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F.ducating the
Floguent Speatker

The early efforts of the classical world’s greatest orator were derided
for their “strange and uncouth style, which was cumbered with long
sentences and tortured with formal arguments to a most harsh and
disagreeable excess.” To complicate his problems, he had “a weakness
in his voice, a perplexed and indistinct utterance and a shortness of
breath, which, by breaking and disjointing his sentences much ob-
scured the sense and meaning of what he spoke.” So, “in the end, being
quite disheartened, he forsook the assembly.”

When Demosthenes complained to Satyrus that “drunken sots, mar-
iners, and illiterate fellows were heard, and had the hustings for their
own, while he himself was despised,” the actor encouraged him to prac-
tice his delivery. “Hereupon,” Plutarch continues, “he built himself a
place to study under ground . . . and hither he would come constantly
every day to form his action and to exercise his voice; and here he
would continue, oftentimes without intermission, two or three months
together, shaving one half of his head, that so for shame he might not
go abroad, though he desired it ever so much.” In the privacy of his
study, he also formulated arguments for and against the matters that
had crossed his path that day and reworked the speeches he had heard
others deliver. “Hence, it was that he was looked upon as a person of
no great natural genius, but one who owed all the power and ability he
had in speaking to labour and industry.”!

Those who doubt that eloquence can be learred need only guess
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which more recent but still revered speaker delivered this passage in his
youth:

I know the great volcano at Washington, aroused and directed by the evil
spirit that reigns there, is belching forth the lava of political corruption in
a current, broad and deep, which is sweeping with frightful velocity over
the whole length and breadth of the land, bidding fair to leave unscathed
no green spot of living thing; while on its bosom are riding, like demons
on the waves of Hell, the imps of that evil spirit, and fiendishly taunting
all those who dare resist its destroying course with the hopelessness of their
effort; and, knowing this, I cannot deny that all may be swept away. Bro-
ken by it, I, too, may be; bow to it I never will. . . . If ever I feel the soul
within me elevate and expand to those dimensions not wholly unworthy of
its Almighty Architect, it is when I contemplate the cause of my country,
deserted by all the world beside, and I standing up boldly and alone and
hurling defiance at her victorious oppressors. Here, without contemplating
consequences, before High Heaven, and in face of the world, I swear eter-
nal fidelity to the just cause, as I deem it, of the land of my life, my liberty,
and my love ?

Less than two and a half decades later, that speaker would deliver
the Gettysburg Address. The transformation is not as astonishing as it
at first may seem—few are eloquent from childhood.

Early in his career, another orator “found himself on his feet, with
his mind a complete blank, while the awful silence was broken only by
friendly, encouraging noises; he stood his ground until at last he could
bear it no longer; back in his seat, he could only bury his head in his
hands. After his breakdown in the House of Commons he dreaded
getting up to speak more than ever. Sometimes he would persuade
himself that what he was about to say had already been said, or that
the time to say it was past. Any excuse served to keep him in his seat.”?
In 1953, that speaker received the Nobel Prize in literature in part for
his “scintillating oratory.” In the dark years of World War II he had
rallied his country with ringing speeches. In the most often quoted, he
said:

We shall go on to the end. We shall fight in France, we shall fight on the
seas and oceans, we shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength
in the air, we shall defend our island, whatever the cost may be. We shall
fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight
in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never
surrender, and even if, which I do not for a moment believe, this island
or a large part of it were subjugated and starving, then our Empire beyond
the seas, armed and guarded by the British Fleet, would carry on the
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struggle, until, in God’s good time, the new world, with all its power and
might, steps forth to the rescue and the liberation of the old.*

In 1950, Winston Churchill confided to his physician, “Speaking to
five thousand people through a microphone is no more tiring than
talking to a hundred. It doesn’t bother me. I'm not overawed by them.
I've got used to it.”?

In the lessons left us by our eloquent ancestors, there is good news
and bad. The good news is that, by engaging in certain activities, our
innate oratorical talents can be refined. The bad news is that these ac-
tivities have been lost, stolen, or have strayed from our schools. When
speaking held the central role in the conduct of public affairs, the dis-
position toward eloquence was cultivated. It no longer is.

Eloquence Flourishes Where Public Speaking Is an Honored Art

Ancient oratory was considered “a fine art, an art regarded by its cul-
tivators, and by the public, as analogous to sculpture, to poetry, to
painting, to music and to acting. This character is common to Greek
and Roman oratory.”® So, for example, Isocrates notes that listeners
broke into loud applause when antitheses, symmetrical clauses, or other
striking rhetorical figures were skillfully presented.’

Because it was the only way to reach a mass public, speech was not a
means of influence but the means. Accordingly, as Whately noted, “the
character of Orator, Author, and Politician, almost entirely coincided;
he who would communicate his ideas to the world, or would gain polit-
ical power, and carry his legislative schemes into effect, was necessarily
a Speaker; since, as Pericles is made to remark by Thucydides, ‘one
who forms a judgment on any point, but cannot explain himself clearly
to the people, might as well have never thought at all on the subject.’ ”®

Evidence of the importance of speech can be seen in its choice as the
form in which significant ideas would be preserved. A number of Iso-
crates’ undelivered works take the form of speeches as do the Second
Philippic of Cicero? and Milton’s stirring defense of freedom of the
press.

When the world of entertainment, persuasion, and politics was in the
main an oral one, listeners were drawn together in large numbers to
experience a piece of communication. The speeches of Demosthenes
and Cicero drew large audiences. So too in the nineteenth century did
the speeches of Webster, Sumner, and Clay.

Not so today. Nearly four out of ten viewers will watch reruns or
alternative programming rather than a speech by Rdnald Reagan. In-
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deed, the Nielsen numbers reveal a decade-long decline in the share of
the audience attracted to a presidential speech and a corresponding
decline in the total number of viewers. While few would deny that Rea-
gan is a better speaker than either of his two immediate predecessors,
more Americans watched Gerald Ford’s speeches than Jimmy Carter’s
and more tuned in to hear Carter than Reagan. Where televised pres-
idential speeches once drew a larger audience than the programming
they replaced, the prospect of listening to the president now drives
viewers away. By contrast, in the nineteenth century, families would
walk for miles to spend two hours standing in a field listening to a
speech on national affairs.

“Charles Sumner was an aristocrat,” recalled James Burton Pond a
century ago. “He was my father’s ideal. After I had got back from Kan-
sas and visited my father’s home in Wisconsin, father said to me: ‘James,
the Honorable Charles Sumner is going to speak at R—— We must
hear him.” So we arranged to go. We walked nine miles to hear him
speak. My father never spoke of him without giving him his title. He
had enjoyed that speech intensely. I do not know whether I did or not.
Father occupied a front seat with the intention of rushing up to the
platform and greeting him by the hand when he was finished, but the
Honorable Charles was too quick for him. He disappeared, got to his
hotel, and nobody saw him.”!?

In the nineteenth century Charles Sumner was accorded the sort of
attention now reserved for Charles Kuralt or Charley Pride.

Some symptomatic evidence of the lowly position that public address
holds in our society comes in the lack of seriousness accorded it by the
mass media. There are no major newspaper or TV critics of oratory as
there are of films, television shows, art, music, and theatrical perfor-
mances. Few reporters would pretend to be critics of any of these arts
without special training, yet they routinely categorize a speech as good,
effective, memorable, or eloquent. The impulse to assume the role of
critic of oratory is a natural one. While few of us act, draw, or play an
instrument without special training, most of us speak. That ability
prompts the inference I speak therefore 1 critique.

Knowledgeable critics of film, plays, and television educate the public
in their respective arts and in the standards by which these arts should
be assessed. The absence of such evaluation of public speech denies the
mass audience comparable assistance in evaluating an art that plays a
direct role in the affairs of state.

News coverage also devalues the speech. Newspapers once routinely
reprinted the texts of important speeches; now, with the exception of
The New York Times, few regularly do. Newspapers justified the change
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on the same grounds used by politicians to explain why hour-long ra-
dio speeches gave way to thirty- and sixty-second spot ads: the public
wasn’t paying attention to the full-length speech. In 1913, the Earl of
Roseberg voiced the relief with which speakers and newspaper readers
greeted a paper filled with “matters of greater interest.” “No conscien-
tious speaker ever rose in the morning and read his morning newspa-
per without having a feeling of pain, to see in it, reported verbatim,
with agonizing conscientiousness, things which he would rather not have
said, and things which he thought ought not to bear repetition.” As for
readers, “I never could find anybody who read my speeches. It was
quite different in the time when L was young, when practically the whole
family sat down after breakfast and read the whole debate through.
But the present age is in too great a hurry for that. . . . [N]ot one man
in a hundred ever read the speeches which were so largely reported in
the Press. Their removal from the Press gave space to other matters of
greater interest, and is one of the greatest reliefs the newspaper reader
ever experienced.”

The low regard in which the network news organizations hold the
speech is evident in their coverage of the Democratic and Republican
national conventions. With the exception of the keynote address, the
addresses of major contenders, and the party’s nominees, other speeches
are routinely intercut with interviews from the floor or commentary
from the booth. So, for example, speeches by likely 1988 candidates
Robert Dole and Howard Baker were not heard in their entirety on
CBS. Former President Ford’s speech to the Republican convention was
picked up midway through by NBC; Dole’s speech also was given ab-
breviated coverage. NBC excerpted Andrew Young’s speech to the
Democrats; CBS ignored it. CBS cut in and out of 1984 contender and
1972 nominee George McGovern’s speech and ignored the speech by
Democratic House leader Tip O'Neill. Shirley Chisholm’s speech did
not appear on NBC; Marion Barry and Tom Bradley’s nominating
speeches were heard there but not on CBS.

If past is prophet, abbreviated coverage of the 1984 conventions meant
that the networks denied the public the privilege of assessing the sub-
stance and political potential of some important speakers. Hubert
Humphrey first caught national attention with his stirring speech on
civil rights at the 1948 Democratic convention. John Kennedy gained
public notice by narrating the convention film in 1956, visibility that
preceded his dash for the vice presidency when Stevenson threw selec-
tion of that nominee open to the floor. One of the most eloquent con-
vention speeches given in modern history was the speech with which
Eugene McCarthy nominated Adlai Stevenson in 1960o. Had these






EDUCATING THE ELOQUENT SPEAKER g

speeches been delivered in 1984, none would have occurred during the
times scheduled for regular network coverage. Abbreviated coverage
also meant that the public was denied the right to hear articulate pre-
senters debate the alternative sides of 'important platform planks. The
network’s decision to minimize coverage meant that the number of
speakers given access to a national audience declined. As a result, the
national audience has no way of knowing whether a Humphrey, a
McCarthy, or a Kennedy debuted on the convention stage. At the same
time, blacking out seconding speeches denied the audience the ability
to assess the bases of support on which each candidate relied and would
depend as president. These speeches also reveal the constituencies a
presidential candidate feels indebted to.

By cluttering the convention floor with reporters, technicians, and
minicams, and by conducting interviews from the floor, the news media
make it nearly impossible for convention delegates to listen to the
speakers. At the 1984 Democratic convention, some delegates carried
pocket radios to be able to hear the speeches.

Television’s news broadcasts also devalue the speech. The way in which
we get-most of our news means that we hear snippets instead of speeches.
George Washington University’s Media Analysis Project found, for ex-
ample, that the average number of seconds a candidate for president
was shown speaking on a network news segment in the 1984 campaign
was 14.79 seconds.

Aware that at best they will receive less than a minute of speaking
time in network evening news and anxious to jet from media market
to media market to capture time on as many local news shows as pos-
sible, presidential candidates deliver speeches that are as short as pos-
sible—less than twenty minutes on the average, with part of that time
preempted by applause. '

Speeches delivered on purchased radio and TV time have been com-
pressed as well. In the early days of radio the hour-long speech was
the norm. By the 1940s the half-hour speech had emerged as the stan-
dard. As entertainment was added to lure and retain audiences, speech
time shrank. With the advent of television, the half-hour speech re-
appeared but held its own only in 1952. Just as the full speech text was

Today, a voter is hard-pressed to locate a complete text of any important non-
presidential speech; in the nineteenth century, such speeches were reprinted
routinely and distributed widely (Courtesy Political History Division, Smith-
sonian)
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replaced in newspapers by the brief excerpt or the abstract until that
too was supplanted by the occasional quote within news stories, the
amount of time devoted to political speaking first on radio and then on
television declined. As the media evolved, the shortest speech became
the fittest for survival. By 1956 the cost of air time and the dwindling
attention of the public prompted politicians to purchase five-minute
blocks of speaking time. In the 1970s the five-minute speech gave way
to the sixty-second ad.

Assessing responsibility for the shift is difficult. When politicians paid
for half-hour time slots, as a general rule the public fled in droves to
other channels. The most astonishing instance of this occurred in 1964
when the viewing public chose “Peyton Place” and “Petticoat Junction”
overwhelmingly over Eisenhower’s conversation with Goldwater at Get-
tysburg. It made financial and political sense to give the public what it
was willing to watch.

Those pointing the finger claim that politicians should share the blame.
The short attention span of the public was invited, they reason, in part,
by political sloganeering. By 1964 the public had been conditioned by
spot political ads to expect its political information in twenty-, thirty-,
and sixty-second bites.

The widespread assumption that spots are not as nourishing as longer
speeches is amply justified. When limited to sixty seconds, complex ideas
must either be ignored or treated simplistically. Except in unusual in-
stances, argument will be replaced by assertion. Where a half-hour speech
can be a mural, a thirty-second ad can be little more than a collage.

Spot ads are well equipped to telegraph a candidate’s position on an
issue and to -associatively link that position with things we value; they
are ill equipped to build a convincing case for a nuanced position. So,
for example, in 1984, Mondale’s televised ads told us that he was fight-
ing for our future without revealing the nature either of that future or
of the fight he was waging. Reagan’s ads asserted that Mondale would
raise taxes to pay for promises made to special interests. Instead, Mon-
dale had claimed that he’'would apply the increased revenue to balanc-
ing the budget. To build the case for the incumbent, Reagan’s ads vi-
sually allied his presidency with flag raisings, small-town parades, a
wedding, and smiling people at work.

The format featured in each of the presidential debates from
Kennedy-Nixon through Mondale-Reagan also forced the candidates
to capsulize. In the second Mondale-Reagan debate of 1984, for ex-
ample, answers to panelists’ questions were either two and a half or
one minute long; each candidate was alloted four minutes for a closing
statement. By contrast, in each of their seven senatorial debates of 18538,
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Lincoln and Douglas spoke for ninety minutes each on a single topic:
the future of slavery in the territories.

Whatever the cause and whoever the culprit, the result of this
compression is changed political discourse. Speakers of earlier ages
routinely traced the history of the matter under discussion. In the pro-
cess, they revealed how they saw the world. By contrast, history has
little place in contemporary discourse except when selectively mar-
shalled to argue that a proposed policy is a mistake.

In the golden ages, speakers spent time defining their terms, a pro-
cess that forces assumptions into the open. It made a great deal of
difference whether speakers in 1967 saw the Vietnam war as a civil war
or as an act of self-defense by the South against invaders from the
North. Whether the “Communists” were viewed as a monolithic block
composed of China, Russia, and North Vietnam or as dissimilar coun-
tries with divergent political systems and interests also imade a differ-
ence. At the point of definition, such conflicting assumptions are made
plain. Without this stage of discourse, we can talk past each other un-
aware that our primal premises are at odds. The problem is an impor-
tant one. Few of the recent presidential statements on arms limitation,
for instance, have assumed the burden of understanding and explain-
ing the definitions each side brings to the discussion.

Speakers in the golden ages of American, British, Roman, and Greek
oratory routinely laid out the range of policy alternatives for examina-
tion, scrutinizing each in turn. Only after showing the flaws in the al-
ternative options, weighing the objections to their proposals, and ar-
guing the comparative advantages of the course they favored did they
conclude. Such speeches demonstrated that the speaker commanded
the facts of the situation, understood the alternatives, and could defend
the choice of one over the others.

These speeches engaged the ideas of the opposing sides in a way that
moved the argument forward. When the bulk of the available evidence
favored one side, such speeches helped audiences toward consensus.
By contrast, contemporary political discourse tends to reduce the uni-
verse to two sides—one good, one evil—when in fact there may be four
or five sides, each with its own advantages and disadvantages. After
drawing simplistic and often false dichotomies, contemporary speech
tends to canonize one side and anathematize the other.

In the golden ages, speakers lovingly explored the range of available
evidence. Today, speeches argue by hitting and running. A single sup-
posedly telling statistic, report, or anecdote is slung under a claim be-
fore the speaker moves on.

Then, as now, speakers dramatized their points. Then as now, con-



