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Rhetoric, and the Swedish high-school mission for democracy
Maria Brännström

Åbo Academy, Vasa, Finland and Anders Sigrell, Lund, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Following legislation in 2010, all Swedish teachers, at all levels, had a
double mission: to teach democracy as well the content of their subject.
This mission was seen as troublesome by evaluating authorities, among
others. In the latest state curriculum, rhetoric has re-emerged as a
central element of Swedish mother-tongue high school education and
is also seen as troublesome. In this article we will try to show how it
may be feasible to combine these two elements: first, by working with
the democratic mission, the rhetorical tools will facilitate and favour the
preparation and execution of democratic activities; second, the
rhetorical tools and concepts may be highly beneficial in the necessary
meta-reflection of school activities supporting the democratic mission.
Working with rhetoric means working with the foundations necessary
for democracy. Since all mother-tongue teachers are obliged to teach
rhetoric, it could also be used for the democratic mission.
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Introduction

All Swedish teachers, at all levels, have a double mission. The Swedish Education Act of 2010 (SFS
2010:800, n.d.) states that, in addition to the content of their subject, all teachers have a responsi-
bility to teach their students about democracy—the democracy mission—to enable them to become
critical and active members of society (Skolinspektionen [Swedish School Inspectorate], 2012,
p. 11).1

Rhetoric has re-emerged as a dedicated subject at university level in Scandinavia and as a central
part of Swedish mother-tongue high school education. Regarding the Swedish language, in the third
year of high school, as the first of the main goals to be achieved, the latest state curriculum (GY11)
identifies, “Skills in oral performance with a deepened use of the rhetorical working process (i.e., the
canon of rhetoric) as support in planning and executing, as well as a tool for rhetorical analysis”
(Skolverket [Swedish National Agency for Education], 2011, p. 15). Throughout the state curricu-
lum for Swedish, rhetoric and its meta-language are seen as central tools for reflecting on the terms
and outcomes of communication.

These two central elements of Swedish high school education, teaching democracy as well the
content of individual subjects, are seen as slightly troublesome by the evaluating authorities, tea-
chers, school leaders, students, and society as a whole. In this article, we aim to show that combining
these two elements is feasible. The idea is that by working with the democratic mission, the rhetori-
cal tools will facilitate and promote not only the preparation and execution of democratic activities
such as presentations, debates, arguments, and analysis but also the rhetorical tools and concepts
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that may be highly beneficial in the necessary meta-reflection on school activities supporting the
democratic mission. This latter aspect could perhaps be seen as the major rhetorical contribution.
Rhetoric may be seen as nothing but a set of meta-reflective vocabulary that may help us reflect on
the terms and outcomes of communication, both as senders and receivers and students and teachers.

Working with rhetoric is working with the foundations of democracy. It is not by chance that the
terms ‘rhetoric’ and ‘democracy’ were coined at the same time in Ancient Greece (Conley, 1990).
When the brute force of leaders or mere violence no longer determined communal actions,
when a majority had to be persuaded, the need to learn how to communicate constructively, or
at least efficiently, evolved. Rhetoric is about reflecting on how to choose to communicate in an
effort to help the receivers make the best choice.

Aim of the study and research questions

The overall purpose of this study is to investigate how rhetoric as a school subject can help teachers
with the democratic mission of their teaching.

Research questions

. How can the democratic mission of Swedish schools be understood?

. What is the status of the subject of rhetoric in Scandinavian curricula?

. Why and how can rhetoric, understood both as theory and practice, be useful for teachers work-
ing towards the democratic mission?

In this article, we start with critical valuations of the democratic mission, followed by how rhetoric
is presented in governmental texts for Swedish high school. Why rhetoric—understood as both
theory and practice—could be beneficial for the democratic mission is intended to be the major
contribution of this article. One key issue to consider is that because all mother-tongue teachers
are obliged to teach rhetoric, it makes sense to use it for the democratic mission. Some rhetorical
exercises, the so-called progymnasmata, will be introduced as one possible practical way of working
with rhetoric and democracy.

Democracy

As mentioned, all Swedish teachers have a responsibility to teach democracy. According to an
official report of the Swedish government (SOU, 2000, p. 1), the concept of democracy is ambigu-
ous. Whilst describing several theories of democracy, this report actually advocates participatory
democracy with deliberative qualities. In a participatory democracy, one has the right to play an
active role, which is almost considered a duty, and there is far-reaching decentralisation. In conver-
sational democracy, the focus is on the process—the constructive conversation—which is con-
sidered to lead to the most democratic of decisions. Englund (2006), who participated in the
preparatory work for the curricula in Swedish schools, claims that a shift within the concept of
democracy in the curricula has taken place: it has gone from a participatory democracy-influenced
position to that of an increasingly predominant deliberative democracy, with its main ideas stem-
ming from the work of Jürgen Habermas. Habermas’ idea is that the conversational situation is the
ideal starting point for democracy—in the absence of both power and conflict of interests. Instead,
the will to understand each other’s arguments should be the focus. Choice of language becomes cen-
tral, as the meaning of the words must be both clear and precise in order for participants in the
conversation to understand each other (Habermas, 1996).

The focus of deliberative democracy is how opinions are formed and not on how opinions are
transformed into joint decisions. Different perspectives must be able to be both railed against and
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reconciled, and then developed into an argument. The conversation is also characterised by the par-
ticipants having equal voices and the same opportunity to participate in the communicative process
—a process free from external and internal pressures (ibid).

Dewey, who is often described as a forerunner of the deliberative theory of democracy,
emphasises the importance of communication for both learning and democracy (Englund, 2006).
The problem with such an understanding of democracy and the democratic process from a rhetori-
cal perspective is how different “opinions are transformed into joint decisions”. Behind such an
understanding of consensus as the best option is the idea of “the best solution” lurking. There is
no consensus to be reached between a neoliberal and a socialist understanding of how to best organ-
ise society. They cannot agree with one another.

There is no best party for everyone to vote for. Aristotle termed the rhetorical domain “that that
could be otherwise” (Rhetoric 1357a); that is, a disagreement is not negative but, instead, is some-
thing positive. The idea of consensus has similarities with either/or, and then you have closed the
door for the possibility of the question at hand to be otherwise. This rhetorical critique of consensus
as a democratic goal is addressed and elaborated on by Kock (2009).

Persson (2010) illustrates how the Swedish School Inspectorate, in its Med demokrati som
uppdrag (Democracy as a Mission, 2000), interprets how schools teach democracy. Students should
be taught the form and content of democracy and be given the opportunity to work in democratic
ways and practise democratic ability (means). Democratic education exists to develop democratic
citizens (the goal). The writings of the Swedish School Inspectorate mix the desired forms of work
with the desired result. Teachers must be able to both teach democracy and implement such teach-
ing using democratic methods.

The school must continuously work with the democratic mission. Among other reasons, this is
because democracy is not static but dynamic (SOU, 2000, pp.1, 15). In other words, democracy is
something you do. According to Persson (2010), democracy and democratic competence fulfil two
functions. First, they protect the citizens of a democracy and, second, they give such citizens an
opportunity to develop (p. 147). In research into the democratic mission in Swedish schools,
dimensions, or facets, of that mission have been identified.

Persson (2010, p. 47) identifies four such dimensions:

Attitude: Why is democracy best?

Knowledge: What is democracy?

Practice: How do you do it?

Anti-violation: How do you avoid all types of offensive treatment?

The fourth aspect, anti-violation, also involves respect for minorities. This is important to avoid
oppression on the part of the majority and ensure respect for the views of those who may think
differently. From the perspective of minorities, anti-violation means respecting a decision once
made, at least until the next referendum.

In our preliminary studies, as mentioned, mother-tongue teachers find the democratic mission
troublesome. Typically, they try to let the students have a say when it comes to organising parts of
the teaching (i.e., the second dimension of the mission). Strand (2022) finds the situation to
be similar among student teachers. In interviews with students regarding how to treat the democratic
mission, he identifies a discrepancy between the formal view of democracy (the attitude and knowl-
edge dimensions) and democracy as something you do (the practice and anti-violation dimensions).

Similar to Dewey, Habermas develops a kind of social philosophy that may be seen as a general
theory of education. He also describes a similar conception of a deeper, deliberative democracy,
believing that “the essential need… is the improvement of the methods and conditions of debate,
discussion and persuasion” (Habermas, 1996, p. 304, with reference to Dewey, 1988). Central to the
pedagogy of Dewey is communicative dialogue. Therefore, an important task for schools becomes
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training the ability of students to argue, reason, try out their opinions, and be ready to respond to
the arguments of others (Dewey, 2007).

Kock (2015) describes rhetoric as an education that aims for citizenship within a society. Kock
connects the understanding of rhetoric as practical knowledge with deliberative democracy and
argues that rhetoric is a means by which society can be more deliberative.

In the Conclusion, we will return to Persson’s (2010) democratic dimensions and connect them
to the progymnasmata rhetorical exercises. These exercises can be understood as exercises in oral as
well as written communication, in line with Kock’s (2015) reasoning.

The democratic mission

Evaluations from state authorities, such as the Swedish School Inspectorate and ICCS16 (2017),
show that the democratic mission is troublesome. There is a gap to be bridged between the wording
of state documents concerning theories and concepts and how to transform them into school prac-
tice (Skolinspektionen, 2012, p. 22). This has to do with the lack of integration of the democratic
mission in regular teaching. It is sometimes covered during special lessons or even on special
days, but not on an everyday basis (p. 19). The results of this evaluation are disheartening in relation
to all six aspects investigated (pp. 18–38). ICCS16 (Knowledge, Values and Engagement in Civic
Democracy among Swedish 14-Year-Old Students from an International Perspective) paints a posi-
tive picture of student knowledge about democracy, but this knowledge is not anchored in demo-
cratic reflections or actions in the school setting.

The last sentence of the study reads, “That adolecents have different conditions and abilities for
citizenship, is in the long run not a school problem, but a democracy problem” (p. 73).

According to surveys among teachers, there is an understanding that they do work with the
democracy mission; however, classroom observations show this to be only partly the case and some-
times not at all (Skolinspektionen, 2012, p. 22). Teachers themselves find this democratic mission to
be troublesome, as shown in, for example, Persson (2010, p. 145). In the radio show, UR Skola,
Retorik en fråga om demokrati (Rhetoric—A Matter of Democracy, 2014), teachers bear witness
to the problems they encounter with the democratic mission. They ask how they can find time
for this subject, when there is so much else to be taught. The mission is also perceived as vague
and hazy. Several studies highlight the problems with the democratic mission from different angles.
Erixon and Löfgren (2018) find that the vagueness of the mission cannot be reconciled with the urge
to test and measure in order to get good results in exams such as the PIRLS and PISA. According to
the Swedish School Inspectorate (2013, p. 44), teachers are unsure of how to handle critical and
ethical discussions in the classroom, which they connect to a shortcoming of democratic work
procedures.

In our preliminary studies, observations and discussions with teachers at three high schools in
the southern part of Sweden, we found that teachers find this mission troublesome. In addition, they
do not see any obvious practical or theoretical connection between their rhetorical teaching and the
democratic mission.

Rhetoric in governmental texts

The governmental texts that regulate mother-tongue teaching in Swedish high schools are specific
when it comes to rhetoric. Rhetoric as a concept is, in everyday language use, polysemic. It can
relate to choice of communication, practice, or actual wording. This is sometimes combined
with pejorative connotations, as can be seen in a typical newspaper editorial: “The prime minister
delivered nothing but the same old rhetoric.” Rhetoric can also mean the scientific study of these
choices of communication, as in, the professorial chairs in rhetoric in today’s Scandinavia. An
attempt to distinguish between these different meanings is made by the American scholar of rheto-
ric, Kenneth Burke (1969). He uses the term rhetorica utens for choice of actual communication, the
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used rhetoric, while rhetorica docens refers to the study of this usage. A third meaning proposed by
the Norwegian rhetorician, Anderssen (1995, p. 12), is rhetorica studens—rhetoric as a tool for criti-
cal analysis. We prefer to see the latter understanding as a part of rhetorica docens. And, in this
article, we use “rhetoric” in line with this denotation. Rhetorica utens will be referred to as “choice
of wordings”, “communicative act”, or similar.

The aforementioned distinction between the practice and study of this practice is captured in
governmental texts concerning rhetoric, perhaps most clearly in some of the central goals for the
third-year Swedish high school course, Rhetoric 100p, the goals of which are:

The practical and theoretical usage of rhetoric, above all, its role as a tool for the preparation of oral presenta-
tions, as a support for the implementation of oral presentations, and as a tool for analysis. Essential rhetorical
terms and concepts, which are needed for a methodological and structural way of discussing and analysing
oral presentations. (Skolverket, 2011, p. 5)

Here, the preparations, oral presentations, and analysis of the same are in focus. But rhetoric is also
seen as a tool for other purposes. The curricula for all courses in Swedish states that students should
have:

The ability to speak in front of others in a way appropriate to the communication situation, and in a construc-
tive way, participate in prepared talks and discussions. Knowledge of the rhetorical process, i.e., in a structural
and methodological way, [to] plan and execute oral and written presentations, considering the purpose, the
receivers and the communication situation at large. The ability to read, process, reflect over and critically
review texts, and produce own texts with a starting point in what’s been read. (Skolverket, 2011, p.1)

Skolverket makes clear that rhetoric and rhetorical tools refer not only to knowledge that all tea-
chers must clarify and instil but also to tools for reading, writing, and presentation.

We have explained that governmental texts see rhetoric as related to speaking, reading, and writ-
ing; however, there is a part missing in this four-legged figure—the listening. Each individual course
has its own “central goals to be achieved”. In the course syllabus of Swedish 1, which is mandatory
for all Swedish high school students, the central goals are:

Oral presentation with focus on receiver adaptation, considering circumstances that make the presentation
interesting and convincing. Different ways of listening and how to deliver a constructive response adapted
to the situation. (Skolverket, 2011, p. 9)

Here, listening is highlighted as a central skill that could, and should, be practised. We are especially
pleased with the formulation “different ways of listening”. The perhaps number one axiomatic start-
ing point for rhetoric as a theoretical concept for how to invite students to learn how to commu-
nicate as constructively as possible, is that we have a choice to make (Sigrell, 2013, 33ff). We choose
what to say and what to write. But we also choose how to read and how to listen. That is one of the
central things that rhetoric has to offer: tools for reflecting on what to choose. When it comes to
listening, a homework exercise we used to give to our students was eavesdropping. On the bus,
during lunch, or at a café, they should eavesdrop on an ongoing conversation. First, they were
understanding oriented (what are the interlocutors talking about?), then they shifted to critical lis-
tening (what is wrong, concerning all aspects imaginable?), and finally, they tried to adopt empathic
listening (not sympathetic listening where you understand why they feel the way they do but, rather,
trying to actually feel the emotions that are being expressed). They then had to write a short assign-
ment on how it went and what could be learnt from the exercise. It was amazing to see how many of
the students realised that they heard completely different things depending on what listening mode
they were following.

When it comes to rhetoric, teacher education and education Acts in other Scandinavian
countries present a somewhat different picture (see, for example, Kjeldsen & Grue, 2011). Norway
is the most similar to Sweden. The so-called “Kunskapsløftet” (Knowledge Promotion) from 2006
highlights rhetoric as a central skill to be learned, even if it is mostly as a tool for analysis (Bakken,
2007). In the new curricula of 2012, rhetoric was seen as central knowledge to be learnt from the
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perspective of the sender also (Bakken, 2014). The schools themselves are given a high degree of
freedom as to how this is to be implemented in teaching. In the revised curriculum from 2020, rhe-
torical competences are made explicit in both elementary and high schools. After completing
elementary school, the students should be able to “recognize and use linguistic tools for persuasive
effect, as well as the rhetorical forms for appeal, ethos, logos and pathos” (Bakken, 2020, p. 159).
After the first year of high school (second year vocational school), the students should know
how to “listen to others, build factual argumentation and use rhetorical forms for appeal in discus-
sions” (ibid).2

In Denmark, the Nordic country with the longest contemporary rhetorical tradition (a bachelor’s
degree in rhetoric was instituted as early as 1976), the schools have a high degree of freedom when it
comes to how much and what rhetoric should be taught (Matthiesen, 2017). The University of
Copenhagen offers training to become a high school teacher of rhetoric, and rhetoric is part of
the teacher training programme at Aarhus and Roskilde Universities.

In Finland, the status of rhetoric has been low. In his survey of the state of rhetoric in Finland,
Hietanen (2007) writes that rhetoric and argumentation analysis have been used in humanistic
research, political analysis in social science, and in theology, but rhetoric nevertheless only plays
a marginal role in Finnish universities. Some efforts have been made at, for example, Åbo Academy
at Vasa, and it is worth mentioning the RRR network (Röst, retorik och relationer [Voice, Rhetoric
and Relations]) formed by members of the Åbo academy. A so-called position paper on professional
orality for educational settings (2019), with connections to Åbo Academy, lists rhetoric research as
one of the major possible contributors to professional orality (Østern & Solli Schøien, 2019).

It is clear that Swedish governmental texts take rhetoric seriously. The students should use rheto-
ric as producers of different acts of communication, oral as well as written. And the students should
use rhetoric as receivers of communication, reading as well as listening. But the reasons why rheto-
ric could be so useful are left implicit. And nowhere in the texts is the connection between rhetoric
and the democratic mission made. That is the topic of the next section.

Rhetoric, democracy, and ethics

There are several reasons why rhetoric could be an evident help when it comes to teaching aspects of
democracy and why teaching democracy will help students understand rhetoric not only as a prac-
tical tool but also, for example, as a means of making decisions related to what is considered truth
and ethics.

The two concepts of rhetoric and democracy have been intertwined throughout history. As men-
tioned, we rhetoricians used to say that it is not by chance that the two terms were coined more or
less at the same time or, more specifically, when it was no longer sheer force or violence that decided
the choice of more communal actions. The concepts of rhetoric and democracy are also clearly con-
nected to ethics, both together and separately.

The question of the moral side of rhetorical education has been a relevant topic for researchers
and teachers ever since the subject came into existence over two millennia ago. Since then, rhetoric
has literally been accused of being, if not unethical, then at the very least a-ethical. The most com-
mon take might be to see rhetoric as a tool that can be used for both good and less good purposes,
with some support from Aristotle (Rhetoric 1358b). A more contemporary example of a rhetorician
in line with this view is George Trail, who, in 1998 wrote: If I define, in the simplest manner I can
imagine, rhetoric as the (deliberate)use of language in an attempt to persuade, precisely the same
tools are available to George Orwell and Adolph Hitler, and interestingly, precisely the same
tools are used by George Orwell and Adolph Hitler. The conclusion to which I am forced is that
rhetoric is precisely a-ethical (if not non-ethical).

2Translations from Norwegian by authors.
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This article will try to argue that such a stance is likely to be less constructive. The argumentation
will take its starting point as the close connection between rhetoric and democracy, and is not only
historical but also doxological.

In the Plato dialogue, Gorgias (1952), where the noun “rhetoric” is mentioned for the very first
time, there are comparisons between cookery and medicine, makeup and gymnastics, and rhetoric
and philosophy. Skilled cookery could make something tasty, even if it is perhaps bad for us, while
medicine is good. Makeup will make us seemingly beautiful, while gymnastics will make us look
good for real. And the same goes for rhetoric—it can make something seemingly good without
necessarily being that.

Perhaps the most pregnant formulation of this antique critique is that of Plato, that rhetoric tries
to make the weaker argument the stronger and the stronger argument the weaker. This argument is
mentioned in Socrates’ Apologia (2014) and has been used as a critique of all sophists, including
Plato, in Aristophanes (1978), The Clouds.

Protagoras is often quoted as the originator of the pregnant formulation, probably thanks to the
Aristotelian refence in Rhetoric 1402a. This critique could be called Platonic, given that it follows
the critique in Gorgias well. To make the weaker argument the stronger and vice versa does
sound compelling; however, from one point of view, that is the point. The critique is entitled.
Rhetoric tries to make the weaker argument the stronger and vice versa for the simple reason
that, if we do not do that, we have already decided which argument is the strongest. Behind
expressions of the strongest and weakest argument lurks the question of doxa and episteme
(opinion/present belief versus true knowledge). The question is whether our human knowledge
belongs to the domain that could be otherwise, or can we find out how something really is? Can
we find out which argument is the strongest, or could it be otherwise?

The rhetorical domain was, as mentioned, termed by Aristotle as “that that could be otherwise”
(Rhetoric 1357a). And if that is the case—that the question under discussion could be otherwise—
then it cannot be decided beforehand. Most of us have also changed our minds on matters when we
were initially sure that we would never change our minds. So, that could be a reason to try to make
the weaker argument the stronger; if we do that, we might find that it actually is a rather strong
argument. So, the seemingly strongest argument could turn out to be the weakest, for the time
being. One cornerstone of democracy could be said to be trying to find out which arguments are
the strongest, which cannot be decided beforehand. It is not only during antiquity that these essen-
tialist views flourished. Birger Berg is a professor in Latin from Lund, who, among other work,
translated Cicero to Swedish. In his last book, Retorik—konsten att få rätt (Rhetoric—The Art of
Being Given Right) (2007), Berg makes the distinction between to be right and to be given right
independent of how things are. Or consider the statement on the back cover of Michel Gilbert’s
Handbook of Argumentation (1996): “If you have ever lost an argument even when you know
that you are right, then this book is for you.” Behind formulations like this is the assumption
that the decision as to whether something is right or not is taken before the argumentation, and
that is nothing a discussion can change.

Perhaps the most widely cited quotation when it comes to rhetoric and ethics is Quintilian’s
words on his compatriot Cato: “A rhetorician is a vir bonus discendi peritus” (a good man skilled
in how to convince others) (Institutio Oratoria (1961–1966) 12.1). It is perhaps not the most trans-
parent explanation of the connection between rhetoric and ethics, as it is a little bit like the notion
“good is good”. But a closer reading of Quintilian might result in greater clarity: Rhetoric is there to
help us choose language as constructively as possible, to help us choose the best. And the best is
better, more ethical than the lesser good. We find that a rather intriguing argument. If we practise
to make good decisions, “rhetoric exists to affect the giving of decisions”, to quote Aristotle 1377b. If
we practise that, then we develop our sense of what is good. And that could perhaps be said to be at
the heart of what democracy is all about: being able to reflect and make a choice according to our
intentions. But the same objection that has been used regarding ontological proof of God’s existence
by Anselm of Canterbury (“God is the greatest being. It is greater to exist than to not. Thus God
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exists”) could be used here. The objection is that everything perfect that could be imagined must
exist, for example the perfect unicorn.

Also, the aforementioned Gorgias could be seen as having a potential take on the matter. He is
known for several things, among others his Encomium to Helen (1993) and The Gorgian Treaty
(2001). The latter goes like this:

Nothing exists

If something could exist, we couldn’t know anything about it

If we could know anything about it, we couldn’t tell that to anyone else

There are ,of course, different translations of this fragment. And all sources are several hundred
years younger than Gorgias. In the Swedish book, Sofisterna (The Sophists) (Lindqvist, 2017), the
first line is translated as “Nothing is”. But the most common translation is “Nothing exists”, and
it is used not only by philosophers like Barbara Cassin and in The Philosophical Lexicon (Filosofi-
lexikonet, 1988) (Lübcke) but also by Greek philologists like Christine Maisto (2008). The point we
are trying to make here is that whether or not the verb is predicative matters little.

This treaty could be read as a funny, silly poem—of course something must exist. And in the
aforementioned Philosophical Lexicon, you can read this about the treaty: “It is highly unlikely
that Gorgias himself found this to be meaningful.”

But it has struck us that this actually is the case. A synonym—everyone knows what that is—but
homonyms are not as familiar, even if they are important in poetry, jokes, commercials, crossword
puzzles, and even serious debates. Take this poem by Henryette Mullen (2006), for example, where
the different possible meanings of “slip” are the focus:

Of a girl, in white, between the lines, in the spaces where nothing is written. Her starched petticoats, giving
him the slip. Loose lips, a telltale spot, where she was kissed, and told. Who would believe her, lying still
between the sheets. The pillow cases, the dirty laundry laundered. Pillow talk-show on a leather couch,
slips in and out of dreams. Without permission, slips out the door. A name adores a Freudian slip.

A typical homonymic joke is: “Waiter, will the pancakes be long?” “No sir, round.” The former
Swedish prime minister, Carl Bildt, once said: “The word union means to cooperate, and that is
something good; therefore we should join the European Union.” If you think about it, most
words could be homonymous—even the word “nothing”. First when we read “nothing exists”,
we read it as if nothing at all existed. But, if we are to clear this desk in front of us, what is on
it? Nothing. The word “nothing” exists and signifies something in our world. So, it is a fact that
“nothing exists”. And what this desk actually is, behind our human comprehension of it, we cannot
know. Homo mensura, Protagoras said. And we cannot say that this desk in front of us—the word
“desk” —is completely different from this thing.

Understood that way, the Gorgian Treaty is a pregnant formulation that captures the rhetorical
take on how language and reality are connected; namely, that our language choices have an impact
on our perception of reality. And in terms of our responsibility for those choices, rhetoric offers us a
meta-language to reflect on language and reality, to reflect on what we do with language, and what
language does to us.

This excurse on Gorgias is perhaps trying to make a rather simple point unnecessary complex:
That our language choices will have an impact on our perception of reality. A contemporary example
could be what is happening currently in Ukraine. In the West, it is called a war; in Russia, it is called a
military operation. Even if this Gorgian point is made complex, we like to push this excurse. The
Gorgian Treaty highlights the joy in language that, from a rhetorical point of view, is considered
so central. To discover that an ancient rhetorical scholar, who was considered less meaningful, actu-
ally has something interesting (alas a bit complex) to say, could perhaps also be a point to make.

The foremost fundamental axiom for rhetoric is, as mentioned, that we choose language, and we
choose language completely freely—completely freely from the repertoire we have to choose from.
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That is an enormous freedom. But if we choose completely freely, we are completely responsible for
our choices. This is the cornerstone and starting point for how to see the connection between rheto-
ric and ethics—they are interwoven.

The rhetorical term for this repertoire we are to choose from is copia, and from that word we get
the English adjective “copiousness”. And we should strive for as large a copia as possible. We also
get the verb “to copy”, indicating that we are given more things to choose from by being inspired by
good examples.

And that we must practise. What do we want to have to choose from? Good, of course. But in our
case, in commenting on a student paper or when a colleague asks us for feedback, what is easier—
underlining the good parts and writing notes in the margin explaining why they are good or point-
ing out shortcomings, tricky parts, or errors? Our experience tells us that most people find it easier
to detect shortcomings and flaws in a text.

In our rhetorical teaching, we put a focus on positive comments. The most important reason for
that is because comments are there not for those who have spoken or written something but for
those providing feedback. If we choose how to communicate completely freely but can only choose
from our copia, and we get more to choose from as a result of being inspired by good examples, then
of course we have to practise seeing good examples in order to be inspired by them.

There are different takes on the connection between rhetoric and ethics. Some claim that they
have nothing to do with each other, that rhetoric is a-ethical. George Trail is quoted above, and
could be seen as Pontius Pilates’ take on the question. Others argue for ethical rules of communi-
cation; that is, that you are not allowed to try to hinder a receiver in reaching an opinion following a
period of reflection. The Pragmadialectical school of Amsterdam is an example. But then you have
somehow decided beforehand what is ethical. Or you could claim that they are indissolubly united.
There is no rhetoric without ethics, as our language choices have ethical consequences, and an ethi-
cal stand is a choice between different alternatives. And these alternatives are expressed in language
and are the result of a rhetorical process; therefore, there is no ethics without rhetoric.

Democracy is about taking a stand, making a choice: “Rhetoric exists to affect the giving of decisions”
(Rhetoric 1377b). The choice is not true or false: it is not about reaching consensus—there is no best
political party—it could be otherwise and different for different people (see, for instance, Kock,
2009). As it could be otherwise, we have to vote, again and again. Also, the question of what is to be
considered ethical is to be subjected to a communal decision by somehow arguing and voting.

But if you stretch this far enough, we believe it will end up with the consequence that no one
wants to act evil. “Actually, I deserve this”, “They deserve this”, “I/they are worth this”, “The
end justifies the means” – there are reasons for behaviour that could be understood as more or
less rational. Hitler probably believed that he was doing something good. If we want to influence
these people, we must try to understand these reasons.

Prior to the latest election in Sweden, 2018, one of us delivered a lecture for the Swedish Environ-
mental Party, which was about to start its election campaign. The given headline was “How to deal
with populism and engage in debate with Swedish Democrats” (a right-wing populist party). Its
members had decided beforehand that they were right, and wanted help in explaining this so
that others changed their minds. They were rather surprised when the lecture was about how to
listen to the other side and really try to understand what good reasons there actually might be
for the position they hold. Doing that, actually listening to and trying to understand counter-argu-
ments is, we believe, a prerequisite to being able to influence others. If someone sends a signal along
the lines of, “You are completely wrong, and actually rather stupid; let me explain how it is…”, it is
very unlikely that they will be able to influence you.

As we have seen, we must try to make the weaker argument the stronger and vice versa. If we do
not, we have decided beforehand which argument is the stronger. And it is by means of democracy
that we are able to decide what approach and stand to take, at least until the next election. Of course,
things can go wrong with democracy, but the alternative is worse: that someone decides without
being able to engage in critical examination.
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Such a view on the connection between rhetoric and ethics will have consequences for our teach-
ing, with side-switching debates, listening exercises, and refutation–confirmation of the same act of
communication. There are also exercises to enable students to try to not only understand a different
standpoint but to also feel the emotions connected with that position (for example, the ethopeia
exercise in which the student is supposed to deliver an emotional speech from a person very differ-
ent to herself; that is, an exercise in empathy).

To practise seeing and understanding the other side is at the centre of teaching rhetoric. The way
we see it, one of the biggest problems in today’s educational system is that there are too many who
are certain that their views and opinions are the only right ones, and anyone who does not agree is
stupid and has not understood how it really is. This either/or polarisation is guaranteed to be less
constructive. Also, there are so few people ready to actually listen to others, which is a prerequisite
for being able to reach out and influence others. That is what our teaching is about. All rhetorical
teachings, theoretical as well as practical, can be seen as also teaching democracy. Since it must not
be decided beforehand, it could be otherwise, and for the time being a communal decision is a result
of trying to convince each other that this suggestion is better than others offered. To be able to make
a good decision, to take a stand in line with one’s own intentions, we must practise to see not only
the shortcomings but also the benefits of other possible positions.

There are of course several other means, tools, theoretical schools, and different concepts that
could be successfully used when it comes to teaching democracy. Deliberative dialogue (Englund,
2006) is often mentioned in this context in Sweden (see, for example, Persson, 2010). Critical think-
ing is a vast field with a clear connection to teaching democracy. The aforementioned Pragmadia-
lectical school of Amsterdam is also worth mentioning here (van Eemeren et al., 2014). The point we
would like to stress here is not that rhetoric is better than other possible ways of working with the
democratic mission per se, but rather, given that all mother-tongue teachers are obliged to teach
rhetoric, seeing the possible connection between rhetoric and democracy could be beneficial in
terms of synergy.

Rhetorical exercises

In the abstract, we stated that we would address exercises that could help us tackle these questions in
our teaching, and these exercises are the progymnasmata (Church & Sigrell, 2005; Eriksson, 2017;
Sigrell, 2008).

There is an inherent theory in the 14 exercises of the progymnasmata series. A basic assumption
and prerequisite for such a stand is that all spoken and written communication takes place within a
cultural context. This cultural context is characterised by conflicting alternative actions, in personal
as well as more communal matters. The need to communicate could be seen as a wish to influence
and guide our knowledge of and position on these possible actions.

At its core, rhetoric is a normative subject: “Rhetoric exists for the giving of decisions” (to quote
Aristotle’s (2012) Rhetoric again). The decisions we make are not true or false; rather, they are good
or bad. We want to make good decisions and be prepared to change our stance if it transpires that
better decisions can be taken. This normative, ethical trait of rhetoric is encapsulated in the progym-
nasmata and connected to all aspects of teaching democracy—from the very beginning to the very
end, from the fable to the proposal of law.

In the first exercise, the fable, the students practise prolonging, shortening or transforming an
existing fable, or write their own. A fable always involves what choices to make and what to
avoid. The ethical aspects of our choices are there from the beginning. If we try to see a connection
between the aforementioned dimensions of teaching democracy (Persson, 2010) and this exercise, it
can be seen as practice of the third dimension: how to do democracy. In other words, how to argue
for or against a possible course of action. The next exercise, narratio, involves understanding that
every story can be told from a number of viewpoints. All narrations are told from a certain view-
point, as there are no objective/neutral positions. The concept of narrations as arguments is
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highlighted. The students rewrite a narration from another perspective. The dimension of teaching
democracy could be through promoting the attitude that there are possibly several constructive
ways of perceiving our reality and, in terms of anti-violation, that there could be several other con-
structive ways to perceive our reality.

Next exercise, the chreia, is the exercise that perhaps most clearly captures the theory of
progymnasmata. It concerns amplification according to a set scheme of topoi. One such topic is
the counter-argument. The counter-argument topic can be seen as actually trying to listen to the
counter-arguments that exist, which from a heuristic angle is crucial. If we do not listen to others
and are not ready to take io and see a given issue from different perspectives, we have closed the
door to the possibility that the matter under discussion could be otherwise. All three dimensions
—attitude, practice, and anti-violation—could be covered. This applies to the next exercise as well.

The next exercise, the proverb, has the same topic pattern as the chreia, but without the author.
Amplification and heuristic understanding of the reasons why it might be reasonable to apply
a proverb to a specific situation is at the centre.

Refutation and confirmation are the next exercises. The theoretical insight from this exercise is
nothing less than the perspectivistic doxology behind all these exercises. A person who has the abil-
ity to argue for and against a given standpoint ought to have a better chance at finding the most
constructive stance, and may perhaps even change position. To argue as constructively as possible
for and against a conceivable choice of action could be seen as a cornerstone of democracy.

The focal point of the exercise, common topics, is about being aware of the fact that a language- or
position-choice will have consequences for the ability to make further choices. From a set type of
topoi, the effects of a certain stand are discussed. The practical dimension of democracy is at hand.

Encomium and vituperatio—praise and blame—come next. Throughout the exercises, the triad
of ethos, logos, and pathos is taken as real. In the exercises, appeals to emotions are practised to
make the students aware of the importance of pathos. It is not by chance that they, since antiquity,
have to praise and blame the same object. All three democratic dimensions—attitude, practice, and
anti-violation—are practiced.

The comparison is the next exercise. It is double praise or blame, or a mix of these. The theor-
etical aspect in focus is once again our doxological perspectivism. You often have to compare some-
thing with something else to see salient traits. And the choice of what to compare determines what
traits are to be seen. The practice dimension of democratic teaching is at hand.

The ethopoeia or the characterisation involves composing and delivering a speech that someone
else, as different as possible from you, could have delivered in a specific situation. It is not only an
exercise in seeing the world from a different perspective but also how to experience the emotions
that are to be found in that position. From a pedagogical definition of argumentation as solving a
problem by means of language, you could say that when we argue, we try to solve the problem of a
receiver. And to solve another person’s problems demands fantasy, the ability to change perspec-
tive, and last but not least, empathy. This is practised in the ethopoeia. This exercise has also
been successfully used when working with speech anxiety (Carnert & Bäckström, 2016). When
you are expressing a view that is not yours but someone else’s, it is easier tosspeak before others.
Of the democratic dimensions, the most obvious here is probably the anti-violation dimension.
To practice feeling how someone else may feel can be a good way to actually understand others.

The exercise description highlights the importance of evidentia, the impact of our choice of
wording on our perception of reality. Also, it highlights that we are responsible for the way in
which we choose to construct a perception of a given reality as a result of our choice of wording.
Here, the practice dimension of democratic teaching is once again at hand. The next exercise, the
thesis, is also a pro- and contra-exercise, perhaps foremost for yourself, with an incorporation of
what has been learned before.

The last exercise, proposal of law, concerns the question: what communal rules should determine
our set of options? Natural freedom that means everyone can do what they like is a bad alternative
from a normative point of view. The theoretical focus is on the connection argumentation—
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democracy—and the accompanying problem that the majority de facto could take a less construc-
tive stand. Here, the attitude dimension that democracy is something good is practised.

As we have seen, all dimensions mentioned by Persson, except knowledge (i.e., what is democ-
racy?) are practised in the progymnasmata exercises. There is, of course, justified critique of the pro-
gymnasmata exercises. One such contemporary critique is from Andrews (2019): “Such a rigid,
formal and transmission-like pedagogy [progymnasmata] was bound to become tedious as a prac-
tice for students, but also to kill off the dynamic, fit-for-purpose nature of rhetoric itself in its
reduction from a live social practice to a set of rules and regulations” (p. 78). That the exercises
are considered tedious is at odds with studies of the progymnasmata exercises, as they are intended
to be fun (Eriksson, 2017, p. 17). More severe and even more justified is the critique that the exer-
cises kill off the dynamics and are a reduction to rules and regulations. That is right. Another well-
phrased critique of progymnasmata in line with that of Andrews is that the exercises resemble prac-
tising swimming strokes but out of the water. That could be countered by, “Yes, but should we force
our students to reinvent the wheel over and over again?” There are some rules and regulations that
could be learned and could help students take shortcuts. The progymnasmata exercises are, from
one point of view, nothing but a set of topoi and dispositional patterns. Fantasy and the ability
to adapt could be understood as having fitting topoi at hand. Improvisation must be practised.

To summarise the connection of progymnasmata exercises with democracy:
Argumentation is about choosing the good and avoiding the bad (the fable):

. This could be conveyed from many different perspectives (the narratio)

. How to find the right stance to choose? (the chreia and the maxim)

. How to determine whether something is the right choice? (refutation and confirmation)

. What will be the consequences of making the right/wrong choice? (the commonplace)

. Are there other ways to determine what to choose? (encomium and vituperatio)

. How does this fit in with the rest of our knowledge? (comparison)

. Could other people have another just appreciation of what is right? (ethopoeia)

. How can we make this evident? (description)

. How can we test whether it is the right choice? (thesis)

. Should what we identify as the right choice also be applied to other people? (proposal of law)

Conclusion

In this article, we have tried to show that, for a number of reasons—theoretical, as well as more
practical—the troublesome double mission for Swedish high school teachers could be remedied
by viewing the teaching of rhetoric as teaching democracy, and vice versa. The rhetorical tools
are mentioned in the governmental texts for Swedish high schools, foremost the canons of rhetoric
and the triad of ethos, logos, and pathos. These tools will facilitate and promote the preparations
and execution of democratic activities such as presentations, debates, arguments, and analysis.
They could also be of great help when it comes to reflecting on what stand to take on a specific
issue. The rhetorical meta-reflective vocabulary that could help us reflect on the terms and out-
comes of an act of communication—both as senders and receivers and students and teachers—
could be a practical device when taking a stand. And taking a reflected stand is what democracy
is all about. Take the term “receiver analysis”, without reflecting we all conduct a receiver analysis
when we choose how to communicate. We all speak differently to a child compared to when in a job
interview. Another example is how the same question will be addressed differently at the seminar,
during the coffee break, and when we get home. The rhetorical term “receiver analysis” (part of the
first step of the canon of rhetoric) can help us reflect on the perhaps unconscious choices we make.
That there might be a reason for such a reflection is exemplified by the fact that it has been statisti-
cally proven that most teachers speak differently to female and male students (see, for instance,
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Eliasson, Sørensen, & Karlsson, 2016). Democracy is about taking a stand, and that stand is seldom
true or false but more likely good or bad/just or unjust. In this sense, taking a stand entails ethical
reflection. The tools of rhetoric could help us with such reflection—theoretically, by helping us
understand that there could be other possible constructive ways of perceiving our reality and, prac-
tically, by becoming more adept at listening, arguing both sides, and engaging in, for example, the
progymnasmata exercises.

Sweden’s high school teachers are required by law to teach rhetoric. If they could get a sense of
and see how teaching rhetoric is connected to teaching democracy, and vice versa, there is a chance
that the democratic mission could be seen as less troublesome for all stakeholders involved.
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