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For Hugo, always at my side, ready with the comic corrective
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P R E F A C E

Facing Reality in the Trump Era

I  WROTE the bulk of this book before (what many thought to be) the unthink-
able happened and Donald Trump was elected president of the United States. 
Its subject matter extends beyond Trump as an example of a challenge to truth 
telling in American politics. However, his election is something of a watershed 
moment.

In addition to widespread horror and lamentation among liberals and pro-
gressives, the already fervent panic over what people are calling the “post-
truth” era exploded. The explosion of the post-truth frenzy represents what 
Stuart Hall calls a “moral panic”: a whipped-up discourse about social dis-
order that ideologically places the blame for social crisis on the target of the 
panic. He indicted British news-induced panic in the 1980s over “mugging.”1 
Like that panic, the alarm over “fake news” serves some ideological func-
tions: It relegitimizes mainstream, commercial news media as guardians of the 
truth (with the Washington Post declaring on its masthead: “Democracy Dies 
in Darkness”) and positions the Democratic Party, clearly located inside the 
business establishment, as “the resistance.” Progressives and critical scholars 
who once dissected the complicity of the Democrats and the news media with 
the imperatives of capitalism have been encouraged to see those organizations 
as the valiant defense against “real” untruths. Erstwhile critics of state power 
have become champions of the Federal Bureau of Investigation in its efforts to 
investigate Trump’s abuses of power. Moreover, the “post-truth” panic diverts 



attention away from the very real economic crisis that hit in 2008 and ren-
dered the lives of many Americans precarious. In other words, if we can blame 
“fake news” for the suffering of citizens, we need not challenge the economic 
system for producing that suffering.

Former champions of ordinary people have scapegoated disaffected work-
ing class Americans themselves for Trump’s election. The implicit argument 
behind calls for intensified fact-checking, viral lists of “fake” news sites,2 and 
warnings about the “echo-chambers” of Facebook and other social media3 is 
that it was willful ignorance among the U.S.’s rural, working class, white citi-
zens that produced the debacle of a Trump presidency.

My argument in this book challenges the elitism of assumptions that rural 
and working class people are necessarily ignorant and backward as an expla-
nation for Trump’s victory. The capacity of a misogynistic, racist, xenophobic, 
Islamophobic, anti-immigrant, billionaire demagogue to win the allegiance of, 
if not a majority of the popular vote, then the requisite number of electoral-
college votes, is indeed appalling. However, as a number of astute political 
analysts have pointed out, Trump’s base was not primarily among the working 
class but among the relatively well-off class of the self-employed. His appeal 
to industrial workers in the rust belt notwithstanding, it was this layer of the 
middle class, including many women, steeped in racism and sexism, who pro-
pelled Trump into office.4

These voters were not motivated by ignorance. They listened to Trump’s 
rhetoric (as inept as it was—one need only think of the nonword “bigly”5 or 
the bizarre Tweet “Despite the constant negative press covfefe”6) on a level 
transcending the mere fact. As a friend of mine put it recently, Trump sup-
porters took him seriously—they did not need to take him literally. His lan-
guage is keyed to produce a feeling rather than make a convincing argument. 
The New York Times interviewed conservatives about what they regarded as 
truth, as opposed to “fake news,” and learned that political frames and emo-
tion guide the reception of information as credible or not. Part of being cred-
ible is resonating with the lives and struggles of one’s audience.7

Parts of the Left, on the other hand, were so obsessed (and remain 
obsessed) with holding him to a literal standard that they failed to take him 
seriously until it was too late.8 If we had a time machine and could go back 
to the primary election season, what would it have meant to take Trump seri-
ously? For one thing, it would have meant that progressives would not have 
mocked and belittled potential Trump voters as Hillary Clinton did, calling 
them “deplorables.” It would mean that, instead of building an enormous, 
Rube-Goldberg-esque fact-checking machine, we might have listened to the 
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substance of his appeal to disaffected and alienated Americans, some working 
class and suffering, others precarious and afraid.

It might have meant taking more seriously the candidacy of Bernie Sand-
ers—who did understand populism, but from the Left, with earnest answers 
to address human suffering and anxiety—rather than purging him and his 
ideas from the Democratic mainstream. It would have meant the realization 
that a Democratic candidate who was the most pro-corporate and establish-
ment candidate who has ever run for office was not the right choice. Indeed, 
the Democratic Party, in its ever more desperate efforts to secure power, has 
mistakenly moved to the right since the last term of Franklin Delano Roos-
evelt ended. We see what relying on the lesser evil has gotten us: the greater 
evil, and in spades.

For as Trump fills his Cabinet and other positions, it is increasingly clear 
that his presidency contains proto-fascist elements, not in the casual way 
that some activists throw the word fascist around to mean everyone from the 
National Security Agency to their boss. What we are facing is the possibility 
of a more sustained assault than we have seen in two generations on human 
rights, freedom of assembly and expression, and progressive policies (such as 
they are, after decades of neoliberal cuts); we are witnessing racist thuggery 
emerge from out of the shadows with the implicit if not explicit support of 
Trump’s advisers, one of whom is the alt-right (white supremacist) figurehead 
Steve Bannon. Anti-Semitic, racist, anti-immigrant, and antigay assaults and 
vandalism are escalating in number and severity. Trump has promised, with 
ominous references to the productivity of Japanese internment camps during 
the Second World War, to institute a registry for all Muslims in the United 
States. He has threatened regular U.S.  Immigration and Customs Enforce-
ment (ICE) raids on workplaces across the nation, with the aim of sending 
millions of working people across the U.S.-Mexico border and imprisoning 
them behind a wall. If Trump is deposed, his equally rabid but exponentially 
more competent vice president, Mike Pence, will carry on the president’s 
agenda.

Each new week witnesses errors of varying magnitude in Trump’s admin-
istration such that advisers and pundits keep predicting that the emperor of 
falsehoods will fall. Instead of failing, however, Trump’s administration has 
begun the rollback of what few civil rights and environmental protections 
U.S. citizens have benefited from. He has pulled the United States from the 
international climate accord, keeping not just the United States but the planet 
hurtling toward meltdown. His leadership has emboldened all manner of rac-
ist, sexist, Islamophobic, and homophobic thuggery.
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The question becomes, then, about how best to respond to these attacks. 
Specifically, I am concerned with how a section of the Left has defined the 
problem as a problem of truth rather than of power. Instead of responding 
with fact-checking, we should speak and write in ways that motivate resis-
tance in the full acceptance that knowledge is partial and partisan. Fact-checks 
of Trump’s presidency run on continual loop. The New York Times has, for 
example, published a fact-check of his first 100 chaotic days.9 Here is a partial 
list: Trump lied about a fictive rising murder rate; about contacts and com-
munications with international leaders, especially those representing Russia; 
about the numbers of his supporters at various events; about his investments 
in jobs; about the causes of economic crisis. He overestimated job loss to 
other countries; manufactured a fictive terrorist attack in Sweden (defended 
by spokesperson Kellyanne Conway as simply “alternative facts”); contra-
dicted his own record on racism and anti-Semitism; misrepresented Obama 
administration legislation, including the Affordable Care Act; exaggerated the 
number of crimes on the U.S.-Mexico border; underestimated U.S. military 
forces; accused the Obama administration of “wiretapping”; inflated numbers 
of jobs that could be restored to the U.S. workforce; lied about the pricing of 
airplanes; denied his own prior statements; defended his overall truthfulness; 
and attacked the mainstream news media for propagating “fake news.” And, 
of course, he claimed against all evidence that his inauguration drew the big-
gest crowds in U.S. history. One could spend countless hours opening up the 
little windows of this advent calendar of mendacity. I’d argue, however, that 
knowing about every single lie as presented in a simple list does not galvanize 
citizens in the same way that the recognition of broader political and social 
injustice does.

With this basic argument, I hope to reach five overlapping audiences. The 
first consists of communities of progressives and liberals who, I believe, have 
put too much blame and too much attention on mere facts or the deficit of 
them. The second set of audiences for this work includes journalists and polit-
ical communication scholars who have embraced fact-checking as a democ-
ratizing practice. My third audience consists of academics with whom I have 
argued over the past few decades about the implications of poststructuralist 
relativism for political judgment and action. They have made a persuasive case 
that Marxist scholars and critics in general should get past representational 
or correspondence-based theories of truth. My position is that it is possible 
to construct a sophisticated realism that does not give ground to relativism 
while recognizing the rhetorical character (i.e., mediation) of all knowledge. 
Fourth, I address educators inside and outside of formal schooling: You are 
among the most important mediators of knowledge. Finally, I hope that this 
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book is interesting to activists and others who are not necessarily scholars, 
teachers, or journalists.

We need a reality check. A sober look at history reveals what happens 
when good people fail to rise up in mass and in force against a demagogue. 
Only a mass movement, unified across differences in identity, economic sta-
tus, and belief, can confront the unfolding assaults. We cheer when the mythic 
heroes of blockbuster films go up against evil. Luke and Leia knew that it 
would take a war, not just Jedi mind tricks, to defeat Darth Vader. Even the 
cute Ewoks got on board. Katniss Everdeen knew, in the Hunger Games tril-
ogy, that a war—with brutal battles and steep casualties of all kinds—was 
needed to take the Capitol city down. The pacifist Ents, in Lord of the Rings, 
uprooted themselves to crush the empire of Isengard. Hell, even Harry Potter 
knew, in Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, that individual magic—
like individual action of any kind—would not win against the fascist regime of 
Dolores Umbridge. It would take the soldiers of “Dumbledore’s Army,” trained 
in combat and willing to put their young lives on the line.

We are smarter at the movies than in “real life.” The communication of 
science needs science fiction. The minutiae of fact-checkers cannot fathom 
reality at the system level as well as what we believe to be fiction can do. Our 
attempts to hold fast the grains of sand we think are truths are folly.

Let’s think big. Our lives depend upon it. Trump’s presidency is not a fan-
tasy. The reality is that we have to fight. And that reality does, indeed, bite.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Toward a Rhetorical Realism

1

I COME to this project with the frustration of being a progressive critical 
scholar of political discourse who has been forced to recognize something 
uncomfortable: There are a number of claims circulating in political cul-
ture with no basis in reality that are persuasive nonetheless. They are largely 
impervious to challenges based on empirical evidence. Meanwhile, the Left 
traffics predominantly in the assertion of truths against (what we think 
should be) obvious falsehoods controlling political knowledge, for example, 
regarding creationism and climate change denial. The Left, armed with sci-
ence, history, and buckets full of facts, attempts to “speak truth to power.”1 
In other words, we assume that in any controversy, the person who has the 
truth on their side will eventually win the day. Here’s the uncomfortable 
part: This assumption is just not true. The truth does not necessarily set us 
free; indeed, the powerful often control the circulation and authority of what 
counts as truth.

Infamously, in 2004, President George W.  Bush aide Karl Rove called a 
journalist who questioned administration statements about the Afghan and 
Iraq Wars part of the “reality-based community,” which he defined as people 
who “believe that solutions emerge from your judicious study of discernible 
reality.” He added,

That’s not the way the world really works anymore. We’re an empire now, 
and when we act, we create our own reality. And while you’re studying that 



reality—judiciously, as you will—we’ll act again, creating other new realities, 
which you can study too, and that’s how things will sort out. We’re history’s 
actors . . . and you, all of you, will be left to just study what we do.2

This statement has proven to be shockingly accurate. U.S. wars in Iraq 
and Afghanistan persist despite their basis in untruths about weapons 
of mass destruction and the causes of terrorism. These wars proceed 
according to sketchy motivations and in spite of indeterminate (at best) 
success.

Rove was right: We in the “reality-based community” are left to study, 
deconstruct, analyze, and correct historical actions, but in a certain real 
sense, the actions of the powerful do create the truths of dominant common 
sense. As Jason Hannan argues in his collection Truth in the Public Sphere, 
truth is the first casualty of American politics.3 It is also, ironically, its first 
product.

In this book, I argue that the rhetorical strategies of the “reality-based 
community” are limited by commitments to rationalism and too-simple 
understandings of truth. At the same time, relativist stances that suggest that 
there is no foundational reality independent of subjective perception are 
impoverished by the inability to make moral and political judgments about 
competing accounts of reality and truth. Here I try to chart a middle way with 
the idea of “rhetorical realism,” or the idea that there is a reality—but none 
of us can know it except through frames of mediation, or interpretation by 
politicians, activists, pundits, and the mass media. The necessity of media-
tion means that we cannot simply put “facts” in front of audiences and expect 
them to respond in a meaningful political way. Instead, the Left should take 
up some of the compelling rhetorical mediation tools that the Right has long 
embraced: emotion, embodiment, narrative, myth, and spectacle. Successful 
mediation is what takes “facts” and turns them into beliefs and, ultimately, 
common sense.

I am late to this party. Along with many other critical rhetoricians and 
activists, I have clung to the strategies of what James Arnt Aune called “the 
culture of critical discourse” (CCD).4 The CCD is where you will find poor, 
former vice president Al Gore with his charts, pointer, and ladder, explain-
ing to the viewers of An Inconvenient Truth why their beliefs about global 
warming are just plain wrong. The only people viewing, however, are those 
who already agree with him. The CCD is where you find the journalistic fact-
checkers dutifully researching each narrow political claim without touching 
the bigger truths that organize our social and political lives.
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LIMITS OF THE REALITY-BASED COMMUNITY

We on the Left are mired in the epistemic. By this claim I mean that activists 
and scholars in the “reality-based community” rely too heavily and uncriti-
cally upon facts: observations, examples, statistics, transcripts of historical 
events, and so on. But there is another set of truths, those of common sense or 
doxa, which win adherents because they are packaged in terms of established 
beliefs and values along with meaning frames—schemes of interpretation that 
selectively include, omit, or emphasize features—that cultivate belief. In other 
words, if you, like 95 percent of the world’s population, believe that there is a 
divine creator with at least some influence on unfolding events, it makes sense 
and is reasonable to believe that such a creator cultivated life on our planet. If 
you believe that people should be loyal first and foremost to their nation-state, 
it makes sense and is reasonable to believe that any costs are justifiable in the 
conquest of external enemies.

Furthermore, cultivators of the status quo—politicians, mainstream 
media, schools, churches, museums, families, and so on—operate in a num-
ber of different rhetorical modalities, or strategies of communication, whereas 
members of the CCD prize most highly the well-reasoned and evidenced 
argument. The rhetorical modalities of the Right include arguments, too, but 
what else do they have? They have narrative, myth, embodiment, affect, and 
spectacle. They enjoin people’s bodies and emotions in narratives about living 
alongside dinosaurs. They tell compelling stories about our origins and des-
tinies that foster deep identification and commitment. They have the whole 
chicken—and the duck and the turkey. They have the whole turducken and we 
in the reality-based community become so much chopped liver.

I recognize the massive creativity of the Left in culture, literature, and 
sport, as well as the profound resonance of dance, singing, theater, puppetry, 
and other arts in protest movements around the world.5 In no way am I argu-
ing that we on the Left never serve up the three-meat platter of rhetorical 
strategies. Even so, the idea of a simple “speaking truth to power” has exten-
sive reach and appeal.

The “debate” over global warming brings the tragic contours of this prob-
lem to the fore. A May 2013 article published in Environmental Research Let-
ters surveyed thousands of scientific studies, concluding that more than 97 
percent of them not only establish the reality of global warming but also con-
fidently locate the cause of that warming in human activity.6 Although at the 
time of this writing, the majority of Americans believe that global warming 
is a real phenomenon (largely due to personal experience of weather-related 
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disasters), only 42 percent believe that it is driven by human activity.7 Massive 
evidence here fails to inform common sense. Like the full weight of the scien-
tific community, Al Gore was mired in the epistemic, and the result was one of 
the most boring and ineffective pieces of scientific rhetoric in modern history. 
The truth in this case is not just inconvenient; it is made to be unintelligible 
and uninteresting. Moreover, it does not help to mock citizens who refuse to 
identify with Gore or who fail to register scientific information in itself, with-
out careful thought to rhetorical framing and the winning of popular assent. 
This failure to reach U.S. citizens in large numbers with messages about the 
profundity, causation, and urgency of this crisis will be literally devastating.

In the context of the impending environmental cataclysm, we cannot 
keep slogging through the swamp of epistemology: Let us consider, as George 
Lakoff does, adopting the strategy of crafting frames of moral commitment 
and belief that can carry our truths out of the glades and into glorious, plain 
view.8 Along with Lakoff, I will suggest that progressives should think more 
carefully about the multiple modalities involved in the construction of one’s 
identity and social being: affect, embodiment narrative, myth, and spectacle. 
There are three problems with such an effort, however.

PROBLEMS WITH RHETORICAL RELATIVISM

The first is ethical: Do we want to engage in rhetorical strategies that are sus-
piciously manipulative?

The second is practical. It has been established in social movement studies 
that groups challenging the terms of existing social reality cannot avail them-
selves of exactly those terms. At the same time, refusal to engage the reality 
frames of the powerful and the common-sensible renders activists unintel-
ligible and boring at the best of times and profoundly terrifying at the worst 
(facts, facts, police murders, facts, violence against women, facts, oppression, 
facts, global annihilation, facts). How does one trouble blind patriotism in 
favor of internationalism when these frames are mutually unintelligible? How 
might we credibly alert people to their own oppression and exploitation when 
structural thinking is not the norm—and when, understandably, the person 
sitting next to you at the bar probably would not welcome a lecture on her 
own oppression?

The third problem is theoretical. Followers of the postmodern turn have 
troubled any easy resort to something that could be identified as “true” or 
“real.” Power on this view is the capacity to constitute “truth regimes” that gov-
ern populations not by repression but by inculcation in prevailing common 
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sense.9 Rhetoricians since the debates between the Sophists and Plato recog-
nized the role of rhetoric as “epistemic,” that is, integral to all processes of 
human knowing, even if one can posit a reality outside of the human interpre-
tive (and therefore rhetorical) encounter with it. Friedrich Nietzsche famously 
stated, “There are no facts,” arguing instead for the primacy of human inter-
pretation.10 I am going to argue that there are no facts without interpretation, 
which is a very different case.

Poststructuralist critics follow Nietzsche in disparaging reality-based cri-
tique as naïve; therefore, such scholars approach truth regimes descriptively 
without employing an economic or political “reality” standard to evaluate 
political claims.11 Similarly, theories of rhetoric as itself alone constitutive 
of a community of “the people” tend toward relativism. Ernesto Laclau, for 
example, describes all populist rhetorics (appeals to “the people”) as basically 
equal, without differentiation or evaluation in terms of fidelity to any par-
ticular group’s experienced reality.12 In contrast, I advocate a perspective from 
which to perform criticism in the service of demystifying power and enabling 
the formation of public consciousness faithful to the insurgent knowledges of 
the oppressed and exploited.

Such antifoundationalism defines theoretical and critical practice across 
the humanities today. However, while I question both the effectiveness and 
desirability of the Left’s resolute and unpleasant wading through the epistemic 
swamp, in antifoundationalist thought, all political commitments become rel-
ative without any anchor at all in something we can call reality. Why cri-
tique rape culture unless we can say surely that women are oppressed, that 
consent should be a precondition for sexual engagement, or that violence 
against women is wrong? Why organize a movement against police murders 
if we can’t really know that the historical structures of racism condition those 
crimes? How do we criticize the American Dream unless we know that there 
is, really, an American Nightmare?

TOWARD A RHETORIC OF BELIEF

Hence the present project, one aimed at a defense of realism and recognition 
of the epistemic, but in rhetorical terms: a rhetorical realism. Characteris-
tics of a rhetorical realism are first, that it identifies and deploys epistemic 
resources, that is, “scientific” knowledge alongside lived experience; and sec-
ond, that it mobilizes knowledge in rhetorical modalities in a way to succeed 
in throwing one’s claims over the transom of the epistemic to circulate in the 
doxastic, in common sense. Third, however, a rhetorical realism does not 
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concede all grounds for truth claims to the operations of power. A rhetori-
cal realism should try to establish the fidelity of a commonsense construct to 
the interests of the exploited and oppressed, whose experiences, in reality, are 
the conditions of possibility for alternative realities and rhetorics based upon 
them.

To the end of defining a workable rhetorical realism, Reality Bites explores 
the status and importance of truth claims in contemporary U.S. political rhet-
oric. It does so in the face of widespread skepticism among both politicians 
and communication theorists regarding the utility, ethics, and viability of an 
empirical standard for political truths. Appeals to the truth often assume a 
transparent relationship between reality and the rhetorical representation of 
that reality, an assumption that is fundamentally flawed. Even so, the possi-
bility of anything like a democratic society requires public accountability to 
reality and the critical ability to separate lies from truths.

A definitional note is in order at this point: “Truth” and “reality” are 
imbricated but not interchangeable concepts. For present purposes, I define 
“reality” as the existing world of nature, social arrangements, and the experi-
ences of people living in them. “Truth” here is the exhibition of a claim, nar-
rative, or other symbolic form’s fidelity to “reality,” in the full recognition that 
reality itself is subject to rhetorical constitution and therefore contingent on 
history and social position. I do not believe that pursuing questions of ontol-
ogy, or the question of reality outside the capacity to perceive and interpret 
it, is productive. Even if there were ever an original “state of nature” in which 
humans encountered the world afresh, from that day forward, human sym-
bolic framing and interpretation would have been ever present.

Rather than pursuing questions of ontology, I aim to establish a rhetori-
cally nuanced analytic of social truth, that is to say, of belief, one grounded 
in classical rhetorical theory and the Marxism of Georg Lukács and Antonio 
Gramsci.13 In Stuart Hall’s terms, it may be more important to discover and 
analyze what is true in what people believe than to expose what is “false.”14

Such an approach recognizes that the fidelity of discourses to reality is 
contingent and perspectival. Rhetoricians Richard Cherwitz and James Hikins 
have made a compelling case for a perspectival, but not relativist, concept of 
reality and truth.15 Likewise, Mary Triece’s study of the welfare rights move-
ment demonstrates how women mounting resistance to oppression and 
exploitation engage in standpoint-based “reality-referencing,” in which the 
truths proffered have particular experiential bases.16 Exploring the deploy-
ment of knowledge by divergent groups with divergent interests is dialecti-
cal, emphasizing how systems of ideas and the development of knowledge 
correspond to epochs in history, and how processes of social contradiction 
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generate transformative struggle and emergent knowledges. In other words, 
there is no single ahistorical truth but rather dialectically evolving systems of 
ideas and regimes of knowledge that correspond to the imperatives of par-
ticular historical moments. Furthermore, the development of subjectivity and 
consciousness, a rhetorical process, diverges along lines of exploitation and 
oppression such that the experience of sweatshop workers could generate a 
collective counter-knowledge to corporate propaganda.

Through a series of case studies, I will explore how divergent experien-
tial knowledge (episteme) is transformed in a process of political, rhetorical 
mediation such that competing regimes of common sense (doxa) emerge in 
the political public sphere. In turn, prevailing common sense influences the 
further filtering and organizing of epistemic knowledge (i.e., the process flows 
both ways).

From this conceptual foundation, I am guided by the following questions: 
How do rhetorical processes of inclusion, exclusion, and ordering delimit 
what counts as fact? How do prevailing ideas governing social reality emerge, 
circulate, and become naturalized in the service of the hegemonic power of 
a particular class? What epistemic resources are available to subordinated 
groups, and which rhetorical affordances benefit those invested in the status 
quo? What are the various forces of mediation (not only actual communica-
tive media but also political organization and rhetorical interventions) that 
condition the emergence of public knowledge? Ultimately, what are the con-
ditions of possibility for radical contestation for hegemony on the terrain of 
doxa, or mass circulated political awareness?

In answer to those questions, I will argue that there are empirical bases 
for epistemic knowledge, including the concrete experience of human beings. 
The most powerful political discourses emerge when epistemic knowledge 
is mediated by explanatory and justificatory political frames. When political 
actors become mired in information without making the transition to expla-
nation and rationalization, they lose the possibility of their facts becoming 
common knowledge. On the other hand, when political actors construct com-
mon sense without reference to experiential and scientific knowledge, they 
risk ethical breach and the alienation of their base.

Moreover, it is in the mediation of information in the transition to the 
public domain where rhetorical intervention may translate knowledge and 
situate it in sensible interpretive frames. Such rhetorical intervention may take 
conservative form when corporate media and interests control that media-
tion; however, when social struggle and alternative political organizations 
mediate collective experience (as during the Black Lives Matter movement), 
the resulting contestation between a set of beliefs that are true only for elites 
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and the organized experiential knowledge of ordinary people enables critique 
and social transformation. If dominant reality “bites”—in its being oppressive 
and exploitative—an oppositional “reality-based” community can “bite back.” 
This book explores when and how such democratic contestation over reality 
occurs.

To this end, chapter 1 argues that understanding how widespread adher-
ence to commonsense ideas is accomplished in rhetoric is important. This 
chapter begins by making an Aristotelian distinction between episteme 
(knowledge or justified belief) and doxa (prevailing common sense).17 I reject 
the elitism inherent in the Aristotelian distinction between enlightened and 
common knowledge, and I recognize that episteme can never be composed of a 
priori facts outside of rhetorical invention. Instead, I believe that we can posit 
a version of episteme as experiential knowledge requiring rhetorical shaping 
to become doxa. The power of these two categories lies in their ability to help 
theorize how rhetorical work organizes and transforms social knowledge in 
generalizing particular experience. This chapter will require some discussion 
of publics and counterpublic spheres, noting the existential tie of counterpub-
lics to local experience and the costs of generalizing that experience in the 
broader public domain. In a structured social and economic context, rhetori-
cal invention takes up experiential knowledge and mediates that knowledge’s 
appearance in society as commonly accepted truth (doxa) in a process that is 
always partial and invested with class interests. Here, Lukács is important to 
understanding how class consciousness emerges from a rhetorically mediated 
experiential reality; his account of class consciousness is supplemented with 
insights about the complexity of social truths from other Marxists.

For example, political philosopher Raymond Geuss writes,

Humans’ beliefs and desires are in constant flux, and changes in them can 
take place for any number of reasons. Transformations of specific sectors 
of human knowledge are often accompanied by very widespread further 
changes in worldview and values.18

In emphasizing the process of change in knowledge and ideas, a realist stan-
dard for political ethics, and a call to action in the context of global crisis, 
Geuss influences my thinking in this chapter. His discussion of the ebb and 
flow between historically situated knowledge and the broader cultural imagi-
nation corresponds to my distinction between episteme and doxa. Bourdieu’s 
distinction between “ortho-doxy” (“correct” “doxa” aligned with dominant 
common sense) and “hetero-doxy” (the pluralization of common senses 
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enabling democratic contestation over the future direction of society) like-
wise suggests the rhetorical and historical contingency of knowledge produc-
tion and circulation.

Chapter 2 lays out definitions and examples of what I call the “big five” 
strategies of mediation: affect, embodiment, narrative, myth, and spectacle 
(including image and celebrity). I acknowledge that both Left and Right have 
historically availed themselves of these techniques. However, in our “post-
truth” political moment, progressives have typically answered with a barrage 
of facts. We should rediscover the power of the “big five” strategies and use 
it for our side.

Chapter 3 explores the limits of fact-checking and debunking. I argue 
that journalistic fact-checking as currently practiced is an inadequate tool 
for evaluating political accountability to reality due to narrowness of focus, 
hyper-thoroughness, and naïve empiricism. I recommend “frame-checking” 
as an alternative mode of critique.19 There has been an explosion of efforts to 
“fact-check” political rhetoric, starting with those of the Tampa Bay Times’ 
PolitiFact project and the fact-checking blog of Glenn Kessler at the Wash-
ington Post. These ostensibly noble efforts are frustrated by a number of fac-
tors, including (1) rampant bipartisan political manipulation of truths, (2) the 
apparent inattention paid by consumers of political information to questions 
of fact, (3) the demonstrated power of the elites to determine what informa-
tion circulates as truth in mass media environments, and (4) the critical limits 
of efforts attempting to document myriad falsehoods without taking on the 
values frames and political perspectives that set the conditions for the produc-
tions of “truths.”

Thus, fact-checkers are mired in the epistemic. As Kenneth Burke argues 
about “debunking,” “The typical debunker is involved in a strategy of this sort: 
He discerns an evil. He wants to eradicate this evil. And he wants to do a 
thorough job of it. Hence, he becomes too thorough”20 in “an avalanche of 
arguments . . . a snowing under, a purely quantitative mode of propaganda.”21 
Resorting to a narrow empirical baseline, these fact-checkers miss the point: 
It’s not about what’s in the box but who gets to decide its boundaries and 
shape.

In response to these challenges, I argue for a depth hermeneutics approach 
that goes beyond fact-checking to “frame-checking.” I build upon the work of 
Raymond Geuss, whose distinctions among different kinds of falsehood help 
us to understand interest-based criteria for truth, and Mary Triece, whose 
concept of “reality-referencing” in political discourse is both straightforward 
and theoretically rich.22 This materialist project that situates political claims 

	 TO WA R D A R H E TO R I C A L R E A L I S M  •   9



historically and economically and theorizes the concepts of truth and false-
hood in complex ways while retaining the critical importance of reality to 
both critique and activism.

I pursue these arguments through two case studies: the 2015–16 Planned 
Parenthood “selling baby parts” scandal and the success, baffling to rational-
ists and fact-checkers, of the 2016 presidential race. In both cases, progres-
sives have failed to respond meaningfully to the values frames and emotional 
resonance of these phenomena. Instead, they claim victory—and it is a hollow 
one—in the narrow struggle over empirical truth.

In the book’s fourth chapter, I explore the complexity of political truths 
in the case of Chelsea (formerly Bradley) Manning, a freed soldier convicted 
and jailed for releasing classified military secrets to WikiLeaks in 2008. I 
contrast the political framing of her story to the framing of that of Edward 
Snowden, who leaked a similarly large amount of classified information. The 
chapter first describes how the “information dump” of military knowledge 
via WikiLeaks is a politically weak mode of truth-telling.23 (The circulation 
of the torture photographs from Abu Ghraib is another example of masses 
of information never coming into mass circulation.) At the same time, Man-
ning’s sexual orientation and gender identity became subjects of political 
speculation. The emergence of knowledge of one’s own or others’ gender 
identity and sexual orientation are complex, process-governed revelations 
situated in subaltern discourse communities with access to political frames 
for understanding that process.

Thus, this chapter contrasts the relatively simple but politically ineffica-
cious exposure of military secrets against the complex and partial discovery 
of gender identity. The latter takes place in the particular politicized space of 
LGBTQ* rights and liberation, one generally without the agency to mediate 
that knowledge so that it becomes intelligible in the broader public.24 In other 
words, knowledge of Manning’s gender and sexual orientation is grounded 
in the epistemic moment of discovery. On this basis, this case study demon-
strates the difference between exposure of truths in the epistemic as opposed 
to the doxastic mode. This distinction is made clearer in a comparison with 
the revelations of former National Security Agency (NSA) contractor Edward 
Snowden, whose leaks were mediated by journalists who could craft compel-
ling narratives about his experience.

The knowledges of counterpublics are confronted with the dilemma of 
sacrificing generalized public circulation of truth, necessarily mediated by 
dominant interests, for fidelity to the experiences of a localized community. 
In Foucault’s terms, Manning’s is a case of “subjugated knowledges . . . a whole 
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set of knowledges that have been disqualified as inadequate to their task or 
insufficiently elaborated: naive knowledges, located low down on the hierar-
chy, beneath the required level of cognition or scientificity.”25 What Foucault 
describes is a set of experiential knowledges that need cognitive organization 
and circulation; that goal requires an insurrection.

Chapter 5 describes the rhetorical strategies of the Right that reach beyond 
epistemology into doxa, or common sense. In this chapter, I will examine 
appeals to science made by advocates of the integration of creationism or 
“intelligent design” alongside evolution as a theory of creation and the emer-
gence of humankind. I consider research on the Creation Museum and the 
rhetoric of intelligent design as a credible theory of the world’s development.26 
I develop a contrast between the Right’s use of the “big five” strategies and how 
they are employed in the 2014 Fox series Cosmos, hosted by celebrity scientist 
Neil deGrasse Tyson.

Producers Seth MacFarlane and Ann Druyan make this objective explicit. 
In the miniseries, physicist Neil DeGrasse Tyson hosts a spectacular journey 
in a “spaceship of the imagination.” The labeling of the program as a “space-
time Odyssey” indexes the attempt to tell the story of science in the form 
of a grand, mythic narrative. The show thus employs two of the rhetorical 
resources dominated by the Right: myth and spectacle. There is an attempt at 
embodiment in the person of deGrasse Tyson, who strides across the cosmic 
calendar and peers underwater as life forms first began to develop eyes. Like 
its forebearer in 1980, the 2014 Cosmos develops an intriguing contradiction 
between stating key pieces of scientific knowledge as fact while exposing its 
own efforts at mediation.

The chapter then turns to a discussion of scientific education in the pub-
lic schools. While creationists have failed in their attempts to integrate their 
beliefs into public school curricula, their efforts point to the need to theorize 
the educational domain as a key site of mediation of knowledge in a demo-
cratic society.

Chapter 6 begins with an analysis of Thomas Paine’s Common Sense.27 As 
a number of scholars have noticed, the document is an excellent example of a 
rhetor’s bringing complex issues and information to public attention in such 
a way that her arguments make “common sense.”28 I situate the document in 
the history of the American Revolution, a situation that gave expression to the 
demands of a rising mercantile class, employing the media of newspapers and 
pamphlets to organize information suited to meet those interests. Paine’s text 
demonstrates how the resources of affect, identification, embodiment, narra-
tive, myth, and spectacle aligned with a revolutionary historical moment in 
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which the “insurrectionary knowledges” of a rising social class began to make 
sense.

After this analysis, I explore the possibility of multiple mediation of epis-
temic knowledge in the promotion of subjugated knowledges. As a case in 
point, I analyze the rhetoric and effectiveness of the Black Lives Matter move-
ment as a challenge to common sense that succeeds in a struggle over the 
interpretation of police violence in the political arena. Although a dominant 
class controls the mass mediation and circulation of information framed to 
suit its own interests (which are themselves sometimes contradictory), there 
is a massive layer of working class and poor Americans whose experience 
contradicts the orthodoxy rationalizing austerity, war, and environmental 
catastrophe. What sort of mediation is required to throw the epistemic knowl-
edge of ordinary people over the transom of power and mass consciousness? 
Returning to the example of Paine, who played that mediating role, I argue 
that political organization and the use of alternative social movement media 
may be the affordances of the 99 percent, which came to voice briefly in the 
2011 and 2012 Occupy movement. These examples speak to the conditions of 
possibility of heterodox transformation, a transformation generally possible 
during times of broader social revolution—times where new truths can come 
before the people in compelling terms.

The book’s conclusion reviews the conceptual achievements of each chap-
ter and returns to how we might mobilize a rhetorical realism beyond fact-
checking in a world dominated by the wealthy, whose words stand in as truth 
far too often.

Determining what is real—which claims sustain credible belief—against 
the ideological and understanding both the dominance and vulnerability of 
reigning common sense are extraordinarily complex tasks, given the inherent 
rhetoricity of all knowledge and the global proliferation of vast amounts of 
information. However, immiseration on a global scale, an unprecedented and 
growing class divide, and rampant racism, sexism, and other oppressions all 
prevail in contemporary capitalist society. All are justified and naturalized in 
the circulation of social truths. Denaturalization of oppression requires con-
tact with the competing truths of ordinary people. The critical task of identify-
ing such truths and the work they perform in public life is urgently necessary 
in the real world.
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C H A P T E R  1

Rhetorical Realism, or,  
Theory in the Real World

13

THE IDEA that there is a reality outside of our heads may seem to most people 
like common sense.

Or maybe not.
There are signs in public culture of widespread cynicism about truth, espe-

cially in politics. In 2005, comedian and late night talk show host Stephen Col-
bert coined the noun “truthiness,” which refers to the capacity of messages 
to seem true because of their resonance with common sense.1 Truthiness is 
operating when an idea is repeated so often that people naturally take it to be 
true. Truthiness is also a feature of the rhetoric of the powerful. As Karl Rove 
pointed out, people in power create the terms of reality to which others are 
subjected and under which they must operate. Large numbers of U.S. citizens 
believe that politicians lie, but that there is nothing we can do about it.

Colbert hosted his satirical show The Colbert Report in the persona of a 
hardline, patriotic, pro-capitalist conservative. He performed truthiness in 
a way that was compelling because it actually tapped the public feeling that 
identity and truth are inherently unstable. In other words, although the idea 
of “truthiness” began in jest, it indexes a real anxiety. As the New York Times 
commented in August 2016, we ostensibly live in an age of “post-truth” politics:

As politics becomes more adversarial and dominated by television perfor-
mances, the status of facts in public debate rises too high. We place expecta-
tions on statistics and expert testimony that strains them to breaking point. 



Rather than sit coolly outside the fray of political argument, facts are now 
one of the main rhetorical weapons within it.

How can we still be speaking of “facts” when they no longer provide 
us with a reality that we all agree on? The problem is that the experts and 
agencies involved in producing facts have multiplied, and many are now for 
hire. If you really want to find an expert willing to endorse a fact, and have 
sufficient money or political clout behind you, you probably can.2

In chapter 3, I will assess the work of fact-checkers to hold politicians account-
able to their claims. They do valiant battle against truthiness. But it is clear 
that realism, or the idea that there is an empirical domain as a measure of 
political accountability, is in doubt today.

My argument in this chapter is that we cannot concede ground to post-
truth forces. Our historical moment of rapid global warming, ongoing rac-
ism and police murders, misogyny, war, and the most significant economic 
inequality in U.S. history demands discourse that is accountable to reality. 
However, I will argue that there are two wrong ways of responding to the 
“reality crisis.” One is to hunker down in the trenches of massive numbers of 
facts and hope that when these facts are brought to light, publics will engage 
in enlightened rational debate. The other is to give up entirely and embrace 
relativism, or the idea that there is no foundational reality, only the produc-
tion in discourse of what “counts” as reality.

There is a third and better way, and that is to conceive of truth as stand-
point-based and perspectival.3 There are contending unequal groups in soci-
ety with divergent vantage points on reality. The problem is that truth from 
the vantage point of elites circulates most often and most effectively as what 
counts as truth. Others struggle to articulate their experience, ideas, interests, 
and needs. Marxists are often charged with holding to a simplistic version of 
the idea of “false consciousness,” or the position that people who believe ideas 
that are not in their better interests are mindless dupes of dominant lies and 
mystifications. Some adherents of the idea of false consciousness argue that 
there is an easy-to-identify “truth” behind the lies and mystifications.4 I hope 
that I have been clear so far that while I believe that often people hold beliefs 
against their own interests (and no one among us is immune), the category of 
“falsehood” is quite complex. I will discuss in this chapter how it is better to 
assess whether a belief is “faithful” to someone’s interest than whether it cor-
responds to a reality that we can point to as objective.

Stuart Hall’s definition of ideology stresses that it is necessary to under-
stand ideology as people’s “truth,” and not just as a set of false beliefs. Jorge 
Larrain has criticized this approach, arguing that Hall has given up a “nega-
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tive” concept of ideology that Larrain finds necessary to the project of cri-
tique. Unless we can say that a belief is false, how can we go about producing 
or enabling “better” critical consciousness among scholars and activists?5 My 
view is that one can regard ideological discourses as truths, but then ask, 
whose truths are they? Are they fitting for ordinary people? Why do people 
accept them? How can we challenge them without the elitism inherent in the 
idea of false consciousness?

Neither fact-checking nor truthiness can respond meaningfully to this 
problem. Hence, I am proposing a rhetorical realism, or the idea that com-
municators can bring knowledge from particular perspectives and experiences 
into the domain of common sense, and that we can evaluate truth claims in 
public culture on the basis of whether they exhibit fidelity to the experience 
and interests of the people they claim to describe and represent.

When all beliefs are in principle true and all truth is a matter of belief, 
there is no ground for judgment. Is one political party better than another? 
If we want, in a well-known formulation, to “speak truth to power,” what are 
our resources for doing so? If every social order is just another regime, are 
not some regimes more justifiable than others? To respond to this problem, 
in this chapter I develop a rhetorical realist position that acknowledges the 
partiality of knowledge and the complexities of representation without giving 
up the capacity for political judgment that can guide action for social change.

I am not adopting the tenets of positivism or empiricism, nor am I claim-
ing that claims about truth can or should correspond to and transparently rep-
resent an objectively observable reality. I take caution from the postmodern 
critiques of the Enlightenment, which brought with it a number of ideas that 
were both democratizing and oppressive, among them the virtues of scien-
tific inquiry and observable knowledge. The ambition of positivism sought to 
explain the world in new ways, but also imposed ways of seeing and thinking 
on populations subjugated by colonial rule. Empiricism relies on the assump-
tion that we can perceive objects in the world directly and accurately. This 
assumption, however, privileges the perspective of those who have the power 
to decide how reality will be described. Moreover, it is impossible to represent 
features of our world without language, and language always shapes percep-
tion. Where an industrialist sees profit and progress, a worker perceives an 
unrewarding daily grind. Where a king surveys his realm, he sees a range of 
resources and territory for his comfort. The peasant experiences vision bound 
to dirt and toil. 

A version of realism that takes critiques of the Enlightenment into account 
is possible and useful; it is also ethically superior to relativism, or the sus-
pension of belief when all beliefs are thought to be products of rhetorical 
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fabrication. We need a position on reality that is neither naïvely empiricist 
nor relativist, but one that allows critics and theorists to make normative in 
addition to descriptive claims—to critique, not just describe. Realist argu-
ments have been criticized for what is regarded as a theory of representation 
or correspondence, assuming that communication can actually represent real-
ity directly and simply. Below I will discuss how scholars of the rhetoric of 
science replace notions of transparency, correspondence, and representation 
with an idea of rhetoric as mediation, as occupying the middle space between 
knowledge and meaning, inevitably shaping what can be known and how it 
can be known, as well as defining what counts as true and real. A view of 
rhetoric as mediation can move experiential and other grounded knowledge—
episteme—into the realm of doxa, or public belief.

Ancient rhetoricians made a useful distinction between episteme and doxa 
(knowledge and common sense, or belief). In contemporary times, rhetori-
cians have engaged questions of epistemology or the production of knowl-
edge. In the 1980s, debates about the role of rhetoric in creating, representing, 
and shaping reality exploded in the field of rhetorical studies. In the 1990s, 
rhetoricians began to explore how power, interestedness, and history influ-
enced scientific discovery and reporting. All of these tendencies are resources 
for a rhetorical realism. At issue is the necessity of mediation—the interven-
tion of human agents and all of their investments—in communicating and 
making meaning of experience.

At the end of this chapter, I will suggest that inflecting these insights with 
a Marxist theory of mediation generates a critical, realist, rhetorical theory. 
Marxist concepts of hegemony, interests, and standpoint are helpful to under-
stand how differential class positions in society produce truths that differ in 
perspective. The idea of fidelity, or representativeness of a discourse to a per-
spective or standpoint, becomes a standard that privileges the standpoint of the 
oppressed. Speaking truth to power may not be a matter of “just the facts,” but 
neither is it impossible or foolhardy, as many postmodern philosophers claim.

REALISM’S BAD RAP: STRUCTURALISM, 
POSTSTRUCTURALISM, AND POSTMODERNISM

There have been currents of relativist thought since ancient times, for example, 
among the Greek Sophists.6 The Sophists were itinerant teachers of persuasion 
who coached elite men in how to become powerful politicians. Notoriously, 
according to the usual narrative, they suspended questions like truth and eth-
ics in favor of effectiveness. Susan Jarrat, however, has argued that the Soph-
ists did not lack ethical commitments. Foremost, they were committed to a 
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critical pedagogy that encouraged pupils to critique social norms in ways that 
equipped them for democratic practice.7 They challenged the idea of divine 
causality and disrupted other social norms. Importantly for my project, Jar-
rat describes how Sophists embraced the deployment of mythos (myth) and 
pathos (emotion) alongside logos (reasoning). For the Sophists, hard reality, or 
physis, is inaccessible to human knowing; instead, we perceive and interpret 
and shape the meaning of nomos, or social reality. This contrast between phy-
sis and nomos (reality/construct) is parallel to the distinction I am sustaining 
between episteme (knowledge) and doxa (common sense, belief).

My goal is not to discover whether social reality or common sense can 
or should correspond to some objective reality or fixed knowledge. Instead, I 
am interested in how rhetoric moves claims about reality and truth into the 
prevailing social constructs of reality and enables different groups’ knowledge 
to register as common sense in the public imagination. How, when, and on 
whose terms does such entry into common knowledge happen? Can we enable 
marginal or oppressed groups’ experiential knowledge to gain entry into what 
counts as true? The Sophistic recognition of multiple, perspectival truths 
troubled Plato, who, giving voice through his character Socrates, denounced 
the Sophists. His quest for absolute Truth through philosophy warranted an 
authoritarian model of power: the Philosopher King.

In modern times, this dispute has a parallel between Enlightenment think-
ers and postmodernists. The most significant modern critiques of the Enlight-
enment turn have emerged since the 1960s in theories under the headings 
of structuralism and poststructuralism. Structuralism is an academic school 
coming out of critical linguistics and anthropology, for example, in the work 
of Ferdinand de Saussure. Scholars in this school, notably Louis Althusser,8 
posited a social world constituted in signs and symbols; language creates the 
world even though it cannot faithfully represent its “reality.” Rather than being 
relativists, however, structuralists tended to hold that the system of language 
and meaning that constructs reality is tightly sewn together so that there is no 
outside to it. The powerful have determined the shape of society and won the 
consent of populations to it. There is no check on whether this symbolically 
constructed reality corresponds to anything like the truth.9

A good illustration can be found in the film The Matrix, where the pro-
tagonist Neo and other characters discover that their bodies are serving as 
batteries for a society of machines who have created a virtual social world for 
their minds: the Matrix.10 Neo and his compatriots are liberated bodily from 
the battery tanks into a harsher, but real, world. Although the second and 
third films in this trilogy cast doubt even on that experience being real outside 
the ideological construct, the initial message is hopeful: People caught up in 
false ideas long to know what is real. Eventually they seek freedom and find 
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an experiential world that defies and contradicts the sense of reality in which 
they have been raised. Neo’s critical power depends on there being a reality as 
a critical check on ideology.

The second and third films in the trilogy, however, represent another fea-
ture of structuralist thought: Even what you thought was outside is still inside. 
Power has so carefully crafted a social world that it has included fail-safes for 
contradiction and opposition. Even when Neo thinks his mind is free, he is 
still on one or another level of the Matrix. The argument that humans are 
constituted in social worlds that constrain their thought and actions without 
there being an “outside” is called antihumanism. We all walk around thinking, 
like Neo, that we are living life according to our own free will, but according 
to structuralism, we have been raised up to accept and live according to the 
ideologies put in place by a generation of elites before us.

Poststructuralism carries these ideas into recent decades, but rather than 
seeing ideology as something created by identifiable elites in their own inter-
ests, this school argues that there is only power without center or will. Power, 
according to the poststructuralist thinker Michel Foucault, is constituted in 
knowledge. Power occurs in regimes of discourse that govern and discipline 
their subjects, without there being an “outside” to power. To speak of truth 
is already to exert power; to be the person in the know is to claim power. 
Therefore, scholars, citizens, and activists who want to hold politics to a truth 
standard are engaged in just another form of the exercise of power.

The institutions of medicine and imprisonment, for example, constituted 
what it means to be healthy or sick and criminal or innocent, justifying the 
institutionalization and incarceration of many thousands of people. The ques-
tion of whether any one patient or inmate was truly sick or criminal misses 
the point: The definitions of illness and wellness are what govern us. Foucault’s 
most accessible work is his History of Sexuality. In it he makes the compel-
ling argument that there was no “true,” primal sexuality repressed by Victo-
rian antisex ideologies. Instead, Victorian regimes of discourse gave way to 
modern ones in which the idea that one must “come out” about one’s sexual-
ity, and the idea that freedom is inherent in open sexuality, just became the 
new structure of disciplining knowledge.11 When we think we are expressing 
freedom through sexuality, we are participating in a society that is engaged in 
surveillance and governance of us and everybody else.

To many readers, these ideas may be old news, really depressing, or 
unhelpfully arcane. However, the importance of the critique of Enlightenment 
realism becomes clear when one considers how Western capitalist powers have 
exported “knowledge” to other societies, disrupting, uprooting, and annihi-
lating not only local ways of knowing but also human lives. Atrocities such 
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as the experiments on Jewish concentration camp inmates by Josef Mengele 
are driven by the desire to know, and therefore to control, others. The inven-
tion of nuclear weapons was driven by a desire for knowledge but resulted 
in devastating technology that its scientific inventors (most notably J. Robert 
Oppenheimer) lamented.12 In the domain of reproductive health care, moder-
nity produced a cadre of trained professionals, almost exclusively male, who 
undermined the authority of women, natural healers, and midwives. Declar-
ing a certain kind of medical knowledge superior because of its basis in sci-
entific research disempowered people with knowledges of their own based on 
experience. Indeed, until hand washing and, later, antibiotics became normal 
in modern hospitals, the old ways were largely safer than the new.

On the level of society and the state writ large, the degeneration of Rus-
sia’s 1917 socialist revolution into a set of Stalinist atrocities and the failure of 
mass social movements in Europe in the 1960s bred further skepticism about 
any political movement that said it had the truth. Enlightenment thought is 
modern; hence the critique of the Enlightenment is a core tenet of postmod-
ernism. Connected to poststructuralism, postmodernist philosophy declared 
such grand projects to be dead. Reacting understandably to the tragic ends of 
twentieth-century liberatory struggles, the postmodernists Jean Baudrillard 
and Jean-François Lyotard urged the refusal of any foundations in favor of rec-
ognizing the domination of spectacular realities constructed in language and 
culture.13 Baudrillard also noted the inability of language and other symbol 
systems to represent “reality.” Instead, he argues, we are bombarded by “simu-
lacra,” copies of copies of something in the world, but completely detached 
from any original.14 Postmodernists underscore the impossibility of describing 
the world around us in language or images in a way that “reflects” or “corre-
sponds with” that world.

Poststructuralist and postmodern thought have two merits. First, they 
seem, ironically, to actually (in reality) describe the social world confronting 
us today with politics of “truthiness” and spectacle. Second, they have pushed 
back usefully against the arrogance of oppressive and colonial knowledge 
that has been used to oppress and justify the killing of its subjects. They have 
challenged the arrogance of revolutionaries who, once in power, reproduce 
oppressive regimes of truth.

On the other hand, a number of philosophers and critics have enumerated 
the dangers and limits of the “posts,” arguing that those committed to post-
structuralist theory tend either toward cynicism about public engagement or 
the ironic participation in the issues of the day. They unnecessarily jettison 
extra-ideological standards for truth, or reality checks, such that a critic is left 
unable to distinguish between a better regime and a worse one, and for whom. 

	 R H E TO R I C A L R E A L I S M, O R,  T H E O RY I N T H E R E A L W O R L D  •   19



In addition, postmodern analysis is predicated on the idea that capitalist glo-
balization has wreaked havoc on traditional lines of conflict: In other words, 
there is no more organized working class against the capitalist—and no class 
consciousness.

Postmodern theorists of globalization argue that the capacity to govern 
the globe no longer inheres in a single center. In other words, we cannot look 
to powerful nation-states (such as the United States) as targets of critique and 
activism. However, a number of sociologists, geographers, and others have 
called attention to how inaccurate or partial such an account is. Wars in Iraq 
and Afghanistan point to the ongoing centrality of U.S. foreign policy. In the 
United States, labor may be weak, but strikes have erupted across Europe over 
the last decade, challenging corporate and state power. We are witnessing a 
rise of radical ideas among young people around the world, many of them 
embracing the cause of socialism.

THEORY AND REALITY

I lay out these debates because there is a parallel duality in the actually exist-
ing political world, between “truthiness” and the fact-checkers. This dualism 
also appears in the work of scholars in communication studies. Reacting to 
the post-Enlightenment crisis of truth, one camp retreats to defend positivism, 
empiricism, and/or rationalism in naïve terms. The other, as I have described, 
advocates a relativist stance without critical foundation or recourse to critique. 
In philosophy, this battle is most clearly articulated in a dispute between Fou-
cault, on the one hand, and the philosopher Jürgen Habermas, on the other.

Habermas is a thinker in the tradition of the Frankfurt School, émigré 
theorists who insisted on the values of the Enlightenment against the fascist 
rule that they escaped. In response to the crisis of faith in reason, Haber-
mas defined rules for rational deliberation among ideally disinterested and 
informed citizens. This argument can be described as procedural rationalism.

Foucault and others have observed that few actually existing publics 
engage in such a process. They also note the Kantian implications of his 
claim that individuals and groups could and should set aside their interests 
and opinions in the process of deliberation. Kant, an Enlightenment thinker, 
advanced this idea as the “categorical imperative.” It was, as critics both mod-
ern and postmodern have noted, a key idea to justify the rise of capitalist soci-
ety in which the ideas of a new ruling class could pass as being in everyone’s 
interest equally. Hence the new class could rule through consent by putting 
into place organs of deliberation and representation while asking participants 
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to leave their problems and needs at the door. Only those without problems 
or needs can actually be advantaged by this situation.15

This battle is not just academic. For Habermas, just substitute fact-check-
ers and their busy optimism. For Foucault, just substitute . . . Karl Rove. The 
two responses to a reality crisis in both theory and popular politics are to try 
mightily to resurrect an uncomplicated Enlightenment or to give in to the 
idea that the powerful create reality and all of the rest of us are stupidly living 
in the (modernist) reality-based community. Theories of reality operate in all 
domains of experience. Where experience and theory intersect, I would sub-
mit, is in the idea of rhetoric. Scholarship in rhetorical studies offers a third 
way of thinking about realism. We might be able to construct a critical realism 
that is flexible, contingent, and cognizant of power and perspective, yet still 
affording us some place from which to make a critique.

RHETORIC AS A RESOURCE FOR A CRITICAL REALISM

Earlier I mentioned the Sophists, a school of wandering teachers of speech 
and politics in Ancient Greece. In a number of dialogues by Plato, Socrates 
(taking the stand of the hard realist) mocks and defeats in argument the char-
acters of the Sophists Gorgias and Phaedrus.16 The Sophists taught rhetoric, 
which Plato believed to be the skills of manipulation and deceit.17 For Plato, 
rhetoric could not serve the common good if, as the Sophists taught, one 
could learn to argue either side of a case equally well. However, as Haskins 
and Jarratt have recently argued, the Sophists were not advocates of an amoral 
practice. Isocrates, who famously invented the system of arguing both sides of 
an issue (dissoi logoi) as a form of pedagogy, also wrote the treatise Against the 
Sophists, in which he sought to distinguish himself from the other Sophists. 
He believed that rhetorical training could promote vigorous democratic life, 
at least among propertied men.

Likewise, Plato’s student Aristotle defended the rhetorical crafting of doxa, 
or common sense. Plato opposed doxa to true, knowledge-based belief, or 
episteme. For Aristotle, doxastic ideas supported by argument and winning 
persisted, and widespread usage counted as an important form of knowl-
edge—the knowledge that rhetoric has a hand in making and shaping.18 Aris-
totle and other rhetoricians have been interested in how we can theorize doxa, 
or self-evident belief, with reference to truths, or episteme. Aristotle argued 
that persuasion cannot be a matter of facts alone; rhetors construct common 
ground based on audiences’ values and identities in a form of reasoning he 
called the enthymeme. As a side note, it is no accident that Foucault called his 
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governing discourse formations particular to a given era “epistemes.” For him, 
there is only episteme, or knowledge, not counterpoised to doxa since there is 
neither truth nor mere opinion, only discursively constructed belief.

In contrast, I am sustaining a dichotomy between episteme and doxa, not 
to dismiss the latter but rather to ask how rhetors with particular epistemic 
knowledge can turn that knowledge into commonly held belief. In other 
words, from the perspective of someone seeking redress of oppression, one 
task is to make that oppression widely known and understood. Effective-
ness in mobilizing “truth from below” is an urgent concern. Twentieth- and 
twenty-first-century work in rhetoric offers additional helpful concepts in 
this regard.

In more modern rhetorical theory, the debate over realism exploded upon 
the publication of R.  L.  Scott’s essay, “On Viewing Rhetoric as Epistemic.”19 
Scott’s argument was essentially an Aristotelian or Isocratean one defending 
rhetoric’s place in establishing shared knowledge. He was not arguing that 
rhetoric was the source and site of all truths, but rather the domain of justify-
ing and spreading them. The idea that rhetoric shapes and circulates public 
knowledge is core to the rhetorical tradition.

In response to this essay, scholars took variously relativist and realist 
stances.20 Scholars such as Barry Brummett and Edward Schiappa maintained 
that “rhetoric is epistemic” means that we cannot have recourse to certain 
knowledge and ought to privilege the place of language and symbolic action 
as sites of socially produced and shared knowledge. Michael McGee had long 
been arguing along similar lines.21 On the realist side, Richard Cherwitz and 
James Hikins challenged the relativist position as lacking an ethical standard 
for judgment. However, they defended not a universalist realist perspective, or 
the idea that there is a single, discoverable truth outside of its rhetorical con-
stitution. Instead, they argued that truths are perspectival.22 In other words, 
we can recognize the partial perspective different groups have on the truth 
and argue that the theorist or critic should hold rhetoric accountable to reali-
ties that are not universally shared but rather mutually debated. This position 
resonates with my own.

There were many additional salvos in the rhetoric and epistemology 
debates. The next round occurred partially in response to my own work in an 
essay where I defended both realism and materialism. Materialism is the idea 
in philosophy that the embodied practices and social organization of humans 
drive changes in ideas rather than the other way around, which corresponds 
with the label “idealism.” Marxist thinkers developed a materialist stance more 
particularly, in response to Hegel’s (Platonic) idealism. For Marx and subse-
quent Marxists, it is the basic social organization that people form to meet 
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their human needs—or mode of production—that gives rise to past and future 
regimes of ideas. When new classes rise up into power, their ideas get univer-
salized as doxa, or ideology. Thus, the expanding colonial powers and rising 
merchant class of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries corresponded to 
new ideas about science, knowledge, and reason—and devalued established, 
arbitrary divine and aristocratic power. Those conditions gave rise to numer-
ous scientific advances that were more “accurate” than previous models, say, 
of the solar system.

I charged several rhetoricians—most importantly the critical ones who 
should be indicting inequality and injustice—with being simultaneously 
idealist in situating rhetoric as the driver of social reality and relativist in 
denying any exterior reality to which rhetoric could be held accountable.23 In 
response, Ronald Walter Greene brought Foucault and other poststructuralist 
and postmodern thinkers into the field to defend a “new materialism,” which 
basically meant a materialism of ideas, or idealism renamed materialism in a 
kind of sleight-of-hand. (Again, Michael McGee had already moved in this 
direction.)24 Both positions were taken up by Raymie McKerrow in his signal 
essay “Critical Rhetoric: Theory and Practice.”25 McKerrow argued that we 
could engage in a materialist way in the critique of domination while at the 
same time recognizing that we must critique what counts as freedom, in a 
Foucauldian mode. This attempt to reconcile incommensurable philosophical 
stances has been influential and has brought numerous rhetorical scholars to 
critique oppressive and exploitative social relations. At the same time, schol-
ars in similar fields across the humanities were grappling with the problem of 
relativism and realism. The first is without ethics or politics, but the second 
is often naïve.

I have taken the time and space to survey these debates in rhetorical stud-
ies because they are still crucially important conversations. The urgency of 
the discussion is made clear in recent studies of rhetoric in the human sci-
ences. On the one hand, we must find cures for AIDS and cancer and prevent 
plague, malnutrition, death in childbirth, diabetes, and so on. Yet rhetoricians 
necessarily point out that while scientists take on the discovery of scientific 
knowledge, they also build and circulate doxastic knowledge that has ideologi-
cal and discriminatory effects.

To an extent, we must have faith in the possibility of science to discover 
and circulate knowledge. How can we know which scientific claims are “bet-
ter” or “worse”? Global warming is the most urgent example of this point. 
Given imminent global climate disaster (the heat index in Iran on July 30, 
2017, was 164 degrees (Fahrenheit), we need not only to understand how 
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truths about the climate are political but also to assert that some claims are 
better than others, and on what grounds.

THE RHETORICAL STUDY OF SCIENCE:  
UNDERSTANDING MEDIATION

A story in Slate recently exhorted scientists to stop thinking about science 
communication as the effective laying out of facts. More important, argues 
author Tim Requarth, is to appeal to emotion: “spending time on why [sci-
ence] matters to the author and why it should matter to the reader” and 
working to establish trust with one’s audiences.26 Science historian Al Cop-
pola notes that 2017’s marches for the climate and for science are reminders 
that science is inherently political and shifts in scientific common sense were 
products of controversy and movements. In addition, he observes how sci-
ence has always needed “theatricality and performance” and the fabrication 
of experiments that others could observe; that is to say, science has always 
needed rhetoric.27

Beyond the recognition that scientists could be better persuaders, a num-
ber of social theorists have pointed out that what we have regarded as “facts” 
are social constructs that aid the powerful in the exertion of their interests. 
For example, Mary Poovey gives us a history of “the modern fact,” which, she 
discovers, became the norm in early capitalist bookkeeping as a way of war-
ranting the legitimacy of commercial enterprise. Paula Treichler and Bernice 
Hausman, likewise, have shown how the rhetorics of science seek, create, and 
use data in ways that are always political. Alongside these thinkers, philoso-
pher Richard Bernstein rejects the ideology of “scientism,” or the idea that 
“science is the only measure of what counts as knowledge and reality.”28 Bern-
stein notes Thomas Kuhn’s insight that there are paradigm shifts in scientific 
inquiry that are connected to shifts in technological capacity and systems of 
rule.29 Not only are knowledges matters of perspective, they are also histori-
cally variant and specific. Thus, critical work on the rhetorical production, 
interpretation, and critique of scientific knowledge is connected to a broader 
philosophical conversation in the philosophy of science.

Paula Treichler’s perspective on the interaction of language, meaning, 
and scientific truth is that, with regard to HIV/AIDS, “our knowledge of the 
virus and other natural phenomena is inevitably mediated through our sym-
bolic constructions of them.”30 In chapters exploring the cultural discourses 
of homophobia, gender difference, and the character of AIDS in the Third 
World, she argues that culture—from biomedicine to television news and 
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women’s magazines—shapes our perception of scientific information in ideo-
logical and coherent engagement with the material world.31

Alan Gross helpfully surveys scholarship in the rhetoric of inquiry.32 All of 
the scholars in his taxonomy of research directions posit rhetoric as a form of  
either mediation or persuasion (or both). By mediation, I mean the process 
of making sense of information through symbolic action, in which choice of  
words, meaning frames, justifications, and articulation of local knowledge to 
general discourses of power all influence the uptake, circulation, and under-
standing of that knowledge. The process is never neutral, since one cannot 
directly represent reality. The process of mediation is also persuasive, or 
strategic in winning the conviction of audiences. There can be serious con-
sequences of the frames scientists cultivate and abide in the production of 
knowledge. For example, as Charles Bazerman explains, the standard style of 
social scientific writing cultivates an attitude toward humanity of behavior-
ism.33 In other words, the contributors to the subfield of the rhetoric of science 
recognize scientific knowledge as always political and invested with power. 
Michael Shapiro therefore encourages theorists and critics to take seriously 
their social responsibilities.34

Most rhetoricians of the sciences would not argue that there are no facts 
outside of rhetoric’s intervention, even if knowing them is always a process of 
rhetorical mediation. The efficacy of hand washing, vaccines, and antibiotics 
is not subject to dispute. However, the implementation of their use varies in 
ways that are strategic and invested with power. There are few hard realists 
among rhetoricians of science. The point of the work in total is that rhetori-
cal invention is necessary to convey—or create—scientific truths. Among the 
scholars of the rhetoric of science, a complete relativist is also somewhat diffi-
cult to find, however, since these rhetoricians are dealing with bodily concerns 
that are matters of life and death.

An exception appears in a 1980s collection of essays from a symposium on 
the rhetoric of human sciences, in which the authors argued that the “rhetoric 
of inquiry turns away from modernism and foundationalism in the philoso-
phy of science.”35 At the same time, the contributors do not reject the idea that 
we could posit a reality outside its symbolic constitution, but rather the idea 
that there is a single version of reality and a single set of rules for evaluating 
scientific claims; in other words, they challenge the idea that we should seek 
absolute certainty when engaging science.

The rhetorical realism I am advocating is likewise perspectival; it acknowl-
edges the multiplicity of lived experience, methods of seeking knowledge, and 
the diversity of bodies of knowledge. There are still standards to which claims 
might be held, which I will explore throughout this book. As Leff argues, we 
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ought not collapse the scientific into the rhetorical.36 Richard Rorty advocates 
a pragmatism that regards science as solidarity, in other words, asks for sci-
ence to be cognizant of the knowledges it makes possible and to recognize the 
multiplicity of stances of observation, methods of study, and collective needs.37 

He writes, “Inquiry is a matter of continually reweaving a web of beliefs rather 
than the application of criteria to case.”38 Reflexivity about how science can 
colonize, appropriate, discredit, and wipe out alternative cultures and peoples 
is a crucial dimension of the critique of the rhetoric of science, anthropology 
being the textbook case of these problems.39

Scholars in the rhetoric of science are interested in how communica-
tive mediation persuasively influences what is known, how it is known, how 
knowledge circulates, and to whose benefit and harm. As Gross explains, it is 
important to acknowledge rhetoric’s role in describing and defining knowl-
edge, constructing the questions to be asked, determining what is in the pur-
view of any particular study, positing relations of causation and comparison, 
and generally working to establish what counts as fact, train publics in how to 
evaluate scientific claims, and suggest policy directions. Gross writes, “While 
our sentences about the world are caused by objects and events in the world, it 
is we and not the world who attribute meaning to those objects and events.”40 
Scientific theories must be “argued into place” and are achievements of rhe-
torical craft. Moreover, knowledge is never a matter of individual experience 
or observation but is fundamentally collective and social.

Critics in this current have performed close readings of texts, with an 
emphasis on the constitutive and persuasive nature of scientific rhetoric. 
Noticing that scientists employ rhetorical strategy, this group argues that it is 
not the science but the way that it is conveyed that is rhetorical. For example, 
Leah Ceccarelli has argued that the sociobiologist E. O. Wilson failed in his 
anti-Darwinist campaign because he refused the tools of persuasion.41 More 
recently, Ceccarelli charts the metaphor of science as “frontier.”42 The image of 
the frontier carries mythic connotations, she argues. It is a “terministic screen” 
or metaphorical frame that

shapes our understanding of science in America, it narrows our perception 
of who is qualified to undertake scientific research (ruggedly individualistic 
men), the motives that guide scientists (progressive), the means and proper 
actions they take to achieve their goals (competitive and exploitative), and 
the setting in which they work (uncharted territory).43

The metaphor is both a rhetorical or persuasive tool for scientists and a more 
subvert set of meaning frames that constrain both scientists and their knowl-
edge and shape popular belief. The deployment of this metaphor has serious 
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consequences when, for example, leaders of the Human Genome Project regard 
the human body as wilderness and the scientist’s mission as manifest destiny.44

Scholars in the rhetoric of science faced a challenge from relativists in the 
field of rhetorical studies more broadly. For example, Dilip Gaonkar charged 
that rhetoric is unsuited to the analysis of science.45 Arguing that we can no 
longer expect communicative acts to correspond to or accurately reflect some 
external reality, Gaonkar urged the description of regimes of knowledge 
rather than the evaluation of a scientist’s persuasive accomplishments. Gross 
responded that the realism of the rhetoric of science is not naïve; rather, the 
scholar explores how scientists produce more and less coherent accounts of an 
object or event that, “as far as we know,” resemble them in a way that affects 
what counts as knowledge in the public domain. Objectivism is illusory, and 
a rhetorical account can dispel the illusion and open received knowledge up 
to critique, reevaluation, new questions, and new discoveries.

Occupational medicine is a strong example of a rhetoric of science moti-
vated by elite interests, according to Gross. That subfield constructed workers 
as objects and machines in ways that used knowledge to justify exploitative 
capitalist social relations. Exposure of the illusory claim of such science to 
disinterested objectivity opens the way for challenge:

Workers must turn social stasis into social drama; they must remake a 
moral order that has forced a coincidence of purpose between the biomedi-
cal model of disease and industrial imperatives. They much create a new 
moral order based on a different model of disease, the ecological, in which 
the environment itself can count as a pathogen. They must do so by creat-
ing a breach in the existing moral order, and, by means of a rhetoric of talk 
coupled with a rhetoric of action, they must redefine human health in a way 
that serves their interests.46

In other words, the rhetoric of science facilitates critique and resistance when 
it exposes given knowledge as partial, interested, and rhetorical—that is, sub-
ject to contestation. While scientific knowledge has been used to discipline 
and punish, the generation of controversy is one positive feature of historical 
scientific rhetoric.

Work in the rhetoric of science is a resource for a rhetorical realism, one 
that is not naïve about our capacity to represent anything like an objective 
truth while remaining committed to the idea that, in spite of the necessity of 
rhetorical mediation, there are better and worse scientific claims and better 
and worse regimes of knowledge.
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MEDIATION IN PUBLIC SPHERES

The process of mediation takes place in publics and counterpublics. Although 
Habermas’s rationalism has limits, as I noted above, his work has been cru-
cial to how we understand how publics—groups of people in civil society, 
outside the state’s direct influence—form, deliberate, and make decisions. He 
took as his model the eighteenth-century coffeehouses in Europe, which, at a 
moment of historic transition from aristocratic rule to mercantile capitalism 
(also a subject of chapter 6), became hotbeds of political and cultural con-
versation.47 Feminists and other scholars have criticized Habermas’s vision 
because it calls for people to suspend their personal needs and interests in the 
process of deliberation. Women, workers, the oppressed, and the poor need 
deliberation to be specifically about their needs and interests. Moreover, the 
division in modern society between public and private spheres has excluded 
women, defined in terms of their private sphere (familial) role, from political 
participation.48

These criticisms led scholars and activists to posit the existence of oppo-
sitional “counterpublics” in the form of minority communities and activist 
groups who challenge and resist dominant relations of power and the dis-
courses that justify them. Michael Warner and Rosa Eberly have helpfully 
observed how publics form around rhetorical acts—speeches, books, news, 
films, videos, social media, games, and other discourse—to deliberate over 
the issues and controversies raised there.49 Thus, the appearance of controver-
sial abortion videos, news coverage of government whistleblowers, a science 
documentary, or a revolutionary pamphlet can be the occasion for widespread 
engagement in controversy and struggle. Those texts mediate not only our 
experience of reality but also how we identify with social groups and causes. 
As with every rhetorical act described in this book, publics and counterpublics 
are expressions of different groups with divergent amounts of economic and 
social power and cultural representation. When considering public spheres, 
we must ask, whose public is this? On whose terms is it organized? Whose 
interests does it represent? These are the questions of critical theories of soci-
ety, including Marxism.

The knowledge I am interested in understanding in this book is the knowl-
edge of ordinary people about the meaning of their lived experiences. Overall, 
I am arguing in this book that dominant groups manage for their partial ver-
sions of reality to become common sense and to thus cultivate cooperation 
with the status quo. I ask the question, how might ordinary people who suffer 
oppression and exploitation make those realities intelligible in common sense? 
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Marxism, as a critical social theory particularly attentive to the realities of 
exploitation and oppression, also looks to mediation to explain how rhetoric 
influences what appears in common sense to be true.

MARXISM AS A RESOURCE FOR RHETORICAL REALISM

Marxism, like Enlightenment philosophy in general, is much maligned for 
what critics see as its crude theories of truth, ideology, and mediation. Indeed, 
rhetorician James Aune charged Marxist theory with being “anti-rhetorical,” 
because, he argued, it had no theory of mediation. (This he called Marx-
ism’s “nuclear contradiction.”) However, not only in the writings of Marx and 
Engels themselves, but especially in the work of the theorists Antonio Gramsci 
and Georg Lukács, we find a pronounced sensitivity to the role of symbolic 
action in the constitution and (non-correspondent) representation of realities 
and consciousness of them. The method of critique in Marxism is historical 
materialism, which is a way of seeing human identity, purpose, and reality in 
the contexts of shifting material, or economic, conditions, understood broadly 
as the ways in which humans collaborate to transform nature to meet their 
basic needs in varying kinds of societies. Class society, most recently and cur-
rently capitalism, features the structural antagonism between economic elites 
and the interests of working people.

Hegemony

Gramsci is often given credit for amplifying this dimension of Marxist theory 
in his writings on fascist politics; the need for workers to struggle for cultural, 
political, and economic hegemony; and working class education.50 His interest 
in the hegemonic process is, first and foremost, a critique of how a ruling class 
wins the “consent” of ordinary people against their own, real, class interests. 
Gramsci argued that ordinary people have an abstract interest in overcom-
ing their exploitation, which requires education and political discourse to win 
workers to political organization and struggle. Thus, in “Working-Class Edu-
cation and Culture,” he explains that workers are not dupes, though they may 
require education conducted by and for them to “truly understand the full 
implications of the notion of ‘ruling class.’”51 For Gramsci, real working class 
education must debunk “ideologies aimed at reconciling opposing interests” 
in favor of “the expression of these subaltern classes.”52
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The Working Class

Classical Marxism has often been accused of economic reductionism and the dis-
placement of human agency by economic determination of reality. But far from 
relying on automatic class consciousness and economic action to turn the wheel of 
history, Marxists have argued that “the moment of politics,” or a moment of rhe-
torical mediation, is crucial in cultivating collective consciousness and action. The 
experience of being an industrial worker, as Gross notes, is that of being reduced 
to an object and a machine. While this experience is real for the worker, it takes 
rhetoric to interpret that experience and define it as exploitation and as a situation 
to be challenged. Unions and labor parties may perform this mediating role. Inde-
pendent groups of workers may form and generalize their experiences, building 
theoretical knowledge about their condition, its causes, and its remedies. Marx calls 
this moment the turn from being a “class in itself,” a group without self-knowledge, 
to a “class for itself”—a group that has used communication to define itself and 
its reality. This distinction itself points to how Marx saw communication as being 
central to the formation of knowledge, identity, and action.

In other words, simply existing—as a worker, a woman, a person of color, 
a Muslim, a lesbian, a poor person, and so on—is not enough to establish 
those persons’ realities in public life. One may have the bodily experience of 
suffering, but it is not understandable as “exploitation” until communication 
names it so. Thus the reality of exploitation inheres not only in direct experi-
ence but also in its naming and interpretation. What this means for rhetori-
cal and cultural theory is that class belonging and lived experience compose 
only an epistemological potential. It takes communication in collectivity to 
establish the reality of exploitation as common sense among workers and 
then to circulate it as viable knowledge more broadly.

In Marxist thought, class is a shared relationship, and only potentially 
an identity. The working class thus comprises the vast majority of humanity 
worldwide (of every gender, race, religion, sexual orientation, and nationality), 
including most students, industrial and service workers, the poorest, and the 
better off (including most people who consider themselves “middle class”).53 
All members of this class, whether automatically cognizant of it or not, share 
a fundamental interest in changing their relationship to production to one in 
which the fruits of their labor and control over their daily lives are their own.

Rhetorical Mediation of Class Consciousness

Mediation has several related meanings in the Marxist tradition. Marx’s writ-
ings explore how the commodity—the product of human labor turned into 
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something that can be bought and sold—mediates workers’ experience in 
capitalism. In other words, we understand ourselves and our relationship to 
society through the production, buying, and selling of commodities, which 
take on an almost magical “aura” in capitalism.54

In addition, however, political organizations, events, and our own collec-
tive experience can foster a different and more critical understanding of our 
society. Mediation, for Marxists, refers to any text or activity that makes sense 
of immediate experience in more general terms. In other words, mediation 
helps us to understand our local immediate experience, which is disconnected 
from others and from explanation, in terms of a broader explanation that con-
nects us to other people. Mediation provides a linkage sustaining relationships 
among people in society. For example, a fast-food worker knows that her work 
is hard; she works long shifts and goes home to try to support herself and her 
family, returning again the next morning. However, when a group of activists 
in the “Fight for $15” campaign greet her after work one day, she begins to 
understand that she is not alone in her immediate experience. Rather, she is 
connected to others who recognize that they are overworked and underpaid. 
In getting involved in the movement for a fifteen-dollar minimum wage, she 
becomes linked to others in common cause and has a new understanding of 
reality in capitalist society. In this example, the organizers are the mediators 
who generalize her immediate experience and make the big picture visible in 
a particular way.

While class interests can be the real foundation upon which an anticapi-
talist politics can be built, their mere existence is insufficient to the task. It’s 
not automatic that a fast-food worker would recognize that she is exploited 
without talking to others, and the mass media work to convince her that her 
suffering is her own fault. There are many forces blocking radical media-
tion in favor of interpretations favored by elites in society: The commercial 
media industry and its advertisers circulate versions of reality that lionize 
capitalism and discredit its critics. Marxist theorists in the Frankfurt School 
called attention to the importance of consciousness and subjectivity. It’s 
not enough that a society is built upon exploitation and inequality.55 Critics 
must get involved in persuading people about the nature of the system, or 
changing their consciousness. In other words, in addition to objective real-
ity, we must engage subjective experience. This process is the definition of 
mediation.

Lukács, among others, rejected the idea that class consciousness is an 
automatic response to proletarian existence. However, he argued that politi-
cal organizations can interrupt mainstream conservative mediation processes. 
Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge explain in Public Sphere and Experience that 
interests, grounded in lived experience, are the basis for but not the realization 
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of a proletarian public, which is organized in discourse.56 In Marxist theory 
and socialist practice historically, the role of rhetorical catalyst is played by 
the political party or organization, which, emerging out of the working class 
itself, proceeds to recruit members, circulates ideas interpersonally and in 
media, and attempts to win adherence to a particular world view and course 
of action.57

Lukács adds other crucial components to a critical rhetorical realism: the 
ideas of reification, alienation, and standpoint. The basis of Lukács’s theory 
of class consciousness as elaborated in History and Class-Consciousness is the 
idea of reification (and its consequence, alienation). By reification, Lukács 
meant the process by which capitalism turns workers into dehumanized 
objects and commodities, thus alienating them from the work and its prod-
ucts. Lukács describes reification as something of a paradox because workers 
are collectively objectified in such a way as to prompt their subjective awaken-
ing because they see themselves as agents, or subjects, in society while being 
treated like objects without agency.

The conceptualization of the worker as “subject-object” gets at how the 
very process of reification generates a potentially agentive working class 
standpoint. Being forced to recognize oneself as an object reveals the basic 
motor of capitalism itself: the commodity relation.58 Another way of put-
ting this would be to say working class experience in capitalism is founded 
on the oxymoron of “free labor” (subject-object). That contradiction pro-
duces openings for conversation and education about the character of the 
capitalist system itself. In this way, alienation is both the consequence of 
objectification and a resource for consciousness of it. Localized complaint 
and limited spontaneous struggles against the terms of labor (i.e., strikes) 
are basic expressions of a working class standpoint. When, during crisis 
or struggle, dominant rationales for society break down, there is a battle 
for consciousness. Lukács explains that during such battles, more abstract, 
political mediation must take place with working class standpoint as only 
a beginning.

Standpoint Theory

Following Lukács, feminist theorist Nancy Hartsock identifies the most 
important aspect of standpoint theory for rhetoricians: Although stand-
point is inherent in the antagonistic social relation, “the vision available to 
the oppressed group must be struggled for and represents an achievement” 
accomplished in the (rhetorical) processes of education and organization.59 
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Thus, key to both Hartsock’s and Lukács’s formulations is the idea that a 
revolutionary standpoint is not an automatic possession of the worker or 
woman (or woman worker); it must be rhetorically achieved in the domains 
of organization, education, and struggle in order to serve its “historically 
liberatory role.”60

Lukács argues that organizations of the most forward-thinking workers 
(political parties) functioned to introduce elements of conscious control into 
what had been spontaneous and limited protests on the part of workers. Hart-
sock’s feminist standpoint theory draws similar conclusions. In feminism, this 
process of emergent and theoretical mediation took the form of consciousness-
raising61 that grounded feminist theory not in women’s essence, but in women’s 
experience of existing social relations. By extension, we could regard labor, 
socialist, and other social movement organizations as performing the task of 
rhetorical mediation of the consciousness of the exploited and oppressed.62

I have posited that truth is a function of standpoint or perspective in a 
system of power. If that is so, then we don’t expect truth claims to represent 
an objective, universal reality. Different groups have divergent interests. As 
standpoint theory explains, underdogs have a better view of the big picture of 
society from the bottom up. What a critic would seek in a truth claim is not 
correspondence to a universally experienced reality. Instead, we might ask 
whether a claim or set of claims represents the interests of the group being 
asked to believe it. In work I coauthored with Kathleen Feyh, we propose that 
one possible resource is the term fidelity, defined as the perspectival reso-
nance of a message (in narrative or other form) with the shared experiences 
and interests of those whose identities are called into being by the discourse.63

Walter Fisher argued for both fidelity and coherence—the capacity of a 
narrative to hang together sensibly on its own terms—as standards for evalu-
ating claims of belief. However, for my purposes, coherence is less useful since 
it assumes that a narrative without reference to reality outside itself could still 
be judged as an adequate communicative act. My uncle who claims he has 
no need for engaging other points of view because his opinion makes sense 
in itself would be operating according to a coherence standard, which is ulti-
mately relativist. I am not arguing that the Left should “reach” across a values 
divide and operate only on the terms of an opponent’s own narrative system. 
Fidelity, on the other hand, asks the critic or audience member to evaluate a 
claim against not some simple empirical fact or presumed universal truth but 
with regard to the collective interests of the people being asked to accept that 
claim—to their standpoint.

Synthesizing the concepts of fidelity and standpoint, then, fidelity is a con-
dition under which the construct of truth claims aligns with the class stand-
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point of its addressees. Michael McGee and John Lyne, writing of the rhetoric 
of inquiry, explain this approach:

Obviously, there is the need to sort and evaluate conflicting testimony on the 
matter at issue . . . but more significantly, there is the need to negotiate com-
peting claims proceeding from two different domains of human rationality. 
Ordinary people who make up juries and the voting polity “narrativize” or 
“dramatize” exigent situations. That is, they look for stories that put alleged 
facts into a narrative sequence that can be judged more or less probably as 
an account of what happened or what might happen.  .  .  . [The argument] 
is an attempt to make wise and prudent choices from among competing 
truth claims. . . . The object of rhetoric of inquiry is to test knowledge claims 
proceeding from these two domains of reason against the moral and material 
requirements of exigent circumstances to determine what should be treated 
as fact.64

In other words, we may employ a fidelity test based on the interests and needs 
of people vying for their truths to become belief. Identifying fidelity is com-
plicated, but its major merit is that it does not presume that we have access 
to an objective reality without need for rhetorical mediation. In other words, 
it is not so simple that people whose beliefs run counter to their interests are 
suffering simply from “false consciousness.” The case studies in this book will 
employ the fidelity standard.

CONCLUSION: MEDIATION, STANDPOINT, FIDELITY

This book has the practical goal of understanding how progressives can help 
their truth claims become common sense and depends upon a theoretical 
position that their truth claims are more faithful to the realities of the groups 
they represent than contrary discourses. In other words, I am interested not 
just in a politics of truth but also in the possibility of truth in politics. To get at 
this problem and to enable a normative critique of better and worse (or more 
or less faithful) truths circulating in politics, theory is necessary.

To this end, in this chapter I have summarized the dispute in philosophy 
and rhetoric between advocates of realism and advocates of relativism. In con-
temporary theory and criticism, the challenges to realism as an Enlighten-
ment foundationalism have been deep and compelling. In response to these 
challenges, I have attempted to use two bodies of work to posit a nuanced 
“rhetorical realism” that does not participate in the naïve commitments of 
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foundationalism to an objectively discoverable and universal Truth. This posi-
tion occupies the space, in philosopher Richard Bernstein’s words, “between 
objectivism and relativism,”65 that is, between foundationalism and anti-foun-
dationalism, realism and relativism, absolutism and subjectivism.66 I agree with 
Bernstein when he argues that between relativism and realism, there is a field 
of practical political judgment and action that requires communication that 
admits multiple perspectives. This dispute is not incidental to the larger proj-
ect of enabling progressive forces to win others to the project of social change.

The first body of work in constructing my position comes from scholars 
of the rhetoric of science. They have described very carefully how rhetoric 
mediates our understanding of scientific knowledge. Second, Marxist thought 
builds on the idea of mediation, noting that knowledge is perspectival and 
that, therefore, mediators—unions, parties, and so on—also express diver-
gent perspectives. The idea of fidelity helps us to envision a way to evaluate 
whether the knowledge that is circulating as common sense is in the interest 
of particular groups—the oppressed and exploited.

While attempting to represent the oppressed and exploited, Left-wing 
scholars and activists sometimes assume that there is a clear, uncomplicated 
truth to put up against deception and mystification. Truth is supposed to 
counter power. But what if we realize that we live in a society of contend-
ing, perspectival truths, all vying for power? Truth is then not the opposite of 
or counter to power. Rather, we need to put some power behind our truths. 
Because of a tendency to wield facts like hammers, parts of the Left have 
avoided the subtler and more persuasive ways of bringing awareness to exploi-
tation and oppression. The Right, however, has had no problem in bringing 
to bear an entire arsenal of rhetorical strategies, including what I call “the big 
five”: affect, embodiment, narrative, myth, and spectacle. I now turn to an 
exploration of these in the next chapter. Can ordinary people use these forms 
to “speak truth to power”?
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C H A P T E R  2

Toward a Spectacular Struggle, or,  
on the Power of the Big Five

R E C E N T LY I  opened up the New York Times and found under the head-
ing of “Most Popular” an article titled, “That Whale You Just Clicked On? 
It’s Doomed.”1 The article recounts the work of wildlife photographer Paul 
Nicklen, who posts gorgeous photos of very cute animals as “clickbait.” These 
images often go viral. When readers open the image, they also find text:

A newborn harp seal hides behind a piece of sea ice and seeks shelter during 
a blizzard. Harp seals give birth to their pups on the sea ice in late Febru-
ary or early March. With human induced climate change and the loss of sea 
ice, harp seals are losing their birthing grounds. This photograph was taken 
a year ago. In 2007, more than 70% of the pups died due to poor ice con-
ditions. In 2010, almost none survived. As I type this, baby harp seals are 
struggling to survive yet another terrible ice year near the Magdalen Islands. 
If we want to save baby harp seals, then we need to alter our carbon emitting 
ways. I start to see hope when two great leaders like @justinpjtrudeau and 
@barackobama discuss solutions to this global crisis that affects us all. Please 
follow us on @sea_legacy as we continue to share images that highlight the 
most important issue our race has ever faced.

Nicklen describes his method: “I hang a cute animal picture out there like bait 
and reel them in.” Article author Amanda Hess comments,
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I’m hooked. Intellectually, I understand that climate change is one of the 
most important issues facing our planet. But practically, I ignore it. The 
problem feels too big, and the science too boring. I’ve never found a conve-
nient time to watch “An Inconvenient Truth.” I haven’t paged through a copy 
of National Geographic in my adult life. I’m part of the problem.

But now, a crew of wildlife photographers and conservationists has 
found a way to reach me through one of social media’s shallowest pleasures: 
ogling marine mammals on Instagram.

“Climate change is so huge, so uncomfortable, and so overwhelming, it’s hard 
to talk about it,” Mr. Nicklen said. “And often the best scientists are the worst 
communicators.” Hess makes my argument here: namely, that conventional 
tools for conveying information about complex and urgent social and scien-
tific issues (like An Inconvenient Truth) do not easily reach even the most lit-
erate consumers of information. Cute mammals appeal to our emotions. Our 
evolutionarily attuned affection toward infant mammals2 drives our connec-
tion with such issues. Nicklen understands his role as a rhetorical mediator of 
scientific information.

In the previous chapter, I concluded that we should see rhetoric as a medi-
ating force between episteme, or ground-level, experiential knowledge, and 
doxa, or commonly held belief. The key question for those who seek recogni-
tion of their interests and struggles in public life is how to use rhetoric to make 
that shift, to articulate their experience in ways that make common sense.

Antonio Gramsci regarded politics and culture as sites of struggle for 
whose interests and ideas will take the leading role in society. He called this 
process the struggle for hegemony. Hegemony refers, in military terms, to 
a balance of power dominated by one set of interests. This state of affairs is 
always subject to challenge and even revolution, during which a rising group’s 
forces seize hegemony. For Gramsci, hegemony also has a cultural dimen-
sion. He argued that popular culture and political discourse are places where 
ordinary people can contend for representation. They accomplish this task by 
undertaking collective education and consciousness-raising, and then by cir-
culating their stories and realities in cultural products.

This process is most effective in the context of broader social struggle, 
when challenges to legal and political rule accompany and produce shifts in 
cultures and identities. For example, the U.S. movements at the end of the 
1960s, including the women’s liberation and civil rights movements, shifted 
the terms of the national conversations about race and gender. Television pro-
grams like The Mary Tyler Moore show represented single career women for 
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the first time, and minorities and the poor, including the trash hauler and 
his son in Sanford and Son, gained positive images as well. The production 
of those narratives and their popularization depended upon and fueled the 
movements for social change that opened the way for new common sense to 
emerge.

Massive shifts in popular consciousness cannot happen through rhetorical 
skill alone. However, I am arguing in this chapter that the Left can and should 
consider employing the massively persuasive strategies embraced by conserva-
tives. I call these the “big five,” and they are narrative, myth, affect, embodiment, 
and spectacle. It’s not as though all progressives have shunned these techniques. 
As I noted in the introduction, music, art, film, sport, drama, and many other 
forms have been crucial to building solidarity and inspiration on the Left.

However, many cultural critics share the attitude of critic Chris Hedges, 
whose work I generally appreciate very much. However, in his book Empire 
of Illusion, he condemns what he calls the “triumph of spectacle” and advo-
cates a critical literacy as an antidote. He gives as an example professional 
wrestling, with its “stylized rituals” that are “public expressions of pain and a 
fervent longing for revenge.”3 His argument is that these constructed battles 
take the reality of economic hardships of the working class and translate them 
into a mythic illusion. Working people, he writes, are asking to be fooled, in 
wrestling, in reality television, in the movies, and in the “cult of the self,” a 
“perverted ethic” behind Wall Street’s looting of the economy. Summarizing 
the critique, Hedges writes,

Hour after hour, day after day, week after week, we are bombarded with the 
cant and spectacle pumped out over the airwaves or over computer screens 
by highly paid pundits, corporate advertisers, talk-show hosts, and gossip-
fueled entertainment networks. And a culture dominated by images and slo-
gans seduces those who are functionally literate but who make the choice not 
to read. There have been other historical periods with the high rates of illit-
eracy and vast propaganda campaigns. But not since the Soviet and fascist 
dictatorships and perhaps the brutal authoritarian control of the Catholic 
Church in the Middle Ages, has the content of information been as skill-
fully and ruthlessly controlled and manipulated. Propaganda has become a 
substitute for ideas and ideology. Knowledge is confused with how we are 
made to feel. Commercial brands are mistaken for expressions of individual-
ity. And in this precipitous decline of values and literacy, among those who 
cannot read and those who have given up reading, fertile ground for a new 
totalitarianism is being seeded. The culture of illusion thrives by robbing us 
of the intellectual and linguistic tools to separate illusion from the truth.4
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He goes on to condemn public mythology and defends the idea of factual real-
ity, while admitting: “Reality is complicated. Reality is boring. . . . The ability 
to amplify lies, to repeat them and have surrogates repeat them in endless 
loops of news cycles, gives lies and mythical narratives the aura of uncontested 
truth . . . and all complex thought, ambiguity, and self-criticism vanish.”5

Chris Hedges lives in the reality-based community. And he is right that the 
elites who run the economy, the nation, and the nation’s wars deploy mythol-
ogy, narrative, spectacle, and emotion to convince ordinary people that life is 
as it should be. The fact that they use these mechanisms, however, is not the 
core of the problem. If we were talking about the use of poster art in the revo-
lutionary movements of 1960s France or the singing of anthems and hymns in 
the civil rights movement, Hedges might not have the same level of disdain for 
emotion and spectacle. If faced with the dramatic pitting of employee against 
boss in farmworkers’ field theater, Hedges would likely not bemoan the work-
ers’ lack of literacy. If we were talking about vast protest marches led by carri-
ers of huge antiglobalization puppets in the late 1990s, he might not demand 
that the activists employ other, more literate, modes of address. No. I think 
the issue is not about these universal rhetorical tools. The problem is whose 
agenda they are serving.

Hedges’s critique is also fundamentally elitist: Look at all of these dupes 
of mindless popular culture who allow themselves to be fooled by drama 
and entertainment instead of reading the news and going to their city coun-
cil meetings. Look at these idiots who would rather watch wrestling or Big 
Brother than engage with an admittedly boring reality.

What if, as cultural studies scholars argue, we saw popular culture as one 
terrain for critical expression alongside enjoyment? What if the Left could 
command not only facts but also the imagination? As I have hinted, of course, 
the Left has not always avoided drama, emotion, spectacle, and the like. But 
in the era of truthiness, it is easy to condemn all popular discourse as illusion 
and attempt to counter it with facts of a particular kind, those one can find in 
books and journals and newspapers, which are ostensibly superior to anything 
that could be fun, awe-inspiring, sublime, beautiful, distracting—or cute. Far 
be it from anything that masses of people might enjoy at the end of the day 
or on a holiday.

Sport is an interesting domain in this regard. While many scholars in the 
culture of critical discourse dismiss football and other commercial sports as 
only so much bread and circuses, sporting events have frequently been sites of 
protest and struggle. From the four Olympic golds won by black athlete Jesse 
Owens in track and field in the 1936 Nazi-led Olympics in Berlin, to the Black 
Power salute given by Tommie Smith and John Carlos on the podium in 1968, 



to Billie Jean King’s victory against Bobby Riggs in the “Battle of the Sexes” 
tennis match in 1973, to Muhammad Ali’s antiwar and black nationalist poli-
tics, to the decision in 2016 by San Francisco 49ers quarterback Colin Kaepe-
rnick to sit through the national anthem to support Black Lives Matter—sport 
has provided platforms for considered and powerful protest.6

More broadly culture work, from the vernacular (local, bottom-up) 
expressions of communities and movements to mass commercial sporting or 
reality television events, builds identity, consciousness, confidence, and per-
suasive skill on the part of ordinary people to advocate for ourselves. We use 
culture to solidify movements and express our goals through art and music. 
Under the right historical conditions, those expressions move from local 
knowledge to take hold in the public’s imagination. The Right knows how to 
do this work in the interest of elites, and Hedges is right in arguing that their 
spectacles do not comport with the interests of working people, women, the 
poor, and otherwise oppressed people. My point is that the form of the mes-
sage is not the main problem. It’s about the people using those forms and to 
what and whose ends. I will spend the remainder of this chapter describing 
those rhetorical forms and how they work, with examples from conservative 
and progressive discourse. I begin with affect and emotion.

AFFECT AND EMOTION

It was Enlightenment philosopher René Descartes who famously asserted the 
superiority of rational thought over feelings and the mind over the body: I 
think, therefore I am. Feminists and many others have noted how that formula-
tion privileges elite men who could afford to ignore the brute realities of physi-
cal existence and the need for reproductive and household labor. Cartesianism 
has been part and parcel of justifying the oppression of women and slaves as 
remote from the workings of the abstract mind. Descartes was also speaking 
for a new class of citizens who, in progressive fashion, wanted to rule the world 
through reason rather than the mystified and arbitrary divine right of kings. 
However, the appeal to reason in Enlightenment thought was an ideal MO for 
the rule of mercantile capitalists who also asserted the rationality of the free 
market and the objectivity of their own interests. In other words, reason was 
very handy in making the new rule seem more democratic while excluding 
those mired in the muck of labor and household work from governance. As we 
saw with Kant, and later Habermas, the idea that people should set aside their 
particular interests and deliberate over an allegedly universal common good 
does not tend to benefit those excluded from the common goods.

40  •  ﻿  C H A P T E R 2	



The reign of reason also circumscribed the bounds of appropriateness in 
public life. Anyone contesting the prevailing state of affairs and the rules of 
inclusion automatically appeared to be unreasonable, sectarian, and over-
wrought. And while there’s nothing wrong with a well-reasoned debate, 
expecting the toiling masses to feel no outrage at their exploitation is itself a 
form of oppression. The merchants, industrialists, monopolists, and bankers 
only pretended not to need or experience feelings, in any case. Competition, 
which drives the economy, thrives on greed and desire. And when it comes 
time for territorial or economic conquest, instilling patriotic fervor is very 
useful. When the state needs the nation to pull behind such an effort, popu-
lism captures the passions of the populace.

These appeals work because human beings are embodied, feeling crea-
tures, whose drives to defend our life, safety, and future are powerful moti-
vators. Neurobiologists and psychoanalytic scholars alike have observed that 
people experience intense, preconscious physiological states of arousal, pain, 
pleasure, anticipation, and many other feelings. These states of intensity con-
stitute what theorists call affect, which is a category describing one’s inchoate 
feelings before they are given the names of emotions. Emotions are mediated 
affects. In other words, society tells us what each state means: Butterflies in 
the stomach must mean love, sweaty palms mean anxiety, an adrenaline rush 
means fear or excitement. Sluggishness and the inability to go to work trans-
late as depression. Collectively we name our experiences in order to make 
sense of them. As Sarah Ahmed explains, affect is what lies at the intersection 
of the somatic—or bodily—and the social.7

However, in the precognitive realm of feeling, the intense absence of sense 
or meaning, according to some theorists, makes people vulnerable to appeals 
that make sense of (and exploit) those feelings. Ernesto Laclau has explained 
how populism, or a mode of appeal that wins people to an impassioned col-
lective project, taps into a desire for coherence and explanation and tethers 
people to a goal or demands based on pre- or irrational motivations.8 On the 
Right, we can see how, in the wake of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, 
political leaders were able to turn fear and abjection into a will to war. In the 
case of the presidential campaign of Donald Trump, we can see how his per-
sona and rhetoric (even if somewhat incoherent) tap into the economic anxi-
eties of Americans and connect them to the promise to “make America great 
again.” It is a promise that feels good to many people.

Yet populism is not inherently conservative in itself. On the Left, we have 
seen it at work in calls for labor solidarity in song and protest. We hear it in 
the rhetoric of someone like Bernie Sanders, who tapped the affect of workers 
and youth to connect to a project of critique and reform in the 2016 presiden-
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tial race (despite throwing his lot eventually behind a pro-corporate Demo-
cratic Party). The fact that affect and emotional appeal do not work through 
reasoned, propositional argument does not make them malign. There are ver-
sions of populism that exhibit fidelity to the interests of “the people” they 
invoke, and others that win people to causes contrary to their own interests, 
for example racism and the scapegoating of immigrants. Affective appeals also 
tap the experience of feelings in the body, much like in a revival meeting when 
the sick and injured come forward to be healed by the laying on of hands.

EMBODIMENT

Closely connected to affect, embodiment simply refers to the power of a mes-
sage when it asks audience members to experience a communicative act or 
interaction in their bodies. It also refers to how bodies are sites of regulation 
and discipline with regard to race, class, gender, and sexuality. To learn some-
thing “in the body” is to incorporate it into the self, making our habits and 
feelings seem natural and common-sensical.

Bodies in sports and in war are groomed for antagonism against others 
whose bodies are made to appear enemy or alien. When children can ride on 
dinosaurs in the Creation Museum, it is made more believable that humans 
and dinosaurs lived alongside one another. When one sings or recites a pledge 
or an anthem with others, bathed in collective sound and song, one ties the 
body to the cause, making commitment more visceral. When one marches in 
formation, it is easy to realize how one belongs to one collective as opposed 
to another.9 The training and entrainment of bodies is a culturally and politi-
cally infused thing. Debra Hawhee notes that the imbricated training of mind 
and body in ancient Greece was aimed at producing citizens of the proper 
character and virtuosity for antagonistic political practice.10 When training 
is thorough, doing what one is expected to do becomes a matter of “muscle 
memory,” automatic and a matter of course.

As with affect, embodiment does not “belong” exclusively to either the 
Right or the Left. Protest movements have long relied upon the capacity of 
disobedient bodies to disrupt labor, traffic, commerce, and the flow of busi-
ness as usual to instantiate new habits of congregating and behaving. Nonvio-
lent civil disobedience during the civil rights movement asked participants 
to feel and know both resistance and oppression in their bodies; even as a 
student could sit in at a lunch counter and violate the reality structure most 
powerfully, a mob or the police could inflict trauma on that student’s body. 
As organizers well knew, both experiences firm up an activist’s commitment 
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based on the bodily proof of both injustice and power to challenge it. Standing 
to sing the national anthem is a powerful expression of common cause, but so 
is refusing to stand or to kneel, or choosing to raise a fist in the air. What we 
know in our bodies and what we learn through their actions become power-
fully sedimented in experience. It is because we can identify with other beings 
in this process that we are also able to see ourselves in the stories our society 
tells about our life in common.

NARRATIVE AND MYTH

Rhetorical scholar Walter Fisher famously proposed the “narrative paradigm” 
to describe human communication. He argued that reasoned debate is not the 
native mode of social engagement among humans. Instead, he argued, we tell 
stories to one another that win mutual identification, values, and directions 
for action. When a story broadly tells a collective tale about origin, purpose, 
and destiny as set against villains and obstacles, it is a mythic narrative. Narra-
tives are compelling because of their capacity to invite others to identify with 
characters in the story, despise villains, get caught up in the drama, and end 
up sharing the narrative’s conclusions about shared values and knowledge. For 
this reason, Fisher proposed a set of standards for evaluating narrative that do 
not depend upon empiricism or rationalism. Stories, even mythic ones (like 
religious narratives and Star Wars), tell truths that are of a different order, 
truths about belonging, social order, and shared commitments.

Fisher has been charged with being somewhat sanguine about the work-
ings of narrative. Following the cautions of theorist Kenneth Burke, critics 
like William Lewis point out that good stories can be compelling in danger-
ous ways as well as pro-social ways. In a speech delivered to the (Communist) 
American Writers’ Congress in 1935, Burke advocated that the Left embrace 
the mythic power of appeals to “the people,” rather than “the workers” or 
the “proletariat.” His speech was not well received. However, rhetoricians to 
this day laud Burke’s wisdom in recognizing the positive impact of mythic 
discourse.11

In the same speech, however, Burke noted that we must be able to tell the 
difference between a “good” myth and a “bad” myth. In other words, how 
do we know whether an invocation of common purpose serves or betrays 
the interests of those invited to join in? The Communists of his day argued 
that language specifying the working class in appeals to the cause were more 
appropriate because they did not imply that workers and employers, and all 
others in a given society, shared the same interests. Instead, employers and 
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workers have an antagonistic relationship, but would all be swept up together 
in the category of “the people.” The Congress was suspicious of emotional and 
universalizing discourse.

It is possible that both parties were both wrong: Burke was wrong about 
the suitability of the language of “the people” in describing workers specifi-
cally, and the AWC was wrong in rejecting the tool of myth altogether. So, 
how are we to tell a good myth from a bad one? Walter Fisher supplied a 
vocabulary for evaluating the ethics or politics of a narrative. He argued 
that a good story exhibits both coherence—it hangs together and is sen-
sible within itself—and fidelity—it represents the experience of the people 
invited to identify with the narrative. The coherence standard is troubling 
because it cannot account for the power of a disruptive or fractured story to 
challenge received wisdom and to ask readers to dis-identify with prevailing 
norms and values. In some cases, an incoherent narrative captures someone’s 
experiential truths more faithfully. The fidelity standard is very useful in ask-
ing critics to judge whether the story being told represents not hard “facts,” 
but rather the experiences and interests of those asked to identify with the 
story. Such judgments require a political frame and are always made from 
the perspective of the critic, who may or may not be part of the group being 
invoked.

The example that comes to mind is Beyoncé’s hit song and video in 2016, 
“Formation.”12 The song and video feature a broken narrative that seems to be 
by turns about black female empowerment, Southern culture, black heritage, 
sexual relationships, police violence, and New Orleans history, emphasizing 
the devastation wrought by Hurricane Katrina. In the video, Beyoncé sings 
and dances with other black women in a Southern plantation home in antebel-
lum period dress, making an ironic comment on U.S. history. This comment is 
amplified in her valuing of “authentic” or “natural” black hair and nose shape: 
“I like my baby heir with baby hair and afros  /  I like my negro nose with 
Jackson Five nostrils / Earned all this money but they never take the country 
out me / I got hot sauce in my bag, swag.” The women dance “in formation”; 
Beyoncé seems to be calling on black women to line up military-style to do 
battle against racism and to assert their own power, as they “slay.” Beyoncé 
embraces her success in the market (“I go hard, get what’s mine, I’m a star,” 
and “Best revenge is your paper [money],” and “You might just be a Black 
Bill Gates in the making”). But she also honors poor blacks in New Orleans 
with imagery of people in that city and audio samples from both Messy Mya 
and Big Friedia, both queer, black vernacular musicians in the New Orleans 
scene. Her insistence that no one can take the country out of her constructs 
her belonging in that community. As one of my earlier communication pro-
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fessors at Penn State taught us, “information” can be thought of as “in for-
mation.” He was cautioning us undergraduates to beware of how what we 
were taught as truth calls us to march in concert with dominant norms. Well 
before I encountered Foucault, my mind was blown.13 However, here I make 
the obverse case: namely, that actual information can organize insurgent bod-
ies to welcome collective protest “in formation.”

In a controversial move, the video version ends with an image of Beyoncé 
wearing a Givenchy dress. (In perhaps a moment of critical excess, the name 
“Givenchy” is printed in red all over the dress.) She is lying on top of a sink-
ing police car. This image was read as a direct reference to both a critique of 
the devastation of Hurricane Katrina and an indictment of police for violence 
against black people. In a subsequent performance of the song at the Super 
Bowl 2016 halftime show, Beyoncé and her dancers marched in (sexualized) 
costumes reminiscent of the uniform of the 1960s group the Black Panther 
Party for Self-Defense. Both of these moments generated widespread contro-
versy and conversation. In interviews, she made explicit her commitment to 
movements against police brutality.

The song, video, and halftime performance could not pass a narrative 
coherence test. It is work plentiful with visual and lyrical allusions and dis-
junctures. But how might a critic go about assessing the song’s fidelity to its 
multiple audiences? One of those audiences includes working class and poor 
blacks in New Orleans. Beyoncé exhibits solidarity with those groups while 
also calling attention to her exceptional status as a wealthy, powerful celeb-
rity. Another audience consists of black women, to whom she seems to direct 
an empowering message to transcend the legacy of slavery and, collectively, 
“slay.” A mass popular audience without political or identity stakes can find a 
narrative foothold on the brief sexual digression and the sound and spectacle 
of the performance itself.

The publics into which “Formation” inserted itself provide some clues as 
to how faithful Beyoncé’s audiences found the text. Newspapers and magazine 
articles have directly connected her work to multiple police murders, includ-
ing those of Alton Sterling and Philando Castile. Rolling Stone noted,

Beyoncé has become one of the most vocal public figures with regards to 
police brutality, racism and violence against the black community. Her “For-
mation” video—where she posed atop a sinking police car in New Orleans—
and Super Bowl performance—where she donned a Black Panther-inspired 
outfit—led to the Miami Police Union threatening to boycott her tour opener 
in Florida citing her “anti-police message.”14
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Audiences who are pro-police reacted negatively to this work. Black audiences 
who identify with feminist and antiracist projects enjoined a vigorous con-
versation that is explicitly about the fidelity of the video and song to black 
communities, particularly their resonance with the experience and interests of 
black women. Scholar Zandria Robinson argued that the song operated within 
an oppositional narrative of critical blackness. Shantrelle Lewis described how 
she found the Super Bowl performance to be “a national moment of seemingly 
audacious Black pride.”15 Even so, Lewis explained, Beyoncé used the city and 
its people as props in scenes that trigger traumatic returns to the trauma of 
Katrina and its racist aftermath.

Lewis points directly to the fidelity problem in her article: “What does 
it mean to speak for a marginalized community who has not asked for your 
pronouncements? From an outsider’s perspective, it would seem as if Beyoncé, 
by returning to the devastation of Katrina, is centering New Orleans, but she 
is not. She’s rather exacerbating a trauma.” Lewis’s argument is that Beyoncé 
cannot “speak for” the communities referenced in the songs and videos in a 
faithful way. In other words, public controversy about the performances cen-
ters on the enactments and failures of fidelity. This is the question that critical 
audiences attempt to answer. It is a question that rhetorical critics should also 
ask, even if, as in this case, the answers are neither simple nor fixed. One way 
to assess the fidelity of a narrative like this one is to listen to representatives 
from affected communities.

In contrast, Hedges’s Left-wing critique cannot fathom the complex politi-
cal work accomplished by even commercially produced narratives. He might 
also object to how Beyoncé turns a political critique into a spectacle. His criti-
cism would miss the incredible resource spectacle can provide to political 
rhetoric.

SPECTACLE AND CELEBRITY

Postmodern philosopher Guy Debord diagnosed post-1968 capitalist society 
as the society of the spectacle, by which he meant “the production and con-
sumption of images, commodities, and staged political events.”16 A spectacle 
is a special form of rhetorical mediation that involves a striking, often ritual-
istic, visual or performative display. Reducing complex messages to dramatic 
contrasts (hence becoming mythic in character), spectacles capture audience 
attention in a big way. I have already addressed numerous spectacles in this 
chapter, from cute animal photos to the Super Bowl halftime to a music video. 
Spectacles are also designed to induce awe and the feeling of an encounter 

46  •  ﻿  C H A P T E R 2	



with a phenomenon that is larger than life; they arouse excitement and other 
emotions.

The image is at the core of spectacle, and the literature on the rhetoric of 
photography and other visual forms can help us understand how images work 
as arguments, organize perception, and produce metonymic images as repre-
sentatives of social problems. In addition to mobilizing affect, images locate 
viewers inside a particular point of view; many photographic images warrant 
policy and state action.17 For example, I have argued elsewhere that images of 
Afghan women after 9/11 warranted U.S. invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq.18 
As Susan Sontag notes, part of the power of a realistic photograph lies in its 
ability to convince viewers that it represents a transparent reality. What we see 
in a photograph, we are tempted to take to be true.19

Spectacle is to the image as myth is to narrative: the same strategy but 
made majestic. The classic work addressing how politics uses spectacle is Mur-
ray Edelman’s influential book Constructing the Political Spectacle. Even back 
in 1988, Edelman recognized the signs of a post-fact era (which indicates, per-
haps, that what we are panicking about now is not new): To say that citizens 
who are informed about politics are better at promoting their own interests 
is to take for granted “a world of facts that have a determinable meaning and 
a world of people who react rationally to the facts they know. In politics, nei-
ther premise is tenable, a conclusion that history continually reaffirms and 
that observers of the political scene are tempted to ignore.”20 Political acts 
create publics and construct situations to which citizens should attend. Poli-
tics is marked by the instability of “referents of politically significant signs 
that constitute political and social history” and the attraction of minimizing 
ambiguity and uncertainty.21 Edelman’s line tends toward relativism: For him, 
moral certainty is a core danger leading to genocide, persecution, and so on, 
and some of history’s worst atrocities can be rationalized. At the same time, 
he insists on identifying a symbol’s material basis, not in certain facts but in 
the contexts of “privilege, disadvantage, frustration, aspiration, hope, and fear 
in which it is experienced.”22

All political discourse shapes meanings in strategic ways to produce qui-
escence, arousal, support, or opposition in the service of particular ideologies 
and courses of action. In other words, spectacles are powerful and interested, 
that is to say, motivated by particular interests in particular material contexts. 
Edelman’s argument resonates with my own: namely, that truth is perspectival 
and that we should be less concerned with the hard facticity of an appeal than 
its social and political motivations and consequences.

Edelman’s book goes on to explore how some issues become social prob-
lems deserving of political attention when others—for example, poverty, 

	 T H E P O W E R O F T H E B I G F I V E  ﻿  •   47



unemployment, and discrimination—are constructed in ways that put their 
urgency into the background. The designation of “non-problems,” beneficial 
problems, and ambiguous problems cultivates differential responses to them. 
Rationalizing the persistence of a problem is a powerful strategy. Likewise, 
political leaders and designated enemies are constructs who become signs of 
success or failure and whose personae are designed to evoke psychological 
adherence. Moreover, commercial news, driven by the profit motive, presents 
political news in spectacular dramatic form.

Celebrity is a special kind of spectacle, one in which the body and voice of 
a highly visible, famous person take on a representative role in culture. Celeb-
rities stand in for identities, beliefs, and values; their voices can give extra 
weight to political truth claims. They are talented and interesting, and these 
qualities give their judgment credibility in some circumstances.23 For example, 
on January 8, 2016, actress Meryl Streep accepted a Golden Globe award with 
a speech lambasting the values that Trump’s presidency would entail: hatred, 
discrimination, and curtailed civil liberties. Her speech went viral on every 
social media platform at the moment of her address; audiences around the 
world linked to her words as representing them, with the amplified credibility 
of a famously talented and credible person. Celebrity is fraught because celeb-
rities often represent elites and their interests and also because they may lack 
subject-area expertise.

Spectacles are perspectival. In other words, the creation of meaning is stra-
tegically guided by “the incentive to preserve privileges or to end inequalities” 
through the “definition of means, ends, costs, benefits, and rationality.”24 Polit-
ical claims cannot be definitively verified in a situation of multiple perspec-
tives. Rhetorician Wendy Hesford’s book Spectacular Rhetorics examines some 
of the most insidious deployments of spectacle—even among global human 
rights activists and organizations—to warrant scapegoating, war, exploitation, 
rape, and other violations.25 But while Edelman’s critique of dominant ideol-
ogy is incisive, he also urges the use of language and other symbols to subvert 
dominant meanings that sustain inequality.

Importantly, Edelman does not recommend that resistance take the 
form of an impossible, objective, fact-based response to spectacle. Left 
scholar Douglas Kellner agrees. While he laments the takeover of all social 
and political life by media spectacles and the culture of celebrity, he recog-
nizes how political battles must, in the society of the spectacle,26 “be fought 
out on the terrain of media spectacle.” He writes, “A democratic politics of 
the future must invent a progressive spectacle politics that will further the 
goals of democracy, justice, human rights, environmental protection, and 
a progressive agenda.”27
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WHAT ABOUT HUMOR?

Humor is a special case. It is one vehicle of mass address that liberals and 
progressives have embraced, for example in the satire of Stephen Colbert; the 
comedy news programs of John Stewart, Trevor Noah, and John Oliver; and 
Saturday Night Live’s sketches mocking politicians and their foibles. Comedy 
can be an accessible form of political critique. At the same time, however, 
comedy assumes an “in crowd” of people who already agree with the posture 
of the comedian and often takes an elitist, “mocking” tone toward conserva-
tives. This is especially true of irony and satire. As I and others have argued, 
satire is often taken literally by audiences who are not already “in the know” 
about the political critique being made; irony produces a kind of distance 
from the issue being critiqued such that the “getting” of the joke stands in 
for other kinds of action. Humor can provide a sense of catharsis for people 
seeking expression of their critical feelings and thoughts alongside pleasure in 
being surprised by something incongruous or ridiculous.28

I enjoy memes that capture my anger and criticism in such a way that dif-
fuses negative feeling and emphasizes my sense of common cause with oth-
ers who are circulating the same bit of humor. My favorite example of this is 
the meme “Pepper Spray Cop.” In 2011, police shut down an Occupy demon-
stration at the University of California Davis. During the confrontation, one 
officer deliberately and brutally sprayed each protester in the face, and sym-
pathizers with the students were horrified and momentarily stunned. It was 
difficult to know how to respond. Then, someone posted an image of the cop 
photoshopped into an image of the Statue of Liberty, so that he was spraying 
the face of this icon of free expression. After that somewhat sobering instance, 
the memes gathered humor and also sharpness as the cop appeared in famous 
paintings; on the cover of Pink Floyd’s Dark Side of the Moon album; spraying 
Mount Rushmore, Harry Potter, SpongeBob, babies, and cute Internet cats; 
and so on.29 One particularly powerful instance was the insertion of the cop 
figure into Kim Phuc’s photo of a girl fleeing naked from a Napalm attack 
during the Vietnam War. The surprising visual analogy comes from its being 
positioned in the place of U.S. troops. The metaphor works in two directions: 
The military, by comparison, takes on the connotation of casual brutality; the 
cop then picks up the identity of a military condemned in the photo for its 
brutal aggression. For viewers who accept the critique of U.S. imperialism and 
of police brutality ahead of time, this juxtaposition makes cathartic sense. The 
meme circulated on social media among people who shared the critique and 
who used the meme to connect the critique to others in their circle. Outsid-
ers, without the meaning frames enabling interpretation, may have found the 
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image to be hateful or unintelligible. This broader inaccessibility, along with 
elitism, distancing effects, and comic juxtaposition (which doesn’t always have 
to be lighthearted) is not included among my list of more earnest major strate-
gies used by the Right while being held under suspicion by the Left.

TWO PROBLEMS BY WAY OF CONCLUSION

Here I have defined five tremendous rhetorical resources that the capitalist 
Right has historically embraced to bolster its regime. Opponents of the status 
quo cannot afford to dismiss these tools. To do so is elitist and self-defeating. 
Rather than holding political discourse today to a “just the facts” standard or 
lamenting ostensible citizen illiteracy, critics can employ the fidelity standard 
to assess the motivation and class belonging of discourse. Whose show is it? 
Whose story is told? Is the telling in the service of existing rule or counter-
hegemonic struggle? These are not simple questions, but they can inform the 
practice, in Edelman’s terms, of a progressive political critique based on the 
material contexts of political rhetoric. I return to Gramsci’s insight that culture 
is important ground for staging political contestation.

However, for Gramsci struggle cannot be a matter of sophisticated rhetori-
cal messaging alone. There are two reasons behind this caution. First, even 
the most effective, affective, emotionally resonant, and dramatic expression 
of the situation of the oppressed cannot sweep away the material power rela-
tions (the ownership and control of society’s resources, the monopolization of 
political power by elites, the profitability of misogyny, the utility to capitalism 
and imperialism of racist scapegoating) that are the source of oppression. The 
knowledge we mobilize must, at the end of day, be useful in mobilizing us, in 
body and in our capacity to disrupt the economy, physical space, and business 
as usual. Second, the production of new, counter-spectacular political mean-
ings cannot happen in a vacuum.

One of the ancient rhetorician Aristotle’s most powerful concepts is that 
of the enthymeme: a form of reasoning that does not rely on hard fact and 
syllogistic reasoning but rather depends upon resting appeals on established 
common ground between persuader and audience. When a movement’s goals 
involve violating the reality structure both at the level of economic and state 
power and on the terrain of culture and politics, that movement’s messages 
may be unintelligible, so foreign as to not make sense, much less common 
sense. When we witness shifts in gender roles and race relations, expanding 
rights for marginalized groups, employer reforms in wages and benefits—it is 
usually in the context of a groundswell of actual, physical protest, the most 
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powerful enactments of which involve labor strikes (because they interrupt 
the profitability of business). Antagonistic action and new political expres-
sions occur simultaneously, each affecting the other.

We need affect, embodiment, myth, narrative, and spectacle. We need 
embodied struggle motivated by outrage, taking embodied forms, and pro-
ductive of new narratives. We need spectacular struggle.
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Pants on Fire!
On the Rhetoric of Fact-Checking in  
U.S. Political Culture

IN 2015,  the Center for Medical Progress (CMP), a conservative antiabortion 
organization, and its director, David Daleiden, published online a series of 
videos taken at abortion clinics in California, Florida, and Texas. The videos 
purported that the clinics were engaged in fetal tissue harvesting for profit 
in league with medical tissue procurement companies. In the first three days 
after the videos were posted, 1.5 million people viewed them; the ultimate 
viewership reached into the tens of millions. After professional review, a study 
cited in the New York Times concluded that the videos had been altered and 
manipulated and therefore should not be taken as depicting the “reality” of 
abortion clinics and their handling of fetal tissue.1 Representatives of national 
abortion-rights organizations announced the exposure of the hoax across U.S. 
news media.

During this controversy, then–presidential contender conservative Carly 
Fiorina expressed her horror at witnessing what she saw in the video: “a fully 
formed fetus on the table, its heart beating, its legs kicking while someone 
says we have to keep it alive to harvest its brain.”2 The response of liberals and 
progressives was to mock Fiorina as either a melodramatic liar or someone 
confused between the CMP video and another video showing a miscarriage, 
or stillbirth.



	 O n t h e R h e tori   c o f Fac t - C h e c k in  g in  U.S .   P o l i t i c a l Cu  lt ur  e  •   53

The debunkers declared the matter resolved. However, it is possible that 
Fiorina did see something gruesome and troubling and became confused. 
That confusion should not be mistaken for ignorance or stupidity or mere 
political maneuvering. And in fact, one of the dozen videos published online 
shows a late-term fetus whose leg either kicks or twitches. The problem is that 
this image came from outside the context of Daleiden’s investigation and was 
not an example of an abortion performed at the clinics his operatives were 
recording. But Fiorina did see a kicking leg.

Beyond that detail, close examination of all of the video footage originally 
published, regardless of editing or manipulation, reveals that it tells a power-
ful story accompanied by riveting images of fetal remains. It is a story that 
powerfully employs narrative, myth, affect, embodiment, and spectacle—all 
of the “big five.” It is a story that attempts to establish that workers at Planned 
Parenthood and other clinics are engaged in a fetal-tissue-selling scheme, that 
the tissues involved came from fetuses at late stages of development, and that 
clinic staff exhibit callous disregard toward the fetuses whose parts they are 
harvesting.

For viewers without significant background and contextual knowledge, 
that story could stand as a powerful indictment, not primarily of the sell-
ing of fetal tissue, but of the practice of abortion more generally. The videos 
were difficult even for me, a staunch and knowledgeable advocate of abortion 
rights, to watch. In addition to the inserted video of a fetus “kicking,” there is 
graphic footage of actual clinic staff sorting a fetal leg out of a tray of uniden-
tified material. It is not kicking, but it is gruesome, and it is clearly a leg. I am 
not claiming that every event and person represented in the videos is accurate. 
What I am suggesting is that the footage is compelling in a way that exceeds 
the capacity of fact-checking to disarm it.

In terms of the “big five” strategies, the videos employ affect and emo-
tion through the display of grotesque images of fetuses designed to provoke 
outrage and pity; they also construct a mythic narrative in which abortion 
providers are monstrous villains.

IN RESPONSE, the rush to nitpick and file lawsuits has not been effective in 
making the acceptance of women’s right to choose abortion a matter of com-
mon sense. I will return to this example at the end of the chapter to discuss 
how another method might enable a more productive critique and engage-
ment with opponents of abortion rights. Unlike Daleiden, abortion rights 
advocates refused the “big five” and stuck to appeals to bare facts. While this 
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strategy was effective at documenting Daleiden’s knowing manipulation of 
interviews and images, which in turn supported successful lawsuits against 
Daleiden and his organization, it did little to undo the powerful effects of the 
“big five” in mediating information through interpretive frames.

This example and any number of others reveal that journalistic fact-
checking as currently practiced is an inadequate tool for evaluating political 
accountability to reality. Another word for fact-checking is debunking. Rhe-
torical scholar Kenneth Burke charges fact-checking with narrowness of focus, 
hyper-thoroughness, and naïve empiricism:

The typical debunker is involved in a strategy of this sort: He discerns an 
evil. He wants to eradicate this evil. And he wants to do a thorough job of 
it. Hence, he becomes too thorough in an avalanche of arguments, a snowing 
under, a purely quantitative mode of propaganda.3

Fact-checkers operate in this debunking mode. In this chapter, I use the rhe-
torical concept of stasis to understand how fact-checking responses to truth 
claims literally “miss their mark.” I develop two examples demonstrating this 
critical method. Then, relying on the work of Erving Goffman and Kenneth 
Burke, I recommend and develop the idea of “frame-checking” as an alternative 
mode of critique. Finally, I return to the abortion video controversy to think 
through what a more fitting rhetorical response might be to counter its impact.

THE EXPLOSION OF FACT-CHECKING

There has been an explosion of efforts to “fact-check” political rhetoric, 
starting with those of the Tampa Bay Times’s PolitiFact project and the fact-
checking blog of Glenn Kessler at the Washington Post.4 The American Press 
Institute has documented this surge:

Though precise figures are hard to come by, the available evidence tells a 
fairly dramatic story about the growth of fact-checking. One count early 
this year found 29 branded fact-checking ventures in the US, all but five 
of which were established since 2010. . . . Though dedicated, full-time fact-
checkers remain relatively rare, almost every major national newsroom has 
embraced the genre in some way. The list of outlets that engage in some form 
of fact-checking includes elite standard-bearers like the New York Times, the 
Washington Post, the Associated Press, and National Public Radio as well as 
USA Today, the three major broadcast networks, CNN, Fox, and MSNBC. In 
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addition, scores of smaller news outlets at the state and local level offer fact-
checks during elections or around major political events like the State of the 
Union address.5

One indicator of this effort’s inflated status is that a Google search of the term 
fact-checking in August 2017 returns more than 7 million results. 

As noted in the introduction, the widespread outcry against the perjurious 
commander in chief and the alleged crisis of truth constitutes what Stuart Hall 
and his team, quoting cultural scholar Stan Cohen, called a “moral panic”: a 
situation in which “a condition, episode, person or group of persons emerges 
to become defined as a threat to societal values and interests.”6 Editors, schol-
ars, politicians, clergy, and other experts diagnose a condition or problem and 
thus position themselves as the credible proposers of remedies—all located 
within a bounded set of political, economic, and cultural expectations. Dis-
courses surrounding the objects of a moral panic are always ideological. They 
take a situation and mediate its interpretation and uptake in ways that are 
always imbricated with power.

If we regard this rush to facticity as itself ideological, we see that the 
embrace of mainstream journalism and the implicit support for Trump’s major 
opponents, along with Hillary Clinton and the Democratic Party, are conse-
quential. Audiences are asked to accept what we once knew were partial and 
interested accounts of reality as given fact. The corporate news media, once 
targets of ideology critique for their framing practices, become authoritative 
in a way that belies that critique. The cry of “fake news!” implies that we had 
some faith in the news before this historical moment as conveying “truth.” 
Readers have taken thirstily to pro-corporate, traditional news sources as if 
those sources were now fountains of undiluted, clear political truths rather 
than ideological gatekeepers. Furthermore, obsession with facts ignores how 
economic hardship and anxiety generate popular desire for narratives explain-
ing social crisis at the levels of values and action, refusing to generate compel-
ling narratives in response.

Meanwhile, journalists who perform fact-checking investigate a politi-
cian’s claim and rate it on some sort of “truth-o-meter” scale from “true” or 
“mostly-true” to “pants on fire!” (referring to the children’s rhyme, “Liar, liar, 
pants on fire!”). While “fake news” is hardly a new phenomenon, reporters 
have argued that Trump’s presidency out shadows all that came before it in 
outright mendacity. In response, fact-checkers have chronicled the president’s 
daily lies in minute detail.7

These ostensibly noble efforts face a number of challenges, including ram-
pant bipartisan political manipulation of truths, the apparent inattention paid 
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by consumers of political information to questions of fact, the demonstrated 
power of elites to determine what information circulates as truth in mass 
media environments, and the critical limits of efforts attempting to docu-
ment myriad falsehoods without taking on the values frames and political 
perspectives that set the conditions for the productions of “truths.” As Mark 
Andrejevic has argued, we operate in an era of information overload. While 
audiences have access to vast amounts information and an array of contested 
narratives, the multiplication of accounts of reality can make the adjudica-
tion of evidence extremely complicated, if not overwhelming. Paradoxically, 
the swirl of information and misinformation in the “post-truth” era serves 
prevailing interests even as perspectives available online multiply.8 In short, 
“telling the truth”—and telling truth from lies—is not a simple task, as both 
truth and falsehood are complex and multidimensional.

THE COMPLEXITY OF FALSEHOOD

As Marxist theorist Raymond Geuss argues, falsehood is not only a matter of 
empirical misrepresentation. As I noted in the introduction, a rhetorical per-
spective acknowledges that all truth claims are mediated, or in other words, 
filtered through the perception, interpretation, and explanation of people with 
varying power and perspectives. Any account of falsehood needs to account 
for the relationship between truth claims and power. While, as Geuss argues, 
there is indeed a category of epistemic falsehood that refers to simple lies, he 
notes that ideology—or the pattern of commonsense ideas that frame and 
inform ideas and behavior—can also be false in a functional way, in which 
plausibly true ideas can function nonetheless in the service of oppressive 
power. He also posits a category called genetic falsehood, in which persuaders’ 
motives are suspect as warranting intentional mystification.9 

For example, in the abortion video controversy, the claim that the videog-
raphers witnessed and filmed a fetus still alive after an abortion is demonstra-
bly false in the epistemic sense. In the functional sense, the implicit claim as 
to the cavalier treatment of fetal remains by clinic staff is plausible but still 
used in such a way as to bolster antiabortion interests. The interrogation of 
Daleiden’s motives (which go beyond revealing the truth) would lead to the 
charge of genetic falsehood: Whatever may be accurate or inaccurate about 
the video, the fact that its creator has an obscure agenda discredits it as false 
in the genetic sense.

Geuss argues most controversially that critics of ideology could legiti-
mately fault a claim on the basis of who is making it—a category of falsehood 
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that he calls “genetic falsehood.” Geuss is basically arguing that what we in 
rhetorical studies often discredit as the “genetic fallacy”—the idea that the 
motivation of an arguer can discredit an otherwise reasonable claim—is not 
a fallacy in every case.

I do not want to have myself or my argument mistaken as relativist. I argue 
in chapter 1 that truth is perspectival, not subjective, such that a discourse may 
be evaluated by fidelity to the interests of its audiences, not correspondence 
with something we can access immediately as a fact. My argument asks read-
ers to think more broadly about falsehood in terms of political power, such 
that the perspective of the oppressed compels a different account of reality 
than that of the oppressor. To a large extent, the differences between the two 
are more on the levels of naming, definition, and evaluation rather than bare 
description. As I note in the introduction, what appears to a conservative 
as perversion is the condition of freedom for a transgender person. What 
appears to be the smooth operation of free enterprise to the employer can 
be experienced as alienation and exploitation by the employee. A manager 
attempting to mediate the worker’s experience to induce cooperation need not 
deny the work process, pay, or conditions, but her claims should be suspect 
on the basis of their motivation. The framing of experience motivated by the 
employer’s interests is genetically false to the interests of the workers.

Like Geuss, Jon Elster describes the complexity of what we might think 
of as truth. His work attempts to understand how ideology—invested pat-
terns of ideas that explain and justify society as it is—establishes belief. In 
his schema, there are three overlapping forms of ideological production: the 
interest-based dissemination of distorted ideas (genetic falsehood), the failure 
of imagination that happens when people are convinced to favor the exist-
ing social system, and the psychological comfort of palliative discourses such 
as religion and patriotism.10 In our case, Planned Parenthood identified the 
videos as deliberate, interest-based, and therefore distorted. However, even if 
Daleiden were earnest in his attempts to represent activities of abortion clini-
cians, viewers inclined against abortion might find the affirmation palliative, 
or comforting. For most viewers, the videos limit our frame of reference and 
impair our capacity to imagine a broader debate, say, about women’s rights 
and reproduction.

Faced with this complexity, fact-checkers miss the opportunity to inter-
rogate these various kinds of falsehood, because they (the fact-checkers) are 
resolutely committed to debunking at the epistemic level. I learned about this 
commitment in 2014 when I attended a retreat held by the American Press 
Institute about the value of and prospects for the fact-checking enterprise. 
During our discussions, I raised this problem: Fact-checking misses the for-
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ests for the trees. Does it matter as much whether Barack Obama ever held 
a gun (a challenge posed by conservatives, in response to which handlers 
produced an obligatory photograph of the president with a rifle) as having a 
broader debate about gun violence and the role of the nation-state in control-
ling access to weapons? Does the question of whether General Motors moved 
thirty thousand or seventy-five thousand jobs to Asia matter as much as hav-
ing a public conversation about globalization and the exploitative flow of 
labor? In response to my concerns, other participants at the workshop nod-
ded in agreement. However, the merits of the enterprise overall went unques-
tioned. Resorting to a narrow empirical baseline, these fact-checkers miss the 
point: It’s not about what’s in the box but who gets to decide its boundaries 
and exclusions, and who gets to shape facts for public sense-making.

A QUANTITATIVE MODE OF PROPAGANDA: AN EXAMPLE

Two recent examples of fact-checking journalism reveal the tendency of 
fact-checking to “miss the point.” The first is about the critical report by 
the inspector general (IG) on presidential candidate Hillary Clinton’s use of 
personal phones for emails in her role as secretary of state.11 In the article 
(clocking in at more than 3,400 words), the factcheck.org writer takes each 
subcategory of the report’s main claim that Clinton was wrong to use her per-
sonal email for official business. In the fact-checking process, it examines at 
great length Clinton’s claims that her use of personal email was “allowed by 
the State Department,” “fully complied” with department regulations, and was 
the “same thing” as what had been done by her predecessors.

Quoting the IG report and numerous officials in incredible detail, the fact-
check.org article concludes that although Clinton had not signed an agree-
ment restricting her “sharing of work-related documents,” her personal system 
was not “approved,” and Clinton found evidence of security breaches and did 
not report it. The checker could not confirm that Clinton’s predecessors had 
used personal email. In conclusion: Clinton made a mistake and admitted it.

An update at the bottom of the article corrects a quotation from a cam-
paign spokesperson: “Fallon said the Clinton campaign agrees with the IG 
finding that ‘her practice of copying aides on her emails did not end up pro-
ducing a full record since State’s IT systems didn’t save everything.’ But that 
doesn’t mean she didn’t take steps to comply.”

Like all formal fact-checking attempts, this article relies on the empiricist 
assumption that it is possible to measure public statements against an abso-
lutely certain reality and therefore it would be possible to produce discourse 
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that corresponded with that reality. This assumption, however, is belied by 
how the process of confirmation and refutation relies upon other actors’ (the 
IG report, campaign staffers) statements or representations of reality. In other 
words, every attempt to get at the facts of the matter necessarily relies upon 
mediation and interpretation.

The article also demonstrates the trait of over-thoroughness. As Burke put 
it, one is buried in an “avalanche of arguments.” The column takes up minu-
tiae on the questions of whether Clinton used her personal email account, 
whether such use was sanctioned, whether it was formally prohibited, 
whether there was a lapse in security, whether she was telling the truth about 
her email use, whether she lied or simply made a mistake, and how serious 
that mistake was.

The most significant limitation of this instance of fact-checking, however, 
and of the practice in general, is narrowness of focus. If one were to ask a 
potential and undecided voter what concerned her about the Clinton email 
scandal, she might well respond: “Is she trustworthy?” The public probably 
does not want Clinton to be let off the hook in a series of minute technicali-
ties. Rather, the salient questions are, did she imperil national security? Did 
she lie intentionally? Can I trust her to be an ethical commander in chief?

ALTERNATIVE CRITICAL APPROACHES

The Stasis System

The fact-checker does not help such voters to answer such actual and vitally 
important questions. This failure happens because the fact-checking enter-
prise operates at a very low level of deliberation, or stasis, a concept developed 
by the ancient Greek scholar of rhetoric Hermagoras.12 Through continual 
engagement with the rhetorical practices of the Greek polis, he observed that 
politicians often argued past each other when each participant was operating 
on a different part of the question at hand. Hermagoras developed what is now 
called the “stasis (plural staseis) system.” A stasis is a basic or central issue of 
dispute, originally defined in legal or forensic terms. At any of these “stopping 
points,” an advocate could craft a disagreement with opposing counsel. In any 
case, it would be crucial to discover where the heart of the disagreement lies. 
In Hermagoras’s scheme, there are four staseis:

Question of fact or conjecture: Does it exist? Did it happen? Who did it?
Question of definition: How can the act or event be defined?
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Question of quality: What is the character of the act: right or wrong, good or 
bad? What characteristics might make us evaluate it differently?

Question of jurisdiction: Who has authority over this action? What should 
be the direction of action?13

The enterprise of fact-checking limits its attention to the staseis of defini-
tion and conjecture, missing bigger questions of value and direction of action 
entirely. In the case of the Clinton email example, there is ambiguity over what 
counts as a lie: Does it have to be intentional? Can a person be “mistaken” 
without having lied?

Fact-checking performs at the stasis of conjecture in only a limited, micro-
attentive way, producing an overly thorough account of almost nothing. It is 
also forensic, or legalistic, in character, focusing on what someone may have 
said or done, therefore emphasizing the blameworthiness of political rhetors 
on the most minute of questions. The article concludes without being able to 
determine Clinton’s truthfulness.

Here is another example from the same site: Did presidential candidate 
Donald Trump adopt a false identity and voice in a telephone transaction in 
1991? After experts compared the call-in question to other instances of his 
speech, they declared, yes, it is he. But here’s the interesting part of the story:

We don’t take any position on Trump’s use of an alias, but the fact is that he 
denied using one while being interviewed by People magazine in 1991 even 
though there is evidence that it was indeed him.14

Here is a direct, explicit refusal to move up the stasis chain to a question of 
quality: “We don’t take any position on Trump’s use of an alias.” But of course, 
readers will want to know whether Trump was right or wrong, playful or 
deceitful in the 1991 conversation. How can we know? What weight should 
we give to a moment in 1991 when deciding who will lead our country? Is it 
right or wrong to adopt a false persona? Does the answer depend on who is 
performing it and in what context?

More recently, New York Times columnist Timothy Egan calls Trump the 
“Lord of the Lies” and advocates “an instant fact-check on statements made 
by Presidential candidates onstage.”15 He adds,

And while doing such a thing is unlikely to ensure that the debates would be 
substantive, it could at least guarantee a reality foundation at a time when 
fact-free speech is the language of the political class.
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Here Egan acknowledges the central problem with fact-checking: It is unlikely 
to guarantee anything about substance. In addition, he acknowledges that in 
spite of continual fact-checking, Trump, a member of the political class, has 
escaped major consequences for lying. In other words, Egan makes a case 
against his own argument. Fact-checking has not worked in Trump’s case (or 
in any case of the “political class’s” immunity from accountability), and it does 
not get at questions of substance. I resonate with Egan’s outrage and wish for 
greater accountability.

However, in this and in many other cases, reporters, trapped in the epis-
temic and reliant on an empiricist worldview, miss an opportunity to educate 
the public, enable conversation about what matters, and play a role not of 
bureaucratic tic recorder but of guide to democracy.

Frame-Checking

If we want to critique political discourse as potentially false in some way or 
damaging to the practice of politics, and the checking of facts does not make 
an adequate intervention into critique, what resources do we have as citizens 
and critics to assess the character of political truth claims? As an alternative to 
fact-checking, I propose frame-checking.

Kenneth Burke, whose essay on the limits of debunking was helpful 
earlier in this chapter, makes productive contributions to the idea of evalu-
ating rhetorical frames. In Philosophy of Literary Form, he defines frames 
as strategies for handling public content that persevere to the point of hav-
ing universal relevance. A frame is a habit of interpretation that evolves in 
typical, recurrent situations.16 Media critic Todd Gitlin called our atten-
tion to how news media frame protest events in trivializing and mislead-
ing ways in their selection of images, sound, voice-over, editing, and other 
techniques.17 Political communication researcher Jim A. Kuypers published 
work advancing “framing analysis” as a rhetorical perspective in 1997. 
Kuypers argues that frames are powerful rhetorical entities that “induce us 
to filter our perceptions of the world in particular ways, essentially making 
some aspects of our multi-dimensional reality more noticeable than other 
aspects. They operate by making some information more salient than other 
information.”18

Thus, research in communication studies has identified frames as the 
strategies for handling social truths through filtering for salience and empha-
sis. Frames mediate our perception and evaluation of reality. In his funda-
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mental work Frame Analysis, sociologist Erving Goffman writes that instead 
of asking what reality is, the critic ought to ask, “Under what circumstances 
do we think things are real?” and “Under what conditions is the feeling of 
reality generated?”19 Frame analysis can get at these higher-order questions 
by observing how discourses selectively direct attention, involve audiences 
intimately with the matter at hand, and construct coherent and noncontra-
dictory schemes of making sense of the world. He notes that there are sev-
eral different worlds of truths, including science, philosophy, myth, and the 
supernatural. In this context, frames are central to the production of mean-
ing, belonging, and consent to rule because they offer perspectives that orga-
nize experience. Goffman thus defines frames as “schemata of interpretation” 
or “principles of organization which govern events—at least social ones—and 
our involvement in them.”20

Shanto Iyengar and Robert Entman have conducted extensive and impor-
tant social-scientific research on news framing that establishes its effective-
ness. Entman defines frames as techniques, both conscious and unconscious, 
that involve “selection and salience”:

To frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more 
salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular 
problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treat-
ment recommendation for the item described.21

As Scheufele and Iyengar explain, framing is not so much about what is com-
municated as it is about “how a given piece of information is being presented 
(or framed) in public discourse.”22

Frames are socially produced and relatively stable mechanisms of organiz-
ing public interpretation of truth claims in political culture. Frames delimit 
perspective. When there are competing frames, there is a struggle for con-
trol over the shaping of experience. The influence of a particular frame is 
determined by the capacity of a group to control technologies of mediation. 
Frames vary depending on perspective and experience. However, the frames 
of powerful elites circulate more generally and more successfully than those of 
subordinates. As Marx aptly noted, “The ruling ideas of any given epoch are 
the ideas of the ruling class.”23 To the oppressed and exploited, the perspec-
tive of ruling class frames is false because it does not resonate with their lived 
experience or actual interests in liberation. In times of quiescence, dominant 
frames—for example, the casting of the poor as criminal—may go unques-
tioned. In times of questioning or crisis, however, the opportunity is ripe for 
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those who interpret experience in a different way, one that exhibits greater 
fidelity to the perspective of marginalized groups.

For this reason, the critique of framing is potentially a powerful antidote 
to unquestioned domination justified by untruths at various staseis. To dis-
cover the frames operating in a given instance, citizens and critics must attend 
to two features of them. First, identify the stasis at which a controversy is play-
ing out and notice how the selection of stasis is strategic and instrumental in 
framing that controversy. Second, the critic should call attention to what the 
frame around the discourse “contains” and directs our attention to and what it 
leaves out, silences, backgrounds, or omits. Narratives are often the sites where 
one can notice which perspectives are selected and which are deflected. Fol-
lowing Goffman, we must notice how discourses selectively direct attention, 
involve audiences intimately with the matter at hand, and construct coherent 
and noncontradictory schemes of making sense of the world.

We ask, what is allowed to “count” inside the frame as reality, and what 
are the text’s strategies of “realizing”—creating the feeling of—reality? Social 
frameworks aim at persuasion and attempt to “key in” participants, or win 
them to a certain interpretation of experience. Keying is what happens when 
groups share frameworks of interpretation about action that they are engaged 
in. I believe that such frameworks can be ideological, that is to say, rendered as 
invisible naturalized common sense associated with a dominant group’s inter-
ests. However, the process of framing is not permanently stable. Transforma-
tion in perception occurs when people mis-key or rekey the frames governing 
a situation. Such instances can occur in disputes over the existence, definition, 
and quality of objects and events.24

In order to name operating frames, it helps to understand them tropologi-
cally: They work through metaphor and metonymy. A frame asks us to see 
one thing—say, a fetus—as something else, or something more complex, say, a 
person. Or it asks us to define abortion as the murderous treatment of unborn 
life by practitioners, without reference to adult women, who are left out of the 
frame. We can also identify more general frames such as the scandal frame, 
which reduces the activities in question to a crime or moral outrage deserving 
of attention and condemnation.

Observing these elements of political truth making can then lead to 
insights about invention, or about creating a counter-discourse that meets the 
prevailing frames at the same staseis and employs narrative and other strate-
gies to shift the perspectives from which truth is being told. It is possible to 
deliberately “mis-key” the meaning of abortion. Let us return to the case of 
the “baby-selling” videos to put these principles into operation.
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FRAME-CHECKING THE ABORTION VIDEO CONTROVERSY

The following discussion is based on my viewing and analysis of all of the 
videos as they were initially published online by the Center for Medical Prog-
ress. There is a total of twelve videos, each ranging between nine and thirteen 
minutes long.25 Four of the videos were compiled to make the finished series 
“Human Capital.”26 These videos contain excerpted sections from the other 
recordings, which consist of extended interviews with Planned Parenthood 
staff, leadership, and clinicians along with lengthy footage of pathology lab 
visits by the undercover investigators, who are posing as potential procurers of 
fetal tissue. Much of the footage was taken at a national conference of abortion 
providers and over meals with Planned Parenthood officials and procurement 
company representatives.

The “Human Capital” series is organized and framed by a lengthy interview 
with Holly O’Donnell, a phlebotomist and former procurement employee for 
StemExpress, a for-profit tissue procurement and selling corporation. O’Donnell 
recounts her harrowing experiences as she discovered that she was expected to 
coordinate with clinic staff to arrange for the delivery of certain intact parts, 
convince patients to consent to tissue donation, and to witness and take part in 
fetal dissection, including, allegedly, the extraction of a brain from a fetus’s head.

In addition, the video series features a compilation of footage of interviews 
between CMP staff and clinic personnel both in clinics and at restaurants and 
conventions, footage of visits to clinics, footage of clinic staff sorting through 
fetal tissue, and testimony of trauma having to do with working with fetal 
tissue. The frame is one of realism, in which a sense of reality is conveyed by 
the tactic of amateur secret recording, the use of natural sound in ordinary 
spaces, the interview format, and the use of images. As Susan Sontag once 
noted, the most persuasive effect of a photograph is the idea that it is true.27 
Viewers of seemingly realistic images are discouraged, by their very realism, 
from noticing active framing on the part of the producers. The inclusion of 
black-and-white footage in some of the videos and the form of an undercover 
documentary lend the account additional realism.

Beyond the overall framing of itself as a representation of an unmediated 
reality and the framing of the transactions in fetal tissue as a scandal, the vid-
eos offer a number of other frames that define the character, or quality, of the 
events represented. These frames include the provider as profiteer, provider as 
monster, and fetus as child. In addition, the videos frame abortion as a pro-
cess without women. It becomes a relationship between provider and fetus. In 
detailing each frame, I will use primarily examples from the “Human Capital” 
series, with occasional reference to the other videos.
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Provider as Profiteer

In the videos, abortion providers and leaders of the Planned Parenthood Fed-
eration of America (PPFA) are represented as willing to bend or break the 
law prohibiting the sale for profit of fetal tissue in order to profit themselves 
and their local clinics. The interviewers persistently ask about particular body 
parts (neural tissue, liver, heart) and push for an agreement to provide their 
false company with profitable fetal parts, including the brain. The interview-
ers focus heavily on procuring “thymus,” a crucial immune system organ, 
located in the chest, where T-cells mature. Fetal thymus transplantation is 
still experimental, and tissues are needed for research. There is evidence that 
fetal thymuses are less susceptible than other sources to rejection by a host. 
Hence, access to fetal thymus tissue is potentially lucrative. It is possible that 
the interviewers’ obsessive questions about the thymus tissue were designed 
to prompt conversation about value and profit about harvesting later-term 
remains. While clinic staff acknowledged that they could find thymus tissue, 
none reacted with excitement or mentioned potential profitability.

However, these medical directors, research directors, and clinicians appear 
to admit without compunction the financial benefits that would accrue if 
Planned Parenthood chapters could openly provide fetal tissue for a fee. 
For example, Planned Parenthood Federation of America’s senior director 
of medical services, Deborah Nucatola, describes over lunch how Planned 
Parenthood sells the body parts of aborted fetuses and admits that late-term 
abortions provide more intact pieces.

At the national conference, doctors discuss relationships they have with 
the procurement company Advanced Bioscience Resources (ABR); images of 
ABR’s and StemExpress’s “fees for service” menu appear in the video. Samples 
from fetuses of sixteen weeks or longer gestation command a higher fee. Some 
Planned Parenthood officials and doctors discuss how they alter their surgi-
cal methods in order to preserve the intactness of such fetuses. Those meth-
ods include a two-day dilation process to expand the cervical opening before 
the procedure, and turning fetuses into breech (feet-first) position so that the 
head emerges last, at the largest point of dilation.

As the New York Times explained, there is nothing illegal about either 
these activities or donating tissue, with patient consent, to medical research-
ers. Investigations upheld Planned Parenthood’s claims that any fees charged 
were to cover only the costs of securing, storing, and transporting tissue, and 
that, in fact, Planned Parenthood likely took losses in these exchanges.28 At 
the same time, interviewees carelessly implied that they were interested in 
making a profit. Nucatola explains that chapters just “want to break even” in 
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tissue donation, but “if they can do a little better than break even and do so in 
a way that is reasonable,” she would be happy. In an office setting, the director 
of research for Planned Parenthood Gulf Coast describes fetal parts as “all just 
a matter of line items.”

Elsewhere in the footage, Dr. Mary Gatter, president of Planned Parent-
hood’s Medical Directors Council haggles with the fake procurement agents 
and jokes about the potential profitability of fetal tissue sales, saying, “I want 
a Lamborghini.” What is likely an attempt at humor can be interpreted as an 
admission of mercenary motives. Another clinician discusses the “need to get 
our stories straight,” warning against selling fetal tissue in an “anti” (abor-
tion) state: “We don’t want to get called on selling fetal parts across states.” 
In response to a proposal to purchase from the fake research company (the 
interviewers), a worker says, “We need to see what we can get out of it.”

The national director of the Consortium of Abortion Providers for PPFA 
engages in a long conversation at the convention with a local provider who 
wants to openly receive fees for supplying fetal tissue because, in her view, 
they are doing a service for which they should be paid. She is frustrated with 
the prohibitions of the law. After urging the provider to be careful because of 
the possibility of negative publicity backlash, the director states, “I think it’s 
a great idea, but do it right.” Several national and local officials discuss why 
there is and will be no national policy regarding fees for fetal tissue because 
of the need for plausible denial of accountability.

Melissa Farrell, medical director at the Gulf Coast chapter, discusses the 
provision of fetal tissue as a “diversification of [Planned Parenthood’s] revenue 
stream with intact fetal cadavers as ‘line items.’” She discusses how clinicians 
can retrieve an intact brain from a second-trimester fetus if they “get creative.” 
Another doctor calls Planned Parenthood “a volume institution” and states 
that there are no clear regulations of the process of tissue donation and remu-
neration. She warns against making donations public: “Imagine the New York 
Times headlines. The headlines would be a disaster.” She admits that “saying 
it’s used for research gives us cover.”

In fact, however, the New York Times reported the ways in which this 
footage was selectively edited to make the providers’ comments seem as self-
incriminating as possible. Even so, it is incredible that the clinicians and direc-
tors interviewed would be so naïve and forthcoming, not to mention that they 
would harbor such attitudes in the first place. In addition to appearing to be 
profit hungry and oblivious to the law, they are framed so as to seem as callous 
about abortion as possible.

To establish this frame, the videos construct a powerfully effective narra-
tive that tells a story of the provider as profiteer. This characterization of clinic 
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personnel becomes mythic in nature as additional footage is organized to turn 
providers into monstrous figures.

Provider as Monster

Deepening potential viewer discomfort, video footage shot inside the clinic 
shows nurses and doctors fishing through trays of fetal remains to show the 
investigators different kinds of tissue: lungs, other organs, and yes, that tiny 
leg. More than establishing a black market in baby parts, the images and inter-
views frame providers as casual and callous about what appear to be parts of 
babies, the remains of abortion procedures. One explains how “less crunchy” 
extraction methods are helpful in getting whole specimens. Another explains 
how arranging for a breech (feet-first) presentation helps the head to “come 
out whole” because “the big head can’t come out unless there’s significant dila-
tion.” When dealing with a later-term fetus, “Usually you can see the whole 
brain come out.” A doctor discusses the “induction of fetal demise” at twenty-
one weeks. Nucatola explains these processes while enjoying a salad and a 
glass of wine.

O’Donnell describes how difficult it was to secure tissue from a particular 
doctor who performed abortions “viciously fast.” She describes StemExpress 
employees coldly pressuring patients in distress—“girls throwing up”—to give 
their consent for donation. Interspersing these segments of interview is a sig-
nificant framing technique. Right after O’Donnell states, “I’m not going to tell 
a girl to kill a baby just so I can get money,” the scene cuts to the Nucatola 
interview in which she is describing how she tailored cases to tissue procure-
ment needs: “For example, I had eight cases yesterday, and I knew exactly 
what we needed,” which were cases of seventeen-weeks’ gestation or above. “I 
knew which cases were more likely to give what was needed.”

A particularly disturbing scene is from the interview with O’Donnell, 
who describes being asked to manually cut through a fetus’s face to reveal 
the brain. (We do not see the act performed, nor is there any corroborat-
ing evidence that such an event occurred.) At another point, clinicians laugh 
about “sending baby heads in the mail.” But most powerful in establishing the 
provider-as-monster frame are the images: nurses digging in bags of mush 
or raking through trays to find particular parts to show the interviewers as if 
it’s all just in a day’s work. Of course, it is part of the day’s work, and sections 
left on the editing room floor might have contained context, for example, that 
aborting a twenty-one-week-old fetus would be done only under the most dire 
and necessary circumstances, or that dark humor is common in such settings. 
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However, the conversations and images are unfortunately, as framed, damn-
ing. The doctors, nurses, and directors appear monstrously callous.

Readers will recall that a mythic narrative is one that pits value systems 
against each other in a grand tale of good versus evil. When the providers 
are framed as monsters, the narrative about their activities becomes mythic, 
establishing a claim at the stasis of value that would have been effectively 
countered by a parallel value claim representing antiabortion activists as vil-
lains. The abortion videos cast a mythic narrative of good versus evil and life 
versus death in rendering providers as monstrous opportunists.

Fetus as Child

Both of the frames described above depend on the most important and power-
ful frame of all: the fetus as child. This frame has affective appeal at its founda-
tion. The fact that this frame is a longtime staple of antiabortion discourse does 
not inure the viewer against the graphic images in the footage, designed to pro-
voke pity, grief, and disgust. The series features images of technicians handling 
trays of fetal remains and identifying parts: feet, neural tissue, legs, eyeballs, all 
backlit in clear glass trays (which O’Donnell calls “pie pans”) on the counter.

The fourth and fifth episodes, only pieces of which were used in the 
“Human Capital” series, center their attention on pathology lab footage. In 
episode 4, the CMP interviewers, posing as procurement specialists, ask a 
group of doctors and nurses if they can see what was collected that day: “I 
just want to see one leg.” Although reluctant, a nurse does pull out some tis-
sue from a twelve-week fetus: “Here’s a heart. Here’s a foot.” The doctor calls 
the fetus “war-torn.” The technician fishes out a leg. In episode 5 (in footage 
not included in “Human Capital”), practitioners offer up a later-term case, 
what they call a “fresh specimen,” declaring, “It’s another boy!” The gendering 
of the remains encourages viewers to see the fetus as a fully formed child, as 
the phrase “It’s a boy!” would generally only be uttered upon the delivery of a 
live infant. Staff members then proceed to identify pieces as lungs, intestines, 
placenta, leg, arm, and hand.

One particularly controversial moment does show what is meant to be 
an intact, late-term fetus, which appears in the first episode. It turns out that, 
on close examination, this image is not from the clinic in the video but has 
rather been imported from elsewhere, the Grantham Collection for Bioethical 
Reform. Another image of a stillborn child cradled in his father’s hands was 
also imported opportunistically. These substitutions are the clearest instance 
of manipulation in the videos. This is a long-standing strategy of antiabor-
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tion discourse: to substitute all late-term fetal images for what is surely a wide 
range of fetal development—from the unformed in early weeks to the later-
term remains. Celeste Condit describes this maneuver as metonymic—sub-
stitution of one dimension for the entirety of a complex phenomenon.29 The 
strategy is key to establishing the frame, fetus as child. It is not explained that 
any late-term abortions were performed under severe circumstances (risk to 
life and health of the mother, severe deformity, unviability) and as the result of 
hard choices. This choice of image plus the focus on identifiable, if tiny, ana-
tomical parts frames the aborted fetuses as well-developed baby-like entities. 
Such viewers as Carly Fiorina, primed to respond emotionally to the killing 
of “innocent life,” become deeply invested in the broader narratives that the 
videos construct.

FACT-CHECKERS’ RESPONSES

Ignoring the power and complexity of the rhetorical work of the videos, fact-
checkers investigated the videos and their claims and concluded that Planned 
Parenthood did not profit and did not break any laws. Therefore, the videos’ 
claims were declared to be “false.” Abortion rights organizations claimed vic-
tory and filed a lawsuit against Daleiden and his organization, which resulted 
in indictments. However, the fact-checkers failed to respond to the questions 
of value raised in the video. Even at the staseis of conjecture and definition 
their response was off the mark: “We are not selling baby parts.” However, 
regardless of profit or legality, the clinics are performing abortions and sup-
plying fetal parts to researchers. Factcheck.org focused even more microscopi-
cally on whether the $30 to $100 fee Nucatola mentions as the cost per sample 
would constitute a profit for Planned Parenthood. (The answer is no.)30 It goes 
into detail on the content of a 1993 law that delimits the conditions for legally 
supplying fetal parts for a fee and describes how it is legal if fees do not exceed 
procedural costs and do not result in a profit for the supplier.

The realistic imagery of the documentary, however, encourages viewers to 
consider fetuses as babies and abortion as gruesome and murderous. Whether 
Planned Parenthood engaged in the altruistic donation of tissue for medical 
treatments and research or sold baby parts for profit is almost beside the point.

As the Atlantic pointed out,

Even if there’s nothing illegal, it’s easy to see how the video is a coup for 
the anti-abortion movement. The pro-choice and pro-life movements tend 
to talk about abortion in very different terms. Those who support abortion 
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couch their argument in terms of women’s bodily autonomy, or in terms 
of a right to privacy. Abortion opponents sometimes use similar rights 
language, speaking of the rights of the unborn. Yet they also often use 
graphic images of aborted fetuses, for example, to highlight the visceral 
reality of abortion. There’s some debate about this practice among pro-
life campaigners, but pro-choice activists acknowledge that abortion isn’t 
pretty and that there’s an easy disgust factor to it. (There’s a reason that 
although a majority of Americans favor legal abortion, a plurality also say 
it’s morally wrong.)31

The insight that advocates and opponents of abortion “tend to talk about abor-
tion in very different terms” points directly to the failure of the pro-choice 
community to address the question at the same stasis at which their oppo-
nents are operating.

Rhetorical scholar Celeste Condit, along with a number of other critics, 
has established the weakness of the abortion rights argument: It is abstract 
and legalistic. It does not have recourse to powerful, visceral images. Its only 
main narrative is the story of women seeking illegal and unsafe abortions in 
which images of adult women make them appear to be victims only of their 
own choices. A fetus rendered as a baby can only be read as an innocent vic-
tim—of the woman, doctor, and procedure. Abortion isn’t pretty. Neither is 
childbirth or war.

But abortion advocates ignored the power of the image and responded 
abstractly and legally, claiming that the videos did not achieve their goal, 
which, ostensibly, was to discover a black market in fetal body parts. How-
ever, as the Atlantic noted, the videos achieved a different goal: to cultivate 
public disgust about the abortion procedure and distrust of abortion providers 
as uncaring and callous.

An article in the New York Times noted,

Abortion opponents hope the videos will provoke people to consider the 
humanity of the unborn, much like discussing ultrasounds can—albeit in a 
much more jarring and graphic way. Ms. Conway, the Republican pollster, 
calls this a “shock the conscience, warm the heart” approach.32

This coverage points to the frames at work in the videos. They frame the 
unborn as persons, they frame abortion as an issue of emotional response 
rather than political reason, and they frame abortion providers as heartless 
murderers. The entire project occurs within a “scandal” frame that defines the 
activities of Planned Parenthood as shocking and morally questionable.
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Moreover, the videos strategically cultivate the emotion of viewers, 
embodying the act of witnessing wrongdoing, showing the remains as specta-
cle, telling a narrative of, if not corruption, callousness. All of these strategies 
work to discredit abortion advocates and weaken public resolve on the ques-
tion of a woman’s right to choose. Although the Washington Post argued that 
the videos would likely have no impact on the stable public U.S. consensus 
that abortion should be legal in some circumstances,33 it failed to note the suc-
cessful, progressive implementation of restrictive antiabortion laws in numer-
ous states, which have resulted in the closing of large numbers of clinics. The 
efforts of the political action committee American Legislative Exchange Coun-
cil (ALEC) have generated widespread but unscientific concern over fetal pain 
and viability.34 A report by Emily Crockett notes that the rate of attacks on 
abortion providers increased after the videos’ release.35

ALTERNATIVE FRAMING STRATEGIES

In this context, what might a fitting response to the CMP videos have been? 
I have suggested that the technocratic and legalistic crowing of the abortion 
rights leaders is feeble in response to the frames operating in the videos. The 
response operates at the wrong stasis, conjecture rather than quality; it fails 
to engage the story and images of abortion opponents. It does not address 
the scandal frame set up by Daleiden. It does not work to reframe abortion 
and the work of its providers in the historical context of women’s liberation 
from the reproductive role, a freedom women seek whether or not abortion 
is legal. The rhetoric of abortion providers also avoids the higher-level ques-
tion of women’s rights to control their reproduction, a question that could 
frame a response in a way designed to understand the broader truths evoked 
by the scandal.

We can envision a better response. Imagine pro-choice organizations 
responding immediately with another video, set in a provocative scandal frame 
that exposes Daleiden and his outfit, but also and more importantly counters 
the antiabortion videos at the stasis of quality by interviewing women who 
have undergone the procedure and their reasons for doing so. To counter pro-
vider-as-profiteer and provider-as-monster frames, the videographers could 
interview staff about the conditions of their work that could make performing 
abortions routine and the disposal of remains a necessary activity. Workers 
could describe their fear of being picketed, harassed, or worse because of the 
necessary work they do. They could explain the miserable contexts of later-
term abortions, only rarely entered into by choice, and the small consolation 
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of contributing tissue for research. The frame of fetal personhood is the most 
crucial to confront. Instead of late-term fetuses, the central images of persons 
in the pro-choice response would be of women. Music and sound could be 
used to draw out emotions in sympathy with the women and appreciation of 
the staff as not heartless murderers, but as heroes. Thus the response would 
embrace affect, embodiment, myth, and narrative to meet the CMP’s “person-
hood” frame with an alternative definition of personhood and an emphasis on 
the humanity of providers and patients.

An additional dimension would reframe the provision of fetal tissue as 
miraculous and lifesaving rather than as a commodity. Footage could feature 
recipients of donations and researchers discussing the necessity of fetal tissues 
to medical progress and patient life. Women who had an abortion could dis-
cuss how good they feel about making this kind of contribution. Such mis- or 
rekeying would, unlike fact-checking, pull back to expose more of the context 
and scene of abortion, the patients and practitioners of it, and the supplying 
of fetal tissue for research.

To some critics, this effort might seem naïve, mawkish, and manipulative. 
There may be other modalities, for example using irony and parody so as to 
sabotage and disrupt rather than rekey the videos’ frames. Burke would advo-
cate such creative deconstruction through incongruity.36 In Goffman’s terms, it 
would be more radical to “disorganize the world,” that is, to render dominant 
worldviews unstable, rather than to respond measure by measure to how the 
frames are already working.37

However, a deconstructive response might run the risks of mocking or 
marginalizing a point of view and narrative frame shared by hundreds of 
thousands of U.S. residents; it is likely only to appeal to those looking to deni-
grate the Right. In addition, it is risky because, as a great deal of research has 
shown, many audiences have trouble telling satire from earnest representa-
tion—not because they are stupid, but because frames that seem absurd to 
one group can make sense to another. I am an advocate of critical disruption; 
invention, however, requires a less elitist and more strategic approach.

It was difficult for me to examine these videos from my perspective as a 
longtime (and ongoing) supporter of abortion rights. One of my arguments in 
this book is that progressives and the Left should adopt a standpoint of greater 
humility when engaging conservative discourses, to recognize the strength of 
their strategies and to criticize our own defensive habits of response. The rush 
to fact-checking is a comfort when we do not want to engage our opponents 
on matters of value and substance, when we do not want to risk the security 
of our own points of view. In the political arena, patience and generosity are 
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not always the appropriate moves, but in scholarship and criticism we can and 
should take the risk of engagement.

CONCLUSION: FRAME-CHECKING AS PERSPECTIVE  
AND METHOD

In the introduction to this book, I discussed the problem of power in the con-
stitution of what counts as truth in our society. As rhetorician Ronald Walter 
Greene has noted, governance today is less about deception than it is about 
having control over what is “in the true.”38 In other words, to control the rhe-
torical framing of belief is to control “realization,” the capacity to determine 
what appears in a given situation as truth. This framing process will always 
trump simple debunking efforts.

At the same time, I am arguing in this book that we cannot do without 
accountability standards completely. Rhetorical theorists have long concerned 
themselves with the relationship between rhetoric, or the strategic craft of 
public, symbolic influence widely understood, and knowledge. Robert L. Scott 
notably announced that “rhetoric is epistemic,” by which he meant that the 
rhetorical enterprise, understanding the transmission of knowledge, always 
involves interpretation and strategy (and hence, is not a matter of simple 
transmission).39 Falling short of Greene’s claim that what we consider to be 
truth can only be what is “in the true,” Scott’s position resonates with my 
project of understanding how divergent social groups’ knowledge becomes, 
through rhetorical practice, common sense.

Without the capacity to assess some fidelity between what is in the true 
and what people struggling to present their truths experience, critique is 
impossible. However, acknowledging the contingency, complexity, and neces-
sary mediation of belief does not necessitate refraining from evaluation of the 
truth claims of competing interests in society. My analysis of fact-checking 
controversies demonstrates how frame-checking is an alternative method of 
capturing how contending truth claims may be taken on at various staseis 
from conjecture through policy, with especial emphasis on quality or value. 
Goffman advocates the method of “re-keying” or shifting the register of analy-
sis of an interaction or controversy. The stasis system is one tool for critical 
“re-keying.”

In addition, I have argued that we may recognize the rhetorical strategies 
of such conservative discourses as antiabortion videos—narrative and imagis-
tic realism, affective appeal, embodiment, and spectacle—without condemn-
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ing them and thereby limiting ourselves to nitpicking and debunking. This 
awareness then leads to the possibility of rethinking invention—the crafting of 
persuasive frames for alternative truths more faithful to women’s experience 
(as well as those of other oppressed groups) that can meet the discourse of 
quality on one side with a careful rhetoric of quality on the other.

Fact-checking is a process that denies its own rhetoricity. That is to say, 
the practice itself is a rhetorical frame. Its practitioners believe that most 
falsehoods are of the first, most simple type, and that in correcting errors 
they are providing the public with “correct” facts. This assumption and the 
public’s acceptance of it are profoundly ideological: The implicit claims are 
that redressing power imbalance is a matter of fact-finding and that watch-
dog journalism can hold politicians accountable by comparing their claims 
to discernible facts. However, the investigation of facts rarely moves toward 
awareness of how knowledge functions in the service of power or how the 
bigger issue might be a lack of imagination with regard to what can be known 
and done. The fact of fact-checking actually prevents the expansion of critical 
thinking by implying there is nothing beyond “just the facts.” Fact-checking 
is palliative, on Elster’s terms. It is comforting to think that there are mean-
ingful checks on the truthfulness of politicians. In this way, fact-checking is 
itself an example of ideological control. It is well intentioned, but in a very 
real sense, it lies.

I have argued that fact-checking is an ideological distraction that prevents 
ordinary people from assessing the claims that guide perception and action—
from understanding “truth” as something more complex than “facts.” To say 
that fact-checking “lies” is to note how it operates as a set of claims not in the 
interests of ordinary people trying to interpret and explain the world. For this 
reason, I give fact-checking a “Pants on Fire!”
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Framing Whistleblowers—Secret 
Agents and Queer Failure

75

A 2013 news story from National Public Radio (NPR) attempted to make 
sense of U.S. Army whistleblower Chelsea (formerly Bradley) Manning and 
her release of more than 700,000 classified documents to WikiLeaks: “Bradley 
Manning Had Long Been Plagued by Mental Health Issues.”1 The NPR story 
relies on biographer Steve Fishman’s 2011 essay, “Bradley Manning’s Army of 
One.”2 The story begins with host/anchor Melissa Block asking Fishman to 
provide background to the Manning case. Fishman responds,

He grew up, in many ways, on his own: child of a divorced family, kind of 
kicked out of one home, departed another, then kicked out a second time 
from the first home, a kid who lived in his car, lonely. He was a gay man who 
had trouble growing up in Oklahoma being accepted, and then really a series 
of events leading to the Army where he didn’t find a home either. He’s 5’2” 
tall, 105 pounds, and wasn’t really ever accepted by the warrior contingent 
he found himself among.

In just a few sentences, this statement frames Manning as a troubled, queer, 
feminine person whose personal difficulties, not moral outrage or political 
goals, motivated her disclosures. She is depicted as an outsider to masculine 
military culture and traditional familial norms. While NPR and many other 
media outlets leveraged this frame in their coverage, they do not condemn 



outright Manning’s actions. The “troubled queer” frame, to the contrary, 
seems to exonerate her from prosecution, at least symbolically. Being posi-
tioned as a queer whistleblower discredits her actions while excusing them, 
but in terms that further invalidate Manning and her voice.

In contrast, Edward Snowden, who, in 2013, released thousands of docu-
ments exposing the National Security Agency for its widespread bulk collec-
tion of the private communications of U.S. citizens and those abroad, was 
treated more seriously, although he continues to live in exile to escape pros-
ecution. His leaks provoked a public domestic and international outcry, and 
his story became one of international intrigue and heroism.

Both agents sought to disclose disturbing truths about the power and 
actions of the U.S. state; they were both motivated to speak truth to power. 
However, they met with entirely different consequences. What explains these 
differences in treatment and outcome?

One part of the answer lies in how each character was mediated and moti-
vated by strategies among the “big five,” especially those of narrative, myth, 
affect, and embodiment. While Snowden’s story is cast in the mythic narra-
tive of the masculine agent, Manning’s queer body denies her access to those 
dominant and accrediting frames. The mobilization of affect on her behalf 
was double-edged: The more she became a pitiable prisoner of the state and 
oppressive gender roles, the less agentive she appeared to be.

In addition, I argue that differences in journalistic mediation and fram-
ing were key to determining Snowden’s success and Manning’s failure. 
Manning more or less dumped her hundreds of thousands of facts with 
WikiLeaks without making meaning or order of them (without directly 
engaging the “big five”), whereas Snowden sought the mediation of report-
ers Glenn Greenwald and Laura Poitras, who revealed the information about 
NSA leaks to a mass audience after a process of interpretation and framing 
of the facts that Snowden brought to the table. Edward Snowden was cast 
in the role of a mythic hero against the tyrannical state, while Manning did 
not have recourse to a narrative in which she could enact this masculine 
agentive role.

Moreover, in Manning’s case, the truths about the U.S. war in Afghani-
stan emerged alongside her personal disclosure of a shifting gender identity. 
As Bradley Manning became Chelsea Manning, personal and political disclo-
sures became intermixed. Without the adequate provision of political mean-
ing frames for the released documents, her evolving gender identity became 
their frame; in other words, the act of whistleblowing was framed as a func-
tion of queer disorder. The troubled embodiment of gender scripts posed a 
rhetorical problem for Chelsea Manning.
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Paradoxically, that frame did not make an exculpatory difference when it 
came to trial and sentencing. President Obama commuted Chelsea Manning’s 
sentence and thankfully, after seven years, she is free. However, the time she 
served in prison was torturous, and even foreshortened, it was unprecedented 
for a whistleblower. Snowden’s character, on the other hand, was cast as that 
of a smart, professional, white, heterosexual man (with a girlfriend! as cover-
age obsessively reminded us), deploying what I have come to call the “straight, 
normal, middle-class white guy” frame. Greenwald and his colleagues also 
depicted Snowden as a savvy secret agent pitted against an overweening sur-
veillance state, unjustly sentenced to exile. The difference in framing is ideo-
logical and points to the price of successful mediation: complicity with broader 
norms of intelligibility regarding race, class, gender, and sexuality. The price of 
refusing (or being unable) to fit those categories is unsuccessful mediation and 
its consequences: oppression, stigmatization, and incarceration.

I proceed in this chapter by drawing out the key frames that capture the 
differences between the mediation of the disclosures of these two figures. 
First, the framing of Manning and Snowden differentially exhibit a “public/
private” frame, in which Manning’s queerness dislocated the political import 
of her revelations into the realm of personal experience. For Snowden, in con-
trast, the revelation of details about his private life affirmed his credibility as 
an agent speaking truth to power, thus locating the conversation about NSA 
spying in a political rather than personal domain. While Snowden discussed 
his worry that attention on himself as a person would distract from the impact 
of the news about NSA spying, the dramatic coverage of his life on the run, 
chronicled in a book by Glenn Greenwald, drew in readers and provoked 
engagement with the political matters at hand.

Second, the coverage of these figures and their tribulations diverge in an 
agent/victim frame. Whereas Snowden is represented as a spy-like fugitive 
dodging capture to reveal U.S. violations of citizens’ civil rights, Manning 
is consistently portrayed, even in coverage favorable to her, as a victim of 
her upbringing and merciless captors. A frame related to the agent/victim 
pairing is that of the criminal/traitor. Although both terms connote wrong-
doing, descriptions of Snowden as a traitor enabled a defense of him as a 
patriot. When Manning is painted as a criminal, the opposite term is innocent, 
which does not carry the agentive meaning of patriot. While one can defend 
Snowden as a fugitive hero, Manning is trapped in a frame that renders her 
vulnerable in any case: either as someone rightly facing punishment or as 
someone victimized by the military court and her jailers.

The agent/victim frame is also closely connected to the hero/traitor frame, 
in which Snowden is cast, as in most coverage, as a hero, whereas Manning was 
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successfully prosecuted as a traitor to both the state and to gender norms. As I 
noted above, a divergently gendered framing of Manning and Snowden con-
tributed to their reception. In contrast to the careful construction of Snowden 
as a “straight, normal white guy” across news coverage of his exploits, Man-
ning’s queerness is figured in coverage as always having tainted her childhood. 
Queerness is an essence in this narrative, one that taints her revelations and 
renders them as personally motivated. In addition, the emergence of a new 
gender identity for Chelsea Manning occurs alongside the disclosures of U.S. 
wrongdoing in the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.

The queerness “sticks” to the political revelations, impairing their credibil-
ity with audiences ignorant of or closed off to the experience of transgender 
persons. The image of Manning as distorted implies that her knowledge and 
motives are also warped. These differences in coverage reveal the operation of 
a “queer/normal” frame. I turn now to a discussion of my selection of texts for 
analysis before detailing the framing work done by them.

NEWS NARRATIVES AND MEDIA FRAMING

I base my argument here on the analysis of books, films, and articles that have 
a biographical dimension; in other words, beyond relaying basic information, 
they tell a story about the sources of that information: Manning and Snowden. 
In addition to book-length biographies and documentary and fictionalized 
dramatic films featuring each whistleblower, I gathered relevant news arti-
cles by searching major newspapers for stories featuring narrative coverage 
in addition to a provision of basic information. My main sources are the New 
York Times, Washington Post, and Guardian. The Post and the Guardian are 
selected because they were the original outlets for Manning’s and Snowden’s 
revelations, respectively.

After gathering these stories, I examined them closely to discover frames 
operating in the narratives. As I have argued in other work, biographical nar-
ratives invite reader identification with protagonists whose lives resonate with 
readers and viewers. Biographical narratives are also profoundly ideological 
insofar as they feature characters whose fate is governed by dominant values.3 
When Manning is convicted and imprisoned, her queerness is associated with 
criminality and punishment. When Snowden hides out in a Hong Kong hotel 
room to share his knowledge with reporters, his revelations are characterized 
as clandestine truths shared under conditions of duress and danger. Thus, 
frames do not only make meaning of information; they also serve as forms of 
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social and political discipline, reinforcing dominant ideas about war, national 
security, and masculinity.

The book-length works that narrate Manning’s experiences include The 
United States vs. Pvt. Chelsea Manning, a graphic (cartoon) telling of the 
courtroom proceedings during which Manning was convicted, by Clark 
Stoeckley; The Passion of Bradley Manning: The Story Behind the Wikileaks 
Whistleblower, by Chase Madar; Private: Bradley Manning, WikiLeaks, and 
the Biggest Exposure of Official Secrets in American History, by Denver Nicks; 
and Truth and Consequences: The U. S. vs. Private Manning, by Kevin Gosz-
tola. In addition to the books, the Manning story appeared in documentary 
form twice on PBS’s Nightline: “The Private Life of Bradley Manning” and 
“Wikisecrets” (both in 2011).

Snowden’s efforts have garnered wider circulation in the book No Place 
to Hide: Edward Snowden, the NSA, and the U. S. Surveillance State, by Glenn 
Greenwald (2014); The Snowden Operation: Inside the West’s Greatest Intelli-
gence Disaster, by Edward Lucas (2014); The Snowden Files, by Luke Harding 
(2014), who, like Glenn Greenwald, writes for the Guardian; and Dark Mirror: 
Snowden and the American Surveillance State, by Barton Gellman (forthcom-
ing in 2017). In addition, there is a Snowden reader containing a “Complete, 
Concise Guide” to Edward Snowden; Snowden, by Ted Rall (2015); and a book 
by Snowden himself, Everything You Know about the Constitution Is Wrong 
(2013). In addition, the documentary film by Laura Poitras, Citizenfour, and 
the dramatized feature film Snowden, by Oliver Stone (2016), (which bears the 
subtitle The Only Safe Place Is on the Run) circulated Snowden’s story widely 
with mass audiences.4

The titles suggest the differences in framing that I will unpack below. The 
Passion of Bradley Manning both ties his persona to that of a Christlike martyr 
and invokes the erotic resonance of the word passion, signaling an emphasis 
on Manning’s gender identity and sexual orientation. To call another book 
Private likewise locates Manning’s story in private rather than political life, 
with the pun on her former Army rank. The books and films about Snowden, 
in contrast, feature a political emphasis on the U.S. surveillance state, intel-
ligence, and the Constitution. The narratives feature Snowden “on the run.” 
The blurb for the book Snowden reads, “Snowden is a portrait of a brave young 
man standing up to the most powerful government in the world.”

In addition to books and movies, I gathered and examined the framing 
strategies of hundreds of news articles largely from the Guardian, but also 
from the Washington Post and the New York Times, focusing on stories that 
included a narrative about the characters of Snowden and Manning.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF MEDIATION AND  
MEDIA(TION) FRAMES

Readers will recall the particular definition of mediation I laid out in the 
introduction to this book: Mediation does not only refer to the technologies 
of mass mediation of information. It refers to any process of interpretation 
or alteration that happens between some baseline knowledge and its public 
uptake. For example, when a teacher, community organizer, expert, friend, 
family member, or reporter interprets or explains some feature of reality—a 
scientific observation, personal experience, the workings of a machine, and 
so on—she is engaged in the process of mediation. In a society dominated by 
commercial mass media and social media, this process often cultivates nor-
mative and oppressive ideas. However, the importance of naming mediation 
as a more general process is that no idea, image, or “fact” can be transmitted 
unchanged through media technology to audiences. The mere existence of the 
technology is not what makes mediation important. It is the interpretive work 
of human beings that does the mediating of experience so that it can become 
understood in common sense.

Thus, when Todd Gitlin in his important work The Whole World Is Watch-
ing defines media frames, he is not talking about the fact that we receive infor-
mation about movements for social change from technologies like television, 
film, radio, and now computer-based media. A media frame is a set of prin-
ciples of selection, omission, and emphasis that shape an audience’s perception 
of events. Reporters, Gitlin observed, engage in such habits as covering over 
protesters’ own voices with their own in voice-over, undercounting partici-
pants in public demonstrations, focusing on the most extreme or discreditable 
representatives of any group or movement, and so on.5 But it is not the media 
technologies (of television, magazine, or newspaper) that are making those 
choices. The people describing events are making the rhetorical or persuasive 
choices that end up shaping audience perception, whether they are conscious 
of this process or not. Knowledge and experience cannot be transmitted from 
one setting or one person’s experience to another’s without this process of 
mediation, in which someone is making choices about what to emphasize, 
include, or omit.

For this reason, I would rather call what Gitlin names “media frames,” 
“mediation frames,” to emphasize the rhetorical agency that intervenes 
between raw experience and the meanings we attribute to it. With regard to 
Snowden and Manning, how reporters and filmmakers made decisions to 
emphasize either the public or the private dimensions of their contributions, 
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their status either as agents or as victims, and their traits as either “normal” 
or “queer” made a great deal of difference in how their “facts” were received.

Reporters often commented on their own processes of mediation in the 
context of debates and conflicts over which news outlet did a responsible 
job of covering the leaks. For example, a Guardian headline noted, “Edward 
Snowden’s Leaks Cause Editorial Split at the Washington Post.”6 The Post’s 
editorial board wanted to constrain the release of information in case it might 
harm intelligence operations vital to U.S. interests. In another example, all of 
the books about Snowden’s exploits focus heavily on the drama of his contact-
ing Guardian reporter Glenn Greenwald and documentary filmmaker Laura 
Poitras with obsessive detail about secret meetings, the sharing of encryption 
software, and the rules of engagement. Snowden and the reporters negotiated 
over when, how, and what kind of information would be published.7 Green-
wald, in both articles and in his book about the experience, often criticizes 
other outlets and editors for their lack of courage and failure to embrace the 
watchdog role of the press. Snowden said that he thought the mainstream 
media could not be trusted.8

Greenwald’s book-length account of the Snowden leaks, No Place to Hide, 
features a telling conversation in this regard. Greenwald notes that it was 
important for Snowden to publish the documents “journalistically,”

working with the media and writing articles that provided the context for 
the materials, rather than just publishing them in bulk. That approach, he 
believed, would provide more legal protection, and, more important, would 
allow the public to process the revelations in a more orderly and rational 
way. “If I wanted the documents just put on the Internet en masse, I could 
have done that myself,” he said. “I want you to make sure these stories are 
done, one by one, so that people can understand what they should know.”9

In an interview in Greenwald’s introductory article in the Guardian, Snowden 
said that “he admires both Ellsberg and Manning, but argues that there is 
one important distinction between himself and the army private.” The article 
quotes Snowden: “I carefully evaluated every single document I disclosed to 
ensure that each was legitimately in the public interest.” “He purposely chose, 
he said, to give the documents to journalists whose judgment he trusted about 
what should be public and what should remain concealed.”10

Snowden and others expressed criticism of Manning for releasing facts 
“en masse” without journalistic mediation that would help people understand 
“what they should know” to WikiLeaks. Snowden tweeted that WikiLeaks’s 
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“hostility to even modest curation” was misguided.11 Curation, here, is another 
word for mediation. However, Manning did attempt to get the attention of 
major news publishers but was not taken seriously. The reasons for that 
neglect will be addressed later in this chapter. Now I turn to an examination 
of how journalists mediated the information provided by Snowden, packaged 
alongside a narrative of his character and adventures that made the informa-
tion more compelling and credible.

FRAMING EDWARD SNOWDEN

Public and Private

Coverage of Edward Snowden throughout his disclosures and life on the run 
focuses on his public, political persona and his political actions. He is fre-
quently quoted as saying, “I don’t want this to be about me,” modestly deflect-
ing attention from his character. At the same time, he knows that for the sake 
of effective mediation, he must identify himself and become part of the story. 
In No Place to Hide, Snowden comments, “I want to spark a worldwide debate 
about privacy, Internet freedom, and the dangers of state surveillance.  .  .  . I 
want to identify myself as the person behind these disclosures. I believe I have 
an obligation to explain why I’m doing this and what I hope to achieve.”12 This 
contradiction appears elsewhere, indicating both sophistication with regard to 
the rhetoric of self-presentation and awareness of conventional media fram-
ing that makes news all about the personalities of individuals. For example, 
Greenwald notes in his book,

Snowden’s only fear about outing himself was that he would distract from 
the substance of his revelations. “I know the media personalizes everything, 
and the government will want to make me the story, to attack the messen-
ger,” he said. His plan was to identify himself early on, and then disappear 
from view to allow the focus to remain fixed on the NSA and its spying 
activities.13

Largely, mainstream coverage did not pry into Snowden’s private life or 
attempt to explain his actions as functions of a dysfunctional personal life. 
There is some attention paid to his girlfriend, a feature of the discourse that 
I will explain below, and his father, who visited him in Russia. He expressed 
concern that his family and friends could be targeted, saying in one interview, 
“My family does not know what is happening. . . . My primary fear is that they 
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will come after my family, my friends, my partner. Anyone I have a relation-
ship with. I’ll have to live with that for the rest of my life.”14 However, these 
revelations are few, as the majority of the news coverage focuses on the con-
tent of the leaks and the principle of the protection of privacy, both concerns 
in the public interest.15

A key moment in deliberations about whether to return to the United 
States was the question of whether Snowden would have recourse to a “public 
interest defense,” in which he could justify the release of confidential govern-
ment information during any legal proceeding.16 In addition to focusing on 
this question, coverage across the mainstream media noted Snowden’s pub-
lic role, as nominee for Glasgow University Rector17 and as Guardian person 
of the year.18 He won a human rights award in Sweden. He received numer-
ous offers of asylum from what Bolivia’s and other governments called “the 
empire,” and a movement developed in his defense. From exile, and amid 
ongoing calls for extradition, he has continued to comment on the politics of 
surveillance and related legislation in the United States and Europe. His rev-
elations sparked inquiry across the globe about the U.S. spying efforts. He was 
honored with both a bust in a Brooklyn park and a hologram.19

In 2016, alongside the release of Oliver Stone’s film Snowden, politicians 
including Bernie Sanders, whistleblowers including Daniel Ellsberg, celebri-
ties including Susan Sarandon, and activists leading the Black Lives Matter 
movement wrote publicly in support of his being pardoned, saying, “Edward 
Snowden did this country a great service. Let him come home.”20 Malkia Cyril, 
the executive director of the Center for Media Justice, explained the impact 
of Snowden’s revelations to the Black Lives Matter movement in terms of the 
constant state surveillance of black Americans and the role model for telling 
the truth.21 In all of these stories, Snowden’s personal life is out of sight as 
reporters and others focused on how his public acts have been consequential.

What little we do find out across the board about his personal life can be 
summed up as follows: A sickly child born in North Carolina whose parents 
eventually divorced, Snowden did not finish high school but instead com-
pleted his GED. He grew up mostly in the shadow of NSA headquarters in the 
DC-Maryland suburbs. He had an attractive girlfriend who was a pole dancer. 
After a failed attempt to enter the armed services, he then took up a number 
of increasingly high-level positions in the NSA and CIA, working undercover 
overseas and in the United States. As a contractor for the NSA in Hawaii, he 
began collecting documents exposing the extensive domestic and foreign U.S. 
surveillance apparatus. He disappeared to Hong Kong, where he met with 
Guardian journalists to deliver the documents and have them curated for the 
public. With the aid of the WikiLeaks organization, he fled Hong Kong, escap-
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ing extradition to the United States. Since then, he has been living in exile in 
Russia.22

On the whole, the Guardian carefully crafted a persona for Snowden as 
intriguing, enigmatic, and courageous. In this mythic narrative, these traits are 
connected without fail to his political motives and actions while giving read-
ers a personal hook into his story. Importantly, Snowden’s actions matched 
his persona insofar as his purpose, as framed, was to expose the unwarranted 
public encroachment into the private lives and communications of the U.S. 
people and foreign leaders. In other words, he is positioned as the protec-
tor of privacy and the denier of political access to his and others’ personal 
worlds—the ultimate heroic role of a public figure. In spy literature, heroes 
often appear without a backstory or stable personal life, which ironically 
makes them more compelling as objects of identification; casting Snowden in 
this role both backgrounded his personal life and made for an exciting narra-
tive with an identifiable hero. The narrative of international intrigue is closely 
tied to how Snowden is represented as a competent political agent.

Agent/Victim

In these narratives of intrigue, Snowden is continually active, “on the run,” 
“on the move,” busy with work on his computer, reading, or writing. Coverage 
frequently allows him to provide narrative for his actions in his own words, in 
the first person: “I did this; I did that.” Most importantly, he explains his deci-
sion to disclose NSA secrets and the actions he took as self-consciously and 
rationally motivated. As he and reporters tell it, he was completely in control 
of what was leaked, to whom it was leaked, and how and when news of his 
actions appeared in public.

Ted Rall’s graphic account Snowden lionizes the public contributions made 
by Snowden: “Thanks to a young man named Edward Snowden, we know that 
the U.S. government spent hundreds of billions of our tax dollars to build the 
most sophisticated, wide-ranging, and intrusive surveillance apparatus ever 
conceived . . . to watch us.”23 Later, Rall adds, “What Snowden saw at the CIA 
alarmed him. If Americans learned the truth, they’d protest. But they didn’t 
know.”24

Rall and others craft and amplify a persona for Snowden of leader and 
noble public servant: “Snowden thought, ‘Someone’s got to tell the truth.’”25 
“Disgusted, Snowden took matters into his own hands.”26 “We know these 
things because Edward Snowden told us.”27 “Snowden is unique: In an organi-
zation that selects for unthinking conformists, he searched for the truth and 
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followed it to an ideological awakening. Only Snowden could blow the whistle 
on the NSA.”28

With slightly more subtlety, Guardian accounts also underscore Snowden’s 
uniquely courageous leadership. The publication’s introduction to “Snowden: 
The Whistleblower Behind the NSA Leaks” stated, “Snowden will go down 
in history as one of America’s most consequential whistleblowers.”29 In the 
piece, Snowden comments, “You can’t wait around for someone else to act. 
I had been looking for leaders, but realized that leadership is about being 
the first to act.”30 Highlighting Snowden’s persona as courageous, the article 
quotes him as saying, “I’m not afraid because this is a choice I’ve made.” While 
Snowden may face persecution and prosecution, the emphasis is on his capac-
ity to choose—to have agency in determining his fate.

The clearest indicator of agency is when one’s actions are consequential. 
Although major reform of the U.S. surveillance apparatus has not occurred, 
widespread coverage highlighted the extent to which Snowden’s revelations 
did catalyze some reforms and generate widespread public unease. In the 
United States, a federal appeals court determined that the NSA bulk collection 
programs were illegal, and the collection authority expired in 2015.31 European, 
Asian, and Latin American leaders raised questions and criticisms after dis-
covering that the United States had used its bulk collections methods on their 
governments and populations. The intervention by reporters—their efforts 
at mediation—was active in selecting which pieces of news to report, which 
items to emphasize, and which details to leave in the background.

One piece of information troubling this agentive narrative, clearly, is that 
Snowden has been condemned to exile lest he face the kind of prosecution 
that put Manning in prison on a thirty-five-year sentence. Two framing strat-
egies counter this potential contradiction. The first is to report that Snowden 
is not languishing. For example, the Guardian reported in May 2016 on a con-
versation in which Snowden claimed, “I’m actually more fulfilled now, more 
connected now, and more effective now in my work.”32 The second counter-
vailing thematic note is the interpretation of exile as a piece of a dramatic 
narrative in which Snowden is an enigmatic but supremely competent spy.

Our Man in Moscow: The Most Wanted Man in the World

Ironically, reporters establishing the secret agent narrative frequently begin 
by telling readers how much Edward Snowden is not like a spy. The point 
of this framing, however, is to say, “You won’t believe it, but he’s a spy”—or 
enough like a spy to capture public imagination. Another irony in this char-
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acterization is that Snowden’s stated purpose is to discredit spying. For these 
reasons, coverage invoking the spy drama must also assuage any anxiety that 
Snowden is like the leaders of the agencies he indicts. For example, in one of 
the first articles introducing Snowden to the world, the Guardian’s editorial 
board writes,

Edward Snowden is a very modern spy—neither gun-blazingly dashing 
nor cat-strokingly sinister. He is young, tech-savvy, quietly articulate, and 
intensely interested in human rights. His work did not involve high speed 
car chases or elaborate gadgets, just a desk and a computer. Using these 
simple tools he could spy on anyone, anywhere. .  .  . He has stepped out of 
the shadows and revealed himself to be the source of the Guardian’s string 
of recent disclosures.33

He is, the article goes on to say, “the most wanted man in the world.”
With that mythic fanfare, readers are introduced to the shy, geeky kid 

who is able to take down the world’s most powerful security establishment. 
Dozens of times in the press, Snowden’s activities are called “exploits,” “tri-
als,” or a “saga,” which is another word for myth. Details selected for inclusion 
enhance a sense of drama. Snowden first contacted Greenwald using the code 
names “Verax” (truth) and “Cincinnatus,” after a conservative Roman states-
man who epitomized manliness and civic virtue.34 Greenwald and his team 
in both articles and in the book No Place to Hide tell readers that they met 
Snowden in a room in the hotel where there was nothing besides a bench and 
a large statue of an alligator. The detail is cinematic in its visual clarity and its 
very strangeness. Snowden would approach holding a Rubik’s Cube—simul-
taneously geeky and pretentious, with the added connotation of intelligence. 
They were to exchange passcodes before proceeding to a room where people’s 
phones were placed in the freezer and where Snowden used the computer only 
under a hood that prevented ostensible cameras from seeing his passwords. 
Snowden placed rolled towels under the door in case of eavesdroppers. Every-
body jumped and Snowden made a nervous joke when the fire alarm in the 
hotel went off unexpectedly.

For the sake of clarifying the importance of framing, I could rewrite the 
sequence like this: We met Ed in the hotel lobby. He was holding a Rubik’s 
Cube. That’s pretentious, I thought. We went up to his room, where he took 
precautions to avoid any efforts to listen in. It was annoying when that fire 
alarm went off.

Now, it is likely “true” that Snowden did plan the details like the alligator, 
the freezer, the hood, the passcode, and so on—which shows that he was effec-
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tive at self-framing. But writers and filmmakers have choices as to which details 
to include and emphasize. In this case, details that enhance drama and the 
sense that Snowden is special and especially significant are key to the frame.

Furthermore, additional details of this kind abound to catch readers up in 
the drama and repeatedly establish Snowden’s security credentials. Here are 
a few examples: “He was very concerned that we would be followed by local 
intelligence agents. Assuming he had some deep involvement with US spying 
agencies and knew what he was talking about, I deferred to his judgment.” 
“Snowden said that they should pick him up and bring him to a safe place. 
It was, he said, ‘time to enter the part of the plan where I ask the world for 
protection and justice. But I need to get out of the hotel without being recog-
nized. . . . I’m in the process of taking steps to change my appearance.’”35 This 
story builds suspense and involves readers in wondering whether he will pull 
off his escape. The narrative takes on mythic dimensions in casting Snowden 
as a heroic agent confronting a villainous state. Critics of Snowden had trouble 
in reversing the hero/villain poles of the argument despite attempts to per-
suade the public that Snowden was a traitor.

On the second day after the revelations broke, an article in the Guardian 
under Ewen MacAskill’s byline appeared: “Edward Snowden: NSA Whistle-
blower, Fugitive, Hero .  .  . Or Traitor?”36 The piece is full of passages like 
this one:

As he pulled a small black suitcase and carried a selection of laptop bags 
over his shoulders, no one would have paid much attention to Ed Snowden 
as he arrived at Hong Kong International Airport just over three weeks ago. 
But Snowden was not your average tourist or businessman. In all, he was 
carrying four computers which enabled him to gain access to some of the 
US government’s most highly-classified secrets. Today, just over three weeks 
later, he is the world’s most famous spy, whistleblower and fugitive, respon-
sible for the biggest intelligence breach in recent US history. . . . It is thought 
he is now in a safe house.

Here the pattern is apparent: He doesn’t look like a spy, but he is one, a fugi-
tive no less, staying in a “safe house,” a concept Americans would know about 
from the spy film genre, plugging Snowden’s story into the espionage frame 
more securely.

Describing events as a “saga” of a wanted fugitive who is seeking safety 
underground, even basic coverage explaining what had happened takes on 
a tone of hushed reverence and daring.37 An Associated Press article gives a 
blow-by-blow account of his movements in the urgent present tense:
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May 20: Edward Snowden, 29, arrives in Hong Kong, just after taking leave 
from his National Security Agency contracting firm Booz Allen Hamil-
ton. . . . June 9: Snowden, who claims to have worked at the National Security 
Agency and the CIA, allows himself to be identified as the source of disclo-
sures about the secret U.S. surveillance programs. . . . June 24: Snowden has a 
seat booked on an Aeroflot flight bound for Cuba, but is not seen on board.38

In the phrases Snowden “claims,” “allows himself,” and “is not seen,” he is an 
invisible agent who successfully disguises his identity and route. The pas-
sage, which is essentially a chronology, implies that there is duplicity at work: 
Snowden makes claims, which means we don’t know whether they are true; he 
allows himself to be named, but this act is remarkable; he makes double plans 
to confuse his would-be captors.

An article in the Christian Science Monitor sums it up neatly:

If the Edward Snowden saga didn’t feel enough like a spy flick yet, Senate 
Intelligence Committee Chairwoman Dianne Feinstein pushed it over the 
edge when she told CBS’s Face the Nation that “the chase is on.”

The author of this article quotes a professor of sociology: “The story is 
extremely Hollywood-esque. News is character driven. . . . Snowden is a very 
compelling character from a storytelling perspective.”39 Thus, not only does 
this author invoke the spy thriller narrative, he also comments self-reflexively 
on the fact that he—and everyone else—is doing so: “Snowden is a compelling 
character.” But the passage implies that it is Snowden himself who is compel-
ling. My argument is that regardless of whether he has any inherent compel-
ling qualities, it is the framing that makes it so.

Rall’s graphic-novel account similarly plays up the spy thriller motif. He 
doesn’t write that Snowden departed the hotel in a taxi. Instead, he writes, 
“He got into a taxi and vanished.”40 “During his stay in Kowloon he had been 
half-expecting a knock on the door at any moment—a raid in which he would 
be dragged away. He explained: ‘I could be rendered by the CIA. I could have 
people come after me—or any of their third-party partners.”41 

Luke Harding likewise ramps up the drama: “Now that Snowden’s identity 
was out, he had just become the most hunted man on the planet. The chase 
was already on.”42 And more:

The lawyers were soon sucked into Snowden’s cloak-and-dagger world. 
Albert Ho describes a rendezvous. He got into a car one night at an agreed 
spot and found Snowden inside, wearing a hat and sunglasses. Snowden 
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didn’t speak, the lawyer told the Washington Post. When they arrived at the 
home where Snowden was staying he whispered that everyone had to hide 
their phones in the refrigerator.”43

Later, the article proclaims, “Snowden had escaped the net and was en route 
to Moscow. The bastard had got away!”44

Critics of Snowden’s actions play right into this narrative frame. For 
example, detractor John Bolton argues that his actions had grave political 
implications, especially with regard to China, whose government, because of 
Snowden, could assume a stance of moral equivalence with the United States.45 
Bolton engages in the wishful thinking that Snowden’s sympathizers could 
not “control the story line” or the Snowden “legend” indefinitely. The irony 
is that his own account of how serious Snowden’s crimes were serves only to 
buttress the legend.

Lucas’s Snowden Operation likewise enforces the spy narrative by arguing 
that Snowden is tied to Russian interests. In the chapter “Our Man in Hawaii,” 
Lucas attempts to reveal how improbable Snowden’s story is:

After incomplete formal education, he enlisted in the US Army but left after 
a few months—having broken his legs in an accident, he says. After joining 
the NSA as a security guard, he moved to Geneva to work for the CIA there, 
under the cover of an attaché at the American mission to the UN. This is a 
remarkably successful trajectory. Nobody has yet explained whether he dis-
played previously hidden talents, had served somewhere else to good effect, 
or benefited from powerful sponsors.46

Elsewhere he adds,

Snowden’s life in Moscow is shrouded with secrecy. He has a job, but nobody 
knows where. Barring a brief, staged meeting with journalists and activists at 
the Moscow airport, he sees only his supporters. He has not given a proper 
press conference or opened himself up to any form of scrutiny. . . . Nobody 
knows where he lives. None of this inspires confidence in the idea that he is 
a free agent. It supports the theory that he is a Russian one.47

Bolton probably has not reflected on the fact that, in the context of a spy 
thriller, the more improbable a person’s credentials and capabilities are, the 
more credible they are. The legend of Snowden as “impossibly” successful does 
little to challenge the prevailing story; it only puts a reverse valence on it by 
evaluating the mystery man as a traitor rather than as a hero. Luke Hard-
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ing, although sympathetic to Snowden and his aims, writes, “It appeared the 
mystery interlocutor was an experienced spy. Perhaps one with a flair for the 
dramatic.”48

Greenwald eventually responds explicitly to the detractors’ claims, quot-
ing Snowden: “He predicted he would be portrayed not as a whistleblower 
but a spy. ‘I think they are going to say I have committed grave crimes, I have 
violated the Espionage Act. They are going to say I have aided our enemies in 
making them aware of these systems. But this argument can be made against 
anyone who reveals information that points out mass surveillance systems,’ 
he said.”49

A year later, Guardian reporters Alan Rusbridger and Ewen MacAskill (in 
an article actually called “I, Spy: He Doesn’t Drink, He’s Reading Dostoevsky, 
and, No, He Doesn’t Wear a Disguise”) ask him directly if he was a spy for 
Russia. Snowden says, “If you were running for office, you’d be in trouble.”50 
This wry nonanswer leaves the question hanging.

There is one moment of mediation in the popular media that challenges 
Snowden’s omnipotence. In an episode of the comedy show Last Week Tonight, 
host and comedian John Oliver conducts “person-on-the-street” interviews 
showing that many ordinary people had no idea who Edward Snowden was; 
those who had heard the name thought he had wrongly leaked dangerous 
information to WikiLeaks, confusing him with Manning. When Oliver shows 
this footage to Snowden, Snowden appears to be disappointed. The segment 
proceeds by exploring whether U.S. citizens would be more disturbed if they 
knew that the NSA could gather pictures of their genitalia, or “dick pics.” The 
people on the street universally express outrage that the government could see 
“their junk.” Snowden confirms that the government could collect citizens’ sex 
texts, but wryly comments that he hadn’t thought to frame the revelations in 
terms of dick pics.

Oliver’s segment affords two insights about mediation. The first is that 
the curation and publication of the leaked information in major news outlets 
could reach policy-making elites and other members of an intelligentsia class, 
but that humor, particularly satire, might offer another vehicle for translat-
ing complex information to a mass audience. Second, it is helpful to contex-
tualize information about the dangers of surveillance in concrete terms of 
citizens’ personal lives rather than principled abstractions about the defense 
of privacy.

However, most of the coverage of Snowden’s leaks and his process of dis-
closing them does not spoil the spy-agent narrative. In choosing to live in exile, 
Snowden appears as an intelligent and careful agent of his own destiny, in dis-
tinct contrast to the persona of Chelsea Manning, covered as a victim of torture 
and solitary imprisonment, a suicide risk, and a person needing to be saved.
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The victim persona, as Amanda Davis and I have argued previously, is 
paradoxical. Assuming the victim stance provides a person the moral high 
ground, her actions, if in question, can be explained by the context of victim-
age.51 However, the persona of victim is not in general credible unless supple-
mented with a rhetoric of agency and power. With regard to Snowden, the 
facts of his exile and fear of prosecution are matched with his capacity to cope 
with and triumph over them. Despite his distance from the United States, 
his voice reaches thousands of Americans in virtual public lectures, popular 
books, and major motion pictures.

Finally, Snowden’s personal agency is rendered as that of a hero rather 
than a traitor. The enigmatic, dynamic persona prevents the interrogation of 
any private insecurities or motives, or even any weaknesses. While President 
Obama labeled him a traitor, that label has not uniformly influenced general 
public. U.S. public opinion polls showed mixed reception.52 A US News and 
World Report Poll in 2015 showed that even if Snowden faced disparagement 
at home, leaders and citizens in other countries favored him strongly.53

The Straight, “Normal,” White-Guy Frame

Closely related to the image of Snowden as a man of international intrigue is 
the framing of him as a heterosexual, masculine (despite his small stature), 
white, professional, and rational person. The exception to the tendency to 
avoid Snowden’s personal life is reporters’ obsession with his girlfriend, Lind-
say. In Oliver Stone’s film, she plays a necessary romantic foil for the drama in 
fictionalized accounts of her disapproval of his embrace of the life of an inter-
national spy. That conflict and the representation of her as a beautiful, sexy 
yoga instructor and pole dancer provide the sexist, but obligatory, sources 
of appeal for mass audiences. It is important that the most widely known 
text of Edward Snowden, this film, exaggerates his heterosexual credentials, 
confirmed in countless repetitions elsewhere of the information he has a 
girlfriend. His girlfriend got to join him in Russia, the Guardian reported. 
Another whole story is about her describing how she feels lost at sea, writing 
a blog called “Adventures of a world-travelling, pole-dancing super hero.”54

A critic of the film Snowden comments, “Why are we watching Lindsay 
teaching a class in strip aerobics?”55 Indeed. But the answer, of course, is that 
Lindsay’s sex appeal is part of the framing device establishing Snowden’s nor-
malcy and even manliness. In addition, the near-pornographic imagery grabs 
the attention of a particular set of viewers.

It’s not just at the cinema that this device is working. In one of the first 
articles from the Guardian, the authors write, “Some details emerged on Mon-
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day about Snowden’s girlfriend, with whom he shared, ‘a very comfortable life’ 
in Hawaii. . . . The TV show Inside Edition identified her as a dancer based in 
Hawaii.  .  .  . For the public, Snowden’s relationship with her may turn out to 
be one of the more intriguing questions about his backstory. It is not known 
how long they were together or how they met. . . . The couple lived in a blue 
house with a neat lawn.”56 In addition to mentioning the “intriguing” relation-
ship between Snowden and his girlfriend, the passage frames their lives as 
“normal,” complete with a tidy house, a signal of a normal familial life. While 
he is represented as within U.S. mental health norms, he is also represented 
as extraordinary and compelling. These characteristics buttress his perceived 
masculinity, and by extension, credible political agency and voice.

These credentials are significant in the other news coverage but in more 
subtle ways. The key dimensions of his masculinity are courage and control, 
traits that appear together across coverage of his experience. For example, 
a TV interview conducted by NBC’s Brian Adams repeats the myth that 
Snowden was “the most wanted man in the world”; his actions are “cloaked 
in secrecy” and he is “wanted for espionage.”57 However, in a subtler way, 
Snowden’s character is revealed as capable, controlled, articulate, and, there-
fore, masculine. Williams comments, “He came armed with talking points” 
(emphasis added). He introduced himself as “Ed.” He was very calm, Williams 
noted. While claiming he was not a spy, he answers questions about his work 
experience by amplifying his role in international espionage: “I was trained 
as a spy, worked undercover overseas pretending to work in false jobs with a 
fake name.” He worked for not only the NSA, but the CIA and the Defense 
Training Academy. He points out that coverage to date had downplayed his 
spy credentials, while simultaneously denying spying.

He is also humble, however, in recounting his failed stint in basic special 
forces training. Although he wants to return to the United States, he feels that 
it is not appropriate for him to advise the president regarding a pardon. “I 
wouldn’t presume,” he comments. Throughout the interview, he focuses on 
his revelations that the NSA and other agencies can listen in on any person in 
the world without her knowledge using everyday technology like cell phones. 
“Chilling,” Williams observes. And perhaps the word describes Snowden’s per-
sona: “chill” and in control.

The Guardian also stressed how “normal” and “authentic” Snowden 
appeared to be. These labels can only be understood in terms of character-
izations of Manning as queer and perhaps motivated by distorted motives. 
“Normal” is masculine; “authentic” is trustworthy.58 In the article introducing 
Snowden, Greenwald writes,
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Asked by reporters to establish his authenticity to ensure he is not some fan-
tasist, he laid bare, without hesitation, his personal details, from his social 
security number to his CIA ID and his expired diplomatic passport. There 
is no shiftiness. Ask him about anything in his personal life and he will 
answer. He is quiet, smart, easy-going, and self-effacing. A master on com-
puters, he seemed happiest when talking about the technical side of surveil-
lance.  .  .  . But he showed intense passion when talking about the value of 
privacy. . . . His manner was calm and relaxed.

This passage establishes Snowden’s earnestness and control: Ask him and he 
will answer. He is a master—note the masculine language here—at computers, 
in control, if geeky. He is controlled: “calm and relaxed.”

Other sources emphasize Snowden’s courage, which is also framed as mas-
culine. For example, Peter Bradshaw in the Guardian uses very gendered lan-
guage in describing Poitras’s Citizenfour: “This documentary is about that very 
remarkable man,” who has “considerable courage,” who “risked his neck,” and 
who is unemotional under pressure.59

He is the subject of a comic book and a computer game, Snowden Saga: 
Escape from Den of Iniquity.60

On June 16, 2013, the New York Times described Snowden’s actions as 
reflecting “his own considerable ambition, disguised by his early drifting.” He 
is accomplished, having studied Mandarin and martial arts. That last detail 
about martial arts makes the sentence mean: He is a geeky scholar who can 
take you down. The same article describes how he spent his formative years 
in the “rebellious technogeek counterculture” and has an “anti-authoritarian 
spirit.” The article stresses his preoccupation with politics, his competence, 
courage, composure, and reasonableness. Putting the final touch on these 
characterizations is where the article describes Snowden’s growing unease 
and determination to act. Significantly, for the analysis of masculine frames, 
it quotes him as saying, “I got hardened.”61 A similar portrayal emerges from 
the Christian Science Monitor review of the documentary Citizenfour: “Instead 
of an aging, shadowy operative, we have instead a scrawny 29-year-old who 
resembles nothing so much as a computer science grad student” who “seems 
eerily normal and composed,” with an account of NSA spying backed up by 
“extensive corroborating footage.”62

On an interesting note, in studying the reviews of films, we are examin-
ing framings of framings that repeat, amplify, and/or recirculate the guid-
ing narratives of the films. The New York Times review of Snowden describes 
“Edward” as a rational, ethical creature—“‘responsibility’ is one of his favorite 
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words—and the movie takes pains to be reasonable.” The author does not 
write, “This film portrays Snowden as a paragon of responsibility.” The review 
picks up the narrative as if it were original to the news story. And again, the 
article stresses the heterosexual relationship: “The relationship between Lind-
say and Edward is the key to the film [and to the whole story], since it estab-
lishes what is at stake for the hero as he faces the conflicting demands of love 
and duty. It also affirms that he is a nice, normal, humble guy.”63 In this single 
passage, Snowden’s heterosexual credentials are tied to his rationality and eth-
ics. He is responsible—in other words, a “stand-up guy.” It is this set of char-
acteristics that makes Snowden, in contrast to Manning, “normal,” code for 
recognizably masculine. In sum, rather than the decisions of a person driven 
by personal troubles, Snowden’s actions appear as the careful political disclo-
sures of a person whose agency rivals that of international spies, complete 
with an enigmatic personal life and the savvy negotiation of a life of rebellion 
against authority.

The framing of Chelsea Manning, whose military disclosures might have 
been more damning of U.S. foreign policy than Snowden’s exposure of the 
NSA, is a funhouse mirror opposite of the representation in journalistic and 
popular media of Snowden, with few exceptions. As Marc Tracy put it in the 
New Republic,

To anyone who knows the first thing about Manning and who read Glenn 
Greenwald’s profile of Snowden yesterday, the differences between the two 
young men are as obvious as the resonances. Manning had been, according 
to all accounts, deeply unhappy (among other reasons, he was a gay man 
in the Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell military) and shy, and had suffered significant 
setbacks in his career; Snowden appears eloquent and poised, and had been 
living with his girlfriend making $200,000 a year while doing, according to 
him, not all that much work as an NSA contractor at Booz Allen Hamilton. 
Manning leaked to a guerilla outfit run by a pretty obvious megalomaniac, 
Julian Assange; Snowden leaked to a Constitutional lawyer turned award-
winning journalist at The Guardian, which, for all its right-wing critics, is 
an esteemed, nearly 200-year-old newspaper, as well as to The Washington 
Post’s Barton Gellman, who has won two Pulitzer Prizes.

Most conspicuously, Manning appears not to have discriminated in 
deciding what to leak, and chose an outlet that was unlikely to discriminate, 
either. By contrast, Snowden claims he deliberately didn’t leak everything he 
could have gotten his hands on, and even explicitly contrasted this restraint 
with Manning.64
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This passage captures nearly every frame that shaped public opinion of Man-
ning: In contrast to Snowden, she is mentally troubled, unsuccessful, impul-
sive, and irresponsible. She also did not fit the frame of heroic masculinity.

FRAMING CHELSEA MANNING

The Public Private

If Edward Snowden appeared in the press and in fiction film as the hero with-
out a country, a rational, political, and “normal” man protecting the people’s 
privacy, Chelsea Manning was the warped version of a government whistle-
blower: defined by her private struggles, suffering physically and mentally, 
victimized and abused, and, above all else, queer. As a number of queer theo-
rists have argued, to be queer is to trouble the categories of public and private; 
political struggle has centered on winning the private rights (such as sexual 
freedom and marriage) of LGBTQ* persons, or on forming intimate enclaves 
of survival and cultural expression. Queering public life opens up the visibility 
of personal, intimate matters of sex, gender, and transformation. When the 
queer subject intentionally deploys this process, it can be a source of strength 
and affirmation. However, when the broader society at large pries open the 
personal history and spotlights the struggles of a queer person, the effect is 
disciplining. For Manning, there could never have been a public, political per-
sona; she did not possess the prerogative to declare her personal life out of 
bounds for public scrutiny.

The story of her leaks is intensely personalized across most of the journal-
istic coverage, books, and documentaries. Unlike the portrayal of Snowden 
as a superhero in narratives emphasizing reason, control, and intelligence, 
Manning’s actions were commemorated in an opera: the vehicle for drama 
and emotion. Composer Ted Hearne said, “It’s a portrait of somebody in great 
emotional turmoil.”65

There is disturbingly little attention to the leaked documents themselves, 
although the New York Times and Guardian attempted to publish some of 
the most concerning tidbits in the war logs. The most widely circulated piece 
of information was the video that came to be known as “Collateral Murder,” 
which shows soldiers in an Apache helicopter strafing civilians and journal-
ists, including a child, with apparent abandon and disregard for civilian life. 
It is important to understand how the personalization of Manning’s character 
and actions in the media diminished the impact of these and other revelations.
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Those who tell the Manning story most frequently begin with her dis-
covery of her homosexuality and then of her emerging gender identity. Her 
conversation with the man who ultimately would betray her, hacker Adrian 
Lamo, was undertaken by anonymous text, in which Manning shared plenti-
ful details of her life and bragged about her access to confidential documents 
about the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. From the start, the two narratives—
the emergent queer identity and the revelation of state secrets—proceeded 
together, destabilizing any boundary between public and private.

This dual disclosure enabled media producers to engage in what I have 
elsewhere theorized as therapeutic rhetoric, or the transforming of social prob-
lems that are most properly understood as political, collective, and structural 
into personal problems.66 While the Manning narratives evoked an emotional 
response, they did so in a depoliticizing way. Therapeutic framing explains 
crisis or disruption in terms of the personal psychopathology of individuals. 
Chelsea Manning’s treatment in the press is a textbook case.

Most narratives begin her story in a family that started out more or less 
idyllic but that was thrown into crisis by substance abuse and divorce. Man-
ning appears as a “precocious” and bright youth with delusions of superiority 
and grandeur in the telling. Joining the army as a way toward an education, 
Manning found herself at odds with the hypermasculine military culture 
and acted out violently against other soldiers, including a lesbian sergeant. 
The narrative describes how she retreated into the computer, hacking mas-
sive databases of war logs. When she opens up to Lamo, her desire to leak 
information is understood to be a function of her psychological troubles. 
That she decided to use WikiLeaks and Julian Assange as vehicles meant her 
association with “perversion”—enacted in Assange’s history of alleged sexual 
assaults—was further cemented.

The New York Times introduced the public to Manning as follows:

He spent part of his childhood with his father in the arid plains of central 
Oklahoma, where classmates made fun of him for being a geek. He spent 
another part with his mother in a small, remote corner of southwest Wales, 
where classmates made fun of him for being gay.67

The article goes on to discuss how his “desperation for acceptance—or delu-
sions of grandeur—may have led him to disclose the largest trove of gov-
ernment secrets since the Pentagon Papers.” Interviews with neighbors and 
schoolmates reveal that he was strange and thought to be gay. He was bul-
lied. He often became uncontrollably angry. As the Washington Post similarly 
noted, Manning was “odd,” “unstable,” and “troubled.”68
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Another aspect of this explanation of her as troubled and out of control 
psychologically was the accusation that she disclosed information in a reckless 
and uncontrolled way. Although she has asserted that she did attempt to sift 
information in order to protect any vulnerable soldiers, diplomats, or spies—
and despite the fact that no one has been harmed by the disclosures—the con-
trolling narrative portrayed her as out of control along the various axes of her 
life and actions. In this way, her victim status did her no good in the public 
eye, because it generated the idea that someone out of control personally can-
not take public action in a measured or rational way.

Agent/Victim

Across the news coverage, there is some acknowledgment that Manning’s 
goals were to share information, educate the public, and inspire action. She is 
repeatedly quoted as saying to Adrian Lamo, the chat partner who eventually 
disclosed her actions, “It’s important that the information gets out. If it gets 
out, it might actually change something.” She especially wanted U.S. citizens 
to see the “Collateral Murder” video.69 In an opinion essay published by the 
Guardian, Manning herself wrote from behind bars,

When I chose to disclose classified information in 2010, I did so out of a 
love for my country and sense of duty to others. . . . The concerns that moti-
vated me have not been resolved. As Iraq erupts in civil war and America 
again contemplates intervention, that unfinished business should give new 
urgency to the question of how the United States military controlled the 
media coverage of its long involvement there and in Afghanistan.70

The essay goes on to describe the contrast between media reports of a suc-
cessful Iraqi election and Manning’s military experience and knowledge of 
how corrupt those elections were. She mounts an extensive critique of the 
embedded reporter program as a form of control over reporting. She expresses 
the opening up of information to the public as her motive. In a later column, 
she advises the United States on how to engage ISIS more effectively through 
neglect rather than airstrikes.

Further engaging the public, Manning joined Twitter from behind bars. 
Moreover, she wrote a bill to protest journalists and curtail the use of the 
Espionage Act.71 In a contrasting move to earlier reporting, Edward Snowden 
sent birthday greetings to Manning in 2014, with a message congratulating her 
for inspiring the public.72 Across the publications I have examined, there is 
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partial recognition that her actions had consequences and that she had acted 
as a political agent. The New York Times published the Iraq and Afghanistan 
war logs, breaking them down into revelations about private contracting, the 
effects of the “surge” in Iraq, civilian deaths, abuse of prisoners, the little-
known role of Iran’s military, and so on.73

There are other accounts featuring Manning’s political agency. A story in 
the Washington Post took stock of her leaks, quoting experts who affirm the 
public service performed by the “Collateral Murder” video.74 An earlier Post 
story calls Manning “a baby-faced tech savant,” but also begins with her state-
ment of motive: “He just wanted people to ‘see the truth,’ to prompt ‘world-
wide discussion, debates, and reforms’ over foreign policy.”75 Arguing that 
Manning’s actions were in the public interest, the Post also argued that the 
government should give Manning a plea deal.76 This sort of reporting on her 
political voice and public agency provides a counter-frame to the dominant 
ones positioning Manning as disturbed. The video “Collateral Murder” has 
been viewed millions of times.

Even so, the most common answer to the question, “What motivated 
Manning?” is that the soldier was “troubled.” When a person’s actions are pos-
ited as effects of mental disturbance or an unhealthy scene, her capacity for 
self-conscious agency is minimized. Manning was denied the right to make a 
“public interest,” whistleblower defense, a tactic that depoliticized her disclo-
sures. The most sympathetic coverage of Manning portrays her as a perpetual 
victim whose gender identity is misunderstood, whose various personal crises 
led to alienation in the military and the broader society, and whose imprison-
ment and mistreatment further imperiled her well-being.

In a 2016 interview with Amnesty International, Manning stated, “I am 
always afraid. I am still afraid of the power of government. A government 
can arrest you. It can imprison you. It can put out information about you that 
won’t get questioned by the public. . . . It is very terrifying to face the govern-
ment alone.”77

In 2011, the Guardian called her pretrial confinement “cruel and unusual.” 
The article documents the following abuses:

Manning is made to stand naked outside his cell this morning, and appar-
ently on all future mornings. This is the culmination of a punitive regime 
which has gone on for 10 months under which, although untried and uncon-
victed, he is not allowed to sleep or exercise in his cell during the day, is 
denied any personal possessions, and is barred from conversing with the 
guards. Every five minutes he is required to answer that he is fit, and, if he 
turns his face away while asleep, he is immediately forcibly woken up. In an 
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Orwellian trick, this is dubbed “prevention of injury” for his own protection. 
When Manning finally protested, sarcastically, that he could no doubt injure 
himself with the boxer shorts which are all that he is left with at night, the 
boxer shorts, too, were taken away.78

Later, a psychiatrist would testify in court that this mistreatment had damag-
ing effects during Manning’s court-martial. The United Nations torture chief 
ruled the treatment cruel and inhuman.

Note how this description evokes pity for Manning for this humiliation. At 
the same time, Manning is framed as absolutely abject, as far removed from being 
an agent of her own destiny as one can be. The pattern is widespread. A Guardian 
article protests her solitary confinement: “For more than seven months, Man-
ning has been held in 23-hour-a-day solitary confinement at a Marine brig in 
Quantico, Virginia, denied sunlight, exercise, possessions, and all but the most 
limited contact with family and friends. The conditions of his detention are being 
described as torture.” The same article details how prisoners on suicide watch are 
stripped of clothing, bed, blanket, and toilet. The title of this article is “Lonely 
Battle Against Solitary Confinement,” emphasizing both Manning’s victimization 
and the brutal privation and privatization of her confinement.79 After her suicide 
attempt, she was denied contact with lawyers and friends.

Manning herself revealed her ordeal in a letter to her lawyers: “I was 
stripped of all clothing with the exception of my underwear.  .  .  . I became 
upset. Out of frustration, I clenched my hair with my fingers and yelled: ‘Why 
are you doing this to me? Why am I being punished? I have done nothing 
wrong.’” Manning recounts having to stand, naked, at parade rest, with legs 
apart and hands behind the back, as the supervisor and guards stared.80 That 
Manning got the word of her mistreatment to her legal team was an act of 
agency. After protests of her treatment at Quantico, Manning was moved 
to Leavenworth, in Kansas, where she would have access to recreation and 
sociability. Yet the feminization of Manning’s imprisoned body, alongside her 
account of pulling her hair and yelling, frames her as feminine and histrionic 
rather than capable and rational. There is no political agent in the scene of 
humiliation even when the point of the coverage is to support Manning.

For writers and citizens who did not support her actions, her sexuality and 
gender identity were aligned with treason, much as homosexuality was dur-
ing the Cold War.81 Gender treason and political treason merged together in 
the narrative frames over the course of her jailing, trial, and imprisonment on 
a sentence of thirty-five years. The queering of her image and voice enabled 
politicians and anti-queer citizens to so distance themselves from her as to 
warrant the longest sentence ever served by a whistleblower.
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The dimensions of queer identity that framed Manning as pathological 
include being childlike or juvenile, emotional to an extreme degree (histri-
onic), small and ill-equipped for masculine military life, and otherwise out of 
control. For example, from Denver Nicks’s Private, we get a narrative of “kid 
with ego complex meets other guy with ego complex who manipulates kid.”82 
It describes Manning as anxious, politically conscious, pro-capitalism, pro-
military; a person with intellectual confidence but a juvenile and overinflated 
sense of ego; a person who was fundamentally unstable. Nicks attributes Man-
ning’s decision to leak state secrets to her emotional distress:

His initial interest in leaking came at a time when he was under significant 
pressure as an all-source intelligence analyst in Iraq but before the repeated 
episodes of profound emotional and psychological breakdown that began 
in mid-December and continued until his arrest. Incidents extending back 
to the spring of 2009 at Fort Drum, and farther back into his adolescence 
and childhood, revealed a person prone to manic outbursts. But the total 
psychological unraveling that began to manifest itself in December 2009 
occurred in tandem with, not directly prior to, the leaking. This timeline 
would become essential many months later as the public sought to under-
stand not just what Manning had done, but why he had done it.83

And likewise, Nicks writes, “His friends wonder whether his desperation for 
acceptance—or delusions of grandeur—may have led him to disclose the larg-
est trove of government secrets since the Pentagon Papers.”84 Elsewhere Nicks 
attributes “emotional turmoil” to Manning, who was “tormented, abandoned, 
and heartbroken.”85 Manning engaged in “bizarre behavior,” including an 
episode where she was found with a knife and talked about how he had no 
personality.

All artifice of stability in Brad’s life disintegrated. The brigade psychiatrist 
diagnosed him with an “occupational problem and adjustment disorder with 
mixed disturbance of emotions and conduct,” and recommended he be dis-
charged. Command had the bolt removed from his rile and demoted him. 
Manning tells a superior officer that his gender confusion was making life 
difficult.86

In these passages, Manning’s gender complexity is tied directly to pathology. 
To the extent that affect is mobilized in defense of her actions, the result is the 
denial of her agency.

In this way, Manning’s defenders employed the frame of queer pathology 
in order to defend Manning against charges of espionage. They also exposed 
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the misery of Manning’s treatment in prison in order to galvanize public out-
rage. Indeed, protesters mobilized and marched on the military base chanting, 
“Free Bradley Manning!” Protesters decried the threat of indefinite solitary 
confinement, noting that she was punished for having a copy of the issue of 
Vanity Fair featuring transgender celebrity Kaitlyn Jenner and an unauthor-
ized tube of toothpaste.87

In 2016, Chelsea Manning attempted suicide in prison, one of several such 
attempts. That action prompted public outcry against her confinement. But 
the act of passive resistance also prompted repression in the form of soli-
tary confinement, which only makes the suicide risk greater. Coverage of this 
action garnered sympathy and outrage on behalf of Manning. But calling on 
this frame had double-edged consequences for Manning’s defense. On the one 
hand, as the New York Times reported, her attorney David Coombs “elicited 
testimony that depicted his client as a smaller, sadder figure—a damaged and 
confused young man whose decision-making capacity when he decided to 
leak the files was impaired by extraordinary stress.” The defense “sought to 
portray Manning in human terms, from a difficult childhood.” He called an 
army captain and psychologist who testified, “His abnormal personality traits 
became more prominent—he was acting out his grandiose ideation.” She had 
fetal alcohol syndrome and was underweight, for good measure.88

The defense crafted this victim persona in order to exculpate Manning. 
It is a sympathetic portrait designed to mitigate Manning’s fate. At the same 
time, however, it underscores Manning’s queerness, which discredits her 
claims to the special circumstances of emotional disturbance. And it buries 
the documents Manning discovered and all of their implications under the 
story of a small, sad person.

The Guardian, although largely supportive of Manning, published a report 
on a documentary film that allegedly showed that Manning was “mentally 
unfit” to serve in the military.

The American soldier at the centre of the WikiLeaks revelations was so 
mentally fragile .  .  . that he wet himself, threw chairs around, shouted at 
commanding officers and was regularly brought in for psychiatric evalu-
ation.  .  .  . Despite several violent outbursts and a diagnosis of adjustment 
disorder, a condition that meant he was showing difficulty adjusting to mili-
tary life, Manning was eventually sent to Iraq, where it is alleged he illegally 
downloaded thousands of sensitive military and diplomatic documents and 
passed them on to the whistleblowing website WikiLeaks.89

Note the implied causal chain: Mental fragility and adjustment disorder led 
directly to the stealing and leaking of state secrets. And this narrative is every-
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where.90 It influenced Democratic commentators, for example those on Salon.
com, who noted, “It sounds like he has pretty serious emotional problems and 
turned out not to be a particularly effective whistleblower.” Another pundit 
commented that Manning was “a guy seeking anarchy as a salve for his own, 
personal, psychological torment.”91

Hero and Traitor, or Leaking from the Wrong Places

Greenwald and the Guardian lauded Manning as a hero whose goal was to 
spark public debate.92 Greenwald rebuts the idea that Manning was commu-
nicating with enemies of the United States, denouncing both the government’s 
original intention of trying Manning under the Espionage Act and the impli-
cations for reporting and journalism if all leaks rose to the standard of espio-
nage.93 The Guardian also ran a series of columns explaining how Manning 
was a hero, not a traitor. Others, of course, condemned Manning for endan-
gering diplomats and others.

These charges rested on accusations of irresponsible leaking:

The Post and many others in print and broadcast journalism sift and check 
information and take care not to reveal sources and methods or to endanger 
lives in bringing secrets to light. Wikileaks and Pfc. Manning showed less 
care. They spilled classified government data into the open, in some cases 
endangering individuals who were identified in diplomatic cables. Pfc. Man-
ning had taken an oath to protect secrets, which he broke. No system of 
secrecy can function if people ignore the rules with impunity; it is reason-
able that Pfc. Manning be punished in some way for breaking those rules.94

Contrary to this account, Manning has claimed that she first tried to give 
her information to the Washington Post and the New York Times, but was not 
taken seriously.95 After the fact of the leaks to WikiLeaks, the Times and other 
journalists tried to present digests and chronologies, but the mass of informa-
tion was overwhelming and complex. Manning’s decision to send the trove of 
documents to WikiLeaks associated her with Julian Assange, who was univer-
sally portrayed as a creepy, sinister outlaw. Manning was guilty by association.

There is a connotative connection between Manning’s culpability in dis-
closing both state and personal secrets. Their connection could be summed 
up in the charge that she was “leaking in the wrong places.” The sexual pun is 
intentional: Manning as a gay man engaged in the exchange of bodily fluids 
with partners of the wrong gender; Manning as a trans woman is, according 
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to heterosexist and transphobic logics, presumed to leak both to and from the 
wrong places; Manning as a whistleblower leaked to a queer and pathologi-
cal outlet with a queer and pathological figurehead. These layers of queering 
frame Manning’s personal life and political goals as hopelessly imbricated and 
inextricable from one another. The normative gender script of heroic mascu-
linity was a narrative to which Manning had no recourse.

CONCLUSION: MANNING’S QUEER FAILURE

In contrast to Edward Snowden’s framing in the news media as a straight, nor-
mal, rational man in control of himself and his actions, Manning’s inescapable 
strangeness in the coverage and therefore in the public imagination meant 
that she did not have access to the same resources of mediation available to 
Snowden. Not only, as she explained, did the actual mass media disregard her 
initial attempt to interest reporters at the New York Times and Guardian, but 
rhetorical mediation—the process of framing—could not capture her as any-
thing other than queer in the many senses of the word.

A Times article about her pre-court-martial notes that Manning “turns 
25 on December 17 and looks much younger.”96 Another notes that Manning 
“barely looks old enough to drink,” and is “a deeply troubled young man,” 
“uncontrolled” and “erratic.”97 Most coverage of both the trial and court-mar-
tial emphasized Manning’s small stature and juvenile appearance, making 
Manning the opposite of the commanding presence attributed to Snowden. 
Manning was small, irrational, and childlike. One witness is quoted as notic-
ing Manning’s “worrying behavior . . . screaming and . . . curled up in a fetal 
position.”98 At an absurd extreme, a biographical article in the Guardian at the 
end of Manning’s court-martial described Manning, then still identifying as 
a man, as “the diminutive blond with a knack for computers who was ‘very 
political and very clever,’ but didn’t quite fit in.”99

Nicks’s biography brings this insight together in the clearest way: Man-
ning could not function in the “cauldron of hypermasculine army life. . . . He 
let loose a torrent of emotional unrest, blending his gender struggles with his 
morally conflicted feelings about the war in which he was now engaged. ‘I feel 
like a monster.’”100

In this way, queerness reveals the limits of mediation in a homophobic 
and transphobic society where media are commercially controlled (and thus 
subject to the demands of popularity and advertiser interest). It is tempting to 
criticize Manning for not engaging in the careful self-scripting for major jour-
nalists that Snowden accomplished. She did fail to understand the importance 
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of literal mediation. Dumping facts in a pile without interpretation, framing, 
or circulation does not move information into the commonsense imagination 
of publics. However, because of the constraints of gender ideology, or implicit, 
patterned, popular belief regarding gender and sexuality, Manning had no 
access to the script of the willful public hero.

For these reasons, the framing of Manning as queer cannot be separated 
from the workings of the other frames: As a queer person, she troubled the 
boundaries between public and private. She could not deny access to her per-
sonal life and her intimate choices. In a society where being queer is taken as 
a sign of psychopathology, her actions could not be understood as conscious 
political interventions with a rational purpose. In the wake of a process of 
dual disclosures, she appeared as a traitor both to the regime of gender and 
to the U.S. nation-state, conflated in the image of a strong masculine state.

There is an emerging literature in queer theory that encourages the accep-
tance of failure as a queer form of resistance. The inability to “fit” dominant 
scripts and narratives and the inevitable confounding of the organizing dis-
tinctions of modern life—public/private and masculine/feminine foremost 
among them—can be a productive resource if one’s goal is to assert pride 
in difference and to operate in enclaves defined by difference and separation 
from the mainstream. For example, the queer rejection of the “normal” narra-
tives of coming of age in a heterosexual context and marriage and family—the 
failure to progress—stands as a marker of defiance.

Manning does exhibit some agentive queerness, beginning with her 
simple announcement in 2013: “I am Chelsea Manning. I am a female.” This 
announcement was received politically. The Washington Post commented, “It 
was a teachable moment, in public-statement form.”101 Asking that the public 
recognize her gender identity, Manning politicized what was private—a con-
verse to how her queerness had been deployed to personalize the political. 
She also won the right to be confined under the name and gender identity 
of her choice and to receive hormone treatment, in addition making further 
demands of the military to allow her to grow her hair and wear cosmetics.

The military relented on the provision of hormone treatment only after 
Manning engaged in a five-day hunger strike, described in the Guardian as 
a political protest against solitary confinement, bullying, and denial of treat-
ment for gender dysphoria.102 Manning puts these demands in the context 
of struggles for transgender liberation.103 And as a trans commentator in the 
Post notes, Manning has an opportunity to “help change the way Americans 
think about trans men and women.”104 The Post also, however, ran the news 
of Manning’s gender identity under the perverse headline, “Manning Says He 
Will Live as a Woman.”105 The most prominent political intervention Manning 
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made is to have been appointed to the honorary position of grand marshal 
of the San Francisco Pride Parade—and to be promptly uninvited. Green-
wald made the political connections clear in a column where he lambasted the 
Pride organization for demonizing Manning as a criminal while welcoming 
corporate sponsors like AT&T and Bank of America.106

These are profound political moments. However, coverage framing Man-
ning as abnormal—small, feminine, delusional, emotional, out-of-control, 
and traitorous in both gender identity and political decision—comes together 
to define her as fundamentally queer. Her confounding of popular meaning 
frames should be defended and protected, but it did not enable her to break 
open the scandals of the ongoing U.S. wars in the Middle East; it was disabling 
through no fault of her own.

For the purposes of my larger project in this book, the differential fram-
ing of Snowden and Manning points to the limits of truth telling in political 
culture. In the introduction I asked how rhetorical practices of inclusion and 
exclusion make certain truths into “common sense” while others languish. By 
themselves, facts have no political efficacy. To succeed in throwing informa-
tion condemning the U.S. state of misdeeds over the transom from episteme 
to doxa, a rhetor must mediate that information using the “big five,” in this 
case the resources of mythic narrative, to construct Snowden in the persona of 
a valiant hero combatting an ignominious state. It should be noted, however, 
that affect was a strategy of public discourse in Manning’s case—but with the 
perverse result of discrediting her as a pitiful, ill victim. The “big five” don’t 
always work in the favor of factions not already in power; existing narratives 
and frames may be sustained instead. The narratives that framed Manning 
as sympathetic also posited her actions as apolitical, and the narratives that 
framed Snowden as a hero bolstered dominant assumptions about masculinity 
and power.107 When it comes to promoting the knowledge of the oppressed, 
Left rhetors should reflect on the conditions of possibility for the positive 
mediation of counter-knowledge. Otherwise, the champions of democracy 
and the knowledge it requires to thrive are lost.
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C H A P T E R  5

Cosmos and the Big Five Bang

IT  TELLS a grand story about humanity’s origins and destiny. It offers a num-
ber of moral lessons and commandments. Its spectacular techniques inspire 
wonder and awe. Its stories are parables pitting truth-bearing heroes against 
the willful ignorance of the powerful. Its tone is reverential. It calls the viewer 
to walk in its fantastic worlds. It offers the satisfaction of unity and belonging. 
It gestures toward the sublime.

Am I describing the rhetoric of religions, humanity’s sources of origin 
stories and moral guidance?1 Yes, in a sense—and no. I am bearing witness 
to the spectacular account of scientific discovery in the television program 
Cosmos, both its first incarnation narrated in 1980 by Carl Sagan and its 2014 
update hosted by Neil deGrasse Tyson.2 Both iterations of the program were 
responses to geopolitical exigencies: Sagan advised the use of technology 
for the advancement of science rather than for the terrifying nuclear arms 
race. Tyson employs his fiery pulpit to warn viewers about global warming 
and the choices we face if we are to save humanity. Both series, of thirteen 
episodes each, attempt to explain an impressive amount of scientific knowl-
edge from the microcosmic to the, well, cosmic, and to present a history of 
advances in science from ancient civilizations to the present. These efforts are 
consequential.

Indeed, I recall watching Sagan’s Cosmos religiously as an adolescent in 
the 1980s. It was a formative educational and televisual experience, one that 
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I share with many others in my generation. Along with Roots and the grue-
some and horrifying televisual rendering of nuclear holocaust in The Day 
After (which I watched with my roommate during my first year at Penn State, 
both of us weeping openly), I can honestly credit Cosmos with instilling in 
me some of the seeds of critical consciousness and intellectual courage that 
guide me to this day.

Yet I doubt—although I can’t say for sure—that the 2014 epic will have 
played such a role in the identities and values of the children and teens who 
have watched or will watch it now. Our media landscape is much more clut-
tered and distracting. I had very little to look at during the evenings besides 
network television. Now, rather than watching with others at the set broadcast 
time, most viewers will catch the program, if at all, on mobile and paid plat-
forms, consuming bits of the narrative out of order on the uninspiring small 
screens of their telephones. As the New York Times noted, “If the new ‘Cos-
mos’ doesn’t deliver quite the punch of the original, it’s because it isn’t 1980. 
Since then, of course, personal computers have put a vast array of knowl-
edge in almost everyone’s hands, and anyone with even a little curiosity about 
things scientific has been able to satisfy it easily.”3

If the show does not leave a lasting impression on its audiences, changes 
in media use and new technologies will not have been the only barriers to its 
effectiveness. It is our historical moment of rising ultra-conservatism, popular 
skepticism regarding scientific knowledge, and a political environment that 
cultivates an inability to weigh competing truth claims that shape the pro-
gram’s reception. In contrast, Sagan’s version appeared on the heels of two 
decades of progressivism and a wave of social movements that made chal-
lenging received wisdom a matter of course. Public fear of the possibility of 
mutually assured destruction found expression across popular culture. Sagan’s 
claims and the trippy new cosmic knowledge he offered also, ironically, reso-
nated with the “me” generation of the 1970s. The subtitle of his Cosmos was 
A Personal Voyage.

Tyson’s program, produced and written by Tyson, Ann Druyan (who was 
married to Sagan), Brannon Braga, Mitchell Canold, and Steven Soter, bears 
the subtitle: A Spacetime Odyssey. Both series told stories on a grand scale, but 
the 2014 team signaled the collective character of their project more openly. 
In other ways, however, it pays direct homage to the first series. It has thir-
teen episodes following a circular narrative trajectory; it uses many of the 
same examples and even the same language as the first; it invokes Sagan in its 
imagery and stories; it features statements by Sagan in poetic voice-over at key 
moments (Tyson not possessing quite the same gravitas); and it borrows and 
repeats a sequence from the first series of simple line drawings representing 
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the evolution of life from the pre-cellular to the human, set into motion by 
the animators. No flashy graphics could make that narrative any clearer. (And 
rather than leaving with the impression that humans are descended from a 
common ancestor shared with apes, which we are, I am struck by the fact 
that the key ancestor in our genetic past might have been—the shrew.) Both 
series feature both classical (strangely, the pre-Enlightenment baroque) and 
new music (in the original, trippy electronica by Greek composer Vangelis 
in the first series and a score by Alan Silvestri in the second) to amplify the 
drama of scientific discovery. Both feature reenactments of key moments in 
that history and the characters who drove scientific progress.

And, as my opening paragraph suggests, both—but especially the con-
temporary Cosmos—employ what I have called the big five rhetorical strate-
gies that are commonplace on the Right but distrusted by many on the Left: 
narrative, myth, affect, embodiment, and spectacle. However, the program is 
riven through and through with a major contradiction in this regard: It does 
the rhetorical work of wonder and mystery while insisting at every turn that 
it is telling the truth and nothing but the truth as established by the scientific 
method. In other words, the show denies its own rhetoricity, that is, as a medi-
ator of knowledge, while at the same time enacting it brilliantly. I therefore 
begin with the question of whether this apparent reluctance to come to terms 
with mediation is, as James Aune put it about Marxist thought, a “nuclear” 
contradiction (an apropos label in the present context).4 Or might it be, pos-
sibly, the definition in practice of a rhetorical, realist text that obsessively ref-
erences its own status as a construct while inviting viewers to identify with a 
project grounded in knowledges faithful to the interests of its publics?

In pursuit of an answer to this question, I examine in this chapter the 
thirteen episodes of the 2014 program with occasional reference to moments 
across the two series. First, I will illustrate how the series employs “the big 
five” and to what effect (as substantiated in both my viewing experience 
and others’ reviews). Second, I explore signal moments when the show’s 
narrative exhibits the “nuclear” contradiction inherent in self-consciously 
mediating information claimed to be “true.” Making something of a turn, I 
discuss the role of works such as these in public education, where scientific 
controversies (particularly over evolution and climate change) work them-
selves out with the most serious consequences—in the battle for the hearts 
and minds of young people. It is in this context that assessing the rhetorical 
work of Cosmos can speak to its ethics and politics. Before launching into 
those arguments, however, I turn now to some background on the programs 
and their contexts.



ORDERING THE COSMOS

Cosmos: A Personal Voyage aired on the Public Broadcasting System in 1980. 
Its thirteen episodes represented the pinnacle of animation, graphics, and the 
integration of astronomical photography. Cosmos: A Personal Voyage has been 
seen by 500 million people in sixty countries; it won two Emmys and a Pea-
body award. It was the most watched series in the history of American public 
television until The Civil War in 1990.5

A thorough list and summary of the series’ thirteen episodes (and of Cos-
mos: A Spacetime Odyssey) may be found on Wikipedia.6 It should be noted 
here that the series begins and ends in a set of the ancient library of Alexandria, 
a premodern tribute to scientific knowledge that once contained, Sagan tells 
us, a million scrolls. In a nod to feminism, Sagan includes Hypatia among the 
scientists represented. In the final episode, he returns to the library, telling the  
story of its destruction by a suspicious mob. The capstone to this story is  
the murder of Hypatia (who was flayed alive by followers of Cyril), “the last 
scientist of Alexandria,” for her allegiance to inquiry and reason. In this way, 
the series closes a circular arc with an inspiration and a warning. In between 
this opening and conclusion, audiences receive lessons in physics, astronomy, 
biology, mathematics, chemistry, geography, geology, the history of science, 
and cosmopolitan citizenship.

Neil deGrasse Tyson’s Cosmos rounds a similar circle, beginning with the 
story of mystic Giordano Bruno, who was jailed, tortured, and eventually 
killed for insisting that God’s cosmos was far larger than the church had 
recognized and that humans were not at its center. The last episode revis-
its this tale and also reenacts Sagan’s visit to and lament over the library of 
Alexandria, with a similar but computer-generated set and verbatim use of 
Sagan’s script.

The animation of Cosmos: A Spacetime Odyssey was directed by Family 
Guy creator and producer Seth MacFarlane, who, in addition to enjoying the 
fart jokes that were mainstays of his comedy, identifies himself as a serious 
science geek. His animation style, featuring flattened human figures and other 
objects, will be discussed in more detail below. In addition to these directors, 
the show featured state-of-the-art computer graphics. This program, airing 
both on Fox and on the National Geographic Channel, drew the biggest global 
audience ever for National Geographic.7 According to Variety, 135 million peo-
ple, 45 million in the United States, watched at least some part of the series. 
It garnered a weekly viewership of 3 million people.8 It won Critics’ Choice 
Awards for best reality series and best host.9 However, the series lost viewers 
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across its regular broadcasts.10 There was some talk of a second season, but the 
show was not renewed.

The reception of the program was largely positive, with the predictable 
exception of fundamentalist Christians. Some critics identified ostensible his-
torical and scientific errors in the program, for example, the claim that Venus’s 
uninhabitability is the result of global warming like that faced by humans on 
Earth; the failure to indicate that the idea of the “multiverse” is at this point 
almost pure speculation; the commonplace but inaccurate inclusion of the 
sounds of spaceships and exploding phenomena, impossible in the vacuum 
of space; the overblown narrative about Bruno, who was not a scientist; and 
the metonymic reduction of the 13.8 billion-year-long “cosmic calendar” into 
one calendar year.11

Some Christians wished that scientists like Sagan and Tyson would 
acknowledge that many believers acknowledge the validity of evolution and the 
immensity and longevity of the universe. For example, the blog Patheos.com 
found the version of Christianity rebutted in the program to be a caricature 
or straw person, easy to defeat but unrepresentative of more complex views.12

Predictably, Christians committed to a literal reading of the Bible, espe-
cially the book of Genesis, responded defensively to the show. An Oklahoma 
station cut to a commercial just as Tyson was about to explain evolution. 
(They claimed that the interruption was an inadvertent error.13) Some Chris-
tian bloggers found the show infuriating in its claims, some of which, they 
argue, border on the supernatural: “theories of ‘magical’ Big Bang explosions 
that came from nothing” and the view that “human life started with endo-
symbiotic bacteria that evolved to a species that can contemplate the coloniza-
tion of mars [sic].”14 Jonathan Sarfati defended creationism against Cosmos on 
Creation.com, the website of Creation Ministries International (CMI), whose 
mission is “to support the effective proclamation of the Gospel by providing 
credible answers that affirm the reliability of the Bible, in particular its Gen-
esis history.”15 Sarfati condemns the show’s “dogmatic materialism,” that is, the 
search for answers in the material world itself.16 He rejects what he calls the 
theory of “goo-to-you” evolution, observing that Tyson acknowledges in the 
script that the story of life “sounds like something out of a fairy tale or myth.” 
The website and others like it engage in a tactic common to Holocaust deniers 
called “false in one thing, false in all.”17 Noting the fallibility of Tyson’s nar-
rative in some particulars (for example, details of ancient history, manganese 
crystal growth rates, and biblical language), the authors encourage holistic 
distrust of the program’s claims.
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A prominent information source for young-earth creationists is Answers 
in Genesis, a site founded by celebrity creationist Ken Ham.18 Its major strat-
egy is to present arguments from scientists (for example, astronomer Danny 
Faulkner and biologist Elizabeth Mitchell) debunking theories of evolution and 
the age of the cosmos in detailed terms that make it seem that these writers 
have a secure grip on scientific and historical knowledge—they possess the 
veneer of pseudoscience, another tactic of Holocaust denial.19 The writers on 
the site pay particular attention to the commonplaces of arguments for evolu-
tion: the dog (the same as wolves), the eye (God made it perfect), Tiktaalik (not 
a missing link between fish and amphibians), and the distant starlight “prob-
lem” (the answer to which involves a contorted explanation called Anisotropic 
Synchrony, to explain how light from distant galaxies can reach Earth within 
the literal biblical timescale).20 In addition to elaborate reviews of Cosmos, the 
site offers a series of discussion guides to be used in educational settings, Ques-
tioning Cosmos.21 This effort demonstrates the group’s recognition that the key 
audience for scientific education consists of children and youth.

The influential Institute for Creation Research22 put out a book, Guide to 
the Universe, in response to Cosmos. Its blurb reads, “From our radiant sun to 
the brilliance of distant galaxies, the vast universe reveals breathtaking beauty 
and majesty. Yet scientists tell conflicting accounts of its origins. Did God cre-
ate it? Or did the universe just explode into existence?”23 The publicity video 
affirms a six-day creation week and the idea of an Earth that is more than a 
“pale blue dot,” “as Carl Sagan says.” Direct responses to the Cosmos series 
malign the show’s producers as debauched atheists.24 Like Answers in Gen-
esis, the center employs credentialed scientists who conduct research from 
a creationist standpoint that unsurprisingly supports the literal account of 
creation in Genesis.

Thus (Left) author Dan Arel at Alternet concluded happily that each of 
the thirteen episodes of the rebooted Cosmos “sent the religious right off the 
deep end.”25 What is most intriguing, though, about the Christian critique 
of Cosmos is that they rightly capture what might be perceived as a flaw in 
a text purporting to make a fact-based argument: namely, that Tyson and 
the show in general employ strategies of persuasion that expose their role as 
mediators. Critics note that Tyson “plays God” in scenes that resemble cre-
ation myths more than anything else. I will address the apparent contradiction 
below. However, I first will provide details regarding how the program does, 
indeed, employ the “big five” strategies common to conservative, and espe-
cially religious-conservative, discourse.
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COSMOS AND THE BIG FIVE

The makers of Cosmos explicitly sought to reach broad and skeptical audiences 
by making use of the affordances of popular culture and visual effects. Ann 
Druyan, for example, explained to Variety how their efforts were designed to 
interest new audiences by including dazzling video effects and elements of 
popular culture such as animation featuring major actors’ voices, including 
those of Richard Gere, Patrick Stewart, Marlee Matlin, and Kirsten Dunst.26 
Tyson told one interviewer that the show was designed to reach people “who 
know they don’t like science. They’ve got no flame at all. So we’re going to go 
in there and light it.”27 Reviewers at The Atlantic commented that the show 
engages in “scientific missionary work,” while engaging in the “unapologetic 
looping of faith into science.”28 Indeed, the makers of Cosmos did make exten-
sive use of every rhetorical tool available: narrative, myth, affect/emotion, 
embodiment, and spectacle.

Narrative

As rhetoric scholar Kevin McClure explains, the process of identification with 
a narrative is a poetic, aesthetic encounter with the symbolic dimension of a 
case rather than its propositional arguments.29 With regard to young-earth 
creationism, McClure argues that we have to take seriously how the stories 
of Christianity are learned early in life from authorities and family; the nar-
ratives of Christianity shape the cultural landscape of Western culture and 
set into place a way of life. Thus, evolution-based science challenges the core 
identity of fundamentalist Christians and asks them to risk purgation from 
their communities and the loss of a grand scheme to the universe.30 “Powerful 
forces of disidentification would be unleashed, requiring people to reconsider 
their social and spiritual identities.”31

Cosmos takes seriously the need to produce a coherent set of narratives 
that can win the identification of people raised in Christian communities. I 
have already mentioned the overall narrative arc of both series from past, to 
present, to future, and then back to the past. In addition to this pattern, each 
episode features internal narratives. Prominent among these is the representa-
tive anecdote, a term coined by rhetorical theorist Kenneth Burke to describe 
a “story or dramatic form which represents the motivational essence of the 
discourse.”32 Burke discovered in the rhetoric of biblical creation the anecdote 
of action as opposed to the scientific modality of describing nature as merely 
in motion, without agentive cause or motive.33 In this sense, what the show 
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Cosmos does is to present science in terms of motion, which will fall short 
for anyone seeking an intentional maker, since it cannot identify the agents of 
causation, only the processes caused.

The representative anecdote can refer to a smaller narrative unit as well. In 
Cosmos, each episode is marked by the story of a perseverant and courageous 
scientific genius or visionary standing up against the attempts of ignorant and 
arbitrary authority to snuff out the light of new knowledge. This narrative 
represents the “motivational essence” of the entire program: It is a story cor-
responding to the program’s exhortation to embrace the scientific method: to 
explore without fear and to question orthodoxies. Light-dark metaphors are 
used extensively in pitting the discoverers and explorers of light against the 
darkness of ignorance and power. These stories are animated in a flat and non-
fluid style, a point to which I will return.

For example, in episode 1, “Standing Up in the Milky Way,” Tyson recounts 
the biography of Giordano Bruno, an Italian mystic who envisioned a helio-
centric and infinite cosmos; he stood up to the Inquisition, and the Inqui-
sition, unfortunately, won. This story figures prominently in critiques, both 
secular and religious, of the program since there is a dispute as to whether 
Bruno’s punished transgressions (which also involved magic and alchemy) had 
anything to do with his speculations on the cosmos. Moreover, Bruno was not 
a scientist but rather a visionary, making his story—rather than Kepler’s or 
Copernicus’s—an odd choice of initial overture. (However, both Kepler and 
Copernicus were devout Christians whose research was motivated to support 
and flesh out a vision of the cosmos as a product of divine creation; they were 
not specifically persecuted for their science. Galileo’s embrace of “Coperni-
canism” was ruled as heresy by the Inquisition, and he was forced to recant 
his theory.)

The inquiry-repression anecdote appears in every episode, but a few of 
them are more significant for my purposes. In episode 3, “When Knowledge 
Conquers Fear,” Tyson gives voice-over to the animated account of the foun-
dational collaboration of Edmond Halley and Isaac Newton, a lonely student 
prone to mysticism, who challenged intellectual leaders in their observations 
of comets and the motions of the stars. William Herschel and his son receive 
the animators’ attention in episode 4, “A Sky Full of Ghosts.” Herschel explains 
to his son that he doesn’t believe in spirits, but that in a way, some of the 
light we see from stars reaches us long after the stars themselves are dead. In 
a signal moment of historical and cultural inclusiveness, episode 5 (“Hiding 
in the Light”) recounts stories of both the Chinese philosopher Mo-Tzu who 
invented the camera obscura, and the Arabic scientist Ibn al-Haytham, who 
theorized about the nature of light and advocated something like the scientific 
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method. Not only did these figures pursue new ideas with courage, they suf-
fered from the historical silencing of their contributions.

Women get similarly inclusive treatment in the series. Rather than focus-
ing on Hypatia, as Sagan did, the producers of Spacetime Odyssey noted the 
historic work conducted by women at Harvard working for Edward Charles 
Pickering. These women, including Annie Jump Cannon, Henrietta Swan 
Leavitt, and Cecilia Payne, invented a stellar classification system and dis-
covered a way to measure the distance to stars. Payne developed a method of 
determining the chemical composition of stars, running up against received 
knowledge and her advisor while writing the definitive textbook on the sub-
ject. After this story, Tyson states into the camera, “Have you heard of any of 
these women? No?” Wryly, he adds, “I wonder why,” alluding to sexist exclu-
sion of women’s voices in the historical account of scientific discovery.

The anecdote in episode 7 (“The Clean Room”) is of particular importance 
because of its modern underdog subject, Clair Patterson, who developed the 
science of dating objects based radioactive decay (in which decaying uranium 
turns to lead). While he was discovering the age of the Earth, Patterson also 
discovered the unnaturally widespread presence of lead in the air and soil of 
his time. He went up against the petroleum industry to prove that lead added 
to gasoline was poisoning the population.

In episode 10, “The Electric Boy,” Michael Farraday rises from the slums 
to discover how magnetic fields made of waves and how electricity worked; 
he invented the generator and the motor in spite of failing health, thereby 
setting the basis for all modern electronic communication. The show quotes 
him: “Nothing is too wonderful to be true, if it be consistent with the laws of 
nature,” he wrote.

In addition to stories of individuals confronting ignorance, this story also 
pits periods of time against each other as if they were persons. There were 
“public spheres of science” in Amsterdam during the Enlightenment and dur-
ing the heyday of the coffeehouses across Europe, described by Tyson as oases 
of equality and laboratories of democracy. We see Huygens and Leeuwenhoek, 
complete with white curly wigs, playing the harpsichord and taking a walk at 
sunset to look through the telescope. Against these scenes—complete with 
scenes of salons as sites of music and debate—the authorities of mysticism, 
ignorance, and persecution rise in perpetual threat. Ionia and Amsterdam 
appear as models of cosmopolitanism.

Then there are the key narrative proofs of evolution, chosen because they are 
the bêtes noires (black beasts, literally) of creationism: the evolution of dogs and 
the evolution of the eye. The tale of dogs as a species distinct from wolves chal-
lenges creationists’ theories that God made all of the animals as they presently 
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exist at once, and that Noah could have rounded up all of the kinds of animals 
without gathering each specific type; wolves and dogs are said on this analysis 
to be of a “kind,” and admitting to significant differences would undermine their 
case. Creationists also posit that the eye is so brilliant and complex a tool that 
it can’t be explained by natural selection. Another key example for the theory 
of evolution is that of the tardigrade (episode 6), which looks like a mythical 
creature and is almost beyond belief: I never got a glimpse of anything like that 
in my biology classes no matter how many drops of water we put under the 
microscope. In fact, however, the tardigrade is an arthropod closely related to 
insects, and somewhat common. Its crucial characteristic is that it can survive 
extremes of climate, starvation, dehydration, immersion, and compression; it is 
extremely well adapted for survival, so much so that creationists believe that it 
could not have happened by evolutionary chance.

Sagan employed a similar device in the figure of the Heike (Samurai) crab, 
which appears to bear a human face on its back. What began as a random 
mutation became adaptive, as Japanese fishers would throw the anthropomor-
phic creatures back rather than harvesting them for food. For creationists, 
these remarkable examples are examples not of wondrous nature but of being 
overdesigned and finely tuned by a creator.

Part of the difficulty in explaining evolution is the vastness of its time scale. 
Four and a half billion years is what it has taken to get the eye in its current 
form, but it is difficult to imagine change over such an unfathomable period. 
In order for evolution to make sense, one must accept and come to terms with 
the idea of a universe that is 13.8 billion years old and an Earth clocking in at 
4.5 billion. The story of life and the story of the stars must appear together to 
each give evidence for the other. Both Cosmos series understood that neces-
sity. However, when you organize all human scientific knowledge so that it 
comes together in a coherent and elegant, if imperfect, explanatory system, 
you have the makings of myth.

Myth

Here I briefly revisit the definition of myth laid out in chapter 2, which puts 
forward a rhetorical conception of the term rather than its most common 
usage to refer to a story that is fanciful but erroneous or deceptive. Instead, a 
mythic narrative is one that tells the story of a people, its origins, and its des-
tinies. A myth is an explanation of how and why things came to be the way 
they are. The function of a myth is to win a society to cohesion around a set of 
principles, identities, and directions forward.
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Many if not most mythic narratives are metaphysical, positing a divine 
order that came into being by design. In pitching scientific knowledge, how-
ever, the makers of Cosmos also self-consciously embrace the conventions of 
mythos. The selection of the word cosmos itself not only refers in a common-
sense way to the known universe and its objects. It more specifically in its 
etymology is positioned as the opposite of chaos: Cosmos is the emergence, 
through exploration and insight, of an ordered and comprehensible system. 
The description and theorization of such a system necessarily has a mythic 
character when rendered in narrative form (as opposed to mathematics). It 
locates humans in the broader order of things, for example, when Tyson gives 
viewers Earth’s “cosmic address”: Earth/Solar System/Milky Way Galaxy/Virgo 
Supercluster/Universe.

It is also not coincidental that the subtitle of the program calls itself an 
“Odyssey,” which refers not to just any journey but to one of mythic propor-
tions: The Odyssey by Homer depicted Odysseus’s epic voyage; its wandering 
hero seeks a way home against natural and supernatural obstacles. He is in a 
world apart from ordinary people. So while Cosmos: A Spacetime Odyssey’s 
aims include conveying scientific accounts of nature and positioning human-
ity as a very tiny figure on the cosmic scale, it also invites viewers to, as Tyson 
says, “Come with me” in an imaginary spaceship that travels the heavens, the 
Earth, and surveys all of its creatures.

The language of this invitation is often poetic. In the first episode of the 
1980 series, Sagan famously intones, “The cosmos is all there is, all that there 
ever was, and all there will ever be.” He describes feeling stirred by contem-
plation, experiencing a “tingling in the spine,” and feeling as if falling “from a 
great height.” And, “as if in a distant memory,” “we are approaching the grand-
est of mysteries.” The series explores the deepest past and calls humanity to its 
destiny: “The earth is tiny. We have the power to decide the fate of our planet 
and ourselves. Our future depends on how we understand the cosmos.” Tyson 
concurs. Walking the “Hall of Extinction” in episode 9 (“The Lost Worlds of 
Earth”), Tyson comments about our looming climate disaster: “The future is 
written by us, right now.”

In explaining evolution and biology, Tyson wonders at how there is one 
universal genetic code and organic chemistry for all life on Earth. “Life has 
billions of stories in a universal language. Where did that message come 
from? Nobody knows.” Adding to the weight of this mystery, the narrative 
focuses on the most distinctive and beautifully adapted animals and plants. 
The hawk moth evolved a nearly foot-long proboscis to pollenate impossibly 
long orchids on Madagascar, for example. These are examples that my brilliant 
and Southern Baptist Aunt Mary would give me to make me wonder whether 
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there could be, in fact, an intentional design at work. She once gave me a gor-
geous coffee-table book of photographs documenting the repetition of pat-
terns—like spirals—across planetary and cosmic nature. The same examples 
that captivate viewers to wonder also push against the envelope of credulity, 
especially if one forgets the 4.5-billion-year clock.

Just as with orders directed by deities, the order of the cosmos involves 
commandments. Various figures across the episode challenge systems of blind 
faith and urge viewers to employ the scientific method. Mo-Tzu, as noted 
above, told his students to engage in observation, openness to correction, and 
skepticism toward authority. Tyson himself makes this commandment as the 
season begins to come to a close in episode 12 (“The World Set Free”): “Chal-
lenge yourself. Follow the evidence no matter where it leads. Do not make 
judgments without evidence. Remember you could be wrong.” Elsewhere in 
the same episode, he states,

Science is a way to keep from fooling ourselves and each other. It has been 
misused. We can’t afford to leave it to the powerful. It belongs to all of us. Its 
values undermine fanaticism and ignorance. We are uplifted by the scale and 
scope of the cosmos. We are inspired by what is actually real.

In the final episodes of both shows, viewers witness the triumphs of Voyager 
probes sending recordings of human experience beyond the solar system and 
returning the most distant images we have ever seen. Voyager sent for the first 
time an image of the whole Earth from a distance, very small and very beauti-
ful. The 2014 series lets Sagan have some of the last words in voice-over:

For every human being who ever was, that’s home. All the joy and suffering, 
differences of religion, ideology, economics, from hunters and foragers to cre-
ators, cowards, kings, peasants, mothers, fathers, children, inventors, explor-
ers, teachers, politicians, superstars, leaders, saints and sinners—all lived 
there on this mote of dust. The earth is a very small stage in the vast cosmic 
area. We’ve seen cruelty and war for control over a tiny fraction of a tiny dot. 
We suffer from delusions of self-importance. There is nowhere else to go.

Sagan adds, “We are star stuff contemplating the evolution of matter. We carry 
a legacy of cosmic evolution. We must come to know and love nature and 
become good strong links in the chain of life.”

And so ends this epic: a holistic explanation of origins and destinies and a 
set of commandments for human behavior. We may be made of star stuff—but 
this is the compelling stuff of myth.
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Affect, Emotion, Embodiment

As discussed in chapter 2, affect refers to a set of precognitive unnamed feel-
ings that shape our experience and responses to the environment. When we 
identify and name these feelings, they become emotions. Affect and emotion 
are closely tied to embodiment, since both are experienced in the body. They 
are produced by visceral encounters rather than a set of propositional state-
ments or arguments. Thus, images, sound, and movement are powerful cata-
lysts of an audience’s investment in a message.

The creationist Right understands how emotion is core to the experience 
of identification and learning. Education researchers Mark Bland and Eliza-
beth Morrison found in a study of religious students exposed to the science 
of evolution that the cognitive dissonance between faith and science gener-
ates the emotional response of anxiety.34 Any advocate of evolution must take 
the importance of emotion in resistance to their claims very seriously. Sites of 
embodied identification are particularly powerful. In church, embodiment is 
exemplified in everyday practices like collective singing and other church ritu-
als, and literally in the taking of communion, in which one becomes “consub-
stantial” with Christ. Music is key to both the power of worship and the power 
of identification in social movements, in which collectives “move together” in 
common cause.35

Proponents of creationism have created special cases of embodiment as 
well. For example, creation museums allow children to walk among dinosaurs; 
they create a narrative that visitors move through in a prescribed order. Kelly 
and Hoerl describe how the Creation Museum in Petersburg, Kentucky, physi-
cally enacts a sense of false controversy over the science of evolution. It stages 
scenes of controversy warranted by the credibility of the museum space. In 
other words, by virtue of being physically in a museum—in secular culture, a 
site of naturalized scientific knowledge—audiences are prompted to find the 
unsound evidence presented to be credible.36

John Lynch describes the same museum as an “embodied conversion nar-
rative” that offers a “spatial sermon” to visitors.37 Visitors enter the museum 
under the banner, “Prepare to Believe.” The museum guides visitors’ bodies 
through space:

[The Creation Museum] is a rhetorical performance in concrete that uses 
one’s movement through its space alongside the sequence of visual cues that 
one encounters, ranging from lighting and line of sight to the visual and 
verbal text of discrete exhibits, to produce its suasory force. As visitors walk 



	 CO S M O S  A N D T H E B I G F I V E  B A N G  •   119

through the museum, they walk along the path of religious conversion from 
tension and doubt into awe and spiritual transformation of their identity.38

The process of movement enables the internalization of messages and the 
movement from opening scenes of dissonance and doubt, resolving the sense 
of crisis in movement from scenes of struggle and depravity into a Christian 
rebirth—literally, out of a dark tunnel into the light of the creation of the uni-
verse. Believing, in this sense, is doing.

Cosmos also understands embodiment as a rhetorical opportunity. Critics 
noted that the program is an “immersive experience” in a number of ways, 
beginning with its remarkable opening sequence. The segment occurs to the 
swelling sounds of original music by Alan Silvestri: beginning with a melody 
repeated by a lonely French horn, oboe, and flute; interrupted by a cymbal 
clash and swell of strings behind a repeating bell-like tone; followed by a huge 
swell of strings.39

To this music, images appear and merge into others, positioning viewers 
as if on a ride, first across Saturn’s rings, which morph into a human eye. What 
we will come to know as the “spaceship of the imagination” crosses the eye as 
the eye becomes a spiral galaxy, which in turn becomes a spiral shell, held by 
a child on the seashore. Then the shell morphs back into an eye, which turns 
into the center of a ring nebula. The center/eye of the nebula becomes the 
second “o” in cosmos as the title appears.

In addition to capturing the movement and themes of the entire series—
the story of the cosmos is the story of life on Earth and vice versa—the jour-
ney immerses the viewer in a sensorium of spectacular beauty, very satisfying 
in its establishment of order upon an enormous and complicated universe. (As 
noted above, the observation of patterns across the layers of the cosmos and 
the awe-filled sense that it is an ordered system also represent mythic appeals.) 
The device of the cosmic calendar, an illuminated set of squares that make up 
a floor, is likewise immersive as Tyson walks us through the 4.5-billion-year 
history of the Earth, at various points “entering” a moment—murky swamps, 
sweeping plains populated by dinosaurs, the interior of a cell, or of an atom, 
the atmosphere of the Earth and the sphere of the Earth as if viewed from 
elsewhere in the solar system. These investigations take place in the “space-
ship of the imagination,” a device also employed by Sagan. Sagan’s ship was 
shaped like a dandelion seed; Tyson’s is also seed-shaped, but sleek and black 
with a spherical, surround-sound viewing port. Horizontally, it looks like a 
sleek watercraft. Vertically it looks like a floating seed. (In both orientations, 
it bears an unfortunate resemblance to a coffin.)
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When Tyson intones “come with me,” the viewer takes a virtual position 
inside the ship and thereby in the experience of every star, nebula, moon-
scape, ring system, asteroid belt, neutrino field, atomic nucleus, DNA strand, 
and even the event horizon of a black hole. The experience is compelling even 
when Tyson explains that we have no idea where black holes lead or what hap-
pens to the matter and light captured there. The computer-generated graphics, 
animation, and the use of photographic images from telescopes and probes 
are outstanding.

The viewer is invited similarly to the visceral witness of the Big Bang when 
Tyson stands on the January 1 square of the cosmic calendar, puts on his sun-
glasses, and looks toward a pulsing fireball to stage right. When it explodes, 
Tyson’s suit jacket is blown back. The scene is both arresting—we are virtually 
“blown away”—and comical, as it evokes memories (among older viewers, 
at least) of the Maxell audiotape advertisement in which a sunglass-wearing 
man’s hair and clothes are blown back by the sound coming from his speak-
ers.40 (That ad was effective, too.)

The final aspects of the emotional work done by the program are senti-
mentality and haunting, related mechanisms. The first episode begins with 
Tyson at the seashore, where Sagan stood to introduce the first series. During 
the introduction, Tyson holds Sagan’s daybook, where there is a notation from 
1975 reading, “Neil deGrasse Tyson.” Tyson recounts meeting Sagan, who wel-
comed Tyson to his home in Ithaca, New York, and offered him an overnight 
stay due to inclement weather. Tyson comments that Sagan was “the kind of 
person I wanted to be.” On this point, a reviewer of the show in the Atlantic 
commented, “Cue the waterworks.” Another member of the interview team 
responded, “I actually gasped when Tyson pulled out Sagan’s calendar to show 
their appointment, marked down.”41 Druyan and Tyson have commented on 
how important it is that the show “touch you” with “uplifting themes” and 
“calls to action.”42

Sagan’s voice occurs many times across the episodes, most extensively in 
the conclusion in his exhortation to be “good strong links in the chain of life.” 
Tyson often uses Sagan’s language verbatim in certain segments, for exam-
ple, “at” the great library of Alexandria. These echoes are more than sweetly 
sentimental. Rhetorical scholar Joshua Gunn has noted the particular, eerie 
affective register of haunting: “Beyond mere metaphor, the idiom denotes a 
conceptual repertoire for listening to and speaking about the dead, literally 
and figuratively, as well as a considered attempt to orient the critic in a posi-
tion of hospitality, open to the other.”43 While Gunn is speaking of how the 
theoretical critique of the humanist subject (i.e., the troubling of the idea that 
we are each whole and willful persons) leaves us open to the voices of others, 
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I believe that Sagan’s voice does eerily similar work, asking viewers to notice 
that neither Tyson nor any of us is unique; none of us can control the cosmos; 
we have no recourse to the comforts of magic or superstition. Sagan’s ghost is 
thus part of the critique of arrogance, fear, parochialism, and mysticism the 
show puts forward.

These insights comport perfectly with Sagan’s continual exhortation to 
cosmopolitanism and humility. Gunn’s essay continues with language that 
evokes this point: “Insofar as the specter”—that is, the object/past/voice whose 
ghostly presence is troubling—“neither ‘is’ nor ‘is not,’ it is a figure that rep-
resents past and future temporalities.”44 The (non)presence of the specter is 
uncanny, traumatic, and sublime. And along with the sound track, Sagan’s 
voice reminds us that emotion work is often sonic, or aural.

Spectacle

There is not much left to say here about spectacle. The word’s root—from 
Latin, specere, to look—of course, is tied to the visual, as in spectacles (eye-
glasses), spectatorship, speculation, prospect, inspect, and so on. Every instance 
of narrative, myth (especially myth), emotion, and embodiment (including 
immersion) employed as described above contributes to the series as a spec-
tacular phenomenon that compels watching. In its mythic incarnations, spec-
tacle invites awe and wonder. It matters, however, what we are being invited to 
find awe-some. I will discuss the implications of the spectacle of Cosmos with 
regard to the concept of fidelity—the degree to which an appeal is aligned 
with the interests of those exhorted to identify with it—below.

Closely related to spectacle is celebrity. Celebrities are cultural constructs 
whose highly publicized bodies and identities mediate our understanding of 
realities.45 The process of filtering social problems through the bodies and 
voices of individual celebrities can discourage critique and political engage-
ment in favor of personalism and consumerism (for example, when celebrities 
champion a charity or hold a relief concert or encourage particular consumer 
choices).46 However, this outcome is not guaranteed.

Scientific celebrities are interesting cases in point. In his book Celebrity 
Scientists, Declan Fahy argues that celebrity is a result of personal attractive-
ness and charisma, the commodification of science in cultural products, and 
the capacity of the person to embody ideas and ideologies.47 While media 
attention hooks audiences with an emphasis on a celebrity’s private life, the 
“stars” can come to symbolize wider cultural issues.48 With regard to Tyson, 
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Fahy argues, the scientist’s persona is a focal point for understanding not only 
science but also race and representation.

Fahy writes, “You can think of Neil deGrasse Tyson as the Carl Sagan 
of the 21st century—as long as you envision a Sagan who’s muscular, Afri-
can-American, and as cool as his predecessor was geeky.” This description 
highlights Tyson’s race and (unfortunately) ties his identity to an athletic ste-
reotype, both “muscular” and “cool.”49 According to Fahy, the most significant 
achievement of Tyson for civil rights is that he is an example of a black intel-
lectual with “an influential position in public life.”50 Fahy highlights the capac-
ity of such celebrity to mediate public issues:

Tyson’s media driven celebrity has ultimately earned him social power and 
influence not only over nonspecialist publics, but also over science policy, 
the U.S. space program, the categorization of the planets, and the future 
of his scientific field. His stardom has allowed him to glide between these 
realms.51

Along with Bill Nye and Richard Dawson, Tyson has provoked conservatives 
by asserting the facticity of evolution and anthropogenic global warming. It is 
the tension between the assertion of facts alongside the self-conscious atten-
tion to communication strategies that makes the show’s rhetoric a case study 
in progressive mediation.

NUCLEAR CONTRADICTIONS

Cosmos offers its publics science lessons in every episode—about physics, 
evolution, light, biology, archaeology, geology astronomy, geography, climate, 
and history. On several occasions, the hosts make bald statements of fact, for 
example, “Evolution is a fact.” In episode 9, in a discussion of global warn-
ing, Tyson refutes each of the opposition’s arguments with points of scientific 
evidence. The writers have included earnest policy proposals to adopt plant-
based and other solar energy; to end the use of fossil fuels; to restore the polar 
ice caps; and to address poverty, education inequality, and other social prob-
lems. Both Sagan and Tyson urge viewers to identify with figures who con-
front corporate interests. Sagan, especially, sought to divorce scientific inquiry 
from greatness. And, as noted previously, the narrative and visual techniques 
of the episodes construct a holistic, coherent, and comforting model of the 
cosmos. Yet at key moments, the show interrupts its earnestness and coher-
ence. The examples I will discuss might seem to counter the producers’ claims 
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to be offering audiences a body of unmanipulated scientific knowledge. I will 
suggest, however, that something else is going on.

Myth, Naturalization, and Denaturalization

The semiotician Roland Barthes defines myth slightly differently than I have, 
but in a related way. Myth, he says, is a story that structures human under-
standing of the world in such a way that it has become invisible common 
sense. Mythic discourse is for him a closed system that works by making 
its frames seem natural. Myth naturalizes ideas that are not natural at all. It 
makes inequality, competition, and patriotism seem like features of nature 
when they are constructs of society. The critical response should be, then, 
to denaturalize what has become naturalized and thus invisible.52 This mode 
of critique seems somewhat ironic when examining a text that is primarily 
concerned with describing nature itself. But as the scholars of the rhetoric of 
science have argued, there is no bare communication or experience of nature. 
Every act to educate and inform is mediated. The programs create elegant 
mythic narratives, but they also disrupt the cosmic storyline; they engage in 
denaturalization.

The Reflexive Function of Animation

Cosmos repeatedly calls attention to the process of mediation even as it asserts 
what seem to be plain facts. The most significant and protracted example of 
this contradiction is the animation of the biographical narratives of scientists. 
In Sagan’s version, these narratives were reconstructed as realistic reenact-
ments. But as a number of critics have pointed out, the animations in the 2014 
Cosmos are strangely flat and choppy—they are cartoonish. The cartoons do 
not aspire to realism, or the appearance of being seamless and true reenact-
ments of something that actually happened exactly in this way. They literally 
denaturalize the people represented.

On the one hand, this mode of representation potentially allows for broad 
viewer identification with these figures because they are abstract. In addition, 
the use of animation may effectively engage children and youth.53 On the other 
hand, the cartoons distance viewers and the rest of the program’s content from 
the stories being told. Audiences are told, “We’re going to teach you the truth 
about the cosmos,” and then are poked to realize, “Hey, we’re constructing the 
version of the truth you’re getting.”
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These animated sequences interrupt the immersion in images and sound 
that assert the coherence—that might evince a cosmic designer—of the cosmic 
order: the galaxy and the shell, the impossibly perfect moth for the impossible 
orchid, the elegance of DNA.  About images, Barthes observed that most of 
the time photographic or video images are persuasive because they appear to 
be real and unquestionably representative of the persons, objects, and actions 
depicted. He described the flow of such images as studium, a Latin term for 
the standard cultural interpretation of a photographic image. In contrast, 
Barthes appreciated the punctum, referring to the ways that photographs can 
call attention to their construction to interrupt the usual process of meaning 
making and to invite emotional investment and response.54 The moment of 
punctum is a moment of reflexive contemplation and questioning.

For Barthes, the punctum is a personal experience. However, it is worth 
noting that the word comes from the Latin, meaning “point” or “mark,” and is 
the root of the words puncture and punctuation. Punctuation is the interrup-
tion of the flow of prose and meaning for audiences beyond the individual. 
Cosmos: A Spacetime Odyssey contains moments of punctum or critical inter-
ruption of the order and flow of narrative and image. The animated biogra-
phies constitute one of those marks, indicating to the viewer that what is being 
presented is a version of history.

Another moment of animation also plays the role of punctum. Both series 
include the same forty-second time-lapsed line drawings in white on black 
that summarize the course of human evolution. Starting with pre-cellular life, 
then a single cell, the image morphs into a ring of dancing cells, to sponges 
and fish and the like, to amphibians, then dinosaurs and other land animals, to 
small mammals, to arboreal animals and apes, to hominids walking upright, 
to a modern woman. It is simple and elegant, set to an excerpt from Vivaldi’s 
“Four Seasons” (Spring).55

Given the program’s commitment to establishing the facticity of evolution, 
this animated sequence is strange. It is visually arresting and easily grasped. 
Its strongest feature is the illustration of the continuity of the shapes of evolv-
ing life forms. It is easy to see how, on the one hand, each form transitions to 
the next in a smooth process. On the other hand, it is a cartoon, leaving the 
possibility open that audiences will read it as an imaginative exercise rather 
than scientific explanation. Sagan runs it twice in his episode; the 2014 version 
plays it exactly as it is in the original, a moment of intertextuality that calls 
attention to itself even more pointedly. This segment points to how all of the 
writers and producers are aware of themselves as communicators. They are 
faced with the awesome responsibility of mediating some of the most impor-
tant and most difficult knowledge of all.
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Part of that responsibility is to own up to the process of mediation. The 
risk of doing so, taken in these animated sequences, is leaving the narrative 
presented as radically open to question; the beauty of doing so is leaving the 
narrative presented as radically open to question. Cosmos creates a mythic 
vision of the universe, the Earth, and the past, present, and future of life, 
but unlike the mythos of creationists, there are moments of punctuation that 
interrupt the story and ask the viewer to pause and reflect. Sagan seems to 
verbally “wink” when he says, “Let’s look at it again: compressing four billion 
years of evolution into 40 seconds.”

Playing God

Playful moments also interrupt the flow of information on Cosmos. For exam-
ple, when discussing neutrinos (nanominute subatomic particles caused by 
radioactive decay), Tyson tells viewers that they are almost impossible to 
detect. However, he says, there are detectors that use spheres of matter to see 
the charge that is made when the neutrino hits them. He explains this process 
to the audience while sitting in a small yellow dinghy (and he is not a small 
person) floating in a room full of gold spheres, also floating. He resembles a 
large child in a funhouse ball pit. The lights are shut off. “We are lying in wait,” 
he says. There is a periodic flash of light: “There!” he says.56

Surprisingly, this ball pit is really the subterranean Japanese neutrino 
detection chamber Super Kamiokande. Rowing the dinghy, Tyson whispers, 
“Stalking the wild neutrino is the rarest of sport. The lengths one must go to 
track them down is nothing short of astonishing.” It is “the most elusive prey 
in the cosmos.” This commentary and scene are funny in a way that, as in the 
case of animation, winks at viewers. The image of Tyson in a tiny boat stalk-
ing wild neutrinos is playfully absurd, even as the phenomenon observed—the 
flash of light—actually happens. While amusing, this scene positions Tyson as 
somewhat godlike: Alone in the dark, he commands the neutrinos to appear 
on cue.

There is another moment when this maneuver is even more arresting. In 
episode 12 (“The World Set Free,” the second to last episode), Tyson explains 
how coral reefs and limestone rock, like those making up the White Cliffs of 
Dover, store carbon dioxide in harmless non-atmospheric form. He stands 
before the cliffs to explain how much carbon dioxide humans add to the atmo-
sphere every year: the equivalent mass of the cliffs. As he speaks, the cliffs rise 
up behind him to illustrate the massive shift. It looks as though he can com-
mand the earth, a bit like an image of Moses parting the waters.
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Taking the spaceship of the imagination anywhere is a godlike act, but 
none more so than the ride up to and over the event horizon of an imagined 
black hole in episode 4 (“A Sky Full of Ghosts”). The episode actually starts 
with a warning and an invitation from Tyson:

Seeing is not believing. Our senses can deceive us. Even the stars are not 
what they appear to be. The cosmos as revealed by science is stranger than 
we ever could have imagined. Light, and time space, and gravity conspire 
to create realities which lie beyond human experience. That’s where we’re 
headed. Come with me.

This paragraph is internally contradictory: There are realities beyond our 
experience. We’re going to go experience them. And I, Neil deGrasse Tyson, 
have the power to reveal them to you.

As the spaceship approaches the black hole, Tyson says, “The magic show 
of space-time really is crazy.” This statement is preceded by a discussion of 
how movement close to light-speed, when time and aging slow down, could 
be a source of quasi-immortality, something only a deity could promise until 
now. The hole sits in the center of a red ring of gas, with a stream of particles 
flowing from its center. The ship “shakes.” “That was us,” says Tyson, “resisting 
a few million g’s of gravity.” Again, this is a moment of punctuation, a wink 
acknowledging that this is still an impossible imaginary voyage. After a lecture 
on how black holes form and how they can be detected (during which Tyson 
manipulates an animated black hole on the deck of the spaceship as a god 
may appear to be sculpting the cosmos), Tyson says that if one were to go to 
the event horizon, she would disappear instantly. The ship then is riding the 
turbulence. Tyson squints against the light of the hole’s stellar corona. “If you 
somehow survive the perilous journey across the event horizon, you’d be able 
to look back out and see the entire future history of the universe unfold before 
your eyes.” Significantly, he adds, “Before we go there, I should tell you, we are 
entering uncharted scientific territory. . . . But let’s perform a thought experi-
ment.” The ship is pulled, blurring, into the hole; Tyson’s visage warps as the 
music swells. We cut to an image of the ship skating along in deformed space 
to the sound of electronic music. It disappears. After a break, Tyson explains, 
“You might end up in a different place and time than our own universe. .  .  . 
Black holes may very well be tunnels through the universe . . . an intergalactic 
subway system.  .  .  . Or we may find ourselves into an entirely different uni-
verse. . . . It’s another magic trick of space-time.” Tyson appears suddenly in a 
used car parking lot in a move that seems like street magic. He explains that 



	 CO S M O S  A N D T H E B I G F I V E  B A N G  •   127

if we want to know what’s inside a black hole, we should simply look around, 
since our own universe could be one of many inside of a black hole.

Thus, the show puts Tyson in a position to reveal the cosmos’s darkest 
secrets while also admitting that the exercise is speculative, a “thought experi-
ment.” The scene enacts the science-persuasion “contradiction,” which, as I 
have argued in chapter 2, is not a contradiction at all if one recognizes the role 
of mediation in conveying critical knowledge.

The capacity of video graphics today to move a viewer through sequences 
of images that construct a magnificent and coherent totality may, to some 
extent, work against the program’s stated mission. Human eyes come into 
being over eight minutes; the evolution of the species happens in forty sec-
onds. We can see and explain objects at great distances and those too tiny to 
see with our most sophisticated technology. The repetition of spiral shapes 
and the universal life language of DNA convey a sense of design that almost 
seems magical. Are the producers of Cosmos simply replacing one compelling 
but problematic mythic narrative with another?

I want to suggest a different way to understand the apparent contradiction 
between a commitment to scientific fact and the tools of mediation that are so 
self-consciously employed by the creators of Cosmos. First, the “facts” of the 
cosmos are so immense and total as to make mythic narrative unavoidable. 
But rather than let the gorgeous and tightly woven story proceed in an even, 
uncontested, and perfect way—the way of studium—these points of surprise 
and reflection invite questioning. The punctum asks us to pause and laugh, or 
find something strange, or wonder how exactly persuasive the case is.

In this way, the method of the program enacts the shorthand version of 
the scientific method it sets out: Make observations. Build on the knowledge 
that you have. Recognize that that knowledge could be wrong. Acknowledge 
that you could be wrong. Be unafraid to admit what you don’t know. Don’t 
believe something someone else tells you without questioning her authority 
and testing her claims against observation. From my analysis, I’ll add, have a 
sense of humor.

Mediation is core to introducing information in persuasive terms. The 
argument that cuts across this book is that facts do not stand by themselves and 
that mediation is inevitable—but there is good mediation, by which I mean 
the framing and interpretation of information in ways faithful to the interests 
of its audiences, and bad mediation, which is mystification and manipulation 
that convinces people to make decisions and to elect leaders who are not in 
their best interests. Far from weakening its internal case, Cosmos’s incongru-
ous moments of denaturalization, excess, and humor demonstrate the features 



128  •   C ha  p te  r 5	

of a productive rhetorical realism as I laid them out in chapter 2. American 
rhetorical theorist Kenneth Burke wrote that myth was a powerful rhetoric 
tool. What remains to be understood, he argued, is that there are good myths 
and bad myths. The question is how to tell the difference.57

Let’s take up this question of good and bad mediation in the context of the 
controversy over creation and evolution, a struggle that has played itself out 
in the context of U.S. public schools.

AN EXCURSUS ON RHETORICAL AND  
SCIENTIFIC EDUCATION

Ideologies of Education

The French revolutionary and scientist Antoine deStutt de Tracy realized, just 
as I am arguing, that no information circulates without mediation, no educa-
tion happens outside ideology.58 He coined the term ideology not to describe a 
set of dogmatic lies or mystifications of the truth, but rather to appreciate the 
role of education in teaching the young the moral and political principles and 
the habits of citizenship guiding the society as a whole. Both functions, how-
ever, occur at the same time: What to revolutionaries looks like the liberation 
of thought from the monarchs is to future generations an education in confor-
mity and obedience. The democratizing function and indoctrination function 
are one and the same. (Indeed, Marx condemned Tracy’s rhetoric as bourgeois 
doctrine.) In any case, Tracy argued that ideology was a positive term: the 
propagation of new ways of being and thinking in the new society. Given that 
mediation—or the ideological framing of information—is inevitable and nec-
essary, the question becomes not what is a good instance of persuasion or a 
bad one, but rather whose knowledge is getting circulated, and on whose terms? 
If the choice is between feudal ignorance and liberal universal schooling, then 
the schools are doing democratic, emancipatory work.

After the revolution and through the reign of Napoleon and into the mod-
ern era, public education became an ideological battleground between the left 
and the monarchist right. The same can be said about public education in the 
United States. A system of universal schooling has become the site of struggle 
over education in science and history, especially.

It was not until the Progressive Era of the 1910s and 1920s that a clear 
rationale for and practice of ideally free, universal public schooling (which 
was real only for some portions of the population even so) became widely 
spread. The pragmatist philosopher John Dewey expressed the concern that 
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ignorance, and especially technical and scientific ignorance, was a barrier to 
full participation in decision making in an increasingly technological society 
(and this was well before the development and use of nuclear weapons). More-
over, he feared that an atomized (no pun intended) population could not form 
what he envisioned as a Great Community, in which democratic deliberation 
happened in the common interest of all.59

Critics of Dewey have noted the ideological character of this vision, which 
denies differences of interest and access by class, race, and gender to both educa-
tion and civic forums. Dewey and other progressive educators believed that all 
Americans shared the same interests and that in the Great Community, antag-
onism would have no place. Universal ideals have not prevailed because this 
approach to education cannot fully engage the question I raised above: Whose 
mediation is it? In other words, in whose interests and on whose terms are whose 
knowledges circulated as true and necessary to democracy? Starting points for 
this inquiry are three political perspectives or approaches to the mediation of 
information in the public schools. Here I will attempt a brief sketch.

Liberal Education

First, in the tradition of the French Revolution and the Progressive Era, a lib-
eral approach to education affirms the values of cooperative citizenship and 
national belonging while continually presenting knowledge as neutral. Liber-
als deny that education—or good journalism, for that matter—mediates infor-
mation in ideological ways. Like the fact-checkers of chapter 3, they panic over 
“fake news” and politicians’ lies but do not generally question the political or 
economic system, the norms of civility or national citizenship. The norms of 
family and personal responsibility are assumed as well. The celebrations of 
Thanksgiving, Veterans’, and Memorial Days convey these lessons. Assign-
ments asking students to construct their “family trees” are fraught when stu-
dents are in non-normative (although statistically normal) family forms, or 
are immigrants, refugees, and so on. It is common for teachers to use reward 
(i.e., money or object)-based methods of classroom discipline, preparing chil-
dren for life as workers in capitalism: do your job and get toys. Faith in the 
transparency and security of factual knowledge is itself an ideological out-
come of liberal education. Students graduate believing that it is easy to tell the 
difference between truths and lies or distortions.

The expectation of family prosperity can come under strain in the public 
schools. I read recently in the New York Times about a school in Brooklyn in 
which half of all students are homeless—in and out of school, often hungry, 
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and often traumatized by a precarious existence.60 Information in such a set-
ting cannot be neutral. The context of its delivery is far from equal, to begin 
with. And knowledge about social problems and U.S. and world history, in 
addition to science and the arts, cannot proceed as if all schoolchildren had 
equal stakes in social competence and belonging. Teachers and administra-
tors at School 188 feel the strain at having to provide a normative curriculum 
with test-based assessments when there are other, more urgent lessons, to be 
understood. Children learn to write letters to the president pleading with him 
to address homelessness, or to Santa asking for money for a down payment 
on a house.

In this context, charter schools represent neoliberalism’s—hyper-priva-
tized capitalism’s—crystallization. If public resources cannot educate students, 
perhaps the market and profit-driven schools can fill the gaps. However, these 
schools most often fail the most vulnerable children, hyper-exploit teachers, 
and reinforce rote knowledge that leads to strong test scores. “Facts” are com-
modities in a commercial learning environment.61

Conservative Education

Private schools, accessible only to elites in the United States, naturally cul-
tivate a view of the world in which the wealthy deserve their prosperity. In 
addition, conservative schooling can be rigorous because the youth there have 
grown up in houses with books; they are not generally too hungry to learn. 
The curriculum in many of these schools is based on “great books,” largely 
written by men, accounting for history, literature, and the arts. Allan Bloom 
and William Bennett advocated this mode of education in their argument that 
in the education system, pupils were losing sight of basic moral knowledge 
based on biblical principle or the ideology of personal responsibility.

Conservative Christians have started charters and curricula for home-
schooling children in the context of religious faith and morality. Along with 
other conservatives, they do not deny the propaganda function of primary 
education. With basic literacy and math skills comes the fallback to scripture 
as the absolute authority. Deep questions have a single answer. These schools 
attempt to create a closed universe of learning in which children will not find 
their faith or their ideals challenged. Nor will they need to encounter social 
and economic or ideological differences, which are the source of another kind 
of education entirely.

In the conservative context, facts are neither neutral nor commodities: 
They are weapons in the broader culture war. It is in this context that science 
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education, particularly on the topic of biological evolution, becomes part of 
this battleground. Although advocates of creationism have not yet succeeded 
in their efforts to have public schools teach creationism or intelligent design 
alongside the theory of evolution, liberals and progressives alike have reason 
to worry as the current presidential administration includes fundamentalists 
who will lead the charge; it will also likely put in place justices on the Supreme 
Court who might rule for creationists in new cases to come.62

Creationists adopt the language of liberalism in advocating the intrusion 
of religion into a secular (on the basis of the Establishment Clause of the First 
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution) public education system. As in the case 
of Creation.com, they attempt to make a case for a supernatural designer in 
scientific language. They also argue for inclusion of creationism as a form 
of intellectual pluralism, arguing that evolution is “only” a theory (which, of 
course, misunderstands the status of theory in scientific inquiry) and that 
other theories (hypotheses or speculations) should have a place alongside the 
prevailing content.63

On this point, they argue that their perspective is marginalized or 
oppressed, potentially invoking liberal sympathy and an openness to inclusion 
of other (their) voices. The main buttress of the (neo)liberal school system 
against creationism is, ironically, the belief that the knowledge produced in 
mainstream schools is non-ideological, so that the intrusion of any propagan-
distic agenda, especially religion, cannot be admitted. Weirdly, the courts have 
affirmed the principle of neutrality, which in turn wins teachers, students, and 
bodies of citizens to the ideal of neutral, nonpartisan knowledge. The ideology 
of the system is that the system that exists is ideology free.

Critical and Radical Education

I am not advocating the inclusion of an argument for divine creation and 
design in the teaching of science in public schools. However, neither am I 
arguing for an education that is naïve about the perspectival partisanship of 
knowledge.

There is a substantial tradition of critical and radical pedagogy to draw 
from to give shape to a curriculum that raises such questions.64 There are at 
least four principles that can be drawn from this literature. First, acknowledge 
the lived experiences of students and their communities and use them as a 
basis for curriculum. A student who writes the president asking for help with 
the mortgage needs to be told that it is unlikely, given at least recent historical 
patterns, that the president will be willing or able to do that. Raise the ques-
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tion: What has it taken and what will it take to demand accountability from a 
society founded on inequality?

Second, and relatedly, encourage students to create curriculum based on 
questions arising from their lived experiences. Possible themes include histo-
ries of oppressed people and the words of silenced voices, the diversity of the 
world’s people and their practices, and a sense of commonality, not with all 
other people but with the majority of humanity living without the resources 
and agency to thrive. Third, equip students with basic skills and knowledge, 
not so that they can become compliant citizens but so that they can use these 
tools to build movements for social change and to run a sustainable society 
based on the liberated interests of ordinary people. This knowledge includes 
the best scientific understandings available as well as information and practice 
in the skills of organizing, persuasion, leadership, and compassion—that is 
to say, rhetoric. Fourth and finally, engage social movement struggles as sites 
of education and transformation. Participation in movements against racism, 
imperialism, economic exploitation, misogyny, and all other oppressions puts 
into practice lessons learned and provides incalculable new ones as the trans-
formation of consciousness is accelerated in struggle.

Radicals are not antiscience. As Marx and Engels and many critics before 
and since have argued, however, it is crucial to apply the basics of scientific 
investigation to society itself rather than seeing the tools of inquiry as tran-
scendent and neutral. It is important that we develop analyses of the system as 
a whole, where it came from, and what caused it to be the way it is, so that we 
can take steps to change it. We need to develop clear social theories that are 
built by and for the working class and all of the communities of the oppressed 
who compose it. Such theories start with the collective rather than the indi-
vidual, but not the Great Community imagined by liberals.

We can study ants, but we could also wonder what the ant observes. Peo-
ple are not ants, but the outcome of any scientific inquiry is shaped first by 
one’s vantage point. Feminists and Marxists call this idea “standpoint episte-
mology.” The idea is that in a kingdom ruled by a giant, the giant can hardly 
see the little people under his feet. It depends upon their labor and coopera-
tion, but he has little idea about their experience.

However, if you are one of the little people underfoot, and you look up, 
you get a very clear view of the entire giant. The system of his foot on your 
back is crucial information about how society works. To be safe for the future 
and all those who are with you and will come after, you must take down the 
giant. Since you are too small, as the Ewoks in Star Wars realized, to bring him 
down by yourself, you must get together with as many other people as you 
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can to share experience, to theorize, to ask, What happened the last time the 
giant nearly fell? How many sticks will we need and how sharp must they be 
to puncture his skin and make him fall? Can we make ourselves larger? Can 
we do anything to make him sick and weak? Can he be killed? How can we 
do that? When that happens, how can we move him out of the way? How do 
we inspire others to stay with us in this process? What do we need to know to 
make and sustain a society without giants?

All of this knowledge needs to be systematically and accurately gathered 
if your people are not to be crushed. It is a scientific process of observa-
tion, experimentation, questioning, theorizing, testing, assessing, and being 
accountable. It involves not only facts but also the organization of facts and 
the practices of collective organizing, argumentation, and inspiration. The 
process builds upon the history and experience of those who came before, 
but their offerings should not be taken on authority alone.

The advocates of radical pedagogy have shown how experiential learn-
ing can generate critical consciousness, and that critical consciousness can 
be shared and generalized, producing new practices and ways of being in 
the world. Carl Sagan understood the potential of involving young people 
in science. There are two scenes in the first Cosmos series where he shares 
his ideas with a diverse classroom of public school students in Brooklyn, 
where he was raised. He passes out photographic images taken by Voyager 
as if they are trading cards. Students excitedly examine and exchange them 
while Sagan tells them about what Voyager has helped scientists to dis-
cover. In the second segment, he asks for volunteers to wheel a model of 
the solar system around to demonstrate the orbits of the planets. He gets 
the students up and moving, involving their bodies in the practice of learn-
ing. He takes numerous questions and does his best to answer them. These 
students may not have been inspired every day, but the looks on their faces 
on this day reveal what happens when they are engaged honestly and with 
humility.

COSMIC PEDAGOGY

As I mentioned above, both Cosmos and its creationist opponents have pro-
duced study guides for the episodes. I’ll take the ones for the first episode as 
examples to show their profound differences. What they share is the awareness 
that the program’s longest-term and most profoundly important audience will 
be children. The authors at the disingenuously titled website “Evolution News” 
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worry that the new Cosmos, with its flashy graphics and compelling stories, 
will become a staple in science classrooms.

David Klinghoffer writes,

Despite its increasingly undisguised axe-grinding, history-befogging, and 
faith-baiting excesses, there’s no question that the rebooted Cosmos series 
with Neil deGrasse Tyson will be turning up in classrooms as a “supplement” 
to science education. I mentioned this earlier today, but it is not simply a 
matter of my speculating. The Internet is abuzz with talk by teachers and 
others who are excited about the prospect.65

The page quotes teachers who had posted their enthusiasm about the program 
on other websites:

Neil deGrasse Tyson, Cosmos is amazing! I can’t wait to buy it on DVD so 
that I can show it to my 8th grade science class during our universe sec-
tion!! My students do a lab on the universal timeline (much like the calendar 
you speak of in Cosmos). I can’t wait to add the explanation for Cosmos into 
the lab! Thank you for inspiring a new generation of scientists! (emphasis 
in original)

Teachers looking for an excellent television show to help drive home various 
science information to your students should look no further. The television 
station Fox has done society a great service by putting “Cosmos: A Space-
time Odyssey” hosted by Neil deGrasse Tyson on the air. Tyson delivers the 
often-complicated ideas in a way that all levels of learners can understand 
and still be entertained by the stories. Episodes of this show make great 
supplements in the science classroom and also can be used as a reward or 
movie day.

While Carl Sagan premiered a similar “cosmic calendar” back in 1980, the 
one on display last night was really incredible. I’ve no doubt this part of 
“Cosmos” will be replayed countless times in science classes around the 
world for decades to come. (emphasis in original)

There is evidence that teachers are using the series. At the blog LessonPlans.
com, Monica Fuglei praises Cosmos for building scientific literacy, encourag-
ing scientific analysis, prodding debate about scientific concepts, and sparking 
intellectual curiosity and inquiry.66 The site encourages having students design 
their own lesson plans around the content.
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The study guides at the Cosmos site also demonstrate a tone of openness. 
Aimed at students in grades six to twelve, they are written by Ann Druyan. 
They summarize the episodes, but most notably, they focus on student-driven 
content:

•	 Find your own birthday on the Cosmic Calendar.
•	 Earn a learner’s permit to drive your own Ship of the Imagination [by 

explaining the rules of exploring the cosmos—the scientific method].
•	 Select a destination in the cosmos, giving the coordinates in space and 

time. Present your research and write or draw a vision of what it would 
be like.67

Another exercise involves students’ history and experience:

On the Cosmic Calendar, we see how the chance gravitational jostling of an 
asteroid an inch to the left has the most profound consequences for the exis-
tence of our species. Imagine a contingency that led to your own existence: 
for example, the chance meeting of your parents, historical factors that may 
have driven one of your grandparents to leave his or her home country and 
venture to another to meet your other grandparent. Encourage students to 
develop their own causality chain of events.

In contrast, Ken Ham’s guides are motivated by defensiveness: “I expect 
that an anti-biblical American TV series will soon be used in public schools 
across the country, and I want parents to be prepared to counter the series’ 
evolutionary arguments from a biblical standpoint.”68 For episode 1, Dr. Eliza-
beth Mitchell calls attention to how much of the episode involves imagina-
tion and speculation and argues that the aim of scientific literacy would be 
served by engaging other “scientific” viewpoints. In a smart move, she notes 
that Tyson admits that we do not know the answers to the biggest questions: 
What caused the Big Bang and how did life begin? I believe that those are the 
openings for faith that make the most sense as a matter of metaphysics or phi-
losophy rather than science. However, Ham’s mission is to convince followers that 
the young-earth creationist account is backed by its own science, of a particular 
kind. Thus, the leader discussion guide contrasts experimental science and origins 
science, the latter of which

attempts to discover the truth about the unobservable past by interpreting 
scientific observations in light of what the scientist believes about the past 
(presuppositions or starting assumptions). These beliefs about the past may 



136  •   C ha  p te  r 5	

include eyewitness testimony of someone who was there—namely, God our 
Creator—or uniformitarian or materialistic evolutionary beliefs that substi-
tute man’s fallible ideas for what God has told us about our origins.

The guide suggests an experiment in which a student lights one candle and 
lets it burn itself out. Then the student is asked to light a candle, marking the 
time, then blow it out, marking the time. In only one scenario will another 
person know how long the candle burned: the one with the record of an eye-
witness. (In this experiment, the child is God.) The test’s only point is that 
we can only have certain knowledge about the past if we have an eyewitness 
record, and that the Bible is that record. Not only does this lesson mistake 
eyewitness evidence for the only authoritative evidence, but it also makes the 
Bible the ultimate and only fallback authority. It is not a system that encour-
ages questioning; there is nothing new under the sun, in the sun, or beyond 
the sun. There is no need to go looking.

The guides lead to a site called “Kid’s Answers,” and there is a companion 
magazine.69 Each subtopic, “Evolution,” “Science,” “Creation,” and so on, gives 
very little time to questions. One question, “Are people just animals?” gets the 
terse reply, “The Bible teaches that people are made in God’s image. Animals 
were not made in God’s image; only people were!”70 Enough said—the less, 
apparently, the better. One can only hope that many children find this answer 
unsatisfying.

The answer to those living under the giant’s heel who might ask, “Why 
is the giant standing on us?” would be “because God made it so.” Thus, the 
debate over science education is relevant to human emancipation. Accepting a 
closed explanatory system with no evidence aside from scripture is a recipe for 
passivity and incuriosity at best; at worst, as Cosmos points out, knowledges 
outside of authorized accounts, and their discoverers, are subject to repression 
and persecution. Returning to the questions Whose knowledge is it? Who is it 
by, and who is it for? Who is left out?, we might simply observe, in response, 
that creationism is not for the oppressed.

Radicals reject creationism as a curriculum not because of its persuasive 
strategies, especially not because its discourse is mythic in character. Any 
attempt to systematize knowledge—scientific, historical, or social—will have a 
mythic component if it hopes to inspire engagement. Kenneth Burke regarded 
myth as essential as “a means of affecting social cohesion” and “a bridging 
device to relate humanity to the earth and the wider university—in short, the 
cosmos.”71 Burke claimed that there are accurate myths and inaccurate ones. 
By accurate, he meant descriptive of the reality of ordinary people and faithful 
to their interests. By inaccurate, he meant characterized by dogmatic mysti-
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fication.72 Who gets to tell the stories, whose are they, and who benefits from 
the telling? Whose stories are left out? These are the important questions when 
considering the crucial mediating role of education. And in a literal sense, it is 
a religious calling. The word religion has as its root, according to the diction-
ary, the Latin word religare, meaning “to tie” or “to bind.” In this sense, reli-
gion is merely a system of ideas and practices that tie a community together. 
If we choose those ideas and practices in alignment with an obligation to the 
interests among the oppressed and exploited in emancipation, then we could 
say that we would have put into place an accurate religion.

Even more interesting is research into the Latin roots of the word religion 
that traces it not to religare but to relegare, derived by the Roman rhetorician 
Cicero, to mean “to go through or over again in reading, speech, or thought.”73 
This derivation is exciting from the perspective of radical pedagogy, whose 
practices encourage the rethinking and analysis of received knowledge in light 
of experience and the goals of liberation.

I confess that I have not always taught in the ways practiced by and advo-
cated by the radical pedagogues whose work I admire. There are occasions 
when I have tried to and other occasions when I should have done so. One 
obstacle to experience-based, resistance-oriented pedagogy is the inaccessibil-
ity of higher education—and equal quality primary education—to increasing 
numbers of people without the means to pay outright or the ability to carry a 
huge burden of debt. One consequence of this situation is that my students are 
more likely to be the children of giants than of the oppressed and exploited. 
Their experience would not be a critical base for generating questions and 
insights.

There are other, better, places for revolutionary education than the college 
classroom as it currently is configured. Among those sites are the organizing 
spaces of social movements and radical political parties who encourage histor-
ical, scientific, and theoretical education for the purpose of human liberation.

Inviting viewers to investigate the universe, Neil deGrasse Tyson says, 
“Come with me.” Inviting readers, scholars, and activists to recognize the 
necessity of mediation to radical learning and emancipatory practice, I say, 
“Come with us.”
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C H A P T E R  6

From Thomas Paine to 
#BlackLivesMatter 
The Tasks of Making Revolutionary  Common Sense

SO FAR in this book I have argued that the responses by liberals and progres-
sives to the crisis of truth in U.S. political culture have been mistaken in their 
focus on the minutiae of fact-checking. Those farther on the Left still tend 
to hold the position that in a controversy, the better argument with the best 
empirical evidence will win out against lies and mystification. While I practice 
and teach (and believe in the importance of) evidence-based reasoning and 
communication practice, my experience and research have led me to realize 
that we must attend more thoughtfully to the processes of mediation—the 
role of communicators to intervene in the circulation of knowledge, especially 
the knowledge based on the interests and experiences of the oppressed and 
exploited—in the interpretation and shaping of political ideas.

I have discussed the importance of the “big five” rhetorical strategies that 
have been embraced by champions of ordinary people. However, I also have 
pointed to the risks and limitations of those strategies, including the political 
compromises one must make (for example, cooperation with a heteronor-
mative, masculinist narrative frame in publicizing whistleblowers) and the 
constraining role of historical moment, as in the case of the failure of the 
second Cosmos in reaching the same audiences as its forbearer. With regard 
to Cosmos, I noted the ethical quality of reflexivity and contradiction—punc-
tum—in what would otherwise potentially be an exercise in standard myth-
making (studium).



	 F ro  m T h o mas  Pa i n e to #B l ac k L i v e sMatt   e r  •   139

In this chapter I raise the same questions and possibilities about the role 
of truth claims in a special case: a revolution. I was drawn to the American 
Revolution for two reasons, the first being that it is an accessible example for 
U.S. reading audiences, and the second being the figure of Thomas Paine. 
Pushing the left edge of the revolution, Paine put himself in a position to cir-
culate revolutionary ideas in such a way that they became “common sense.” 
The name of his famous pamphlet speaks to my primary concern about how 
we can bring knowledges of subordinated groups into popular consciousness 
such that they become commonsensical, challenging or replacing previous 
dogmas. A revolutionary situation is unique in this regard—relatively rare but 
also momentous in its significance. As a socialist and a lifetime activist, I, and 
I think many others at our historical juncture, am interested in how commu-
nicators inject new political truths into a society in the midst of major crisis.

There is some controversy about whether the American War for Indepen-
dence represented a significant or radically transformative revolution. Neil 
Davidson explores the distinction between political and social revolutions: In 
the former, transformation seeks to change political ideology and shape the 
form of government without altering the fundamental economic structures 
and hierarchies of power in place.1 He and Eric Foner both conclude that the 
American Revolution occupies the category of political revolution, Davidson 
noting that since the United States had no feudal remnants in its structure, it 
did not actually require an anti-feudal struggle.2 Foner, in later work, makes 
the argument that the U.S. Civil War completed that revolution. Before then, 
the continuance of slavery in the United States after the War for Independence 
challenged any idea that the economic and power relations in the United 
States had been fundamentally altered in the first round. However, even if the 
revolution were not a deep-reaching social revolution, it did require a war, 
and motivation for that war required a new political language. And as Herbert 
Aptheker argues, the pressure on the merchant class from below articulated 
revolutionary ideas not because of the economic situation, but in spite of it.3 
Although the immature colonial bourgeoisie chafed against monarchical rule 
and sought control of its fortunes, the active involvement of workers, farmers, 
and craftspeople amplified the revolution’s truly democratic content.4

Having to motivate Americans unfamiliar with the language of democracy 
and independence to support a decolonizing war required rhetorical work. In 
a specifically revolutionary situation, timing, the quality of the intervention, 
and the capacity of the communicator to make the right intervention at the 
right time are crucial. In the rhetorical theory of the ancient Greeks, this idea 
of using well-timed situated political judgment (or phronesis) in the context 
of crisis is called kairos.5
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In what follows I will provide brief background on Paine and his role in 
the American Revolution. Then I will perform an analysis of Common Sense 
that identifies features of its political ideology and the strategies through 
which they are mediated. While Paine did not employ the resource of spec-
tacle (as did the activists in the Boston Tea Party, for example), he used an 
emerging form of media—the pamphlet, following the development of the 
newspaper from a mercantile tool to a disseminator of politics. His was a 
vernacular, or bottom-up, production similar to the efforts of many social 
movements throughout U.S. history up to today. In Common Sense, he devel-
ops narratives, including mythic ones, to describe the heroes, villains, values, 
responsibilities, and destinies of the revolution. His use of emotional appeals 
is notable as well. The most important aspect of his intervention into the revo-
lution as a mediator is how, at exactly the right moment, he moved the left-
most edge of liberalism into intelligibility for large parts of the population, 
who would not necessarily fight for free trade but who would fight for the 
ideas of democratic representation and equal rights. I will close out the analy-
sis of the pamphlet by observing its implicit theories of ideology, mediation, 
and social change. The chapter then turns to the question of whether we have 
mediators of revolutionary struggle among us today, arguing for a possibility 
in the #BlackLivesMatter movement.

COMMON SENSE: NEW FORM, NEW VISION

When Paine crafted and published the pamphlet Common Sense in 1776, he 
had been in Philadelphia for just over a year. The war was a long shot for the 
Patriots, and many colonists were neutral on the question of independence 
or loyal to the Crown. The elite discourses of the intellectual leaders of the 
revolution, including John Adams and Thomas Jefferson, did not reach the 
mass of colonists, most of whom were artisans—craftspeople and owners of 
small, home-based businesses—and laborers. The artisans had already become 
politically active, having formed the Patriotic Society and a militia. Open mili-
tary engagement with the British had begun the year before at Lexington and 
Concord. General George Washington struggled with low troop morale.

It was into this context that Paine introduced Common Sense, to explosive 
effect. It articulated some of the most radical ideas of the Enlightenment about 
liberty and was shocking in its intensity regarding the despotism of monarchi-
cal rule. In spite of—or because of—its radicalism, it went through two dozen 
editions and sold hundreds of thousands of copies in its first year, reaching 
many thousands more as it was read aloud in taverns, in coffeehouses, at street 
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fairs, and on battlefields. Commentators at the time credited the pamphlet 
with playing a pivotal role in winning the population and the troops in favor 
of independence, at any cost. As Dennehey, Morgan, and Assenza observe, 
“Paine was able to encourage the coming together of the thirteen diverse colo-
nies, and helped sustain this energy even during the harsh and demoralizing 
winter of 1776, when Washington’s troops were ready to quit.”6

The content of the pamphlet was informed, according to historian Ber-
nard Bailyn, by several traditions: Enlightenment rationality, Deist theology, 
Newtonian science—with its appreciation of reason, natural order, and obser-
vation—and the legacy of antimonarchical agitation in Paine’s home, Eng-
land. The pamphlet, shorter and less expensive than a book, longer and more 
detailed than a broadside, was a new medium of communication, one well 
suited to Paine’s democratizing purposes. According to Edward Larkin, the 
content of the pamphlet cannot be separated from its democratic style: both 
form and content expressed a new vision of the access of ordinary people to 
the political process and to representation in it.

Common Sense contains three sections after an introduction in which 
Paine encourages readers to consider new ideas with open minds and to 
refuse to be ruled by their preconceptions:

Perhaps the sentiments contained in the following pages are not yet suffi-
ciently fashionable to procure them general Favor; a long Habit of not think-
ing a Thing wrong, gives it a superficial appearance of being right, and raises 
at first a formidable outcry in defence of Custom. But the Tumult soon sub-
sides. Time makes more Converts than Reason.7

This passage is as astonishing as it is brief, for Paine has in short form estab-
lished what it means to critique dominant ideology. He expresses his under-
standing that people who are used to one way of thinking may find it difficult 
to accept the new. He breaks the connection between the familiar and the 
true. And he calls attention to how experience and the passage of time will 
prove him right.

The next paragraph of the introduction is interesting in the same way, 
arguing that by inflicting violence and abuse upon the oppressed, the powerful 
call their own privilege into question—“and in matters too which might never 
have been thought of, had not the sufferers been aggravated into the inquiry.” 
In one sentence, Paine has defined standpoint epistemology, or the idea that 
the experience of oppression leads sufferers (aggravates them) to engage in 
critique and resistance. He also here alerts readers that they are well within 
their rights to question the king and the Parliament. Moreover, the passage 
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encourages readers to relate what Paine is about to argue to their personal 
experience.

In the rest of the introduction, Paine (writing anonymously) tells readers 
that he has left his own personal life out of the text in favor of the descrip-
tion of universal principles, ending with a lyrical call for attention: “The lay-
ing a country desolate with fire and sword, declaring war against the natural 
rights of all mankind, and extirpating the defenders thereof from the face of 
the earth, is the concern of every man to whom nature hath given the power 
of feeling.”

The body of the pamphlet contains three sections, the first being “On the 
Origin and Design of Government in General, with Concise Remarks on the 
English Constitution.” It is important to note that Paine does not open with 
a call to support independence; that idea is not introduced until the final 
section. This first section identifies government itself as perhaps a necessary 
evil that becomes “intolerable” when it encroaches upon society. Paine here 
defines and defends the idea of civil society, a domain of positive and produc-
tive, voluntary social interaction (which he calls “intercourse”) outside of the 
domain of government influence. Paine rejects the idea that human nature is 
base and therefore requiring rule. “Government,” he writes, “like dress, is the 
badge of lost innocence.” Because he argues for a vision of human nature not 
defined by sin, even that badge, he suggests, is unnecessary.

The second section (“On the Monarchy and Hereditary Succession”) 
explains that to the extent that people in collective societies need some orga-
nizing form, it should be of a kind closest to a state of “natural liberty,” in 
which society is the people’s “first thought.” Paine envisions a government 
with a unicameral legislature of recallable delegates elected proportionally 
from the colonies. He continues by condemning the English Constitution 
for enshrining the hereditary right of monarchs and aristocrats to rule. Even 
though there is a form of checks and balances in the constitution, the king is 
immune from such oversight; moreover, he writes, if the king’s rule is so just, 
why should a system of checks be required? In arguing that those dependent 
on the king should not be the ones to judge the fitness of the monarchy, he 
compares a bad constitution to a prostitute whose clients would not be able 
to judge a wife; thus those dependent on a rotten constitution are not in a 
position to weigh in on its merits. Here and elsewhere, metaphorical allusions 
to marriage and relations between men and women in general arise in ways 
that are quite sexist (in this case, that a sexually active woman is like a cor-
rupt government), a feature upon which other critics and historians have not 
extensively commented.
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The section continues with an argument that division of society into 
classes of kings and subjects is not natural. Paine’s evidence is that through-
out the greatest part of human history, and in many contemporary nations, 
there had been no kings. He turns to the Old Testament to note the folly of the 
Israelites in choosing first Saul and then David as their king when scripture 
commanded otherwise. In two pages filled with italic emphasis he occupies 
the implied voice of God describing what a king would do to the people: He 
will reign over you; he will take your sons as servants; he will steal the harvest; 
he will use the loot to make war; he will take your daughter to work in his 
household; he will take over your land and your livestock. “AND THE LORD 
WILL NOT HEAR YOU ON THAT DAY.”8 In this allegory, God is the stand-
in for natural rights, which should be the only ruler over humanity, with the 
acceptance of any other rule as unnatural. For a Christian reader, the extended 
venture into Old Testament history connects the idea of natural rights with 
godliness.

This analogy supports his next argument against hereditary succession 
as unjust, unnatural, and fueled by habit and superstition. He compares the 
right of succession to original sin: One bad decision echoes across history as 
depraved monarchs follow the corrupt and incompetent. He calls monarchs 
depraved ruffians, savages, and plunderers who leave the people to be ruled 
by minors and any other manner of the unfit. At the end of this section, he 
makes a transition by stating that the closer a government comes to a republic, 
the less it needs a king.

Then he moves into the third and longest section, “On the Present State 
of American Affairs.” Notably, this section returns to the call for readers to 
overcome their prejudices and preconceptions. He calls into being a set of 
readers who, in this way, are empowered to “suffer his reason and his feelings 
to determine for themselves, that he will put on, or rather that he will not put 
off, the true character of a man, and generously enlarge his views beyond the 
present day.”

Although the colonies could decide to negotiate with the Crown at any 
point, he presents the taking up of arms as a fait accompli: “The period of 
debate is closed,” and “reconciliation, like an agreeable dream, hath passed 
away.” Having oriented his audience to a present-moment point of view, he 
refutes a number of arguments in favor of remaining under British rule. Nota-
bly, he makes his call for natural rights and civil and religious liberty a global 
one by invoking the people of multiple nations who emigrated to come to 
America’s shores. He details the infringements of the British on commerce, 
arguing that its outdated mode of government is an impediment to free trade. 
This argument captures the significance of this writing as an expression of a 
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new set of economic arrangements, whose entrepreneurs chafed against the 
royal bit.

At this point, Paine launches into an extended and lyrical rationale for 
independence: “Every thing that is right or reasonable pleads for separa-
tion. The blood of the slain, the weeping voice of nature cries, ’TIS TIME 
TO PART.” Rather than delay and bring debt and ruin upon our children, he 
argues, “We ought to do the work of it.” He urges distance from those with 
interests in the power and profit of reconciliation, moderates who dangerously 
delay the inevitable, and the willfully ignorant (prejudiced) and then appeals 
to his readers’ emotions:

Hath your house been burnt? Hath your property been destroyed before 
your face? Are your wife and children destitute of a bed to lie on or bread 
to live on? Have you lost a parent or a child by their hands, and yourself the 
ruined and wretched survivor? If you have not, then are you not a judge of 
those who have. But if you have, and can still shake hands with the murder-
ers, then are you unworthy the name of husband, father, friend, or love, and 
whatever may be your rank or title in life, you have the heart of a coward, 
and the spirit of a sycophant.

In a heavily gendered appeal, he states his goal as not to inflame or exagger-
ate, but rather “to awaken us from fatal and unmanly slumbers, that we may 
pursue determinately some fixed object. . . . The present winter is worth an age 
if rightly employed, but if lost or neglected the whole Continent will partake 
of the misfortune. .  .  . Reconciliation is now a fallacious dream. Nature hath 
deserted the connection and art cannot supply her place.” References to nature 
and art here are meaningful: Natural law favors independence and therefore 
“hath deserted” the goal of reconciliation. Art in this context seemingly refers 
to the artifice of politics; no adjustments within the political order will suffice. 
With these words, Paine escalates the call for immediate action for indepen-
dence, rejecting lesser measures.

In response to any potential insecurities arising from the fact that the col-
onies had no plan as to what sort of government to form, Paine proposes a 
minimal government consisting of delegates to a unicameral congress with a 
president elected by those delegates and rotating in representation among the 
colonies. He concludes with a rousing call, (which ironically features a bit of 
the colonial “white man’s burden” argument about Africa and Asia):

O! Ye that love mankind! Ye that dare oppose not only the tyranny but the 
tyrant, stand forth! Every spot of the old world is overrun with oppression. 
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Freedom hath been hunted round the Globe. Asia and Africa have long 
expelled her. Europe regards her like a stranger, and England hath given her 
warning to depart. O! receive the fugitive and prepare in time an asylum for 
mankind.9

In an appendix, Paine offers an optimistic summary of the available resources 
for war (munitions, troops, and treasure) and the capacity of the colonies to 
sustain it.

PAINE AND THE BIG FIVE

Scholarly research on Paine’s rhetorical efforts has identified how, in a crucial 
moment, Paine used new and vernacular media to reach broad audiences with 
the most radical ideas of the Enlightenment. In the process, he constituted 
a public sphere of ordinary people. About the use of an emerging medium, 
Craig Nelson writes,

Common Sense appeared in the form of a pamphlet, the most popular style 
of eighteenth-century publishing, as it offered a medium for anyone who 
could afford the cost of paper and a print shop’s fees. With no binding or 
cover, consisting of between twenty and eighty loosely sewn pages, with 
costs affordable for almost any would be author, the longest pamphlets were 
about the length of today’s romance novels or classic mysteries. Costing 
about a shilling and therefore far less expensive than books, pamphlets were 
just the right length for explaining a position in detail, as well as for being 
read aloud to the illiterate, an important consideration for those wanting to 
reach the widest of audiences.10

Paine used this emerging and broadly accessible medium to spread crystalliz-
ing Enlightenment ideas. Eric Foner summarizes:

Paine was one of the creators of this secular language of revolution, a lan-
guage in which timeless discontents, millennial aspirations and popular tra-
ditions were expressed in a strikingly new vocabulary. The very slogans and 
rallying cries we associate with the revolutions of the late eighteenth century 
come from Paine’s writings: the “rights of man,” the “age of reason,” the “age 
of revolution” and “the times that try men’s souls.” Paine helped to transform 
the meaning of the key words of political discourse.11
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These words included democracy, equal rights, and republic, invoking the 
founding myths of the republic, which operated simultaneously as revolution-
ary ideals, and, in the more traditional meaning of myth, ideological cover for 
capitalism as it emerged as a mode of production. Paine’s rhetoric forefronts 
“equality” over and above the other God-term of liberal ideology, “liberty.” 
That choice marks him as invested in the more radical adjustment of social 
relations to level access to resources and representation.

Foner also points out that Paine’s style matched the ideological import of 
his writing:

He forged a new political language. He did not simply change the meanings 
of words, he created a literary style designed to bring his message to the 
widest possible audience. His rhetoric was clear, simple and straightforward; 
his arguments rooted in the common experiences of a mass readership. . . . 
Through this new language, he communicated a new vision—a utopian 
image of an egalitarian republican society.12

An intriguing dimension of that vision came from Paine’s and other revolu-
tionaries’ investment in developments in science, from Newtonian theories 
of gravity to the image of the solar system as a regular, ordered whole. Not 
only could ordinary people understand science, society could be governed and 
move according to natural law, as well.13 In this way, Paine demonstrates how 
the science emerging during the Enlightenment was closely tied to the project 
of democracy, as I noted in the previous chapter.

Research in rhetorical studies has identified a number of persuasive strat-
egies employed by Paine. Hogan and Williams argue that Paine constructed 
a new kind of charisma: “grounded in the mundane, empirical, natural, and 
pragmatic, and in a new passionate self-revelatory style in which the leader 
is not charismatic due to greatness but due to the resonance with ‘universal 
sentiment’ of the people.”14

Affect and emotion were also central to Paine’s efforts. Michelle Kennerly 
notes how emotional language and vivid metaphor were mechanisms of “trans-
port” enabling audiences to move toward formerly unknown or unintelligible 
concepts.15 On the subject of emotional appeals, Edward Gallagher argues that 
Paine “wrapped people in the comfort of time” in response to their anxieties.16 
Larkin describes how allegories drawn from nature and (unfortunately) from 
the relations between men and women concretized abstract concepts.

More broadly, these scholars emphasize how Paine’s writings invented and 
cultivated a public sphere that extended beyond the merchant elites of colonial 
society. Larkin writes,
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Instead of subscribing to the traditional binary that counterpoised the mob 
and the elite, he created an idiom where politics could be simultaneously 
popular and thoroughly reasoned. His writing made it possible to think of 
a public sphere that could be democratized outside the narrow confines of a 
literate bourgeoisie. . . . Paine turns the people into thoughtful participants 
in the affairs of the nation and transforms democracy from a political system 
into a more broadly conceived social and cultural phenomenon involving 
the dissemination of ideas. . . . This process of making politics accessible to 
ordinary people involved not only the invention of a new political language 
but, just as importantly, the fashioning of a new kind of political actor.17

Foner likewise notes that Paine’s texts circulated not only in coffeehouses and 
salons, but also in taverns and street fairs, making something of a spectacle 
of the text.

In addition to challenging the divide between popular (low) culture and 
political discussion, Paine explodes other dichotomies. He found the distinc-
tions between public and private, entertainment and instruction, theoretical 
science and applied mechanics, and elite genres and popular culture to serve 
the exclusions of the masses from politics.18

Most importantly for my purposes, the scholarship repeatedly recognizes 
the pivotal role in history effected by Common Sense. The immediate military 
and constitutional crisis was set in the context of nascent capitalism, which 
encouraged the wide debate of the principles of democracy, for it was those 
principles that would shore up the rising merchant class’s economic and politi-
cal position. The efforts of elites toward a new kind of society needed a push 
from below, couched in terms of equality and rights. Paine himself represents 
the contradiction between a shift toward exploitative economic relationships 
and that shift’s promotion of new, egalitarian ideas.19 He supported laissez-
faire economics as counterpart to and regulator of the natural political order.

Davidson explains how even bourgeois revolutions require the investment 
of the “lower orders,” although elites are likely to put on the brakes after the 
revolution’s initial goals are won.20 Other intellectual leaders of the revolution 
welcomed Paine’s effective intervention at first and came to revile him and his 
radicalism later. Hogan and Williams quote John Adams as saying, “Without 
the pen of the author of Common Sense, the sword of Washington would have 
been raised in vain.”21 Later, Adams would call Paine a satyr and a mongrel.22

But every revolutionary crisis finds a point at which its ideals and con-
tradictions find pivotal expression. About Paine’s intervention, Foner writes, 
“Paine was precisely the right man at the right time: articulating ideas which 
were in the air but only dimly perceived by most of his contemporaries, help-
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ing to promote revolution by changing the very terms in which people thought 
about politics and society.”23

PAINE’S IMPLICIT THEORY OF IDEOLOGY AND MEDIATION

David Hoffman argues that Paine cut against readers’ caution and loyalty by 
reframing tradition and prior belief as “prejudice,” which at the time did not 
have the connotation of discrimination, but rather meant prejudgment or 
established belief.24 Then “common sense” was counterpoised to “prejudice,” 
encouraging readers to break with the familiar in favor of new ideas more fit-
ting to their identities and situations. To have one’s commitments framed as 
prejudgments invites identifying with the goal of reasoned judgment of pres-
ent facts and arguments.

Hoffman’s insight resonates with the idea of Paine as a self-conscious 
mediator of political crisis. Paine’s redefinition of prior commitment as 
“prejudice” indicates a sophisticated theory of ideology. Rather than ascrib-
ing loyalty to the Crown as having bought into a pack of lies, Paine implies 
that beliefs are a product of the times. His statement about time in part 1 
of the pamphlet resonates here: “Time makes more Converts than Reason.” 
One can read this statement as indicating how a moment in time, a situa-
tion of crisis, may open the way for people to come to new ways of seeing 
more quickly than preaching ideology at them would. People cannot help but 
internalize prevailing ideas at the time of their circulation during periods of 
relative stability.

Revolutionary crisis upsets the hegemony of those ideas, which could pro-
voke anxiety among citizens and a retreat to their comfort. However, new 
times require new ideas, pitched as not merely a set of facts but as a rea-
soned set of interpretations and principles to explain society’s functioning 
afresh. Although Paine wanted to call his pamphlet Plain Truth, the purpose 
of mediation is to offer audiences a coherent articulation of counterhegemonic 
ideas in connection with audience members’ experience. It is far from offering 
the “plain truth.” Political activists, commentators, and leaders today should 
understand that this role requires something besides fact-checking. In addi-
tion to its historical influence, Paine’s work teaches us that meeting citizens 
in their own language without disdain for the common, understanding the 
crucial component of timing or kairos, employing narrative, myth, and emo-
tion, and setting forth a set of principles and proposals that connect with the 
experience of ordinary people will do far better service to social change than 
the iteration of old prejudices.
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There is a bit of an irony in this analysis, since Gramsci referred to “com-
mon sense” as the naturalized set of beliefs of a society during a time of stabil-
ity. On that argument, it is common sense that needs countering. But he also 
observed that every epoch throws up a new set of ideas that are put into place 
as old ones are denaturalized. This new ideological frame then becomes com-
mon sense—in Paine’s terms, it will become the next generation’s “prejudice,” 
a force of stability and cohesion that itself will need challenging when it con-
flicts with the interests of those living under its assumptions. Common Sense is 
not “the plain truth.” It is ideology. And regarding ideologies, we can say that 
there are “their” ideologies—those of the ruling class—and “our” ideologies—
the knowledge, including facts, interpretation, and analysis—that can guide 
social change even unto revolution with fidelity to the interests of those it hails.

THE PAINE OF OUR TIME: PUBLIC INTELLECTUALS, 
#BLACKLIVESMATTER, AND SOCIAL REVOLUTION

Reading Paine’s Common Sense at our historical, political, economic, and 
social moment naturally provokes the question of whether we have any 
Thomas Paines among us doing this timely work of reaching mass audiences 
with political clarity and motivation. I argue that we do in the #BlackLives-
Matter movement. This movement involves public intellectuals who have 
created and sustained new publics through the use of emerging media and 
who understand and communicate about injustice in new, compelling, and 
condensed language. They employ narrative, myth, embodiment, affect, and 
spectacle to tremendous effect. The crisis they have entered into with perfect 
timing may be more urgent even than Paine’s. The leading voices in this move-
ment have begun to describe what it would take to mount a social revolution 
that can address the deep causes of racist brutality in the United States.

Public Intellectuals as Mediators

In Gramsci’s terms, Paine was an organic, public intellectual. Without access 
to higher education, he steeped himself in public lectures on science and phi-
losophy. In the eighteenth-century context of a blossoming set of publics and 
counterpublics—spaces in civil society for people of all ranks to collect to dis-
cuss science, politics, and the arts—he participated in debates over the most 
pressing questions of his day. He learned the concerns and the language of 
the people who would be among his readers. When he intervened, he did so 
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not as an elite figure speaking to the masses, but as one of the people. A public 
intellectual, according to Richard Posner, is a person with intellectual resources 
who writes for broad public audiences on issues of political import.25 Public 
intellectuals can operate from outside the communities for whom they speak, 
but Gramsci argued for the importance of what he called organic intellectuals, 
who emerge as leaders in struggle and are members of the communities they 
organize. Pundits and scholars can do good work mediating political informa-
tion, but the most vital work happens from inside communities and movements.

Public intellectuals have been important to social movement causes, both 
revolutionary and modest. They arise out of collective experience and agita-
tion and attempt to generalize and synthesize a political voice that can capture 
the interests of those seeking change. They do not always do so with fidelity to 
the people whose struggle they have leveraged, as when media empire owner 
Oprah Winfrey advises self-help for suffering Americans and distances herself 
from the civil rights movement.26 Although they appear to be individual pun-
dits, gurus, prophets, artists, or other celebrities, it would be wrong to credit 
any solo effort with a cause’s success.27 (On this point, the lionization of Paine 
as an individual deserves question; if he were not the one to condense and 
translate the ideals of the revolution from below, it might have been someone 
else—his friend Benjamin Rush or perhaps Ben Franklin.)

There are a number of public intellectuals in the United States, many of 
them black: from Neil deGrasse Tyson to Henry Louis Gates, Angela Davis, 
Michelle Alexander, Cornell West, Keeanga Yamahtta-Taylor, and Michael 
Eric Hall. Most of these scholar-activists operate from home bases in the acad-
emy. All of them do incredible work as researchers, teachers, translators of 
ideas, public speakers and writers, and activists. They have been mediators 
of the crises of racialized poverty and the abuses of the U.S. criminal justice 
system. Each has been a crucial voice in the movement against the police 
murders of black people. Outspokenness can be punished as white suprema-
cist and other right-wing organizers make blacklists and hit lists containing 
the names of those who speak out. Their work refutes the common claim that 
public intellectualism is “in decline.”28 Their audiences belie any claim that the 
quality of public life is diminished from some historical ideal moment. Black 
feminist scholar (and public intellectual) Patricia Hill Collins traces some of 
the ancestry of U.S. black public intellectuals to W.  E.  B.  Du Bois and Ida 
B. Wells.29 She criticizes the ways in which and the extent to which elite, male 
public intellectuals rise to the forefront of U.S. politics and culture, while black 
women like Wells are rendered marginal.30

The marginalization of women as public intellectuals has been challenged 
forcefully since 2014. So has the notion of the public intellectual as a “special” 
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individual. The movement that resonates most with the intervention made by 
Paine was sparked when a simple slogan appeared on Twitter: #BlackLives-
Matter. Using an emergent medium with a unique capacity to aggregate ver-
nacular voices in the millions, a group of women put a piece of explosive 
common sense into the political world.

#BlackLivesMatter

As the story is usually told, activist Alicia Garza first used the statement “black 
lives matter” on Facebook in response to the acquittal of George Zimmer-
man in the shooting death of black teen Trayvon Martin. On Twitter, Garza’s 
friends Patrice Cullors and Opal Tometi repeated the slogan with the hashtag: 
#BlackLivesMatter.31 Any denunciation of Twitter culture as debasing political 
conversation withers in the wake of this moment. The phrase lay dormant for 
a while. However, after the November 2014 court decision not to indict police 
officer Darren Wilson, the man who shot to death Michael Brown in Fergus-
son, Missouri, the use of the hashtag exploded. The court decision about Wil-
son was quickly followed by news of the police murder of Tamir Rice, a boy of 
twelve, in Cleveland, and the crescendo continued.

The Pew Research Center charted the hashtag’s fortunes from its first 
mention on July 12, 2013, until March 31, 2016, finding that it was used 13.3 
million times. (If you take into account related hashtags #Ferguson, #Say-
HerName, #ICantBreathe, #HandsUpDontShoot, and others, the number is 
much higher.) Peaks in its circulation included the murder of Tamir Rice; the 
announcement in 2014 that Darren Wilson would not be indicted; again in 
April 2015 when Freddie Gray died in police custody in Baltimore; when Ber-
nie Sanders announced his (belated) support for the movement; and in July 
2015 when Sandra Bland was found hanged in her Texas jail cell.32

Twitter as Modality of Mediation. The phrase itself is a condensation of 
an argument: Police killings of black people are wrong; they are happening; 
they are an indication that black lives do not matter; but black lives do mat-
ter. Like Paine’s argument for natural rights, it sets forth very plainly a mes-
sage that galvanized millions of people in a short period of time, not only 
to circulate information with the hashtag but also to get involved in move-
ment organizing. The women who initiated the #BlackLivesMatter tag created 
the organization Black Lives Matter, and numerous others followed suit. Pew 
notes that much of the time, users of the hashtag linked it to antiracist news, 
news of other cases of police murder of black people, or movement events. 
Activists used the hashtag to organize protests; users could search the hashtag 
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along with tags for their cities or dates of protest to stay in constant touch 
with events. Quoted in Pew, analyst Lee Raine told the New York Times: “This 
is a very powerful example of how a hashtag now is attached to a movement, 
and a movement, in some ways, has grown around a hashtag—and a series of 
really painful and really powerful conversations are taking place in a brand 
new space.”33

The #BlackLivesMatter hashtag’s occurrence far exceeded the frequency 
of the counterhashtag #AllLivesMatter. A team of researchers in quantitative 
science at the University of Vermont recently noted that those using #Black-
LivesMatter more often connected the label with “informationally rich con-
versations” than did those engaged in its counterpoint.34 Compiling huge 
amounts of quantitative data on the association of words with the hashtag 
at key moments in time, they also describe how the hashtag was closely con-
nected to movement beyond the web. They observe that the hashtag #Fergu-
son was more widely used before the murder of Tamir Rice and the Darren 
Wilson non-indictment. Intriguingly, the #BlackLivesMatter hashtag had 
many co-occurrences with #Beyoncé and #QueenBey, indicating the singer’s 
role as a different kind of public intellectual in the critique of police racism.

The hashtag has also enabled some conversations criticizing and expand-
ing the scope of the movement. Importantly, feminists and queer scholars and 
activists are articulating #BlackLivesMatter to the police murders specifically 
of black women and to the contributions and challenges feminists and queer 
activists are making to the struggle.35 Treva Lindsey argues for a “herstorical” 
approach to “Black violability,” which “offers an expansive lens that renders 
visible Black women and girls and trans*, genderqueer, gender nonconform-
ing, and queer people as victims and survivors of anti-Black racial terror.”36 
Sarah Jackson and her coauthor, Brooke Foucault Welles, have described the 
affordances of Twitter in this and other emerging social movements. They 
argue that Twitter activism, circulating out from opinion-leader hubs, cata-
lyzes online counterpublics that can contest mainstream framings—or con-
duct frame-checking and rekeying—of racism, policing, and violence.37

The capacity of Twitter and similar online tools to aggregate and coordi-
nate publics, create networks of associations and meanings across topics, and 
condense meaningful entries into public discourse makes the medium differ-
ent from non-computer-mediated and longer-form Internet vehicles. In a way, 
Twitter is like Paine’s pamphlet—smaller than a book and accessible to mil-
lions of people in a way that even blogs and newspapers are not. The platform 
enables links to longer narratives and additional information and conspires 
to conjoin one conversation with others. Yarimar Bonilla and Jonathan Rosa 
describe specifically how hashtags work:
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The hashtag symbol is often used as a way of making a conversation within 
this platform [Twitter]. The hashtag serves as an indexing system in both 
the clerical sense and the semiotic sense. In the clerical sense, it allows the 
ordering and quick retrieval of information about a specific topic.  .  .  . In 
addition to providing a filing system, hashtags simultaneously function 
semiotically by marking the intended significance of an utterance . . . to per-
formatively frame what these comments are “really about.”38

As with narrative metaphors in the abortion videos or the persona crafting of 
Edward Snowden and Chelsea Manning, hashtags create interpretive frames 
within which to understand the meaning of the verbal content of the message. 
They tell readers to read a statement in terms of the tag such that an item of 
news about the destruction of public housing concluded with #BlackLives-
Matter encourages the reader to understand the destruction of the housing as 
akin to or the same as racialized violence of other kinds. In addition, Bonilla 
and Rosa note, hashtags create extended intertextual chains of meaning by 
tying the one hashtag to others, such as #Palestine, linking racial violence in 
the United States with the cause of Palestinians. They create complex pub-
lics ranging from brief engagement to the formation of group identities, com-
munities, and activism—much as Paine’s pamphlet did. However, they do so 
in a multivocal and dialogical way that enables readers to engage multiple 
streams and comments from almost anywhere, creating a “shared sense of 
temporality.”39

The Rhetoric of #BlackLivesMatter. In spite of its condensed, indexi-
cal modality, Twitter does not foreclose upon familiar rhetorical strategies of 
movement discourse, including the “big five.” For example, media researcher 
Guobin Yang describes how hashtag activism enables “narrative agency” in 
the construction of ritualized “contentious collective events.”40 Yang argues 
that hashtags express and tie sharers to forceful action: “petitioning, demand-
ing, appealing, and protesting. They express refusals, objections, and impera-
tives to take immediate action. They often challenge narratives in mainstream 
media.”41

Rhetorical scholarship has identified the profound affective or emotional 
power of the movement around #BlackLivesMatter. Kashif Jerome Powell ties 
the activist performances of death scenes (in organized die-ins) as invoking 
not only the terror of present police abuse but of the terror of the middle pas-
sage of the North Atlantic slave trade.42 He writes,

The unexhausted catalogue of police-involved killings exemplifies a continu-
ation of mourned inexpression, which results in the incessant repetition of 
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the atrocities of the Transatlantic Slave Trade through political and social 
(which always implies visual and performative) processes of projecting the 
density of that memory onto black bodies.43

Protesters “place their bodies in performative opposition to the rule of law 
to make visible the absences constructed by dense affects of nonexistence that 
devalue life to the point of death.”44

The movement has also used visual media in spectacular ways, circulating 
images and videos of the dead body of Michael Brown and the killing of Tamir 
Rice, among many others. As Bonilla and Rosa write,

The death of Michael Brown quickly captured the imagination of thousands 
across and beyond the United States. Protestors from around the nation 
flocked to Ferguson to participate in demonstrations calling for the arrest 
of the officer responsible for the fatal shooting. Television viewers tuned in 
across the country to watch live news coverage of the violent confrontations 
between the protestors and the highly armed local police. Images of these 
confrontations circulated widely in national and international news cover-
age, and news of these events quickly went “viral” across social media.45

Photographs circulated of protestors confronting militarized police, of youth 
wearing hoodies to stand in for Trayvon Martin, and of ralliers marching with 
their hands raised to say, “Hands up—don’t shoot.”

Finally, with regard to rhetorical strategies, Foner and others observed 
that Paine’s outlook was utopian. Similarly, Glenn Mackin has argued that the 
Black Lives Matter movement, while communicating in propositional form, 
“introduces new perceptions into the field of sensory experience” to invoke a 
counterworld.46 The activist performances are more than what some theorists 
would celebrate as disruptive, incomprehensible, destructive interruptions; 
they introduce a competing world, in which racist injustice becomes visible 
and intelligible. That world is invoked in the simple sentence, “Black lives 
matter.” According to Mackin, it provokes the question of whether a world 
in which black lives matter does, in fact, exist. If not, to state the claim is to 
insist on the possibility of a counterworld.47 For example, the image of protes-
tors with raised hands in the “hands up, don’t shoot” gesture affirms both the 
rationality and the outrage of black activists in struggle.48 Mackin concludes, 
“The activists enact modes of freedom and equality that the dominant order of 
sense denies—above all, the freedom to engage in practices in which one steps 
out of one’s assigned roles and reconfigures the sensory world.”49 The same 
claim might be made about Thomas Paine’s reconfiguration of the dominant 
order of sense.
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CONCLUSION: THE REVOLUTIONARY INTERVENTION  
OF COMMON SENSE

Like Paine’s Common Sense, #BlackLivesMatter is a timed, crafted, strategic 
set of actions. As founder Alicia Garza wrote, “Black Lives Matter is an ideo-
logical and political intervention in a world where Black lives are systemati-
cally and intentionally targeted for demise. It is an affirmation of Black folks’ 
contributions to this society, our humanity, and our resilience in the face of 
deadly oppression.”50 This intervention has put out an analysis and spread it 
globally and almost instantaneously—or, over many instants—with political 
clarity and directness. Like Paine, its millions of authors describe the utter 
corruption of systemic autocratic power and the threats and realities it enacts. 
Although radical and confrontational, those circulating the hashtag have 
touched the reality of hundreds of thousands of black people’s experience, 
making the movement and its demands “common sense” even as the explo-
sion of conversation around the slogan followed a long period of quietude.

Unlike Paine, however, #BlackLivesMatter demands more than a politi-
cal revolution in which basic structures of class and race and gender remain 
even as political reforms are undertaken. The movement identifies a need 
for a thoroughgoing social revolution. It is clear that the use of the hashtag 
mobilized people to become involved in self-education and embodied public 
protest. Educational projects like the #BlackLivesMatter syllabus have been 
circulated by radical educators in primary, secondary, and higher education.51 
This fact brings me back to the insight about common sense and ideology 
that Paine also understood. Gramsci argued that political education—in the 
workplace, in the schools, in meetings, in coffee shops, in bars, and in the 
streets—must challenge the “hegemonic position,” the position of unques-
tioned political legitimacy, of those who control society and its resources. That 
hegemony is sustained by common sense, which “represents the place from 
which any genuine political education must depart.”52

On this point, Walter Adamson argues, “From the point of view of politi-
cal education, then, common sense is not only its necessary starting point but 
also its most formidable obstacle. To supersede common sense, the ‘man-in-
the-mass’ must somehow be led to a series of negations which expose and 
repudiate the prevailing common sense.”53 When workers, including every cat-
egory of diversity and oppression, face the concrete reality of their experience 
of exploitation and oppression, and collective, organized political discourse 
and action put language to that experience, workers experience a “catharsis,” 
in which doubts about the necessity of change are overcome by rationality 
and agency.54
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It is easy to see how Paine’s Common Sense, and the organizing and rheto-
ric of #BlackLivesMatter, have served the purpose of catharsis and the replace-
ment of existing common sense—in Paine’s terms, “prejudice”—in favor of 
an analysis of abusive power and a strategy to defeat it. Adamson’s discussion 
does not highlight how, when a new class assumes power, its common sense, 
established and developed in the struggle, becomes hegemonic—if there is a 
revolution.

The new networks, protest repertoires, and perspectives can embolden 
and enable a real fight against racist violence and an economic system that 
depends upon it to discipline black bodies in what Michelle Alexander calls 
“the new Jim Crow.”55 Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor has argued that the #Black-
LivesMatter movement represents a black awakening after the murders of 
Mike Brown, Eric Garner, Trayvon Martin, Sean Bell, Amadou Diallo, and the 
accumulation of many others.56 The explosion of protests shattered the illusion 
of a “postracial” society. Just as the open-casket funeral of teenage lynching 
victim Emmett Till did in 1955, the image of Mike Brown’s body left in the 
street sparked an uprising that has grown into a movement characterized by 
multiple organizations and demands. Their efforts are marked by internation-
alism—for example, in solidarity with Palestine liberation—and sensitivity to 
the interlocked oppressions of race, gender, sexuality, nation, citizenship, and 
political orientation. The invigoration of this movement, Taylor argues, will 
require a deepening of solidarity and demands, tying the struggle for higher 
wages, housing justice, education justice, and union struggles if it is to get at 
not only the expressions of racism but its deep causes in our economic system.

Taylor also takes a position on the American Revolution and the Civil 
War. She argues that a vision of freedom imagined as inclusion in mainstream 
political and financial institutions is an impoverished one. Not only did the 
emancipation of slaves fail to end even the most brutal expressions of racist 
injustice, but the election of the nation’s first black president corresponded to 
an escalation of racist violence on the part of the carceral state. Inclusion has 
come—and failed.57

Black liberation therefore requires a strategy to organize across difference 
to understand the origins and nature of black oppression and to fight more 
broadly in the struggle for human liberation. Taylor returns to the voices and 
struggles of the post–World War II black radicals like C. L. R. James, Malcolm 
X, Stokely Carmichael, Angela Davis, and others, who named the economic 
system that generated and benefitted from racist oppression: capitalism.58

Sean Monahan observed that in his writings Rights of Man and Agrarian 
Justice, Paine moved in a similar direction to make more radical challenges to 
inequalities in the ownership of property, to condemn profit as the product 
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of taking more value from labor than one pays the laborer, and to call for a 
revolution in the “state of civilization”—in other words, a social revolution.59 
The task of black liberation requires a social revolution through and through. 
The organizers of #BlackLivesMatter, whose timing, platform, and message 
have sparked a new militancy, are the exact right voices at the exact right time. 
What remains is to solidify solidaristic militancy for the fight to come.

Paine successfully tapped similar outrage and made a similar call:

Hath your house been burnt? Hath your property been destroyed before 
your face? Are your wife and children destitute of a bed to lie on or bread 
to live on? Have you lost a parent or a child by their hands, and yourself 
the ruined and wretched survivor? .  .  . Reconciliation, like an agreeable 
dream, hath passed away. . . . Every thing that is right or reasonable pleads 
for separation. The blood of the slain, the weeping voice of nature cries, 
’TIS TIME TO PART.
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C O N C L U S I O N

The Fact of Our Crisis

O N N O V E M B E R 16,  2016,  the Oxford Dictionaries declared that post-truth 
would be its 2016 “word of the year.”1 Journalist Amy Wang clarified, “The dic-
tionary defines ‘post-truth’ as ‘relating to or denoting circumstances in which 
objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to 
emotion and personal belief.’” The word’s use increased 2,000 percent since 
2015, mostly in response to Donald Trump’s tendency to tell untruths.

It is unclear whether Trump’s capacity to lie is objectively greater than that 
of any other previous U.S. politician. Journalist Alexios Mantzarlis argues, 
“No, we’re not in a post-fact era,” noting many headlines announcing the same 
malady—from 2007, 2008, 2011, 2012, and from the Reagan era, thirty years 
ago.2 Notably, Mantzarlis is a professional fact-checker. But he knows that 
truthiness is a term coined by Steven Colbert not in 2016 or even 2010—but 
in 2005. Truthiness was Merriam-Webster’s word of the year in 2006, not 2016.

I believe that the insights of this book will apply to political culture and 
consciousness into the foreseeable future. But in the wake of Donald Trump’s 
election, the New Yorker published an essay on the Enlightenment philoso-
pher Rousseau’s take on facts. Rousseau condemned the elitists of rational-
ism and their disdain for the uneducated. The New Yorker, however, draws 
the wrong conclusion. Rather than embrace Rousseau’s democratic insight, 
author Pankaj Mishra lumps Rousseau and Trump together in the club of 
narcissists who only like regular people because they (Trump and Rousseau) 
want to be adored.3
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This elitism, as I have argued, is not helpful. If we are, and maybe always 
were, in a post-fact universe, in which the powerful get to decide what is 
true—then let the Left be post-fact: post-fact in the way that postmodernists 
claim that they are not “after” or “against” modernism, but rather play a “com-
plicating” role with modernist thought. Let us be post-fact, not to reject facts 
but to complicate them and to enlarge our understanding of the complexity 
of the rhetorical mediation of knowledge. Let us leave behind the idea that 
there are universal truths in favor of the idea that whose truth gets to count 
as truth is always a contestation among classes with contending interests in 
an unequal society.

In the case studies, I have developed an overarching argument: Although 
we should not reject realist foundationalism, our perceptions of the realities 
of both science and our experience are mediated by rhetors employing frames 
of meaning and powerful rhetorical strategies such that our beliefs cannot 
possibly “correspond” to an objective reality; instead, they can be assessed as 
matters of fidelity, or faithfulness, to our interests and aspirations. Much of 
what passes for common sense in mainstream political culture is dominated 
by powerful interests and shaped by oppressive frames of meaning. However, 
radical, experience-based education, timely interventions in public contro-
versy, and political organization may serve as sites of consciousness-raising 
and the production of liberatory thought.

In support of this argument, I have performed critical interpretations of a 
set of documents and videos in various domains. In addition, I have offered 
up a range of conceptual tools both to help us critique and understand efforts 
at mediation in the interest of working class people and to inspire us to be 
inventive, to produce rhetoric that is timely in the struggles that lie ahead.

In chapter 1, I made the basic case for a rhetorical realism, by which I 
mean an approach to reality and truth that does not suppose that they are hid-
ing about in the bushes waiting to be discovered, photographed, and revealed 
unvarnished to an ignorant world. After a discussion of the controversy 
between realist and relativist thinkers and noting the limitations of each, the 
chapter looked to scholars who study the rhetoric of science; it is there that 
we find the most robust theories of mediation about matters of life and death.

Mediation is the core concept of this book. It refers to how, always and 
necessarily, human beings and their ideologies, biases, interpretive fames, tal-
ents or lack thereof, emotional state, values, interests, and commitments all 
get in the middle of the process of knowing. Inquiry and facts are crucial to 
the longevity of the Earth and the human race, but they are also subject to the 
vagaries of history and power. There are no neutral facts once they enter the 
world of communication, which is to say, ever. We can critique the abuses of 
knowledge and its complicity in ideology and atrocity without giving up on 
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the project of inquiry or the idea of an informed, democratic civil society in 
which people are armed with the knowledge they need to survive and struggle.

In chapter 2, I laid out rhetorical resources that progressives and the Left 
have held suspect, which I have called “the big five”: narrative, myth, affect, 
embodiment, and spectacle. These strategies are incredibly powerful, and the 
Right knows that in a debate between statistics and the story of a crime vic-
tim, the story will win. The concept of fidelity is important in order to assess 
the work of the big five. Rather than asking, “Are we being manipulated?” or 
“Does this spectacle get the facts right?” we might instead ask whether the 
texts exhibit fidelity, or faithfulness, to the interests and goals of the people 
addressed by and constituted in them. We have an obligation to present the 
narrative—and every other modality available to us—alongside other kinds of 
support in order to use the big five in non-cynical ways faithful to the interests 
of working class and oppressed communities.

Chapter 3 demonstrated the limits of fact-checking in the case of the video 
series casting abortion providers as opportunist, profiteering monsters. The 
responses of Planned Parenthood and other abortion-rights organizations fee-
bly resorted to nitpicking the videos’ dishonest and manipulative moments. 
How could such efforts even dent the viewer’s memory of fetal parts being 
pulled with tweezers from a tray or of a provider talking about crushing heads 
to extract fetuses from the birth canal while consuming salad and Chardon-
nay? Even I, among the most vocal and confident supporters of women’s right 
to abortion, had difficulty watching and analyzing the videos. They need to be 
taken seriously. In order to take them seriously, I introduced the concept of 
frame analysis and media framing and created the concept of “frame-check-
ing” as a counter to fact-checking.

Hermagoras’s stasis system is helpful in the task of frame-checking. Her-
magoras taught that arguers’ claims each occupy one of several different places 
or “levels” of a case. When a persuader makes a proposition describing real-
ity—for example, “Police regularly murder Black people”—that is a claim at 
the stasis of conjecture. When the same person claims, “It is wrong for police 
to regularly murder Black people,” that statement is located at the stasis of 
quality, or value. “Murder is the deliberate killing of another person” is a state-
ment at the stasis of definition. “This crisis of police murder of Black people 
is caused by systemic institutional racism” is a claim at the stasis of causation. 
And, “We should challenge the system of institutional racism in order to stop 
the regular police murder of Black people” is a claim at the stasis of policy 
or proposal. When progressives obsess over fact-checking, they are limiting 
their responses to conjectural claims, failing to respond to opponents at other 
meaningful levels.
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The chapters then moved in order from cases that I found to be less faith-
ful to ordinary people’s interests to those that exhibited the greatest fidelity. In 
chapter 4, I analyzed the differential framing of Chelsea Manning and Edward 
Snowden, both of whom exposed large volumes of national security secrets. 
In the narrative media frames of major news media and popular culture, 
Snowden was cast in his own spy-hero action film. In contrast, Manning’s 
sexual orientation and gender identity influenced framing of her disclosures; 
she did not have access to the dominant frames that situated Snowden as a 
hero and her as a victim. In this chapter, queerness is an important concept 
to describe a state of being defined by what Michael Warner terms “nonstan-
dard intimacies” and fluidity of gender identity and expression.4 While some 
critical scholars embrace the queer refusal to live standard lives according 
to heteronormative timetables, national belonging, and family forms, all as 
manifestations of resistance, the consequences of being queer in Manning’s 
case suggest caution about welcoming failure: a sentence of thirty-five years 
in a prison system that does not recognize her right to exist.

Chapter 5 engaged issues of nature and scientific knowledge in an exami-
nation of the 2014 version of the series Cosmos. It is the epitome of a pro-
gressive discourse—insisting on inclusion, reason, the democratization of 
knowledge, and pure curiosity pitched for mass audiences—that embraces 
the big five (bang). Two very intriguing patterns emerge from my analysis, 
the first being that the producers thoroughly embraced the tools of myth, 
narrative, affect, embodiment, and spectacle. In particular, the producers and 
host conjured up some mythic narratives like Harry Potter, locating viewers 
in an awesome cosmos with the answers to our questions about both our ori-
gins and our destinies. However, the program winks at the viewer in its visual 
rhetoric so that audiences may not take even this scientific mythic narrative 
on faith. Host Neil deGrasse Tyson can assert scientific facts while his sur-
roundings undergo massive, impossible transformation, while biographies of 
beleaguered scientists who went up against the powerful to engage in new dis-
covery depict them as flat animations—not anything like realism. The genius 
of these nods to the seemingly improbable world of the cosmos is that they 
alert the viewer to the constructed and mediated nature of the very program 
that is attempting to convey scientific truths. While telling viewers not to 
accept what passes for truth blindly, it also tells viewers not to automatically 
accept that the program is passing for truth.

This is an ethical move that prompted me to introduce the concepts of 
naturalization, studium, and punctum. Roland Barthes was concerned with 
the capacity of images to appear as natural, given reality. The standard, com-
monsense understanding of an image or photograph is not interrupted by 
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contradiction or complexity. The easy flow of such images can be described 
as studium. By punctum, Barthes meant the punctuation, the interruption, the 
invitation to see something more complex in what we thought was true. Cos-
mos engages in punctum, denaturalizing even its own arguments about what 
is natural and real.

In that chapter, I also engaged the rhetoric of creationism and its efforts to 
get a toehold in the American public education system. There is more at stake 
in preventing the religious Right’s agenda from passing as science, however. 
The Establishment Clause of the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution 
does forbid the imposition of religion in any government setting, including 
the schools. However, a better reason for preventing pseudo-science from tak-
ing a place in the schools is that it is not good for ordinary people, for the 
exploited and oppressed, for workers and the poor, whose interests are not 
served by supernatural accounts of and justifications for their suffering. This 
insight means that we have to understand public (and all) education as inher-
ently mediated—in other words, as inherently ideological. Our standard for 
evaluating a curriculum is not limited to whether it is true in some factual 
sense. More importantly, the question is whether it is faithful or exhibits fidel-
ity toward the people whose minds it seeks to shape. Traditions in radical 
pedagogy urge educators to see our role as not merely or primarily vehicles for 
facts but also as mediators of knowledges with profound stakes for young peo-
ple who take on the burden of changing a vastly unjust and unequal society.

The question of education arises again in chapter 6, which considers the 
mediation of radical ideas by the American revolutionary Thomas Paine 
alongside the Black Lives Matter movement of our own day. Schools are not 
the only sites for political education: Pamphlets and hashtags—and picket 
lines, organizing meetings, consciousness-raising groups, quilting circles, pro-
tests, and anywhere people share their experiences—can also do this crucial 
work. This chapter argues that the push for truly radical change happens from 
below, by people whose commitment to the Enlightenment ideas of equality 
and liberty is not a matter of lip service. At key moments in history, public 
intellectuals—organizers, teachers, pundits, and other celebrities—face oppor-
tunities to mediate public understanding of the basic flaws and antagonisms 
inherent in the social system. The ability to leap into such a moment of crisis 
with a fitting intervention is called kairos. In those moments, received wis-
dom, prevailing common sense, or what Paine called “prejudice,” all can fall 
away in favor of new interpretations of reality and motivations to act on behalf 
of the ideals that our “Founding Fathers” and subsequent political leaders 
failed to cherish. In Marx’s terms, “All that is solid melts into air.”5
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There are two additional threads that pull through the book. The first is 
how claims to nature and the natural appear in each case study. In the case of 
the “Human Capital” abortion videos, the nature of the fetus is at stake: Deter-
mining its personhood then determines the nature of abortion providers as 
monstrous and unnatural. With regard to Edward Snowden and Chelsea Man-
ning, Snowden’s gender, sexuality, and masculinity appear as natural, making 
it easy for the media to slot him into the role of hero. In contrast, Manning’s 
queerness and gender transition challenge what is taken for granted as natural, 
enabling the treatment of her as both a gender and a national traitor. Cosmos 
prompted a debate about the nature of nature; while creationists seek to natu-
ralize the idea of a cosmic designer, the creators of Cosmos denaturalize even 
their own efforts to describe the natural.

Finally, the chapter about Thomas Paine and Black Lives Matter showed 
how the question of human nature influences radical politics and the fortunes 
of citizens. For Paine, the ideals of the Enlightenment include an optimis-
tic vision of human nature as essentially good rather than craven, an argu-
ment invoking natural law (with the support of Enlightenment science) to 
justify democratic revolution, and the idea that the monarchy or any form of 
autocratic rule is unnatural—indeed, monstrous. In a reverse case, the his-
tory of racist brutality since Paine’s invocation of a democratic common sense 
dehumanizes black people and naturalizes the policing and imprisonment of 
people defined, in the nation’s founding documents and carried forward until 
now, as less than fully human.

The second thread is about critical consciousness: Where does it come 
from, and how? Key to the process of consciousness-raising, which is another 
way of saying the mediation of experience and belief, is denaturalization: the 
making of what seemed to be natural common sense subject to questioning 
so that it ceases to fall into the category of “nature.” Then received ideas and 
social practices are revealed to be human, social constructs, subject to critique 
and revision. The practice of denaturalization is emancipatory.

One irony in the process, however, is the necessary establishment of a new, 
naturalized common sense. Every new ruling class generates ideas legitimat-
ing its rule and attempts to universalize those ideas as serving the interests of 
all of the people. This irony, according to Gramsci, is in the nature of hege-
mony. Even if we sustain a healthy skepticism toward appeals to the natural 
in politics, we must have some criteria by which to discern whose common 
sense is operating and in whose interests. Following work undertaken with 
my colleague Kathleen Feyh, I have proposed the standard of fidelity to a 
class’s interests rather than correspondence to “objective” reality as the mea-
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sure of whose sense is actually in the interest of the commons—the majority of 
humankind who own no part of the means of producing and distributing the 
necessities of life, the majority of humankind who must work for others for a 
wage, and all of the oppressed. The resources of nature have been devastated 
by capitalism; science has been used to justify atrocity and discrimination in 
health, nutrition, labor, and housing. However, some invocations of nature 
and uses of science, if freed for human need, are not and will not be the mate-
rial or ideological tools of the oppressors.

Political education through pedagogy and struggle—in which the people 
articulating critique social analysis and plans for change—has actively and col-
lectively produced common sense based on experience and aspirations. Teach-
ers and intellectuals in the academy and other established institutions (think 
tanks, media networks) must work in solidarity with the organic intellectuals, 
organizers, and activists who are cultivating new knowledge about the giant 
of a system and how to take it down. Public intellectuals like Thomas Paine, 
Neil deGrasse Tyson, Alicia Garza, and Glenn Greenwald play an important 
mediating role, sometimes sparking new clarity about the need for change.

I have hoped to reach five overlapping audiences with the arguments in 
this book. The first consists of communities of progressives and liberals who, 
I believe, have put too much blame and too much attention on mere facts. 
I hope that I have convinced you that throwing facts at malignant power is 
a limited strategy, in favor of articulating broader truths that can organize 
people collectively in struggle in their own interests.

The second audience for this work includes journalists and political com-
munication scholars who have embraced fact-checking as a radically demo-
cratic practice. Fact-checking is not an example of public intellectual work 
unless combined with a coherent framing of what those facts mean and for 
whom. Intellectuals mediate between facts and understanding. We must not 
dismiss or malign the mistaken or believe that we are the carriers of unques-
tionable truths. In its story of the triumph of women against brutality, Mad 
Max: Fury Road may tell the truth better than any lecture, satirical mockery, 
or fact-checking column. Where does critical consciousness come from? Not 
merely, or even primarily, from “facts.” Therefore, I call on my colleagues and 
comrades who report and analyze political news to move beyond fact-check-
ing to frame-checking.

It does matter when a politician lies to us—but it is also crucial to under-
stand why large numbers of people find ideas contrary to not only reality but 
also to their better interests compelling. Journalists and commentators could 
step up to the question of doxa. How might they help actively to shape com-
mon sense in ways more accountable to their publics? Trying to distinguish 
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between “fake” news and “objective” information is unhelpful because there is 
no objective representation of information. Everything is mediated from a per-
spective. The idea of objectivity is itself a frame that makes the existing orga-
nization and priorities of society seem natural. In this sense, coverage that is 
conducted in reputable ways by reputable organizations about U.S. wars, when 
it establishes the necessity of those wars as common sense, is “fake” news. 
What is “true” is information that informs, engages, and enables the capac-
ity of ordinary people to transform society and their lives. We should elevate 
artisan, vernacular, activist, and investigative journalism in our esteem and 
develop the habit of reflecting upon our practices of framing and mediation.

My third audience consists of academics with whom I have argued over 
the past few decades about the implications of poststructuralist relativism for 
political judgment and action. They have made a case that Marxist scholars 
and critics in general should get past representational or correspondence-
based theories of truth. My position is that it is possible to construct a sophis-
ticated realism that does not give ground to relativism while recognizing the 
rhetorical character (i.e., mediation) of all knowledge. It has been my goal 
to construct a standpoint-based theory of truth as fidelity working from the 
theories of Lukács and Gramsci. I look forward to ongoing dialogue on these 
theoretical points.

Fourth, my conclusions have implications for educators. Teachers are 
among the most important mediators of knowledge, but too often in settings 
that do not enable engaged pedagogy for liberation. We teachers in primary 
education and in colleges and universities should, where we can, develop 
strategies for building curriculum based on the voices and experiences of our 
students and designed to educate them as engaged citizens and activists.

Finally, I hope that this book is interesting to activists and others who are 
not necessarily scholars or journalists. The case I am making is relevant across 
many professions and domains, from the classroom to the newsroom, from 
our televisions and computers to political organizations.

In short, I am arguing that we do not face a crisis of facts. We face the fact 
of a crisis.

The Trump regime has emboldened bigots across the country. White 
supremacist groups are marching openly in our streets and on our campuses. 
On August 12, 2017, during a rally of open neo-Nazis in Charlottesville, Vir-
ginia, a white supremacist drove his car into a crowd of antiracist demonstra-
tors, killing one principled activist and wounding many others.6 The New York 
Times acknowledged that “many of these groups have felt emboldened since 
the election of Donald J. Trump as president.”7 During the span of one week, 
the news included these headlines: “Homophobic Man Beats Lesbian Uncon-
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scious on Brooklyn-Bound Q Train,” “White Supremacist Arrested in Fatal 
Stabbing of Two Men after Anti-Muslim Rant in Portland,” “Campus Kill-
ing: Suspect Is a Member of an ‘Alt-Reich’ Facebook Group,” “Noose Found 
at Exhibit in African American Smithsonian Museum,” and “LeBron James’ 
Los Angeles Home Vandalized with ‘N-word’ Graffiti.”8 Black Lives Matter 
leader and Princeton professor Keeanga-Yahmatta Taylor was forced to cancel 
a speaking tour due to racist and homophobic death threats.9 The perpetrators 
of such abuse ascribe to the xenophobia and bigotry of the Trump administra-
tion, which has effectively given them permission to give open expression to 
their ideas and translate them into violence.

Meanwhile, in the United States (and around the world), the gap in wealth 
between the richest and poorest in society is at its ever-rising peak. There are 
more empty homes, hotels, and apartment buildings than there are home-
less people, yet thousands are left to endure the bitterness of winter without 
adequate shelter.10 Unemployment has decreased over the past several years, 
but most new jobs are precarious, part-time, and subject to a paltry minimum 
wage.11 The wealthiest sixty-two people own the same amount of wealth as half 
of the world’s population.12

The climate is heating up, and we are past the tipping point of whether 
we face cataclysm to wondering when, and how bad, it will be.13 We can guess 
that it will be not so bad for the Donald Trumps of this world, and horrific 
for ordinary people facing climate-related disasters without shelter, transport, 
or wealth.

Because of the Black Lives Matter movement, many people have become 
“woke” to the reality of vicious and unrelenting police violence against black 
Americans, and organizations and individuals are rising up to demand that 
black lives matter. But the violence is unremitting and its perpetrators are 
unrepentant. Racist scapegoating targets immigrants and Muslims, among 
others, such that white supremacists and Islamophobes have emerged with 
Trump’s implicit blessing to harass, injure, vandalize, and kill people who are 
increasingly defined as (literally) outside the pale.

Sexual assault affects, in conservative estimates, one in five women in the 
United States and one in thirty-three men; the rates are much higher on col-
lege campuses,14 while perpetrators often go unpunished, as administrators 
and juries worry about the impact prosecution will have on the rapists while 
slut-shaming the survivors.15 Sexism is such a pervasive feature of social life 
that women still underearn men,16 street harassment passes as natural, and 
our president can grope women at will without consequence. Of course, rac-
ism, queerphobia, and other interlocking oppressions complicate that reality 
in devastating ways.
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The right to marry has not ended the discrimination against and bash-
ing of LGBTQ* persons.17 The massacre at the Pulse nightclub on June 12, 
2016, was not only the deadliest mass shooting by a single (nonmilitary/non-
police) shooter in U.S. history but also the deadliest hate crime committed 
against LGBTQ* people.18 Trans* persons are the most vulnerable victims of 
hate crimes. Legal reforms like marriage equality are crucial and hard-won, 
but the realities facing queer workers and youth require our ongoing activism.

Again: We are not facing a crisis of facts. We are facing the fact of a cri-
sis. Throwing facts at the crisis will not prevent Trump from enacting his 
racist, misogynistic, anti-immigrant, Islamophobic agenda. However, as Gary 
Younge argued recently, “Donald Trump Is Not Too Big to Fail.”19

Trump’s victory illustrates the weakness of the Republican Party’s leaders, 
not their strength. . . . His agenda is no more unassailable than his victory 
was unfathomable. But there is nothing inevitable in his demise. If the lib-
eral left is going to challenge him effectively in the coming years, then it 
must learn the lessons of its defeat. The Democratic machine does not need 
a tune-up—it needs a complete overhaul. For far too long, it has been too 
arrogant, complacent, or contemptuous (and sometimes all three) to make 
an argument beyond “at least we’re not them.”

These are revolutionary sentiments, and revolutionary change is a logical con-
clusion to draw from the facts that we are facing a number of large crises, that 
they are systemic, and that the mainstream electoral process cannot fix the 
problems. Revolution is not a far-flung prospect; it happened in our own front 
yard. And it was a good thing.

Revolutionary or no, the solution to the crisis of the economic and politi-
cal system lies in building struggles against Trump’s agenda, countering the 
hegemony of a pro-corporate, racist, sexist common sense, and entering the 
streets in large enough numbers to make it difficult, if not impossible, for him 
and his cronies to rule. Building struggle means mediating: getting involved 
in organizations to generate, interpret, debate, and act on collective knowledge 
about our experience and the system that produces it.

Teresa Shook, a retired attorney and grandmother, understood this pro-
cess. She got on Facebook and posed a question: “What if women marched on 
Washington around Inauguration Day en masse?”20 With those words, Shook 
leapt into the void of crisis to crystallize public debate and will. Like Tom 
Paine’s, her call went viral. That moment of kairos generated the involvement 
of hundreds of thousands of people who marched on Washington to declare, 
as organizer Tamika Mallory stated, “that we will not be silent and we will 
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not let anyone roll back the rights we have fought and struggled to get.” Like 
Paine’s, the Women’s March platform declared commitments more radical 
than mainstream liberalism. Organizers express solidarity against racism and 
exploitation and for equal pay and full equality for immigrants and LGBTQ* 
persons. The platform called for economic and environmental justice and 
vows to protest the persecution of immigrants and Muslims. This is a vision 
worth marching for.21 Indeed, half a million people marched against Trump on 
January 21, 2017, in Washington, DC, the largest protest march in U.S. history. 
More than four hundred smaller marches were held in cities across the coun-
try, and worldwide, more than 5 million people participated in the collective 
refusal of Trump’s agenda.

Since Inauguration Day, there have been mass marches for science, against 
climate denial, for LGBTQ* rights, and more. There has been a surge of activ-
ism involving hundreds of thousands of people. Social movement researchers 
at the University of Maryland surveyed protesters who participated in these 
movements. They found that the actions so far have built a base for what will 
likely be consistent protest activity across the foreseeable future. The resis-
tance to the imperatives of Trump’s regime has drawn thousands of new and 
diverse activists, and most participants are “repeat protesters.”22

All of these events featured activists who were carried away by emotion, 
narrative, myth, spectacle, and above all, embodiment. Now and any time 
people rise to fight exploitation and oppression, let us be moved to greater 
critique and solidarity in the knowledge that we will make a difference.

Because when their reality bites, our reality bites back.
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Affect: the sensory feelings that are interpreted to become emotions that we can express and 
understand

Agency: the capacity to exert one’s will over one’s present and future
Aristotle: Ancient Greek teacher of rhetoric
Belief: a rhetorically and socially constructed statement about reality
Big five: key rhetorical strategies more embraced by the Right than the Left, including affect, 

embodiment, myth, narrative, and spectacle
Black Lives Matter / #BlackLivesMatter: a movement, significantly organized on Twitter, against 

police brutality and other racist aggression against black Americans
Burke, Kenneth: influential American rhetorician who criticized debunking and described how 

identification works as persuasion
Capitalism: an economic system based on competition and profit that relies on extracting value 

from the labor of the working class
Celebrities: people whose bodies, image, and character become linked to ideas and values so that 

people can relate to them
Common Sense: pamphlet by Thomas Paine encouraging support for the American Revolution
Common sense: following Gramsci, hegemonic discourses that can be supplanted through resis-

tance and the installation of a new set of truths as prevailing belief
Culture of critical discourse (CCD): a scholarly perspective that valorizes facts and rational argu-

ment without attention to mediation; the “reality-based community”
Denaturalization: a form of criticism that takes apart beliefs that appear to be natural and non-

controversial to show how they were socially constructed; rekeying
Dewey, John: American pragmatist philosopher who discussed the role of education in democracy
Doxa: received wisdom, prevailing belief, common sense
Embodiment: the strategy of making an audience feel as if they are physically experiencing a situ-

ation, space, event, or body of knowledge
Enlightenment: a body of philosophical and political thought and scientific progress that emerged 

in concert with mercantile capitalism that expressed faith in reason, observation, empiricism; 
also human rights, liberty, and equality as values

Enthymeme: a form of reasoning that relies upon shared common ground in the form of values
Episteme: baseline knowledge or experience
Epistemic: pertaining to how we know
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Epistemology: the branch of philosophy concerned with how people know
Exploitation: the extraction of profit from a worker’s labor, directing value produced to the 

employer rather than the employee; the attendant processes of alienation and oppression
Fact-checking: a journalistic practice that compares what a politician says to a belief assumed to 

be true
Fidelity: perspectival resonance of a message (in narrative or other form) with the shared experi-

ences and interests of those whose identities are called into being by the discourse
Frame analysis: how discourses selectively direct attention, involve audiences intimately with the 

matter at hand, and construct coherent and non-contradictory schemes of making sense of 
the world

Frame-checking: an alternative to fact-checking; evaluates the narrative and other meaning mak-
ing that couches information in context

Frankfurt School: group of Jewish academics who fled fascism in Europe and founded a school of 
critical inquiry in the United States

Gramsci: Italian Marxist who described the importance of culture in maintaining power
Habermas: contemporary scholar of the public sphere
Hegemony: the maintenance of power through both force and the rhetoric of a ruling class
Idealism: the idea that ideas and values determine the shape of society
Ideology: system of ideas that justifies and naturalizes the status quo
Interests: a social group’s needs and desire for a better future
Isocrates: Ancient Greek teacher of rhetoric
Kant: an Enlightenment philosopher
LGBTQ*: a shorthand naming communities defending nonstandard sexualities and gender iden-

tities against oppression; the list often includes lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, 
intersex, questioning, asexual, pan- or omni-sexual, and more (hence the need for shorthand, 
which will always be inadequate; sometimes substituted with “queer”

Lukács: Hungarian Marxist who invented standpoint epistemology
Manning, Chelsea: whistleblower who exposed classified information about U.S. wars in 2008
Marxism: body of theory associated with Karl Marx, a nineteenth-century philosopher, critic, and 

activist who was concerned with the liberation of ordinary people
Materialism: idea in philosophy that the embodied practices and social organization of humans 

drives changes in ideas rather than the other way around (idealism)
Media frames: concept developed by Todd Gitlin to describe how reporters mediate information 

to shape public perception of events
Mediation: the process of intervening between episteme and doxa with rhetoric that frames and 

interprets reality
Mediation frames: how all knowledge is mediated in ways that frame perception of reality
Myth: a grand narrative that explains a society’s origins and destinies; not the opposite of truth
Narrative: form of human rationality that is expressed in storytelling
Naturalization: when a belief or value comes to seem like the unquestionable, natural truth
Oppression: systemic, institutional and collective discrimination, disenfranchisement, dehu-

manization, and abuse of groups based on identity in the service of social division and 
scapegoating; includes racism, sexism, Islamophobia, the persecution of LGBTQ* persons, 
anti-immigrant sentiment and policy, and more

Paine, Thomas: American revolutionary whose pamphlet Common Sense influenced Americans 
to support the War for Independence

Pedagogy: the study and practice of methods of teaching
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Plato: Ancient Greek realist who denounced rhetoric as relativist
Postmodernism: refusal of foundations in favor of recognizing that dominant reality is made up 

of fragmented language and images forming spectacles
Poststructuralism: camp of critical thought committed to relativist critique
Public intellectual: person with knowledge who shares that knowledge outside of the academy to 

promote public discussion and debate
Public sphere: domain of debate and deliberation without state interference
Punctum: concept defined by Roland Barthes about images; moment of interruption in the given 

meaning of an image, narrative, or myth
Queer: a term describing nonstandard gender identity, expression, or sexual practices; once pejo-

rative, now embraced in many LGBTQ* contexts as capturing strategies of resistance to domi-
nant gender/sex regimes

Radical pedagogy: methods of teaching that emphasize how knowledge is connected to power 
based on students’ lived experience

Realism: the perspective that reality exists outside of human perception and that it is a knowable 
foundation for judgment and action

Reality: objective world independent of human perception or interpretation
Reflexivity: when rhetoric cues an audience to its own strategies, interrupting naturalization
Relativism: the perspective that challenges realist foundations in favor of views that locate reality 

in human perception and language without referent to an “outside” truth
Rhetoric: the study and practice of persuasion
Rhetoric of inquiry/science: body of scholarship exploring how scientific investigation is influ-

enced by prevailing beliefs and values and how scientists use rhetoric to be persuasive
Snowden, Edward: whistleblower who exposed NSA spying on a mass scale
Sophists: Ancient Greek relativist teachers of rhetoric
Spectacle: the use of awe-inspiring, usually visual, methods to convey information
Standpoint epistemology: the idea that knowledge and truth vary according to where you stand 

in power relations in society
Stasis system: a set of concepts developed by the Ancient Greek rhetorician Hermagoras; the sta-

seis are conjecture, definition, causation, evaluation, jurisdiction, and proposal
Structuralism: position that our social world is constructed in signs and symbols in such a way 

that human agency is constrained
Studium: concept defined by Roland Barthes about images, meaning standard cultural interpreta-

tion of a photographic image
Therapeutic rhetoric: the transforming of social problems that are most properly understood 

as political, collective, and structural into personal problems and the psychopathology of 
individuals

Truth: a belief about reality that is faithful to the interests and experiences of those whose worlds 
it organizes

Truthiness: when an idea is repeated so frequently or controlled by the powerful such that it 
comes to be naturalized truth

Tyson, Neil deGrasse: celebrity scientist and host of show Cosmos: A Spacetime Odyssey
Working class: people who, in capitalism, have to work for a wage
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