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For two decades the concept of the public sphere has been a prominent domain of theoretical and critical inquiry among rhetoricians.  In this discussion, the public sphere has been understood as an arena of public argument and as the locus of political relations in their most basic sense of an ongoing negotiation over how we shall act and interact.  

This understanding of the pubic sphere takes public deliberation as the centerpiece of its activity and assesses the efficacy of public argument in terms of its capacity to develop a shared sense of what is to be done.  It fits well with a story about human polity that portrays democracy—or better representative democracy—as the ideal form of governance because it gives all citizens an equal voice in determining the course of the state. In this story, democracy is understood to center on three fundamental elements:  the right to deliberate, the right to vote (or express one’s opinion), and the expectation that the majority will prevail. Deliberation allows all citizens to state their views, to hear and respond to those of others, and, thereby, to persuade one another about the better course of action. Voting (or expressing one’s opinion) serves as the method to 
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settle questions of contingency on which opinions differ. And the expectation that the majority will prevail insures that its opinion will matter in setting public policy and state action. In this way, the apparent fairness of permitting all a voice and vote and of guaranteeing majority rule secures citizens against the rule of autocrats and subjugation by an authoritarian state.

This is a powerful story. It appeals to the cultural biases of free citizens because its narrative portrays a world in which they can chart their own destiny. And because it frames humans as having a fundamental right to such agency, the story provides justification for taking necessary measures to defend democracy from attack. It also can justify state action, such as diplomacy, wars, and boycotts to export democracy to non-democratic states in the name of a fundamental human right to agency. 

This story is a fable. It constructs a fantasy world removed from the political reality of representative democracy. Without constitutional protections, “one person, one vote” inevitably leads to tyranny of the majority. Left to its own devices, there is no incentive to deliberate once your side has enough votes to win. Sometimes this fable creates the illusion of representation, as happens when a politician preys on tribal loyalties with false promises of goods and services in return for their vote (Piven and Cloward 1988: 35-41).  By itself, moreover, representative democracy reduces citizenship to the vote without corresponding duties and/or opportunities to build community or advance the commonwealth (Boyte 1999).  In addition to these, this fable ignores power differentials of birth, wealth, position or knowledge, which often instantiate tacit rules of exclusion that sublimate differences of class, religion, and identity. Those without the political franchise— for instance, foreigners, women, the racial or ethnic other, slaves, or the unconfessed—have no say in their destiny.  Put into different language, these are biopolitical concerns of administration that are well served by the cover story of representative democracy.  


A more productive alternative for framing the theory and practice of public spheres, I have argued, is to consider them in terms of their intensely rhetorical character.  Rather than starting with a fable about idealized political relations, I believe we can gain greater insight by focusing on public spheres as arenas of human joining where shared opinion and concerted action are shaped.  As Kenneth Burke (1950) observed half-a-century ago, shared opinion and common action always rest on the power of symbols to create division and of rhetoric as a compensatory means for overcoming it.  It embraces the agonistic nature of political relations and considers public spheres as places where their drama unfolds. 

The contest between society’s ‘ins’ and ‘outs’ finds its most evident manifestation in social movements, especially resistance movements, that seek control of society’s resources. These struggles have taken a variety of forms, ranging from members of the Women’s Christian Temperance movement marching into taverns to embarrass men into forsaking the ‘evils’ of alcohol, to the civil disobedience of satyagraha practiced by Gandhi and his followers, to economic boycotts in support of the United Farm Workers, to the dramatic and sometimes violent modes of resistance in libratory movements opposing colonial and post colonial powers. 

At the center of all resistance movements lay rhetorical resources and forces that express opposition, agitate for change, inspire and signal cohesion, and project visions of a transformed social order. Often these resources are found in the speeches and writings of leaders, such as Gandhi (1997), Havel (1986), Mandela (1961), Fanon (1963) and Martin Luther King Jr. (26 June 1963). These statements rely on parrhesia.  The ancients understood parrhesia to mean frank speech.  Prisoners of conscience engage in parrhesia to witness the subjugation of their person and their society.  Sometimes it takes the form of public declarations, such as Czechoslovakia’s opposition leaders issuing the founding statement of Charter 77 or the African National Congress’s Freedom Charter. At times it appears in public events that are transformed into statements of opposition.  For example the unexpected size of crowds that spontaneously assembled during the 1979 visit of John Paul II to Poland, the Czech rock band Plastic People of the Universe following the Prague Spring, or more recently in the U.S. at the campaign speeches of Barack Obama. Each embodied deeply held aspirations through exuberant displays of affiliation with an individual or group associated with an alternative set of values to the state’s or the ruling political party.  Each in its own way manifested the publicity principle
 by questioning the assumption that representatives, on average, are wiser, or more committed to the common good than the ordinary citizen.  Such displays give dissent a public face.  They can inspire solidarity among those whose sense of political agency has been compromised. They can alert an external world of readers and listeners to the larger discursive arena where the underlying causes of dissent and resistance are themes of everyday life and encourage their support. At the same time, they also reflect a particular form of resistance that has the luxury of open expression without yet finding itself in the custody of courts or warders who have taken their freedom and often threaten their lives.  I wish to consider another use of the public sphere, the rhetoric of resistance, often in the form of vernacular appeals, made by those who are in the state’s custody and who nonetheless speak as prisoners of conscience.   

Indirection


In a world of contingencies, imagination can compensate for material constraints on the range of alternatives for displaying power, although it may not always overcome these constraints. The rabble rousing address by a militant leader to an audience of ardent supporters may have inventional virtues, but we still understand it as rabble rousing directly addressed to an audience susceptible to the action inducing ardor of strong emotions. On the other hand, emotional ardor leading to resistance can come from less direct appeals. A public performance seemingly moderate in its tone and addressed to a specific audience also is accessible to others who, in their own ways, can be influenced by what they see and overhear. Sometimes reaching onlookers is the point. Direct address may intentionally use its declared audience as a foil to make a point about the foil to an undeclared audience. Its purpose is to persuade through indirection. 

Indirection can have a variety of meanings.  As I use the concept, it refers to a rhetorical structure that shapes invention of appeals that are constitutive of identity and agency.  In the context of prisoner of conscience (POC) discourse, it is a performance mechanism that takes the audience to the heart of the rhetor’s antagonist, exposes its fraudulence, and in its expression of defiance speaks for the whole community. 


For example, in the United States, Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail” is revered as one of the nation’s sacred documents.  It sets forth a vision of inclusion and rights that captures its noblest ideals of social justice in his ostensible answer to eight Southern clergymen who had counseled restraint in his push for civil rights.  Of course, King knew this audience would not agree with his argument, but by using a public letter to explain to them why restraint was impossible for America’s black citizens, the clergymen served as a vehicle for indirectly constituting another, more sympathetic audience.  His testimony to the concrete costs of segregation on the lives of his children constituted readers into passive witnesses who might better understand and feel compelled to right the injustices he was portraying.   



King’s letter, we should remember, was written in a society that did not have matters settled with an official dogma. As vicious as racism in the Southern United States still was during the 1950s, there was strong opposition across the nation and constitutional rights that permitted King to make his views known without fear of prosecution.  In many outposts of discontent, publishing such a letter would be impossible.  Censors would stop its circulation at the jailhouse door and its author would have invited harsh reprisals from the state.  POCs in the custody of an authoritarian state seldom can be so direct and formal as King, often must capitalize on moments of irony to make their case, and then must construct them with their culture’s moral vernacular (Hauser 1999). 



Conditions of politics in an authoritarian or totalitarian context pose formidable constraints on rhetorical options but also open opportunities for vernacular appeals that can co-opt the censor to serve dissident ends. Hanna Arendt (1958, 40) has argued that modern politics set the terms of political engagement as regulation of behavior, or aggregate conduct that can be quantified.  Michel Foucault (1977, 1980, 1991) extends her claim when he advances the thesis that governmentality is now based on biopower that guides coordinated programs and policies of biopolitical control.  Georgio Agamben (1995) extends Foucault’s position further to argue that the state of exception – the state of emergency – has become a continuous form of governance committed to controlling the body by political decisions rather than by law, since the laws have been suspended.  By Agamben’s logic, however, mass rallies, prison letters expressing discontent, and public displays of incivility pose a conundrum.  Their performance of the human right to free political expression refuses to comply with the biopolitics of the state of exception. They pose a threat to sovereignty that, if left unchecked, may breed revolution. Yet, massive support for dissident actions makes banishing troublemakers a risky business. They cannot be banished to the bare life of prison camps where they are stripped of all human qualities, such as values, or talents, or education, and reduced to their mere biological existence as an unqualified living animal without posing a threat to sovereignty itself.  


Returning to the US Civil Rights Movement, press coverage of freedom marches, strikes, boycotts, and other forms of nonviolent resistance captured the response of violence to nonviolence.  Images of the freedom marchers’ unruly bodies being dispersed with tear gas, fire hoses, police dogs, and attacks by thugs fed the camera’s rapacious appetite for violence. Their images were testimony about racism in the United States.  Provoking a violent response to quell nonviolence also made a public moral argument by indirection.  Americans were confronted by open dissent in the privacy of their homes through press accounts and graphic images.  Images of people being manhandled destabilize equations of power. Rhetoric by indirection made bodies in pain emblematic of a body politic in pain and the focal point of public deliberation that resulted in the U.S.’s Civil Rights Act of 1964. 


At this point we must remind ourselves that the use of indirection is equally at the disposal of the powerful and the powerless, of the righteous and the corrupt.  When a government passes a law that grants broad executive power to suspend laws during wartime, declaring a state of exception permits otherwise illegal acts to be validated as political necessity. A case in point is imposing political names, such as ‘traitor’, on citizens who insist on exercising constitutional rights that a state of emergency has weakened or suspended.  Not only are the extension and comprehension of a name like ‘traitor’ uncertain (Ranciere DATE, 304), but also by indirection the label invokes a politics of surveillance.   It encourages citizens to regard normal behavior as suspicious and to embrace a Manichean view of patriotic sentiments.  For example, burning the flag as a patriotic act to protest government actions that seem contrary to the nation’s welfare can be interpreted as a sure sign the flag burner lacks patriotism.  My point is that the use of indirection by the powerful and the corrupt should be neither ignored nor underestimated.  However, my immediate concern is with the rhetorical power of indirection in service of those outside power, and in particular, the prisoner of conscience.  


The Janus-faced character of indirection gives it considerable rhetorical elasticity, as is reflected in several defining characteristics I shall discuss momentarily.  However, in the case of the prisoner of conscience each of these is nuanced to some extent by the prisoner’s unique manifestation of parrhesia.  A word more about parrhesia is in order here.  Greco-Roman antiquity considered the person who spoke frankly to the ruler as a truth-teller.  In other words, requesting and receiving permission to speak openly bestowed the charisma of truth on the truth-tellers words.  Still, telling the truth could bring trouble.  Those cast in an unfavorable light sometimes retaliated against the truth teller.  And parrhesia without permission was always dangerous, as Sophocles explored in Antigone.  


Foucault argues that the uncompromising expression of truth strips it of any rhetorical quality. Surely his judgment is based on an extremely narrow understanding of rhetoric and mistaken when the power of parrhesia to persuade is considered through the lens of indirection. Indirection uses parrhesia to exploit the rhetorical force of telling the truth to an audience that refuses to accept it.  Parrhesia without permission invites wrath, even deadly wrath.  Because the truth-teller speaks the truth, however, violent retaliation, such as dispersing passive resistors with police dogs, conveys the fraudulence of the regime that cannot tolerate the truth being spoken.  The direct exchange between the truth-teller and the sovereign indirectly makes a moral appeal to those who are passively witnessing.         

Metonym, witness, and ethos


Thus far I have explored indirection as a mode of rhetorical intent; it addresses an apparent audience with the intention of reaching a different target audience of onlookers.  In the case of prisoners of conscience, I have argued that indirection is nuanced by the prisoner’s performance of parrhesia, or telling the truth to someone who has power over them. Beyond being a rhetorical form that constitutes an audience of voyeurs, a POC’s performance has at least three additional defining characteristics:  it is a metonym, induces witnessing, and constitutes ethos.
 First, rhetoric by indirection is a rhetoric in which the person of the rhetor serves as a metonym for the body politic. The prisoner’s personal political struggle and treatment in custody capture how an authoritarian state controls the bodies of its citizens.  An authoritarian regime’s exclusive power places everyone at risk.  If speaking your mind is considered disloyal and an attempt to persuade others to your point of view as subversive activity, then silence and reporting those who seem to oppose state controls seems the prudent thing to do. And the body in custody speaking frankly about society stands for the principle of free speech in shackles. 


For example, in “The Power of the Powerless,” Vaclav Havel’s parable of the greengrocer has shop mangers displaying a sign that spouts the party line, although there is no explicit order to display it.  A party official merely drops it off.  The edict is implicit: if you don’t display the sign, we’ll know you don’t support the Party. However, the greengrocer has the courage not to display it.  In a state of exception, where the sovereign exclusively decides what is or is not the public good, the greengrocer’s decision not to .display the sign comes at a cost.  He will lose his position as manager of the shop, be transferred to a warehouse, have his pay reduced, lose his vacation time for a holiday in Bulgaria, and even see his children’s success in higher education threatened. But the cost is worth it because conscience demands it. It is the only way to live in truth.  Havel forecasts that when others feel the same pull of conscience, concerted resistance will result and the sovereign’s coercion will be overcome. As it turned out, Havel was a prophet, and his prophetic insight suggests that the prisoner of conscience or POC makes a special claim on citizens to understand their own political captivity in terms of the prisoner’s physical captivity that, in principle, mirrors their own.  

Second, as I have been alluding to, in the case of the POCs, indirection confronts onlookers with a scene that involves them as witnesses to the pain of others – psychological, physical, political, social, economic, and cultural. Their pain makes claims beyond compassion. Our bodily experiences help us to empathize with violations of human dignity, agency, human rights and justice. Although we can imagine its anguish, as Michael Ignatieff has argued, the image of a suffering body does not assert a moral claim unless the observers feel under a potential obligation to those who are suffering. As long as we remain fixated by the images and in emotional states of horror and empathy without knowing the root causes for the suffering and humiliation, our compassion unleashed by these emotions risks succumbing to a form of amnesia, a mechanism for forgetting the role of the West particularly in the political situations that breed political unrest, or it becomes a form of social work for onlookers (Ignatieff, et al. 2001, p. 16). The performative character of indirection can move onlookers past fixation or amnesia of obligations to intercede insofar as it transforms them into an ensemble of witnesses within a drama of resistance. In other words, indirection gives them their dramatic role. 

The epistemic implications of indirection’s performativity suggest how it may lead to an awareness of relationship. What we learn depends on how we learn it. Indirection has its unique way of teaching. Witnessing the pain of a POC is at once intensely personal and public. It begins passively, through the medium of the political prisoner’s ordeal as an embodiment of, and therefore an active witness to, something from which we are both detached (the prisoner’s pain) and connected (the body politic).   It requires effort to make sense of what we witness subjectively. As Arendt has argued, reality requires a public realm of appearance for us to pass beyond personal meaning to an intersubjective one (1958, pp. 50-57). Communication with others confirms that others see and share what we see. Dialogue is the method for forming a common sense of reality. In the process of going beyond personal meaning to intersubjective meaning we learn something of ourselves. One of the things we learn is how we see ourselves in relation to what we are witnessing; it is a moment of self-discovery. Another thing we learn is how our sense matches up against the public sense being made of the scene, including the public sense of relationship; it is a moment of sociality. These epistemic apperceptions of self and other are themselves acts of involvement brought to consciousness through indirection. The rhetorical power of POCs resisting pain brings us past spectacle, where we observe without involvement, to a self-understanding and awareness of others that is grounded in our relationship to them and the body in pain.  Our inclusion in the public sphere as a witness in the performance of rhetoric by indirection mobilizes identification with resisting bodies and with others in the ensemble of witnesses with whom we have a shared response to the scene we are witnessing. 

Finally, as the 20th century taught us, the moral sanction against publicly disregarding appeals of pain does not always prevail. Ignatieff is right, private responses sometimes play in a different register. Despite impressively exhorting humanity to relieve their suffering we sometimes fail to hear their pleas, as occurred in Bosnia during the 1990s and as has occurred numerous times in Africa’s recent history.  Sometimes the pleas of bodies in pain, and of political prisoners in particular, are deflected by their perverse power to attract voyeuristic attention, or by our detachment from the scene because it is perceived as lacking self-interest. Involvement of the intended audience as more than passive onlookers to the scene requires rhetorical skill to overcome less noble responses. 

Indirection may not always take the form of discursive appeal, but bodily performances are no less exhortative and no less instantiations of symbolic realities with which we can identify.  Without question, a great deal of our response to tortured bodies as metonymic for the body politic is triggered by the pathos they elicit. However, in all of its manifestations by the POC, indirection is a performance of conscience.  Involving its audience as related to if not part of a body politic in extremis reflects a primordial choice of appeal. Making the body politic visible and tangible in his or her person reflects a commitment to a unique way of seeing and living in a world by both the rhetor and those witnessing and participating in their political performance. In other terms, as Maurice Natanson (1965) has astutely observed, indirection is rhetoric of ethos. 

Strategies of indirection in POC rhetoric
The writings of prisoners of conscience are a rich site for understanding the rhetorical dynamics of resistance.  As manifestations of resistance to oppression, these writings, along with the histories of their respective struggles, always involve the tension between acceptable and unacceptable treatment of political prisoners.  If anything, their arguments and their stories suggest that publicizing their treatment makes the treatment a rhetorical mode of addressing contingency.  There are no absolutes.  The civil rights of prisoners have a chameleon-like reality that depends on point of view and political sympathy, as the legal sparing in Hamadi v. Rumsfeld illustrate.  The direct charges against Hamadi alleged that he was an illegal enemy combatant and, therefore, not entitled to treatment as a prisoner of war.  He was detained without charges.  Hamadi challenged this action. The government argued that the President had the right to declare a prisoner an illegal enemy combatant who was not entitled to treatment under the Geneva Conventions.  Opponents of this action argued that the government had denied his habeas corpus rights and right to representation.  The Supreme Court agreed.  It ruled that the President did have the power to declare a prisoner an illegal enemy combatant but that citizens could not be detained indefinitely without charges; they had the right to challenge their detention before an impartial judge.  The Justice Department dropped the charges on condition that Hamadi return to Saudi Arabia and relinquish his U.S. citizenship. The Court’s ruling created a basis for further legal contests, such as that against José Padilla as well as challenges to the President’s powers under the War Powers Act.  The legal debate in the U.S. Courts also was fodder for ongoing public debate on the larger issue of conditions at Camp X-Ray at Guantanamo Bay regarding habeas corpus rights and holding prisoners indefinitely without charges, as proponents and opponents to the Iraq war used the immediate contingencies of these cases to make larger points to a public witnessing the legal drama play out.  

However, at a deep level, those entrenched in their affiliation with the existing power structure may be deaf to its moral demand, but this does not excuse their response.  As African National Congress leader and former Robben Island prisoner Neville Alexander has written, “What happens in a prison is a reflection of what happens in the surrounding society.” (1994, 50).  If rhetoric by indirection leads us to read the maltreatment of political prisoners as indicative of a society that flagrantly disregards the human dignity of those who advance alternatives to the ruling social vision, then acts of resistance by political prisoners may serve as an inventional antidote advancing an alternative vision of civil(ized) society. 
By way of illustration, I wish to consider how rhetoric by indirection may carry persuasive weight with respect to issues of civil and civilized actions through brief consideration of three cases. 

The case of Anatoly Sharansky
Normally we understand criminal proceedings to involve charges, a trial at which the accused is entitled to legal representation, and a verdict based on the evidence and the law.  Absent a plea accepted by the court, the state and the accused do not arrive at consensus.  That is the point of a verdict.  If the accused loses, we understand the verdict may be appealed.  Finally, we understand that this process is open to everyone within the jurisdiction of the state, even foreigners who stand accused.  Although these assumptions are held internationally, repressive regimes often use a sham version of this process to imprison dissidents as enemies of the state.  During the Cold War, the Soviet Union and Eastern bloc nations were notorious for this practice.  


In the Soviet Union, a significant number of Jews, mostly scientists, who sought to emigrate to other nations were refused permission on grounds that they had knowledge important to national security, while others, who were required to leave their jobs in order to apply for an exit visa, were denied permission on grounds that they were parasites on the state.  This group, commonly referred to as refuseniks, was regularly imprisoned after being given a sham trial.  

Anatoly Sharansky was among the most visible spokesperson for the right of Soviet Jews to emigrate.  He was arrested in 1977, convicted at a sham trial a year later, and sentenced to 13 years in prison.  The USSR sent him to Siberia in hopes that he would drop from public sight.  However, his treatment had the opposite effect. Sharansky stayed in the news as a symbol of Soviet repression.  The sham trial and sentencing had the appearance of dealing directly with Sharansky, but the state also capitalized on Sharansky’s notoriety to make it a show trial.  In this regard it functioned as rhetoric by indirection to remind Russians that there were consequences for being a political troublemaker.  

Sharansky, on the other hand, had the legal right to one letter a month.  His correspondence with his relatives was publicized, keeping his treatment and declining physical health visible on the world stage.  In addition, the (San Francisco) Bay Area Council for Soviet Jewry orchestrated a Tribunal of Inquiry, presided over by three prominent Human Rights judges, and also involving prominent US legalists Alan Dershowitz and Irwin Colter, plus a Soviet advocate who defended the state.  The Tribunal convicted the Soviet court of conducting a false trial that had not provided the defendant with his constitutional rights and called for Sharansky’s immediate release. A video of the proceedings was sent to Soviet Premier Andropov.  The target audience in this proceeding is ambiguous.  On the surface it appeared to be directed to the Soviet state, which was put on trial.  But the video certainly made its point to sympathetic audiences in other parts of the globe.

In both the show Soviet trial of Sharansky and the quasi-legal Tribunal of Inquiry, legal proceedings were used to give official status to their outcomes.  In both cases, as well, the rhetoric of the court was used as an indirect means to influence an audience beyond its bounds.  Russian and external publics were engaged by a show trial and subsequent treatment that held consequences for them.  For Russians, it clearly sent a message to keep in place; for a wider audience it solicited involvement in efforts to relax the USSR’s policy on exit visas for Jews.  In the wider context, Sharansky’s case exemplifies the way institutionalized norms of civil conduct can be a vehicle for exposing the state’s hypocrisy when contrasted with their embodiment in practice.

The case of Nelson Mandela 

The law is not just a document with civil status.  It also codifies a society’s norms of civility, such as respecting the rights of others and obeying the law.  In this respect, it also defines the terms of engagement in a legal proceeding with such mechanisms as rules of evidence.  The rules provide the detained prisoner with a chance to force the state to make a case for a specific offense that has resulted in their loss of freedom. Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1995), held without charge in Nazi Germany’s Tagel prison, was anxious for the Gestapo’s Manfred Roeder to bring charges so that he could appear in court and use the laws of Germany to defend himself.  Wole Soyinka (1972), detained under Nigeria’s emergency regulations and suffering the surreal antic of officials in Kiri-kiri prison pressed for a formal charge so that he might defend his beliefs. 

When the rules are violated, they have a direct consequence for the defendant. But in the case of the political prisoner, they also serve as an inventional resource for addressing a larger audience of witnesses to the proceedings.  In 1961, when Nelson Mandela and 155 other South Africans were charged with treason and put on trial, the court rebuffed the prosecution’s repeated attempts to play fast and loose with the rules of evidence and to make arguments based on the political platform of the Nationalist Party rather than South Africa’s laws defining treason.  Presiding judge, Mr. Justice F. L. Rumpff, repeatedly ruled against the government (Mandela 1994, 249). Mandela reports several exchanges with Rumpff, himself a member of the ruling National Party and rumored to have ties to Broederbond, a secret Afrikaner organization whose aim was to solidify Afrikaner power.  In these exchanges, Rumpff spoke to Mandela with the respect due an officer of the court, including when Mandela refuted Rumpff’s assumptions to point out fallacies in apartheid logic.  Finally, as the verdict was about to be read, the bench rejected the Crown’s extraordinary motion to change the indictment.  The court’s verdict acknowledged that the ANC advocated replacing the government with a “radically and fundamentally different form of state;” had used illegal means of protest; had, in some cases advocated violence; and had strong anti-imperialist, anti-West, pro-Soviet attitudes.  However:   

On all the evidence presented to this court and on our finding of fact it is impossible for this court to come to the conclusion that the African National Congress had acquired or adopted a policy to overthrow the state by violence, that is, in the sense that the masses had to be prepared or conditioned to commit direct violence against the state (page).
The verdict was a victory for the defendants.  But it also was a show of ANC competence and ANC to beat the state at its own game and an important bolstering of continued resistance.  Although Africans, Indians, and coloreds were excluded from the South African body politic and defined by a prejudicial standard that denied them the umbrella of civility in everyday life, Mandela’s courtroom performance embodied the legal code that gave them rights in court. In a larger sense, it suggests that by using existing civil structures to force an oppressive state to play by its own rules, beating them at their own game alters the dimensions of a lived world in which at least the hope of victory can have life. 

The case of Bobby Sands

One of the political prisoner’s rhetorical weapons, in some cases the best weapon, is the body.  The prison can force prisoners to do physical labor, place them in solitary confinement, and control the amount and quality of their food, but not without limits, since they are subject to inspection by humanitarian organizations. The most important limit is physical manhandling.  Steve Biko, who often was arrested for his activities as a leader of South Africa’s Black Consciousness Movement and whose death in prison was suspected to have resulted from a beating administered by his warders, came to the conclusion that the form and extent of police brutality was not spontaneous, but followed specific orders as to what would be done and how far to go.  His response was to take control of the manhandling situation by fighting back with such ferocity that the beating officer was no longer in control. He advised his followers that if they could overcome the fear of death, they would be in a superior position since a death in the police station was not easily explained and once publicized became useful evidence in support of their resistance movement.  In Biko’s case, he would fight back after the first time he was struck, “to make them go beyond what they wanted to give me and to give back as much as I can give so that it becomes an uncontrollable thing.” (1978, 153) 

Perhaps the most uncontrollable and rhetorically potent form of bodily resistance is the hunger strike.  The moral economy of wordless starvation before a seemingly unbending authority calls its witnesses to an exercise of conscience in hopes of saving another human’s life. It calls them into a public sphere where pre-defined premises frame a discourse on the society’s civility. In itself, wordless and wasting, the fasting body cannot force the authority to cave, but its public display of anorexic helplessness before a superior power presents itself as paradigmatic for the society’s moral economy. Through a pageant that plainly indicts the authority that could end the death march, should it choose, the strike focuses attention on seemingly misguided values that, absent phronêsis, would allow a person to perish rather than negotiate the complaint. The spectacle of the striker’s disintegrating body thus becomes a form of rhetoric by indirection. 


The striker’s body becomes a corporeal manifestation of the grievance. It drives a wedge (Johnstone 1990) between our identification of the state’s actions as an expression of national values and the state’s exercise of its authority. This wedge functions rhetorically as an opening that invites critical reflection on the taken-for-granted fusion of power with the persona of the state’s leader. Witnessing the body’s self-consumption simultaneously fixes our gaze on the authority’s display of intransigence in the face of appeals for civil accommodation. As the physical body diminishes, its rhetorical incarnation grows, touching the conscience of ever enlarging circles of society. Sometimes, as in the cases of Gandhi in India, Sakharov and Sharansky in the former Soviet Union, and Bobby Sands in Northern Ireland, its rhetorical presence crosses national borders and even spans oceans to elicit a common urging that the authority be responsive to the larger demands of civility. The body’s rhetorical identity becomes a literal manifestation of the rhetorical topos of magnification: words magnify the wasting body’s moral weight, enlarge its mass through publicity, and transform its powerless physical form into a powerful moral invocation that advances the striker’s demands while questioning the legitimacy of rulers unwilling to compromise. Through the pressure its helplessness elicits from external groups, it becomes a subversive threat to its oppressor’s superior power. Finally, as the body recedes into death, its corporeal frailty conquers its physical master by acquiring transcendent rhetorical life—ethos—as a martyr. In death it robustly survives, drawing life from words that memorialize past grievances and give meaning and force to a cause of opposition. 


The suffering body’s march from personal pain to public symbol requires voices to spread news of its anguish. They must publicize its gradual demise by linking the body’s ordeal to a cause and its opposition. The inevitable selectivity of the press in reporting the striker’s decline and how the custodians of its fate responded encourages readers to perceive self-inflicted suffering as emblematic of a decayed body politic or of political blackmail. Insofar as perception functions as reality, framing counts massively by reinforcing existing prejudices and swaying the uncommitted.

These claims are illustrated in the rhetorical power exerted by IRA inmates in Northern Ireland’s Maze prison at Long Kesh during the late 1970s and early 80s. Then the more than 400 IRA prisoners in H-Block engaged in continuous protest through rhetorical displays of their bodies for over four years to have their “special status” as de facto political prisoners restored. Their grievance culminating in the 1981 fast-to-death by Bobby Sands’ and nine other IRA inmates before the strike was terminated.

The hunger strike offers a prime example of how inhumane treatment can function as rhetoric by indirection.  Typically the state frames a political prisoner’s hunger strike as political blackmail, but an observing-judging public more often than not regards a state that refuses to negotiate with a hunger striker as guilty of callous disregard for the sanctity of life.  When it is within your power to prevent it, allowing a person to starve to death is a hard rhetorical sell to those outside your partisan camp.
Prime Minister Thatcher argued that Sands’ hunger strike was blackmail.  It may have been, but when the MP from Fermanaugh/South Tyrone suddenly died and Sands ran for his seat and won, his strike garnered international attention.  With international press coverage chronicling on its front pages his starvation to death, world opinion and anger focused on Thatcher and the British government, whose concern over political blackmail seemed less than a compelling justification for its refusal to negotiate and thus to allow Sands to die.  When Sands died after 55 days of self-starvation, his death was reported on the front page of newspapers in every major American city and most cities around the world.  The papers condemning Thatcher included Le Monde, Izvestia, the Hindustan Times, the Hong Kong Standard, Noticias (the semi-official paper of Mozambique), and the Sowetan (South Africa’s mainly black newspaper).  Anti-British demonstrations occurred in Antwerp, Athens, Brisbane, Chicago, Ghent, Milan, Oslo, and Paris, among others.  The New Jersey State Legislature passed a resolution honoring Sand’s “courage and commitment.” Teheran announced the Iranian government would send a representative to the funeral.  The Indian parliament split as the Opposition stood for a minute of silence in Sand’s memory, while members of Indira Ghandi’s ruling party refused to join in.  World leaders, such as Lech Walesa, paid Sands tribute as a “great man who sacrificed his life for his struggle.”  British targets were bombed in Lisbon, Milan, and Toulouse (Beresford 1987, 98-99; O’Malley 1990, 4). 

Conclusion


The arguments that biopower has become paradigmatic of contemporary politics and that we live in an era of perpetual state of exception seem to have strong empirical support.  They alert us to modalities of political relations that are based on control rather than persuasion, to a politics of bureaucratic administration rather than public deliberation.  From policies enacted in the name of imperial right to those of repression and reprisal, as in the examples I have discussed, the need to close down the public sphere is always symptomatic of a weakened body politic.  And the prisoner of conscience stands as a reminder that, unlike the original valuing of parrhesia and protection of the parrhesiates from punishment for telling the truth, frank speech has become chancy at best.  


Yet dissent does occur, even under the harshest regimes, and although frequently addressed directly to power, the dangers of speaking frankly to power and the prohibitions against speaking truth to partisans often leave little choice but to make strategic incursions with structures of indirection.  They perform an interrogation of power that calls an audience of witnesses into being. It invokes both onlookers and those who understand what is being said in public in a different register than its overt meaning.  The call is to adhere to the imperatives of conscience that give moral legitimacy to political action.   


Subjugation, however gentle its violence may be, forces a cleavage between whatever identification may have existed between the body politic and the state, and highlights cultural norms of political and legal identity. In this context, the dissident who is arrested and convicted for political crimes can stand by deputy for the oppressed body politic.  The identification of Poles with Adam Michnik, Myanmarrians with Aung San Suu Kyi, Czech’s with Vaclav Havel, Russian Jews with Anatoli Sharansky, Chinese with Wei Jingsheng, Irish nationalists with Bobby Sands, and so forth testify to the power of the POCs body in the state’s hands as a potent metonym.  The prisoner’s body becomes the discursive field that stands for what happens to the body politic as a whole.  When the state disregards constitutional guarantees, the rules of court, or norms of humanitarian treatment, it makes a statement about its monopoly on violence. When displayed before an audience of onlookers, these abridgements of human rights can transform its witnesses into participants in the moral pageant unfolding in public view. Such events require more than an acknowledgement that they are occurring; they require a public sphere in which their meaning can be considered and passive witnesses can be activated to make a choice.
Rhetoric by indirection assumes sufficient cultural literacy to infer the point being made from what we are seeing. It enters the public sphere of its target audience as something other than a mode of deliberation and it shapes a public sphere as something other than a forum for deliberation. It is no surprise, therefore, that vernacular discourse plays a key role in its execution. Bodies in pain or prisoners being railroaded make no moral claims on their own. Indirection reflects a rhetorical choice to establish them. By playing out a political drama in which onlookers have a stake, it reflects an alternate world to the lived realities of its times. The POC’s pain invites onlookers to see it as a display of conscience, as a sign of each POC’s ethos and the ethos of the people and ideals they represent. In this same regard, vernacular rhetoric, by its very nature, has embedded choices that indirection performs. Indirection’s indictment of what is and its beckoning call to choice references a world of values, actions, and commitments.  These characteristics define political relationships we endorse and on which judgment and conduct can be based. It confronts its audience with making its own choice about itself as part of a body politic in extremis. Indirection’s vernacular appeals engage an audience of witnesses on terms of its own moral quotidian. That is what makes it so powerful, gives it rhetorical salience and qualifies it as a rhetoric of ethos. 

These most unAgamben-like performances are always working in the background.  And because they are, they suggest that the moral vernacular of human rights, escapes the dystopian vision of the state of exception and bare life Agamben regards as the now ongoing and universal condition of sovereignty.  As long as there is a language outside official power that can speak its own language of power to others who share it, subjugation to bare life is always being contested under the surface.  These contests are constituted by and waged with vernacular rhetorical resources.  These moment-by-moment acts of resistance are rhetorical manifestations of the commonly voiced aspiration of dissidents to live in truth.  They also are an ongoing critique of the inescapable irony of biopower. 

Copenhagen
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� The publicity principle holds that there are reasons to doubt that representatives, on average, are wiser, or more committed to the common good than the ordinary citizen. David Luban (1996, p. 193) explains as follows:  “The empirical validity of the publicity principle turns not on whether the Many are ignorant or wrong-headed, but on whether their leaders are less ignorant or less wrong-headed. No doubt the Wise are few; and the leaders are few; but it hardly follows that the leaders are wise. Before we reject the publicity principle because the leaders know best, we must have reason to believe that the leaders know better. And to find that out, we must look carefully at the variety of mechanisms by which decision-making elites are actually selected. If actual selection mechanisms choose randomly between the Many and the Wise, or affirmatively disfavor the Wise, then the foolishness of the many is irrelevant: the Few in official positions have no reason to suppose that their policy brainstorms are any less foolish.” 








� My discussion of indirection in this section has been influenced by the work of Maurice Natanson (1965, 1978), who points out the significance of involvement and ethos as among its defining features. 


� Portions of this section were previously published in Deliberation, Democracy, and the Media. See Hauser (2000). 
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