as equals); on the other hand, genuinely “common” speech made it difficult to distinguish oneself from the riffraff, and made it difficult demonstrate that one aspired to, or had attained, a higher station.

A fifth and final element hastening the changes in rhetorical instruction in higher education was a gradual disengagement of rhetoric instruction from its contexts of application. Up through the eighteenth century, liberal education was assumed to eventuate in either the life of gentleman, free of responsibilities and hence “liberal” (who may or may not participate in politics), or in one of the professions of a gentleman, law or the pulpit. Oddly enough, the early colleges also functioned very much as high class proprietary schools for these three professions: their curricula were designed to produce the sort of people who would be good at these things, both as moral agents or virtuous citizens, and as practitioners. The educational system and the professions had evolved together, and were well adapted to each other. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, not only was the political scene changing, but the social diversity of college graduates and the range of opportunities open to them continued to expand. In the early part of the century, the trio “pulpit, platform and courtroom” was mentioned over and over. But as politics becomes increasingly democratized, the possible occasions of civic life become more numerous. Henry Beecher indicates how many are the occasions of oratory in a democracy: “In the field, in the forum, in the pulpit, or the schools . . . these things are discussed in the cabin, in the field, in the court–house, in the legislative hall, everywhere, throughout forty or fifty millions of people.”38

And yet while we see a clear connection to the civic traditions of rhetoric, the dispersal of the practice of rhetoric weakened the pedagogical focus for teachers. Without a strong sense of the context of use (“Here’s what you do in court,” or “Here is appropriate behavior in the legislature”) it was more difficult to see how the five canons fit together, how form and content were integrated. One was left with a different set of skills: platform skills, verbal skills. The student must figure out how to apply them. They were portable, which is admirable, but the hidden cost was the possibility they might end up as just entertainment, or pale and lifeless reflections of civic action. This constellation of affairs left oral skills instruction in a kind of limbo, important yet meaningless. A creative group of teachers would step in to fill the void.

A New Field: The Speech Teachers

In 1914, ten members of the Public Speaking Section of the National Council of Teachers of English met for a day as the meeting ended, and so founded their own professional association, the National Association of Academic Teachers of Public Speaking (NAATPS). Their dissatisfactions, as well as the development of a professional association and departments of Speech at universities around the country, represent both a response to the current situation, and the influential reformulation of a tradition. Disciplinary status (as evidenced by a national organization) and professionalization cannot be usefully separated. The growing educated middle class wanted political and cultural validation for its work; in his history of the emerging professoriate, Burton Bledstein claims that the “culture of professionalism incarnated the radical idea of the independent democrat . . . in contrast to the tradesman and the craftsman, the professional person defined the unique quality of a subject.”39 Professionals dealt in knowledge, theory and principles, not in things, and this difference was also a class difference. Money can be inherited or earned, but knowledge is acquired through education, so higher education (universities as well as the professional schools of law, medicine and so forth) was bound up with ideals of professionalism. Professionals needed to have fields of expertise, and those fields had to correspond to some institutional structure at a university so that a diploma could be awarded. So departments and their professional organizations multiplied in the years from 1880–1920.40

Larger issues also played a role. As Progressive political ideas unfolded at the turn of the twentieth century, the range of “public communication” expanded tremendously. The purely civic context of rhetoric became just one among others, and the possibility of business speaking, propaganda, public relations and advertising as significant contexts of rhetoric, of “speech,” became a reality; speech teachers later struggled with this abundance of contexts, while trying to reconstruct the democratic core of communication. But right at the point where they were attempting to form a discipline, the world was changing all around them. Cerling views this expansion of contexts and attendant increase in forms and functions of communication as a kind of watershed (and in his view a disastrous one):

The period from approximately 1890–1910 could also be considered a great divide with respect to America’s characteristic modes of communication. On one side of the divide, rhetoric, oratory, elocution, and declamation still played a prominent, if diminishing, role in American life. On the other side, radio, motion pictures, telephones, phonographs, business speaking, massive advertising campaigns, a deluge of realistic novels, and a newly empowered press had begun to radically alter the way that Americans regularly processed knowledge about the world around them . . . Rhetoric, in the sense of eloquent civic oratory, was not needed anymore—it was not as useful as it had been, and it had long since begun to sound old-fashioned in a world that placed less and less value on things old–fashioned. Audiences were no longer dependent on the orator for news, thought, education, entertainment or political debate. America was becoming increasingly urban, secular, mobile, educated, scientific, entertained and business–like.41

The political element in communication pedagogy didn’t actually disappear, as Cerling feared. In fact, given the strength of the elocutionist influence, the civic moment Cerling mourns may have largely passed by the 1880s. Civic oratory as such remained one option among others for quite a while. The more general approaches to the social and political uses of communication eventually resolved themselves into a broadly Progressive framework, as we’ll see in a later chapter.

Before the Field

What was it like to teach oral communication just before the founding of the field? At the turn of the twentieth century, an older generation of elocutionists was starting to give way to a new generation. Robert Cumnock at Northwestern, Thomas Trueblood at Michigan, and Robert Fulton at Ohio Wesleyan represent this generation. They were all elocutionists, and at one time had taught as academic gypsies, moving from school to school, or town to town, offering lessons. These three were unusual only in having planted themselves in the soil of higher education, because most instruction flourished in private schools of elocution, which operated much as private music academies would right through the twentieth century. Just as with music instruction, they were expected to display virtuoso abilities themselves, and they were generally judged by the excellence of their students.

Cumnock in particular had a stellar career. Born in Scotland in 1840 to Presbyterian parents, his family immigrated to Connecticut. He was able to study at Wesleyan from 1864–68, and was particularly influenced by reading Rush and Delsarte.42 Migrating to Northwestern, another Methodist school, he found his subject was not popular with the faculty; the Executive Meeting of September 2, 1868 records that “It was voted that Mr. Robert McLean Cumnock be engaged to teach Elocution in the University, according to an arrangement made with him by Professor Wheeler, at $3.00 per week.”43 Even at the time, this was a paltry sum, which netted him only $36 that year. But his courses were extremely popular with students, who also paid him for private tutorials. Within ten years his salary had risen to $300 per annum, and he had founded the Northwestern School of Oratory. The enrollment in this School was so vigorous that in 1894 Northwestern had agreed to a new contract guaranteeing an extremely favorable income.44 By the time he neared retirement in 1916, his contract stipulated he would receive 25% of the net income of the School, which by this point had been named after him. Various sources testify to his personal charisma and influence. Yet Cumnock, at least, seemed aware that he was on the cusp of change. Frank Rarig, a faculty member at University of Minnesota for many years and one of the founders of the NAATPS, recalled that as a graduate student at the Cumnock School of Oratory the students talked daily of new possibilities, of expanding the curriculum, mainly in the direction of argumentation, debate and public speaking, and decided to approach Dr. Cumnock:

Well, they appointed me to make the speech, because they seemed to regard me as more reckless than anybody else. And I made a speech, I hope that I paid tribute to Dr. Cumnock but I also called attention to the broadening out of the field of public speaking, debating, and the need for training in those areas for those who expected to teach. Debating at’ that time was carried on at Northwestern in three debating societies, and some of us at that time were acting as critics for these debating societies. Well, Dr. Cumnock took me by the arm after that meeting, “Young man, you said it, there are changes coming. I won’t live to see them, you young fellows will have to carry them through.”45

Yet popularity with students and alumni was not enough to earn respect within the institution; problems which would later become divisive were already in evidence. Rarig recalled that “the attitude toward the Cumnock School of Oratory on the part of members of the liberal arts college was critical. They used to make scoffing remarks about the elocutionists over there in Anna Mae Swift Hall.” Rarig claimed that attitudes began to shift once Ralph Dennis, who became Dean after Cumnock’s retirement in 1916, changed the name to the Northwestern School of Speech, and “set in motion a process of interrelationships between the school of speech and the liberal arts college.” Rarig graduated from Northwestern in 1908 and took a job at the University of Minnesota, where he found conditions less than hospitable to his forward-thinking ideas of speech instruction. He was hired into a Department of Rhetoric (i.e. composition), and the instructor of oral interpretation in that Department, Mariah Sanford, informed him that he was only to coach debate, and that retaining his job would depend on winning those debates to please alumni. He and Haldor Gislason (an Icelandic immigrant who was the only other speech instructor) would be coaching, and Rarig recalled thinking that:

We’ll probably win our share of contests, and I hope they’ll be just a phase in our teaching activity, and not an end in themselves, because we want to reach a greater number of students than can participate in these contests. We want to organize coursework in public speaking, and have regular classes, and also have a good course in argumentation.

Well I went down to see the dean . . . and he reassured me, he said our agreement stands—“You go ahead and organize classes in public speaking.” I went over to see the President and he was most emphatic in approving our plans.

Rarig and Gislason did indeed begin teaching public speaking, and strong enrollments insured the course would continue; only in 1927 did the University of Minnesota establish a Department of Speech. No one was particularly happy with speech instruction housed in the English department, and when the separation came:

The English department bade goodbye to us without any particular regret. In fact, it was in some respects a relief to the English department to be rid of us because, uh, their standards and focuses were considerably different from ours, and it embarrassed their budget to have us on it. They were perfectly willing to have our budget entirely separate from theirs, for ours had become an incubus.

The problem, it seems, was almost entirely about academic status; the perceived focus on teaching, lowbrow platform performances and debating alienated the speech teachers from the literature professors:

We added little or nothing to their distinction as scholars, critics, teachers, and we didn’t aspire for the kind of distinction which they aspired to. Elmer Stoll did stipulate that I should not be a professor of English. He didn’t care much what I was; he insisted that speech was not a fit subject for a university, and was perfectly willing that I be called Professor of Speech.

Anyone who has taught in a Speech Communication department knows all too well that these attitudes exist; perhaps the lack of civility in expressing them is most surprising.

Meanwhile, speech teachers were starting to talk to each other. In 1910, the Eastern Public Speaking Conference (called until 1914 by the unwieldy name “The Public Speaking Conference of the New England and North Atlantic States”) became the primary organization for college teachers of speech. Paul Pearson officially called the first meeting, which was held at his institution, Swarthmore College.46 The inspiration for a yearly conference came from James Winans of Cornell, who recalled:

I have no idea how many teachers were thinking of the need of an association. I know it was often in my mind in the years preceding 1920. This was partly due to my experience with the Speech Arters, and probably in part to the fact that I was sharing an office with the now celebrated economist, E.W. Kemmerer . . . Naturally I heard much of the national association of the economists . . . So rather naturally I fell to thinking: Why should not the teachers of speaking have an organization? And I fell into the habit of adding to any letter I wrote to a teacher of speaking, not Delenda est Carthago, but Why not build an association? . . . I do not recall that I ever got any reaction until I sent my query to Paul Pearson.47

Winans articulated several important themes here. Other fields had lively and useful associations—the economists had been meeting for thirty years in one form or another. Why not public speaking? The “Speech Arters” were the members of the National Speech Arts Association, the organization for elocutionists founded in 1890; their pomposity and lack of academic interests provoked annoyance in many public speaking teachers. More, perhaps, than composition teachers, they were the rivals competing for college students. The Speech Arts faculty preferred the term “Expression” for their latest pedagogy, though in fact it had not changed a great deal. In a letter to H.A. Wichelns in 1958 (nearing the 50th anniversary of the Eastern Communication Association), John H. Frizzell of Penn State recalled that:

Kay, Pearson, Child, Davis, Miss Early, Redmond and I were the only ones on the program who, whatever our academic titles, were teaching “Public Speaking,” and the “elocutionists,” and “expressionists,” ganged up on us to give us a bad time. That was how Wilbur Kay and I got acquainted. We had taken about all their propaganda we could stand, including an effort to change the name from Public Speaking Conference to something with “Expression” in it. I sneaked out and found a quiet place behind a barn where I proceeded to enjoy a comforting pipe. Presently Kay peeked around the corner, grinned, said “Had you had enough, too?” and we were friends.48

What made the elocutionists so obnoxious? Even as the public speaking teachers thought they were attempting to give oral communication academic credibility, elocutionists were still hawking their wares in the manner of the private instructors most of them were; like the inspirational speakers of today, they had to display the manner for which they were paid. Winans voiced common sentiments in his usual blunt style:

I attended its [NSAA] meetings in 1905 and 1906; but it had little to offer a teacher of public speaking, since its chief interest was in professional entertainment . . . Fulton of Ohio Wesleyan was its high priest. There were many fine and likable people in its membership, especially if you could get them to one side and kid them till they ceased to exude “personality plus,” and drop their air of selling themselves to their public. . . . Their meetings impressed one a bit like a country fair-they were there to advertise and sell their goods.49

This dislike was returned in full measure, as one might expect. In 1948, John Frizzell recalled of the Eastern Conference: “Only a few of us had “public speaking” in our titles; I know I did not. Most of us were members of the Departments of English. . . . [The Elocutionists] sure looked down their noses at us mere public speaking folks.”50

Yet the Eastern Public Speaking Conference was professionally important, not just as a respite from the NSAA hawkers, but as a way of creating an “invisible college,” those disciplinary ties that make it possible to see oneself as part of a community of teachers and scholars. Without that community, sustaining faith in the new courses and methods would be increasingly difficult. Even though speech teachers might be acquainted through intercollegiate debate (increasingly coached by faculty), the system was quite different from the modern system of tournaments, and they would not have had the same amount of sustained contact. In any case, the isolation bothered speech teachers. Winans recalled:

I do not suppose that the younger generation—to talk like a grandpa for a few minutes—can realize how great a change has come over us. Any time back of twenty–five years ago each teacher stayed in his own little corner, hugging to his own pet “system,” and believing all the other fellows were nitwits and freaks . . . His extreme insistence upon his own little system of eternal truth was probably in part due to the fact that he had an inferiority complex. His own community jeered at him, or at best ignored him as a one who had nothing of consequence, and to maintain self-respect he had to insist constantly that he had something very precious; and he often added that he was not as other teachers of speaking—those contemptible “elocutionists.” He was often a lonely soul for lack of colleagues who took a lively interest in his work . . . Hence conferences . . . filled a real need.51

And as they met, public speaking teachers began to talk to each other about what their biggest problems were, and they concluded their problems all stemmed from begin housed in English departments; even when housed, as at Minnesota, in “Rhetoric” departments (i.e., the unit responsible for teaching writing, especially to first year students, the “freshman rhetoric”), the aesthetic and academic goals of composition seemed to overwhelm attempts to teach argument, or to teach public speaking as anything more than literary performance. The elocutionists were not particularly unhappy with English departments, since their goals were substantially similar: reproduction of aesthetically pleasing great works, the criticism of these works, and the development of technical apparatus (prosody, grammar and structure for English, voice production and articulation for elocution).

The Oppressors in English

Humanistic scholars interested in English literature began organizing themselves separately from their college faculties in the 1860s and 1870s, leading to the founding of the Modern Language Association in 1883. In turn, this lead to the creation of English departments, which were peculiar creatures indeed, containing philology, literature, theater, rhetoric (composition), elocution and debate. Donald Smith noted that:

English departments seem often to have been an early, if unpremeditated, experiment in welding into a single department the work of teachers of diverse interests. The ties between speech instruction and the English department appear to have been particularly tenuous.52

Smith cited four factors that lead to the creation of speech departments: the pressure created by the specialization of interest within English, the outspoken discontent of speech teachers working in departments of English, the claims of a neglected tradition and “new” types of coursework for a sympathetic administrative home, and finally the pressure of student interests in curricular recognition of speech. English departments of the late 19th century were naturally staffed with scholars trained in the classics and attuned to the importance of literary study, both of which, observes Smith, “found small place for teachers of speaking and writing.”53

Those who did teach speaking were increasingly unhappy. In 1913 the Eastern Public Speaking Conference formally affiliated with the National Council of Teachers of English; it had been convening as a Section at the NCTE meetings since 1910.54 Since so many public speaking teachers taught out of English departments, this seemed sensible enough, yet it probably hastened the inevitable break. In a sense, the early organizers faced a dual problem: how to distinguish themselves from both composition (in the university) and elocution (outside the university). Their solution didn’t turn out to be adopting the term rhetoric, which mainly meant written composition, the opposite of speech. “Public speaking” became the general, mostly neutral, term for non-elocutionist oral communication in this emerging discipline.

At the Eastern meeting of March 1913, James O’Neill, then of Dartmouth, read a paper entitled, “The Dividing Line between Speech and English,” which was reprinted in both the English journal and the Public Speaking Review (the organ of the Eastern Conference). At the moment of formal affiliation, O’Neill (quite characteristically) fired a shot directly across the bow of the English profession. He began with a survey of the “current situation,” based on “the catalogues and announcements of about sixty representative institutions, scattered over the northern part of the country from Maine to Iowa.”55 He wanted to comment on types of departmental organization, terminology and rules for the place of speech courses in the curriculum. In some departments there was no separation of speech courses, in others a partial separation (usually of the performance courses), in others a complete separation of speech courses into a distinct unit. He noted that the nomenclature of different schools was extremely confusing, “a given kind of work is called by one name in one college and by a different name in another college.”56 Finally, the rules regulating how speech courses will count for majors and general requirements differed widely from campus to campus. He concluded that “This is the situation . . . What are we going to do about it?”57 Unsurprisingly, the always-confident O’Neill knew exactly the remedy:

Before we can hope to have the proper academic standing . . . we must bring order out of this chaos before we can with reason expect to be generally recognized as on an equal footing with teachers in other departments . . . I believe that the first step, the big, fundamental thing, is to work for the universal recognition and adoption of a clean cut dividing line between the departments of English and Public Speaking.58

O’Neill allowed that the name change was not as important as the functional separation of duties and decision-making. But he was not willing to let the new department be merely performance parts of the curriculum; he wanted “all of the courses that have to do with speech—with the preparation, the composition, as well as the delivery of speeches” to be in the new units, ruling out the most common arrangement, partial separation.59 Such transitional departments or curricula were often called “Oral English.”

O’Neill gave three arguments for his proposal, and then some potshots. First, with a separation, those in Public Speaking could “get more and better work done.” This interesting phrase, generally used throughout this time period to refer to the development and teaching of coursework, stands in sharp contrast to the university mentality one hundred years previously. Here we see the goals of a middle class professional—“better work”—rather than the calling of the educated elite of the early colleges. He didn’t elaborate here on what counts as better work, but he knew who should be “choosing instructors and planning courses, to conducting contexts and coaching contestants”: faculty “whose interests are in Public Speaking and its problems and opportunities and not in the hands of men whose interests are in English language and literature.”60 The benefit of taking control of the work of Public Speaking would be respect:

For the sake of our self-respect, for the sake of the respect in which we are held by others (both of which certainly influence the character of the work that we are able to do), we should stand alone, on our own merits.61

Both of these arguments are a bit circular: We’ll only feel like independent professionals if we are treated like professionals. Recognizing this problem, O’Neill then attempted an academic justification for the separation, which boiled down to the claim that form and content cannot be separated, that Public Speaking instruction needs:

That close connection, that real co-operation, in the strictest sense, between the mental and the vocal processes . . . to make [this work] alive, practical and above all cultural, educational . . . The men who teach speech presentation should teach speech creation.62

O’Neill thought that teaching should be aimed at the “everyday student getting ready for everyday life” not at the platform entertainer. In fact, the prevalence of bad speaking (“ineffective, tiresome, useless, pointless, formless talking”) didn’t derive from poor delivery, but from the a failure to harmonize content and delivery, “the speaker does not know how to say what he has in mind.” This wasn’t going to happen in an English department, because their faculty were “by temperament, training, and professional interest unfitted for this work.” The content elements of speaking, those of organization and argument which go beyond the technical issues of voice production, could not be directly gleaned from a literary education. In a backhanded way, O’Neill acknowledged that content had been insufficiently developed, and that would be the work of the new field; courses should “aim at the brain of the student—not at his throat!”63 His goals would be achieved by first clarifying them, then convincing English departments to let go, since he suspects that, “in many places they will be glad to be rid of this work.”64

The discussion of his remarks was also interesting. According to the minutes Jim Winans prepared, O’Neill’s remarks produced an animated discussion.65 Fred Robinson of City College lobbied, unsuccessfully, for new departments with speech and composition only; Robinson was editor of the Public Speaking Review, and after getting a PhD in economics a few years later, went on to a troubled career as President of CCNY. Azubah Latham of Teachers College, a determined elocutionist, argued for a united department, since “it is narrowing to stand alone.” Part of the disciplinary lore in Speech Communication is that the separation from English was predicated on labor problems, and Jim Winans alluded to this problem openly (in one of the few references I have found) in his argument for a completely separate department: “Especially in the fact that usually in case of union public speaking is made secondary to English and that many heads of English departments will refuse promotion to the teacher of speaking.” So problems of status were also employment problems; O’Neill articulated the same perception when Winans reported him claiming that cooperation will only result from “independent departments treating on equal terms.” Winans reported at the next year’s meeting that he knew of no case of an English department promoting a teacher of speaking.66

In the end, there was enough agreement that O’Neill and Robinson produced a resolution, which was passed later in the meeting:

Whereas, The principle and practice which are the foundation of excellence in public speaking form a unified body of material to a large extent separate and different from the content of the usual college department of English; and

Whereas, The best interest of the students are promoted by placing the instruction in all the elements of public speaking in the hands of a trained and organized department of specialists; be it

Resolved, that it is the sense of this conference that departments of Public Speaking in American colleges should be organized entirely separate from departments of English.67

Interestingly, the issues of respect and status, which figure so prominently behind the scenes, are absent from the official resolution that began the process leading to a new association. The resolution made its case in purely technical terms.

Public speaking, we will recall, was Blair’s term for oratory as a practical activity; while in the nineteenth century it is superceded by elocution, it returns here to signal a radical intent. “Oratory” was also out of favor, and various replacement terms were proposed. A new and confusing term was “oral English,” which denoted both reading and speaking in the context of the college English course; speech teachers perceived it has an attempt to lay permanent claim to their work. Oral English seemed a strange beast indeed; it is easy to see why speech teachers might have thought it a term of abuse, and hostile to their future interests. In the English Journal of 1913, John Clapp, an advocate for Oral English (i.e. speech kept in the English Department and curriculum), wrote a long commentary on the problems with public speaking people.68 Why, he wondered, doesn’t oral instruction get the respect it deserves?

Rhetoric, the art of composition, includes, as it is generally defined, both writing and talking. We present-day college teachers of English, however, are wont to [believe] that for the purposes of the intellectual life, which college graduates are to lead, talking is of little importance, and writing of very great importance.69

Clapp was quick to stress he was advocating only respectable forms of oral instruction, neither the “chapel orations of a half-century ago” nor the public disputations of the medieval philosophers. In particular, foreshadowing controversies to come, he trusted that “[no one] would wish to revive the oratorical and debating contests of more recent years, glib, shallow and artificial, and in their intercollegiate form reeking with sly dishonesty.”70 He went on in this vein at some length. “Oral English” basically meant some composition exercises done out loud; a version of this idea did in fact become part of the structure of the “freshman rhetoric” course at the universities of Iowa and Illinois, where speaking and writing were combined in a year–long course. Such course would have been the province of the National Council of Teachers of English, a group that differed from the MLA by focusing on pedagogy, and privileging elementary/secondary teaching over college teaching. Clapp later co–authored How to Talk (1928), a public speaking text in the Oral English mode, and notably lacking a civic context for public speaking.71 In such an environment, public speaking teachers who did see their mission as continuous with the civic tradition, and so focused on reason, argument and persuasion, might certainly feel isolated and frustrated.

O’Neill responded to Clapp at the 1913 NCTE convention banquet, in a talk entitled “Public Speaking and English,” and gave as good as he got. He took Clapp to task for his assault on speaking teachers, but began by questioning the professional relationship itself, as a public speaking teacher speaking at the NCTE:

When a teacher of Public Speaking is asked to address a council of teachers of English, does he speak as a member of the family? Or is he supposed to come in from the outside to answer the general question, “What of the night,” in Public Speaking? What of the gloomy, goblin haunted night of elocution and oratory, that troublous borderland of academic life, “swept by confused alarms of struggle and flight, where ignorant armies clash?”72

This last is a reference to a poem by Matthew Arnold that suggests that things seldom turn out as one plans.73 O’Neill claimed he was given Clapp’s article to let him know the state of things, and he agreed with Clapp’s description of the current situation, but not his solutions. After all, if English teachers avoid being associated with speaking for fear of being thought Elocutionists, who is to blame?

You are—the teachers of English! If the work in elocution and oratory is a side show in most American colleges, it is because you have made it so. If Public Speaking functions are to-day degenerate representations of a strong and sound tradition, you are responsible. You have had the keeping of that tradition in your hands, and you have failed to keep it worthily. If contests in oratory and debate are glib, shallow, artificial, and dishonest, the reason lies in the things that English departments have insisted on doing, or on refusing to do, or let others do.74

O’Neill repeated his charges that faculty trained in literature have either neglected speaking, or confined it to the outmoded forms “of fifty years ago.” A few real pioneers existed (exactly those unhampered by English departments in a few places), he claims, and were doing good work. The problem of finding people with credentials, he said, was more a problem with the current infatuation with German PhDs “with the same old coast of arms—a Ph.D., rampant, on a field of philology—and the motto, preferably in Anglo-Saxon, ‘In this sign I conquer.’” O’Neill challenged his audience to imagine how many teachers of Public Speaking they know who are competent to direct a department of English—“I thought so! Well, I know the same number of English teachers that are competent to direct such work in Public Speaking.” Finally, he challenged Clapp’s assertion that further integration of Public Speaking faculty into a line for promotion in English will fix things: “The experience of those who have stood in this line for the last thirty years is not encouraging. Too many of them are standing yet.” As for being welcomed back into the English department “family” (as Clapp somewhat condescendingly put it), O’Neill feared that “there were actually not enough ‘chairs’ to go ‘round!”

James Winans was president of the Eastern Public Speaking Conference when it met a few months later in May 1914, and his keynote is preserved only in the notes he made in reporting the conference.75 He records that he spoke on two topics, the relation of public speaking to English Departments, and “the tendency of college work in speaking.” He fully favored a complete separation, and acknowledged that:

We cannot wisely do anything to discourage the movement toward oral English, whatever that term may come to mean. But it is also true that, as we believe in our work, we cannot be content to leave it at the mercy of those who have small respect for it, who are likely to assign it to a freshman instructor without special training, or to have public speaking reduced to a little “oral method” in connection with written composition.

The discussion that followed “was of a very fair–minded sort,” and he concluded that each department’s case should probably be handled a little differently. Then Winans pointed to the future of public speaking, which would focus less on entertainment and the platform, and mostly on “practical public speech, using the word practical, broadly.” While the technical aspects of speaking would remain (“No speaker can afford to overlook the importance of a well trained voice”), the center would shift to the substantial parts of the field: expounding, convincing and persuading. Yet he was not suggesting a “crude, unfinished type” for the speaker produced by this training, since “Demosthenes and Webster were practical public speakers.” Winans’ choice of exemplars not only connects “practical public speaking” to a highbrow oratorical culture, but to a civic, democratic one. This pattern will be repeated many times; while civic humanist democracy is the core tradition to which public speaking appeals, it can be understood in many other contexts as well, and teachers have a responsibility to these:

Engineers, architects and agriculturists are awakening to the fact that if they are to take the executive positions they aspire to, they must be able to think and talk on their feet. We must meet these technical and other students on their own ground, putting aside our preconceptions and, after study, give them what they need. As soon as we do this, our worth will be promptly recognized. We must fit into and serve the communities in which we are placed, rather than offer work better adapted to special schools of expression.

So the professional distinction of university instruction will consist not only in the recovery of a substantial tradition, but teaching that tradition in new contexts. Now, who will be doing this? Part of the problem, as everyone recognized, was not only the entrenched interests of English teachers and departments, but in fact few “well-trained” faculty existed. They were in the process of creating the very idea of well-trained public speaking teachers, and creating the departments in which they would credentialed. Such a paradox obtains with any new field; departments need to exist before they can offer the graduate degrees to faculty, who will then bring credibility to the new departments. In this particular case, Winans realized that academic disrespect followed to an extent from the fact that many speech teachers came from professional, non-academic backgrounds:

In all this the speaker recognized that success is won by various methods, that many institutions differ greatly from his own; and also that many teachers have won their positions by the lyceum route. He believed however that in future our teachers of public speaking will come by the standard academic routes, will fit better into the scheme of things and will more readily win recognition. He expressed his belief in a better day, and that the young men now coming into our field will be better than we are.

O’Neill later recalled that the morning after the 1913 NCTE meeting adjourned, he sat down with a group of colleagues (including Charles Hardy, Charles Woolbert, James Winans and Frank Lardner) to discuss “the possibility of organizing a national Association in our own field.”76 O’Neill and Woolbert subsequently wrote to teachers all over the country, “whether in Departments of English or in departments of their own.” They received 106 replies that expressed a preference (six did not); 43 of these were currently in English Departments. Overall 81 respondents, 76%, favored a new, independent association.77 O’Neill and Woolbert presented these results at the 1914 meeting of the NCTE. What was the rationale?

As I recall, the basic principles we had in mind were about as follows: The teachers in speech of the country must form their own association, if they are going to give their work dignity and influence. Second, a separate association was necessary in order to solidify the interests of the teachers of speech. Third, a national association was imperative, if a QUARTERLY JOURNAL was to be published that would be of sufficient strength and worth to make such publication worthwhile. Fourth, the National Association was necessary, if research work in the field of speech was to be stimulated.78

O’Neill then quoted from the letters he solicited from those present at the founding. While most of the founders remember similar purposes (professional recognition, ease of communication, comparing notes on teaching, etc.) the animosity toward English departments is striking. John Lardner of Northwestern is very clear about the need: “The Speech Section of the English Council gave no promise of the independence and prominence and progress which active teachers of speech desired. Most of us thought it unwise to trust our future to the whims and desires of an English group.” Harry B. Gough, of DePauw University, “I recall that at the time in a general way our work was emerging from the long continued mothering of the English department. It was our purpose to take a good look or to afford a good look at the swaddling infant.” Lew Sarett, at the University of Illinois, was characteristically colorful:

Why did we break with the English folk and start our own national organization? . . . we were indisposed to continue to be in our respective institutions the tail of the English Department, wagged at will, sat upon from time to time, and held remote from the nourishment end of the creature.

J. S. Gaylord, of the McCormick Theological Seminary noted that “some of the motives which were in our minds and hearts when we formed the association [included] to be free from the domination of the English Council.” Charles Woolbert, University of Illinois recalled that

We held our ‘rump convention,’ to see what we could do to make Speech separate from English . . . The split-off was brought about by college teachers. These found little to satisfy their needs in the meetings of the English Council. They had repeatedly made an earnest attempt to get greater consideration for their peculiar needs, but with no very noticeable effect. After a particularly exasperating convention experience, a group remained after the adjournment of the English Council session to talk over the advisability of forming an association of our own.

That association was named the National Association of Academic Teachers of Public Speaking. While unwieldy, each part of the name made an important point. A national association supervened the regional associations, and put these teachers on a part with other academic fields, such as psychology, sociology, economics and history, which were national in scope. Academics belonged to the goals and purposes of the modern university, and thus have left behind the hucksterism of private elocution instruction. They were teachers, and their primary commonality was teaching certain skills and courses; this self-definition, though obvious and practical, returned to haunt them as they later struggled to define the research that should accompany this teaching—as it must in a university context. And finally, they taught public speaking, not rhetoric, oratory, expression, or elocution. While at the time, the implication of “public” may well have been little more than a nod to the platform, it would soon take on deeper meaning as the speech teachers attempted to revive a civic tradition of speech.

The founders of NAATPS were clearly a diverse lot, and were more united by their beefs with the NCTE than any common vision of the new field. The first ten years of the Quarterly Journal of Speech (then the Quarterly Journal of Public Speaking) are filled with debates about teaching vs research, the appropriate goals of oral communication instruction, and the connection of such teaching to society.

The New Field

In a talk from 1955, “Speech and Mass Civilization” Craig Baird grappled with the lowest-common-denominator problem of mass culture, and the general debasement of education. He gave a telling account of “speech teaching,” especially as distinguished from the worst of elocutionism:

To what extent are we holding to our intellectual foundation? In general, we have given a good account of ourselves. Since the NATS [National Association of Teachers of Speech] was founded in 1914 we have sloughed off from speech much training that was pseudo–culture and pseudo-education. The departments or divisions of speech then in existence, or founded since, fell heir to a good deal of degenerate rhetoric, elocution, pseudo–oratory . . . Although we speech curriculum builders and teachers have not neglected speech as an art, we have rejected exhibitionism or mere vocalism.79

Baird’s narrative was accurate, but it obscured the rationales and arguments for the actual structure of the curriculum. The problem for anyone who wins a revolution is always the same: What do you do once you take over? What is the vision for the new regime beyond overthrowing the old? In this case, three issues, in tension with each other, helped shape speech communication as a discipline. The first was the issue of the place of communication in society: What were the powers and responsibilities of communicators in the public setting? The second issues focused on the place of communication in the curriculum: Is communication a separate area of study? In what way? The third issue concerned disciplinary identity: What sort of scholarship legitimates speech faculty as experts and therefore teachers of communication? The original name for the group, as we’ve seen, was the National Association of Academic Teachers of Public Speaking; they distinguished themselves by what they taught.

These three issues—the social, the curricular and the disciplinary—were tightly bound together in the early discussions in the field of Speech Communication. We need not fully disentangle them to understand how contention over them guided common understanding and opened up new possibilities, in particular the possibility of discussion as a focus of communication instruction.

The oratorical model inherited from the liberal arts colleges made communication quite socially significant, but was anti–disciplinary (everybody in the liberal arts college teaches argument and good writing in the normal course of teaching their subjects) and ambiguous about curriculum. With the demise of elocution, the civic model of speech pedagogy needed updating. What would its successor look like? There were two possibilities, represented in the disciplinary imagination by the programs at the University of Illinois and Cornell University (they are often called the “Midwestern School” and the “Cornell School”) and in the literature by Charles Woolbert and Everett Lee Hunt.80 The “Midwestern school” looked forward to a social scientific account of communication, and looked for scientific foundations of “speech,” from the physics of the human voice to the psychological means of persuasion. Woolbert’s 1916 article on “Departments of Speech Science in Universities” outlined the Midwest approach quite comprehensively.81 The organizing trope was “speech,” embodied (quite literally) in the use of the vocal mechanisms. Departments of Speech Science were to study and teach about the uses of the speaking voice (which obviously excludes singing) in all their functions and contexts. He listed ten headings for the academic student of speech:

1. Phonology: physiology of the voice, the physics of sound.

2. The Technique of Expression: Vocal Technique, Bodily Action, History of Elocution

3. The Psychology of Expression: Adjustment of Mind and Voice . . . the Psychology of Meaning and Thinking

4. Application of Laws of Expression: Reading, Interpretation of Literature

5. The Acting Drama

6. Extempore Speaking

7. Argumentation and Debate

8. Persuasion

9. The Pedagogy of Oral Expression

10. The Aesthetics of Speaking, Interpreting and Acting.82

Obviously, the divorce from elocution is not quite complete, but it is in process. Drama, oral interpretation, persuasion and argument all find a place. To locate this study disciplinarily, Woolbert provided as somewhat bizarre diagram, which shows, through an overlapping set of circles, how the study of speech is related to virtually every other field.83 To an extent, within the liberal tradition this would not have been surprising, since the rhetorical tradition constituted what Richard McKeon has called “an architectonic of the arts.”84 Yet the point of disciplinarity is to emphasize difference over similarity, and Woolbert’s attempt to leverage Speech into disciplinarity through its relation to other fields seems misguided. Throughout Woolbert emphasized (in terms so general as to be nearly meaningless), the “scientific” character this new discipline will have; for example, he discussed the laboratory practices that will soon, he hopes, be a standard feature of Speech departments. Inaugurating a familiar trope of insecurity that will haunt the field to the present day, he noted:

The reason speech is backward as a subject has been its frequent lack of academic character. The subject has suffered from precocity . . . it has pushed in some places beyond its earned deserts . . . In other words, it has maintained a place in university curricula, beside other disciplines which have been more stringent in scholarly requirements and more dignified in scholarly achievements . . . Speech science, if it is going to persist in our universities, must raise up for itself a corps of fully trained men and women.85

Woolbert thought that the issue of disciplinarity was the key: Social significance and curricular coherence would follow from a clear “scientific” research program that placed Speech among the disciplines that have already made it. As odd as this sounds now, it was not out of place with a general Progressive sentiment (sometimes known as the “Wisconsin Idea”) that the “scientific” (i.e., empirical) knowledge and expertise generated by universities would be used in partnership with a public policy administrators in the government. However, Woolbert’s account, even in context, was woefully thin. In hindsight, we might say that a basically pedagogical field was a round peg in the square hole of the developing research university (true even of the liberal arts colleges, which were just beginning to prefer PhDs for their faculty), though Woolbert heroically pounded away. The strange thing was that despite the perceived important of research, teaching still dominated the missions of all these schools, and research (at least in Speech) was mostly intended to support teaching.

The other path, the “Cornell school,” was humanistic, seeking a return to rhetoric as the core of liberal education. At Cornell (in the long run, the only program of its kind), speech received self–consciously reactionary treatment. While broadened to include drama and interpretation, the faculty at Cornell grounded study of rhetoric in the study of the Greek and Latin classics. Students would study Plato, Aristotle, Cicero and Quintilian on civic discourse, and then apply these insights to contemporary oratory (the beginnings of the study of British and American public address). In a twist on the old ideal of producing a complete speaker, rather than becoming orators themselves, these students were immersed in the classics so that their knowledge would encompass all the components of an orator’s knowledge. The Cornellians saw themselves as inheritors of a vital and important tradition which overlapped with classics and philosophy, while retaining social significance since it concerned, albeit rather indirectly, public life.

The contrast between the Midwest and Cornell schools should not be overplayed; Many mixtures of these elements were found in different departments. As with any new discipline, its faculties were not yet graduating from PhD programs that had standardized the conceptual oppositions that determine identity; new faculty had degrees in psychology, sociology, English, etc. Yet the Illinois and Cornell models were legitimate responses to the real questions about the social, curricular and disciplinary status of newly minted departments. The common object of disagreement was the public speaking course. Everyone agreed, just as they had a hundred years earlier, that students needed to be better speakers. But the reasons why students needed to be speakers provide an index of the social meaning of changes in communication education. To be sure, the civic ideal of the effective orator remained. But it competed with several other possibilities. One focus, now so familiar, was on speaking for career and business reasons; Dale Carnegie’s first book was published in 1915.86 An entire set of new communication careers had developed, careers unknown even a generation before. Propaganda, public relations, advertising, marketing: most of the modern communication professions emerged in the second and third decades of the twentieth century. While some time passed before specific textbooks were available for these fields, they certainly became part of the standard repertoire of contexts for speaking; Beecher’s “in the field, in the forum, in the pulpit, or the schools” expands to include business settings and business decision–making. Indeed, in its original meaning, “conference” (the subject of many textbooks in the 1930s and 1940s) indicated deliberative situations that fell outside of the civic sphere, those institutional settings where decisions were made and actions taken. Such things are so familiar that it can be a bit difficult to remember that until the twentieth century “communication” and allied terms did not include such activities.

In contrast to business speaking, a second orientation emerged in the late 1920s, is the mental hygiene approach; communication skills as a way to build thinking skills and “socialize” students to be “effective” in many situations.87 This general approach sounds strange to contemporary ears, due to the terminology, but it is maybe not so different from the broad goals of communication curricula today. The inculcation of virtuous character central to traditional liberal education merges into a social scientific conception of socialization: Some personality characteristics are functional, some are not, and educators are responsible for encouraging high–function personal attributes. This sounds a bit sinister to us today, especially as it is couched in terms of conformity and cooperation, rather than the endless resistance to the status quo. However, much of it boiled down to a re–articulation of civic life: getting along with others, and cooperating enough to make public institutions work.

The early field’s dominant impulse, not surprisingly, was toward a scientized, Progressive vision of communication: We shall see in Chapter 3 that John Dewey, champion of scientific progressivism, becomes very influential. Yet we may be surprised that this vision of the new field could accommodate the civic agenda. How did it do so, while still maintaining the various domains that would become the social scientific parts of the field? The answer lies in the story of competitive debate, the subject of the next chapter.
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