The Rhetoric That Speaks of Salvation:

Truth Telling in Australia
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                                                Andrew Hamilton SJ

When listening to introductions that spell out all the qualifications, publications achievements, positions and virtues of a speaker, particularly if I am the one who is to speak, I often engage in an inner dialogue. 


‘Stop this at once!’ I imagine myself saying to the stunned crowd, ‘How can the unvarnished truth be spoken in such a den of flattery?’  


But then I imagine the response of the audience.  Some would ask witheringly why anyone would expect to hear me speak the unvarnished truth. They simply hoped that the introduction might tell them if I had ever got off the fence when speaking on controversial topics. 


Another group would insist that they had come to hear an informed and expert lecture.   The introduction would tell them if I had the credentials and qualifications to speak.  


Yet another group might say that in the talk they sought wise reflection that would help them to understand what was important in their world.  They hoped that the formalities and courtesies of the introduction might indicate that I was capable of leading them in this conversation, and indeed model its shape.


A final group might say that they wanted to know where I stood, and more important, with whom I stood.  The introduction would let them know if I was one of them, or if I was one of those dreadful Sydney Catholics, trendy lefties, or...


As this reverie ends, the temptation to interrupt has usually lost its allure.  But the imagined dialogue also suggests that people look for different things from a public lecture, and indeed from public conversation.  I found these different approaches illuminated by John O’Malley’s stimulating book, Four Cultures of the West (Harvard University Press, 2004).  Three of the four cultural styles that he describes correspond to the first three responses of my inner dialogue. Each of these styles has its distinctive criteria by which to test the truth of what is said.

Truth and styles of public discourse.  


In O’Malley’s terms, both my initial dream of interrupting the introduction and the first response to it are prophetic in style.  Here, we wish to speak and hear the plain, unvarnished truth, fall where it may.  When people address us in this style, we expect that the truth will be self-evident in both senses of the word.  It simply needs to be stated to be recognised by people who are open to the truth. It will also be plainly evident in the speakers’ life, and in the coherence between what they say and the way in which they live.  


A classical example of this style is Martin Luther; a splendid modern example is the United States Jesuit, Daniel Berrigan.  He denounced the use of military power as an instrument of government policy, and particularly the possession of nuclear arms.  His argument was simple – bombs killed people, and relying on them made you ready to kill.  Part of the force of the argument came from his life. A poet, he pleaded his case after being charged with breaking into a factory and assaulting nuclear rocket heads. He was sent to gaol.


The second response is academic in style. Here, we look for cogent, logical argument that comes out of conversation with intellectual peers.  It will appeal to publicly verifiable evidence and to the power of its argument to withstand objections.  Its truth will be demonstrated by the evidence that it offers. 

The third response is humanist in style. It seeks appreciation of the depths of the human predicament, and wisdom in responding to it.  These things will be sought in reflective conversation, in which the capacity of listen patiently and respect are as important as logic and rebuttal.  Truth will be demonstrated in the coherence of what is said with inherited wisdom and with the noblest contemporary experience.  It will also be measured by the degree to which these qualities are expressed in the style of the presentation.

 The variety of cultural styles, each with its own way of gauging truth, suggests that to speak of truth telling in Australian public life is complex. It is fatally easy to narrow the truth to one way of expressing it.  We might argue, for example, that demonstrations and law breaking, for example, have no place in Australian public life because they do not make a rational argument.  Or we might assert that to evoke humane values and to explore the Australian tradition is verbose waffle. It conceals the simple truth of what needs to be done in Australia. 

The desire to narrow the scope and style of public conversation, and the inability of protagonists of different styles to agree about the criteria of truth-telling, both have a long history.  We need only read the exchanges between Luther and his scholastic theologian opponents, or those between Daniel Berrigan and his trial judge to appreciate the extent of possible misunderstanding.  But to treat adequately truth telling in Australian public life, we need to find criteria of truth that apply to all of these different styles. 

Australian Public Life

In addition to these three styles, I referred in my introduction to an audience’s concern to know if the speaker is ‘one of us’.  That is the criterion by which they judge whether the speaker’s argument is true and trustworthy. For many audiences, this is the key consideration. You know that this style is entrenched when the speaker is constantly interrupted by spontaneous and loud applause.  The audience has stopped reflecting on issues, and now celebrates the coming together of the like-minded and the like-hearted.

This style has its place at demonstrations, but its place in Australian public life is prevalent and corrosive of truth-telling.  There are many devices by which people establish common ground with the audience at the expense of reasoned and truthful argument. 

An obvious device is the alienating phrase by which we assert that our foes are not of our group, and we imply that they are to be taken less seriously because they are other than us.  The core of the argument lies in the adjectives by which we describe our opponents.  Familiar examples are phrases like ‘little Johnny Howard’,  ‘chardonnay sipping socialists’, ‘well meaning but weak’, ‘members of the compassion industry’, ‘bleeding hearts’.  You will add your own examples.  In using these phrases, we justify our own position by belittling our opponents, whom we show to be unlike and inferior to us.  In detecting this device in your own political conversation, it is a useful exercise to remove all your adjectives.  If there is anything left, that is your argument.  

Another device that identifies us with our audience is the conniving phrase.  Through it I lay claim to high standards while identifying with you in your lower standards.  But I do it in a way that encourages you to believe that you share my professed high standards.  Consider, for example, the common use of the word excellence. I may praise a commitment to excellence, implying virtue and subscription to a great tradition, but at the same time I encourage you to believe that your competitiveness in amassing wealth is an example of excellence.  Another example is the use of phrases like, ‘I yield to no one in condemning violence and discrimination, but I can understand what makes: ordinary Australians want to bash gays, ordinary whites refuse to eat with blacks, or ordinary householders want to oppose the building of a mosque in their suburb’.  

This second example shows that when conniving, you will find it helpful to make use of another device, the asymmetrical but.   When we join two statements with ‘but’, they appear to be of equal value. I seem to be committed equally to both. In fact, however, the second statement that is introduced by but carries more weight and devalues the first statement. In public conversation, too, this asymmetry can be used to great effect to claim one attitude, but to undercut it by another.  Lines like,’ I have nothing against Catholics, but I would not want my daughter to marry one’, are notorious.
Another device that indicates that assures my hearers that I am one of them is the populist epithet. This is the crude stuff of tabloid journalism that divides the human race into saints, heroes, victims and monsters.  Saints, victims and heroes are part of us, while monsters are certainly not. The epithets allow us to place those whom we despise outside our hearers’ moral circle.  We all cheer as the unworthy are cast into outer darkness.  In this transformation of human life into melodrama, the most interesting characters are those who defy exact placement.  Prince Charles, for example, is certainly neither saint nor hero, but the tabloids hesitate between making him a victim and a monster.  The hesitation reveals that these are simple categories, and when they reign, no complex or interesting truth can be told.  

When we make public conversation turn on whether the speaker is one of us, our interest becomes power, not truth. By identifying ourselves with our audience in opposition to other groups, we control the conversation.  And in controlling the conversation, we also control the truth.  Truth is what we together make it.  This happens momentarily in demonstrations and in talks to audiences whose passions we share.  But in public life people spend much time and money to control the shape of public conversation in the longer term, to make sure that it is their questions that are put and their answers given. There are many devices that can be used to ensure that this happens.

The most obvious of these devices is that of appointment. If you appoint to advisory boards and committees of investigation people who have, or can be persuaded to have, the same opinions as yourself, your views will not be challenged. The questions you wish to ask will shape the conversation. The questions you don’t want asked will disappear, with the result that truth will never embarrass you.

Another useful device is to use abstractions and euphemisms when speaking of policy.  Abstractions enable us to speak of human issues in manageable terms.  They also lead us to see issues as having to do with technique, and to forget the human consequences of the policies we implement.  

Abstractions have been used to great effect in the Australian mistreatment of asylum seekers.  Great care was first taken first to describe asylum seekers as people unlike us.  They were called people of Middle Eastern appearance, carriers of gold and germs, chuckers of babies, illegals, and queue jumpers.   Then their indefinite detention, abusive treatment when imprisoned, expulsion to Nauru, forced separation from families, deprivation of the right to work and of income support, which might ordinarily be expected to arouse concern, were presented through abstractions such as deterrence, the prevention of people smuggling and border control.    These abstractions conceal the true reality of asylum seekers’ lives and of the treatment dealt them, minimise the evil done to them, and enable us to see it as an acceptable means to a larger goal.  The question becomes one of technology – how best to use your power to achieve an abstract goal.  

Another way of making power prevail over truth is simply to tell lies.  In Australian public life, people generally expect governments to lie. We are not surprised when politicians take pains to ensure that they do not know the truth, hide it and dissemble even in places designed to make them accountable to those whom they represent.  In accepting this, we accept that truth is subservient to power. 

A peculiarly Australian subordination of truth to power can be seen in the seduction by power of people involved in public conversation. In return for a flattering access to people who have political power, commentators represent sympathetically their views, looking at all issues through the prism of power, not of truth.  Political issues are described in terms of the relative power of factions or of the government’s power to impose its will.  If the chief interest of politics is the interaction between personalities and groups in political parties, it becomes natural to identify with and to side with the winners in those games.  I have described this process as seduction because eventually those who are flattered become pompous.  They fail to test received ideas, and eventually spend their time praising even the most threadbare robes of the most naked of emperors.   
The Test of truth

There are many ways in public life of making truth serve power.  There is a single effective way to scrutinise both one’s own and others’ speech to ensure that truth is being told.  This is to test what we say and what we hear against the human reality of those affected by whatever proposal is being commended.  This testing against the humanity of those involved applies both to the way we think of our conversation partners and those who are the object of public policy.  We usually imagine people who do not hold the same views as ourselves to be more formidable and as less honest than we are.  To focus on their humanity means that we are neither deferential nor blustering, but properly respectful.  

Abstractions especially need to be tested against concrete human reality.  The reality of border control is the human reality of asylum seekers driven in fear from their own lands, suffering in their flight and their places of temporary rest, escaping at great cost, and locked up, treated with casual brutality and denied reunion with their families in Australia.  It is also the human reality of Australian citizens whose daily lives will be little affected by their acceptance or rejection in Australia. When measured against the stories of ordinary humanity, the unreasonable brutality hidden in abstract formulations of policy stands unmasked.

In discussion of public policy, it is not sufficient to attend only to the individual stories of those affected. We need to attend to the whole reality of human beings, including the relationships that shape their lives.  These include relationships to other individuals, to families, to culture and national identity, to groups, to the environment, to faith, to social cohesion, to the future.  These relationships are not external to our humanity, but are the concrete channels through which we express our humanity. 

Advocates of any change in public policy can point to individuals whose desires are frustrated by existing policy. Their suffering is relevant to public conversation, but not of itself determinative.  We need to set the injury suffered by individuals within the broader public relationships that are involved in their case. A father denied equal custody of his daughter, for example, undoubtedly suffers through his deprivation.  Conversation about family care must return to his human experience and to that of others like him.  But it must also attend to the reality of the child’s relationship with parents, her needs for education and for a consistent, equable moral world. , 
The truth of any public style, humanist, academic or prophetic, is tested by the human reality of those affected. The humanity of those affected by policy tests whether a theoretically persuasive argument is morally sustainable. It tests whether noble thoughts have purchase. It tests whether declaratory rhetoric is true or merely passionate. 

Because it is so difficult and so important to focus on the human dignity of those affected by public policy, people who speak and act prophetically are particularly important in society.  When their words come out of a deeply reflected understanding of human implications, they judge their societies.  We need only to think of Nadezhda Mandel’stam, Nelson Mandela, Daniel Berrigan and Anna Politkovskaya.  

When we focus on such morally adamantine people, however, we can easily become discouraged by the high demands and rarity of truth telling. In every society, however, many ordinary people habitually see through abstractions to the human reality they conceal, and continue struggle for a decent society.  We need only think of the Australians who, when confronted with the barbarous reality of the treatment of refugees in this nation, were outraged and formed Rural Australians for Refugees. 

This admirable human quality is caught in an old-fashioned phrase, purity of intention. It is often seen as a rare thing of great refinement, found only in saints. But if purity of intention denotes a resolute and unwavering attention to the human dignity of people, and the refusal to be confused or distracted by devices that serve to marginalise particular groups, it is not uncommon.  In writing about truth telling in Australia, the rhetorical style is often elegiac or desperate.  Certainly today, as at any period of history, more money and power is invested in lies than in truth. This can be disconcerting.  But truth has an enduring attractiveness that continues to draw and to shape people.  Its purity and the single-mindedness of those who care for it will outlast the grubby devices of untruth. 
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