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The power of rhetoric
In these challenging times, helping our students to develop
rhetorical literacy has never been more urgent

by Jessica Riddell

“W

hat hill are you willing to die on?” I
pose this question on the first day of my
200-level rhetoric class. “And how can
you persuade others to join you?”
In this course, which surveys the
landscape of rhetoric from classical to
contemporary times, we examine the uses and
abuses of rhetoric from Aristotle to Shakespeare
to Obama and beyond. Rhetoric, until recently
considered an antiquated subject and relic of the
medieval curriculum, is now enjoying a comeback. In fact, developing rhetorical literacy has
never been so urgent.
This generation of students is facing some
of the most thorny challenges one can imagine:
the climate crisis, income inequality, gendered
violence, food and water security, and geopolitical instability. Compound this with the rise
in disinformation campaigns, information warfare, fake news and post-truth politics, and the
sheer complexity of these pressing issues is overwhelming. As institutions of higher learning we
must provide students with the tools to navigate
this complexity. One of the most powerful tools
they can wield is rhetorical literacy.
Greta Thunberg is a powerful case study: in
14 months she went from a 15-year-old protest
ing alone in front of the Swedish Parliament to
addressing world leaders at the United Nations
on climate change. Greta is riding a wave of
youth advocacy that has become part of our
cultural zeitgeist; “the spirit of our times” is now
animated by young people who have become
orators of hope.
Malala Yousafzai was the youngest person to
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receive a Nobel Peace Prize in 2014 at the age of
17. David Hogg and Emma González – along with
their classmates – organized the largest protest
in U.S. history with over 1 million people participating in March for Our Lives in March 2018.
Autumn Peltier is a powerhouse in the fight
to protect water in Canada’s Indigenous communities. The teenage activist from Wiikwem
koong First Nation on Manitoulin Island in
Northern Ontario has been a tireless advocate
for water security and urged the General Assembly to “warrior up” when she addressed the
United Nations in March 2018 at the age of 13.
While the social issues differ – climate crisis, female access to education, gun control and
water security – they all have something in
common: these orators of hope are all trained
in rhetoric. Greta Thunberg’s mother, Malena
Ernman, is an internationally acclaimed opera
singer and her father Svante Thunberg is a
classically trained stage actor, producer and
writer. Malala Yousafzai’s parents owned a chain
of schools and provided her with an intensive
education in Western literature, including
Shakespeare (whose plays deliver a master class
in rhetoric).
David Hogg and Emma González attended
Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School, where
they were trained in the performing and liberal
arts. In fact, their school board promotes a
“system-wide debate program that teaches extemporaneous speaking from an early age.” Autumn Peltier’s great-aunt, Josephine Mandamin,
founder of the Mother Earth Water Walkers,
was an Anishinaabe elder, water activist and
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“These orators of hope
have been educated on
the power of persuasion
and coached in public
speaking.”
chief water commissioner of the Anishinabek
Nation – and an exceptional orator.
These orators of hope have been educated
on the power of persuasion and coached in public speaking from elders who have mastered the
art of rhetoric. The problem is that rhetoric –
when it is used in our contemporary context – is
loaded with negative connotations. In the political sphere, rhetoric is used as a label to devalue
an individual by suggesting that their words
are empty or artificial. David Hogg and Emma
González were so effective at public speaking
that they were accused of being “crisis actors”
by the Conservative media.
Silencing opponents by accusing them of
“rhetoric” is not a new charge. As far back as
there was rhetoric, there was a suspicion that
people could use words to alter another person’s
reality for various purposes – for the good, the
bad and the downright nefarious.
In its most basic form, however, rhetoric is
the ability to persuade. According to the ancients,
reason gives us purpose (telos), and rhetoric is
the instrument of reason. For Aristotle and his
contemporaries, rhetoric – as reason in action –
helps us move beyond the vagaries of power of
coercion and seduction to reach a higher, trans
cendental plane of understanding and empathy.
We must help students to recognize rhetoric in
all its forms and to harness the power of persuasion as a unifying force for good.
The deep irony is that these orators of hope
skipped school to enact social change. Instead
of getting in the way, how do we become integral
to the process? UA

Adventures in
Academe

Cet article est également
disponible en français
sur notre site Web,
affairesuniversitaires.ca

Combatting toxic positivity
with critical hope
Together we can transform for the better if we can model purposefulness
and empathy – and avoid saying everything is great when it isn’t

by Jessica Riddell

T

he way we tell stories about our situation
matters. In the midst of a global pandemic,
I have been following how leaders – and
particularly higher education leaders –
talk about the current COVID-19 crisis.
Two narratives have emerged that imagine
very different futures, which in turn exposes
invisible power structures: 1) toxic positivity and
2) critical hope.
Toxic positivity promises us that everything
is going to be fine. We are reassured that life
will be back to normal in no time. That our institutions can pivot seamlessly to online delivery
without diluting student experience. We just
have to stick together and look for the silver
linings. We are encouraged to shelter in place
so we can get back to “business as usual” and
look back on this global pandemic with a twinge
of nostalgia for pajama pants and pandemic
puppies.
Critical hope acknowledges that the world
as we know it is changing rapidly. We ask ourselves how we might remake the post-COVID-19
world to be more just, equitable and inclusive.
That our institutions cannot “pivot” easily
because moving to online delivery changes the
relationship we have with our students and
threatens our ability to connect in meaningful
ways. We double down on collaboration and
community just as we understand that silver
linings are not always afforded to the most vulnerable and marginalized populations. We are
willing to open ourselves up to imagine a new

model of education that moves us into a future
that is better than our present and more humane
than our past.
Toxic positivity effaces conflict and doesn’t
allow room for disagreement or discontent. This
narrative denies that we are in the midst of
radical transformation and instead advocates for
a return to normality. Critical hope understands
complexity and discomfort as a necessary process of transformation, and holds spaces for
candid and uncomfortable conversations as a
way forward. This narrative recognizes that
“normal” was a system based on inequity and
injustice that benefitted a privileged few.
One narrative threatens to break us apart
because it denies the fact of our transformation.
The other narrative offers us a way to be broken
open, to occupy the position of learner, to
embrace empathy, and to relinquish authority
in favour of collaboration – with our students,
with our colleagues, with our communities.
Theorizing these two narratives has not been
merely a pedagogical or professional exercise.
This week my spouse is in hospital after undergoing an invasive surgery to remove a tumour.
The path to a diagnosis began the day schools
closed in Quebec and the world as we knew it
irrevocably changed. Cancer and COVID-19 are
intertwined for my family; over the past 12 weeks
we’ve had to navigate the narratives of toxic
positivity and critical hope as we talk to our
young children about what this all means. We’ve
been candid and careful to make space for the
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“One narrative threatens
to break us apart. The
other narrative offers us
a way to be broken open.”

complexity of not knowing all the answers.
Perhaps because children are in a constant state
of transformation, our kids have responded
calmly and with curiosity to the messiness and
disorientation – and trusted us enough to know
we would come through this together.
My disciplinary research and public scholarship have focused on critical hope and resilience
for the last few years. The confluence of personal
and global disruptions has tested my theoretical
frameworks to their limits; and yet this experience has reinforced my belief that together we
can transform for the better if we can model purposefulness and empathy – and avoid saying
everything is great when it isn’t.
One of my favourite philosophers, Parker
Palmer, asserts that “wholeness does not mean
perfection, it means embracing brokenness as
an integral part of your life. … These are the
broken-hearted people whose hearts have been
broken open instead of broken apart.” This
moment in time offers us an opportunity for
clarity in the midst of disruption, of finding
meaning in uncertainty, and of distilling purpose
to make the world anew.
In a recent webinar, David Sylvester, president of the University of St. Michael’s College at
the University of Toronto, talked about universities as “anchors of hope” for our communities.
Our world is in desperate need of leaders and
learners who follow the path of critical hope
with the courage to be broken open and, in doing
so, transform. UA
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Heed the truth-tellers
How do we restore balance in higher education? We need to listen.

by Jessica Riddell

R

ecently, one of my colleagues shared that
her institution sends out weekly “wellness”
emails: the standard self-care tips (sleep,
exercise, breathe – and repeat!) accompa
nied by advertisements for mental-health
courses, along with substantial registration
fees. “Why is it,” she lamented, “that the very
institution that is making me unwell is charging
me for the cure?”
Her question demands a larger conversation
about what our institutions are doing to create
working environments that are safe, sustainable
and sane.
Shakespeare – my favourite guide for navigating wicked problems – offers some advice on how
to manage trauma in the final lines of King Lear:
“The weight of this sad time we must obey;
Speak what we feel, not what we ought to say.”
I’ve always struggled with this overly tidy
moral at the end of a play that stages the collapse
of an individual and a society, the deterioration
of decorum and decency, and the radical decentering of justice and truth. Shakespeare seems
to wrap it all up with a bow even as bodies litter
the stage.
These lines resonate differently for me in the
midst of our current “sad time” and I am left wondering how we even begin to “speak what we feel”
when we are constantly pressured to be resilient
and to “build back better”? (This new catchphrase
makes me want to run screaming into the storm.)
Resilience is a strength worthy of cultivating;
however, when systems of power use “resilience”
as a means to avoid making systemic changes
to better support people, we are in big trouble.
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American writer Andrew Zolli puts it another
way: “Where sustainability aims to put the world
back into balance, resilience looks for ways to
manage in an imbalanced world.”
Do we continue to cope in deteriorating conditions or are we willing to do the work necessary to change the systems that make us unwell?
How do we put the world back into balance
when we are in a state of constant disequilibrium? King Lear provides us with one strategy if
we are willing to listen.
The most important lesson this play offers is
that good leaders surround themselves with
people who speak uncomfortable truths and
challenge us to see and think differently. At the
outset of the play, Lear’s court is a safe space for
his subjects to be brave. He has a licensed fool
whose primary role is to speak truth to power;
his most trusted advisor challenges his decisions;
and his favourite daughter is preferred because
she refuses to flatter.
As soon as Lear banishes his truth-tellers, his
descent is rapid and inevitable. His world – and
his mind – becomes unbalanced.
Truth-tellers held a special place in Shakespeare’s time: royal courts and noble households
employed licensed jesters to speak plainly – to
expose excess, greed and corruption – without
fear of reprisal. Henry VIII’s fool Will Sommers
was scathing in his condemnations of greed
and yet so beloved he appears in royal family
portraits. Renaissance fools were socially marginalized but highly valued because they presented differing perspectives and gave voices to
those who were otherwise unrepresented in the

centres of power.
If institutions are making us unwell, what is
the cure? For Lear, the best medicine is for leaders to “Expose thyself to feel what wretches feel”:
those in power must work harder to understand
how the poor and disenfranchised are weathering the storm. Lear’s revelation – that marginalized voices must be given permission to speak
uncomfortable truths and we must listen –
comes too late for him to heal the body politic.
But it isn’t too late for us.
COVID-19 is not the “great equalizer” as
many imagined in the early days of the global
shutdown. However, COVID is the great “truthteller,” exposing the structural inequalities and
systemic racism that have been with us the whole
time. If we want to build sustainable, safe and
sane spaces, we must confront the underlying
causes of our imbalance; we can only do so if we
make spaces for truth-tellers to challenge hegemonic assumptions without fear of reprisal.
How do we restore balance in higher-ed? We
must listen to our students, especially those who
have historically been left out of conversations.
We must listen to contingent and precarious faculty who are shouldering a disproportionate
amount of the labour. We must listen to, and
value, differing perspectives at our boards and
senates as a fundamental principle of collaborative governance.
After five years, this is my final column for
University Affairs. I step aside to make space for
truth-tellers who might use this licensed space
to hold us accountable as we strive towards a
hopeful – and balanced – future. UA
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