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“Confront” is a simple enough verb
meaning to stand or to come in front
of. Like many simple words, however, it
has been used in diverse contexts for
varied purposes and has developed com-
plex meanings. Among these the most
interesting, and perhaps the strongest,
is the sense of standing in front of as
a barrier or a threat. This sense is espe-
cially apparent in the noun “confronta-
tion.”

Repeatedly in his book Essays in the
Public Philosophy, Walter Lippmann
uses the word “confrontation” in the
sense of face-to-face coming together of
spokesmen for disparate views. Confron-
tation, as he saw it then, was the guar-
antee of open communication and fruit-
ful dissent. But Lippmann’s book was
copyrighted in 1g55. Today, his phrase
“because the purpose of the confronta-
tion is to discern truth” sounds a bit
archaic. If so, the remainder of his sen-
tence, “there are rules of evidence and
parliamentary procedure, there are codes
of fair dealing and fair comment, by
which a loyal man will consider him-
self bound when he exercises the right to
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publish opinion,”! seems absolutely ir-
relevant to the notion of “confrontation”
as we live with it in marches, sit-ins,
demonstrations, and discourse featuring
disruption, obscenity, and threats.

Although certainly some use the word
“confrontation” moderately, we shall be
concerned here with the radical and rev-
olutionary suggestion which the word
carries more and more frequently. Even
obviously moderate circumstances today
gain some of the revolutionary overtones
when the word is applied, as it might
be for example, in announcing a church
study group as the “confrontation of
sacred and secular morality.”

Acts of confrontation are currently at
hand in such profusion that no one will
lack evidence to prove or disprove the
generalizations we make.?

1(New York, 1955), p. 128.

2 Readers will find our generalizations more
or less in harmony with other discussions of
radical rhetoric which have appeared in the
QJS recently, e.g., Parke G. Burgess, “The Rhet-
oric of Black Power: A Moral Demand?” LIV
(April 1968), 122-133; Leland M. Griffin, “The
Rhetorical Structure of the ‘New Left’ Move-
ment: Part I,” L (April 1964), 113-135; and
Franklyn S. Haiman, “The Rhetoric of the
Streets: Some Legal and Ethical Considerations,”
LIII (April 1967), gg9-114.

These writers sense a corporate wholeness
in the messages and methods of various men,
An attempt to explain the combination of
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Confrontation crackles menacingly
from every issue in our country (Black
Power and Student Power, as examples),
hemisphere (Castroism, for example),
and globe (Radical Nationalism every-
where). But primary to every confronta-
tion in any setting, radical or moderate,
is the impulse to confront. From what
roots does that impulse spring?

RAbpIcaL DiIvisiON

Radical confrontation reflects a dra-
matic sense of division. The old language
of the “haves” and the ‘“have-nots”
scarcely indicates the basis of the di-
vision, nor its depth. The old language
evokes the history of staid, well-con-
trolled concern on the part of those who
have, for those who have not. It suggests
that remedy can come from traditional
means—the use of some part of the
wealth and talent of those who have to
ease the burden of those who have not,
and perhaps open opportunities for some
of them to enter the mainstream of tra-
ditional values and institutions. It re-
calls the missionary spirit of the volun-
tary associations of those who have—the
legislative charity of the New Deal, the
Fair Deal, the Welfare State, and the

message and method which forms the wholeness
gives rise in each case to a rhetoric. All these
efforts seem to us impulscs to examine the suf-
ficiency of our traditional concepts in dealing
with phenomena which are becoming character-
istic of contemporary dissent. In seeing rhet-
oric as an amalgam of meaning and method,
these writers break with a tradition that takes
rhetoric to be amoral techniques of manipu-
lating a message to fit various contexts.

Rhetoric has always been rvesponse-oriented,
that is, the rationale of practical discourse, dis-
coursc designed to gain response for specific
ends. But these writers see response differently.
For them, the response of audiences is an in-
tegral part of the message-method that makes
the rhetoric. Thus, rhetoric is shifted from a
focus of reaction to one of interaction or
transaction. (Sce especially Burgess, 132-133;
Griffin, 121; and Haiman, 113.)

Although we believe we share the sense of
rhetoric which permeates these essays, we claim
to analyze a fundamental level of meaning
which underlies them,

whole spectrum of international develop-
ment missions.

A benevolent tone characterizes the
old rhetoric of social welfare. The tone
assumes that all men seek and should
increasingly have more of the available
wealth, or education, or security, or cul-
ture, or opportunities. The values of
those who “have” are celebrated as the
goals to which all should aspire, and ef-
fective social policy becomes a series of
acts to extend opportunity to share in
those values. If those who have can pro-
vide for others more of their own per-
quisites—more of the right to vote, or
to find employment, or to go to college,
or to consume goods—then progress is
assured.

Although the terms “have” and “have
not” are still accurate enough descrip-
tions of the conditions that divide
people and groups, their evocation of a
traditional past hides the depth and rad-
ical nature of current divisions. Those
on the “have not” side of the division,
or at least some of their theorists and
leaders, no longer accept designation as
an inert mass hoping to receive what
they lack through action by the “haves.”
Neither do they accept any assumption
that what they wish is membership in
the institutions of those who have, or
an opportunity to learn and join their
value system. Rather the ‘“have nots”
picture themselves as radically divided
from traditional society, questioning not
simply the limitations of its benevolence
but more fundamentally its purposes and
modes of operation. Whether they ex-
perience deprivation as poverty, or lack
of political power, or disaffection from
traditional values, the “have not” leaders
and theorists challenge existing institu-
tions. This radical challenge, and its
accompanying disposition toward con-
frontation, marks the vague attitudinal
web that links revolutionaries in
emerging nations to Black Power ad-
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vocates in America or to students and
intellectuals of the New Left. Three
statements will illustrate the similar dis-
position of men who serve rather dif-
ferent causes in varied circumstances.

For Frantz Fanon, Algerian revolu-
tionary and author of The Wretched of
the Earth, the symbol of deprivation is
the term “colonisation,” and the end
of confrontation is “decolonisation”:
“In decolonisation there is therefore the
need of a complete calling in question
of the colonial situation. If we wish to
describe it precisely, we might find it in
the well-known words ‘The last shall be
first and the first last.” Decolonisation is
the putting into practice of this state-
ment. That is why, if we try to describe
it, all decolonisation is successful.’”’3

For Black Power advocate Stokely Car-
michael, the enemy is white racism,
which is to be confronted, not joined:
“Our concern for black power addresses
itself directly to this problem, the neces-
sity to reclaim our history and our iden-
tity from the cultural terrorism and dep-
redation of self-justifying white guilt.
To do this we shall have to struggle for
the right to create our own terms
through which to define ourselves and
our relationship to the society, and to
have these terms recognized. This is the
first necessity of a free people, and the
first right that any oppressor must sus-
pend.”’4

For students in the New Left, the
enemy to be confronted is simply “the
establishment,” or often in the United
States, “technocracy.” As student Fred-
erick Richman sees the division:

The world in which the older generation grew
up, and which the political systems support, is
no longer one which youth can accept. In a
world of rampaging technology, racial turmoil,

3 Tr. Constance Farrington (New York, 1963),
p. go.
4 “Toward Black Liberation,” Massachusetts
Review, VII (Autumn 1966), 639-640.

and poverty, they see a President whose program
is constituted largely of finishing touches to the
New Deal, and a Congress unwilling to accept
even that. In a time when personal freedom is
of increasing concern, they see a republic op-
erated by an immense bureaucratic structure,
geared more to cold war adventures than to
domestic needs, stifling individual initiative
along with that of states and cities. Finally,
they see a political system obsessed with stabil-
ity and loyalty instead of with social justice.5

Those have-nots who confront estab-
lished power do not seek to share; they
demand to supplant.

They must demand to supplant for
they live in a Manichean world. Fanon,
who features the term, argues that the
settler (we may translate ‘“settler’” into
other words, e.g., racist, establishment,
or power structure) is responsible for the
situation in which he must now suffer:
“The colonial world is a Manichean
world.”® Those who rule and take the
fruit of the system as their due create an
equation that identifies themselves with
the force of good (order, civilization,
progress) which struggles with evil
(chaos, the primitive, retrogression). In
such a circumstance, established author-
ity often crusades to eliminate the vessels
of evil by direct action; but often its
leaders work benignly and energetically
to transform the others into worthy cop-
ies of themselves. At best, the process of
transformation is slow, during which
time the mass of the others must be care-
fully held apart to keep them from con-
taminating the system. Only a few can
cross the great gulf to be numbered
among the good. Claiming to recognize
the reality of this process, which is always
masked under exalted labels, black radi-
cals in America cry that the traditional

5“The Disenfranchised Majority,” Students
and Society, report on a conference, Vol. 1, No.
1; an occasional paper published by the Center
for the Study of Democratic Institutions (Santa
Barbara, Calif., 1967), p. 4.

6 Fanon, p. 33. The book is replete with ref-
erences to “Manicheanism.”
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goal of integration masks and preserves
racism. In an analogous posture, Stu-
dents for a Democratic Society picture
their educational system as a vast
machine to recruit servants for a tradi-
tional society, perpetuating all of the in-
justices of that society.

Whether the force of “good” works
energetically and directly or indirectly
and somewhat benignly, those without
caste must strive to supplant such hold-
ers of power. Forced to accept a Man-
ichean struggle, they must reverse the
equation, not simply to gain food, land,
power, or whatever, but to survive. Re-
versing the equation will deny the justice
of the system that has dehumanized
them,

The process of supplanting will be
violent for it is born of a violent system.
To complete the long quotation intro-
duced above from Fanon: “The naked
truth of decolonisation evokes for us
the searing bullets and bloodstained
knives which emanate from it. For if
the last shall be first, this will only come
to pass after a murderous and decisive
struggle between the two protagonists.
That affirmed intention to place the last
at the head of things . . . can only tri-
umph if we use all means to turn the
scale, including, of course, that of vi-
olence.””

As Eric Hoffer concludes in his study
of mass movements, those who make
revolutions are apt to see themselves as
spoiled, degraded, and without hope as
things exist. But they locate the genesis
of their degradation in things, in others,
in the world as it is organized around
them.8

THE RITE oF THE KiLL

The enemy is obvious, and it is he
who has set the scene upon which the

71bid., p. go.
8 The True Believer (New York, 1951), pp.
19-20 and passim.

actors must play out the roles deter-
mined by the cleavage of exploitation.
The situation shrieks kill-or-be-killed.
“From here on in, if we must die any-
way, we will die fighting back and we
will not die alone,” Malcolm X wrote
in his “Appeal to African Heads of
State.” “We intend to see that our racist
oppressors also get a taste of death.”?

Judgments like “the oppressor” can-
not be made without concomitant judg-
ments. If there are those who oppress,
there are those who are oppressed. This
much seems obvious, but beneath that
surface is the accusation that those op-
pressed have been something less than
men ought to be. If one stresses the
cunning, tenacious brutality of the op-
pressor, he suggests that the oppressed
has been less than wise, alert, and strong.
If one feels the heritage of injustice, then
he senses the ignominy of his patrimony.
The blighted self must be killed in
striking the enemy. By the act of over-
coming his enemy, he who supplants
demonstrates his own worthiness, effac-
ing the mark, whatever it may be—im-
maturity, weakness, subhumanity—that
his enemy has set upon his brow.

To satisfy the rite that destroys the
evil self in the act of destroying the
enemy that has made the self evil, the
radical may work out the rite of kill
symbolically.’® Harassing, embarrassing,
and disarming the enemy may suffice,
especially if he is finally led to admit
his impotence in the face of the superior
will of the revolutionary. Symbolic de-
struction of some manifestation of evil
is well illustrated by the outbursts on
campuses across America directed toward
Dow Chemical. As far as we know in
every confrontation of authority center-
ing around the presence on the campus
of a recruiter from Dow Chemical, the

9 Malcolm X Speaks, ed. George Breitman
(New York, 1966), p. 77.
10 See Fanon, p. 73.
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demonstrators early announced their in-
tention of paralyzing the process until
the recruiter agrees on behalf of the
company to contaminate the scene no
further with his presence.

Michael Novak, a Stanford University
professor, pictures student disruption as
a tactic to remove the mask of respect-
ability worn by the establishment and
kept in place both by the centralized
control of communication processes and
the traditional canons of free speech.

The balance of power in the formation of
public opinion has been altered by the ad-
vent of television. The society of independent,
rational individuals envisaged by John Stuart
Mill does not exist. The fate of all is bound
up with the interpretation of events given
by the mass media, by the image projected,
and by the political power which results. . . .
In a society with respect for its political in-
stitutions, officials have only to act with decorum
and energy in order to benefit by such respect
and to have their views established as true
until proven false. . . .

What, then, does freedom of speech mean
in a technological society? How can one defend
oneself against McCarthyism on the one hand
and official newspeak on the other? The solu-
tion of the students has been to violate the
taboos of decorum and thus embrace Vice Presi-
dent Humphrey, the CIA, Dow Chemical, and
other enemies in an ugly scene, hoping that the
unpopularity of the radicals will rub off on
those embraced. They want to make the here-
tofore bland and respectable wear that tag
which most alarms American sensibilities: “con-
troversial,”11

Student Stephen Saltonstall of Yale
University views coercive disruption as
the obvious tactic by which “a small con-
centrated minority” group can bring so-
ciety to heel and proposes use of this
tactic by students to “destroy the uni-
versity’s capability to prop up our po-
litical institutions. By stalemating Amer-
ica’s intellectual establishment,” he con-
tinues, “we may be able to paralyze the

11“An  End of Ideology?” Commonuweal,
LXXXVII (March 8, 1968), 681-682.

political establishment as well.” Salton-
stall’s specific recommendations are far-
ranging: “A small, disciplined group of
shock troops could pack classes, break
up drills, and harass army professors. . . .
Students could infiltrate the office staffs
of the electronic accelerators and foreign
policy institutes and hamper their ef-
ficiency. The introduction of a small
quantity of LSD in only five or six gov-
ernment department coffee-urns might
be a highly effective tactic. Students
should prevent their universities from
being used as forums for government
apologists. Public figures like Humphrey
and McNamara, when they appear,
should be subject to intimidation and
humiliation.”12

Some who confront the oppressive
authority seek to transform its repre-
sentatives as well as themselves, working
to wipe out the Manichean world. Such
a stance is typical of the strongly Chris-
tian representatives of the Civil Rights
Movement in this country. But those
who advocate killing the enemy or de-
grading him symbolically act out more
simply and more directly the dynamics
dictated by the sense of radical division.

CONFRONTATION AS A
TOTALISTIC STRATEGY

Part of the attraction of confrontation
is the strong sense of success, so strong
that it may be a can’t-lose strategy. After
all in the Christian text Fanon cites
ironically, “The last shall be first.” The
last shall be first precisely because he is
last. The feeling is that one has no-
where to go but up, that he has nothing
to lose, that after having suffered being
down so long, he deserves to move up.
Aside from the innate logic of the situa-
tion, four reasons for success seem appar-
ent. In them we can imagine the radical
voice speaking.

12 “Toward a Strategy of Disruption,” from
Students and Society, p. 29.
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a. We are already dead. In the world
as it is, we do not count. We make no
difference. We are not persons. “Baby,
it don’t mean shit if T burn in a rebel-
lion, because my life ain’t worth shit.
Dig?”13 There is no mistaking that
idiom, nor the sense behind it. Some
radicals take oaths, changing their
names, considering themselves as dead,
without families, until the revolution
succeeds. It is difficult to cow a dead
orphan.

b. We can be reborn. Having accepted
the evaluation of what is, agreeing to be
the most worthless of things, we can
be reborn. We have nothing to hang
on to. No old identity to stop us from
identifying with a new world, no mat-
ter how horrifying the prospect may
seem at the outset; and a new world
will certainly be born of the fire we
shall create. You, the enemy, on the
other hand, must cling to what is, must
seek to stamp out the flames, and at
best can only end sorrowing at a world
that cannot remain the same. Eventually
you will be consumed.

c. We have the stomach for the fight;
you don’t. Having created the Man-
ichean world, having degraded human-
ity, you are overwhelmed by guilt. The
sense of guilt stops your hand, for what
you would kill is the world you have
made. Every blow you strike is suicide
and you know it. At best, you can fight
only delaying actions. We can strike to
kill for the old world is not ours but
one in which we are already dead, in
which killing injures us not, but pro-
vides us with the chance of rebirth.

d. We are united and understand. We
are united in a sense of a past dead and
a present that is valuable only to turn
into a future free of your degrading
domination. We have accepted our past
as past by willing our future. Since you

13 Quoted by Jack Newfield, “The Biggest

Lab in the Nation,” Life, LXIV (March 8, 1968),
87.

must cling to the past, you have no
future and cannot even understand.

CONFRONTATION AS A
NonN-TortALisTiIc TACTIC

Radical and revolutionary confronta-
tion worries and bleeds the enemy to
death or it engulfs and annihilates him.
The logic of the situation that calls it
forth bids it be total. But undoubtedly
confrontation is brought about by those
who feel only division, not radical di-
vision. For these the forces of good and
evil pop in and out of focus, now clearly
perceived, now not; now identified with
this manifestation of established power
and now that. These radicals may stop
short of revolution because they have
motives that turn them into politicians
who at some point will make practical
moves rather than toss every possible
compromise and accommodation into
the flaming jaws that would destroy the
old order.

Student activists in the New Left
vacillate in their demands between calls
for “destruction” of universities as they
are now known and tactical discussions
of ways of “getting into the system” to
make it more responsive to student
goals.14

Drift toward non-totalistic goals seems
consistent with both the general affluence
of this group and its position as a small
minority in a large student population
generally committed to establishment
goals and values. Tt may also reflect a
latent response to the embarrassment
of affluent students, beneficiaries of the
establishment, who claim the language
and motivations of the truly deprived.!®

14 Students and Society. A full reading of the
conference proceedings reveals clearly this split
among the most vocal and militant of New Left
students.

15 For an analysis of the structure and char-
acteristics of the student left, see Richard E.
Peterson, “The Student Left in American Higher
Education,” Daedalus, XCVIL (Winter 1968),

293-317-
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Similarly, the perception of confronta-
tion as a tactic for prying apart and
thus remodeling the machines of estab-
lished power seems evident in many ad-
herents of the Black Power movement.
In many ways, the power Stokely Car-
michael and Charles V. Hamilton fore-
cast in their book is quite conventional,
drawing analogies from past, thoroughly
American experiences.!6

Finally, one should observe the pos-
sible use of confrontation as a tactic
for achieving attention and an impor-
tance not readily attainable through
decorum. In retiring temporarily from
his task of writing a regular newspaper
column, Howard K. Smith complained
bitterly of a press which inflated Stokely
Carmichael from a “nobody who . . .
had achieved nothing and represented
no one” into “a factor to be reckoned
with.’17 But Carmichael knows, from
bitter experience, the art of confronta-
tion. Martin Luther King writes of meet-
ing a group of small boys while tour-
ing Watts after the riot. “We won!” they
shouted joyously. King says his group
asked them, “How can you say you won
when thirty-four Negroes are dead, your
community is destroyed, and whites are
using the riot as an excuse for inaction?”
The reply was, “We won because we
made them pay attention to us.”’18

Without doubt, for many the act of
confrontation itself, the march, sit-in,
or altercation with the police is enough.
It is consummatory. Through it the
radical acts out his drama of self-asser-
tion and writes in smeary, wordless lan-
guage all over the establishment, “We
know you for what you are. And you
know that we know.” Justifying the

16 Black Power: The Politics of Liberation in
America (New York, 1967), see especially Chap.

B

17 “Great Age of Journalism Gone?” Minneap-
olis Star, February 19, 1968, p. 5B.

18 Where Do We Go From Here: Chaos or
Community? (New York, 1g67), p. 112.

sense of rightness and, perhaps, firing a
sense of guilt in the other is the hopeful
outcome of the many coy confrontations
of some shy radicals.!®

CONFRONTATION AND
RHETORICAL THEORY

We have talked of the rhetoric of con-
frontation, not merely confrontation,
because this action, as diverse as its man-
ifestations may be, is inherently sym-
bolic. The act carries a message. It dis-
solves the lines between marches, sit-
ins, demonstrations, acts of physical vi-
olence, and aggressive discourse. In this
way it informs us of the essential nature
of discourse itself as human action.

The rhetoric of confrontation also
poses new problems for rhetorical the-
ory. Since the time of Aristotle, academic
rhetorics have been for the most part
instruments of established society,
presupposing the “goods” of order, civil-
ity, reason, decorum, and civil or theo-
cratic law. Challenges to the sufficiency
of this theory and its presuppositions
have been few, and largely proposed
either by elusive theologians such as
Kierkegaard or Buber, or by manifestly
unsavory revolutionaries such as Hitler,
whose degraded theories of discourse
seemed to flow naturally from degraded
values and paranoid ambitions.

But the contemporary rhetoric of
confrontation is argued by theorists
whose aspirations for a better world
are not easily dismissed, and whose pas-
sion for action equals or exceeds their
passion for theory. Even if the presup-
positions of civility and rationality un-
derlying the old rhetoric are sound,
they can no longer be treated as self-

19 See Norman Mailer, “The Steps of the
Pentagon,” Harper’s Magazine, CCXXXVI
(March 1968), 47-142 [published in book form
as Armies of the Night (New York, 1968)]. It
may seem difficult to believe but Mailer, who
calls himself a “right radical,” fits our ad-
jectives, coy and shy.
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evident.2? A rhetorical theory suitable to
our age must take into account the
charge that civility and decorumn serve as
masks for the preservation of injustice,
that they condemn the dispossessed to
non-being, and that as transmitted in a
technological society they become the
instrumentalities of power for those who
“have.”

A broader base for rhetorical theory
is also needed if only as a means of
bringing up to date the traditional sta-
tus of rhetoric as a theory of managing
public symbolic transactions. The man-
agerial advice implicit in current theories
of debate and discussion scarcely con-
templates the possibility that respectable
people should confront disruption of
reasonable or customary actions, obscen-
ity, threats of violence, and the like.
Yet the response mechanisms turned to
by those whose presuppositions could
not contemplate confrontation often
seem to complete the action sought by
those who confront, or to confirm their
subjective sense of division from the
establishment. The use of force to get
students out of halls consecrated to
university administration or out of holes
dedicated to construction projects seems

20 Herein lies a major problem for rhetorical
theory. In a sense Haiman's essay (note 2) is
a defense of these values accepting the respon-
sibility implied by his analysis which shows
a significant case made by the very existence of
“A Rhetoric of the Streets” which demands a
rebuttal. Burgess’ essay (note 2) sees Black
Power as a unique method of forcing conven-

tional thought to take seriously its own cri-
terion of rationality.

to confirm the radical analysis that the
establishment serves itself rather than
justice. In this sense, the confronter who
prompts violence in the language or
behavior of another has found his col-
laborator. “Show us how ugly you really
are,” he says, and the enemy with dogs
and cattle prods, or police billies and
mace, complies. How can administrators
ignore the insurgency of those commit-
ted to jamming the machinery of what-
ever enterprise is supposed to be on-
going? Those who would confront have
learned a brutal art, practiced sometimes
awkwardly and sometimes skillfully,
which demands response. But that art
may provoke the response that con-
firms its presuppositions, gratifies the
adherents of those presuppositions, and
turns the power-enforced victory of
the establishment into a symbolic victory
for its opponents.

As specialists interested in communi-
cation, we who profess the field of rhet-
oric need to rcad the rhetoric of con-
frontation, seek understanding of its
presuppositions, tactics, and purposes,
and seek placement of its claim against
a just accounting of the presuppositions
and claims of our tradition. Often as we
read and reflect we shall see only gro-
tesque, childish posturings that vaguely
act out the deeper drama rooted in rad-
ical division. But even so, we shall under-
stand more, act more wisely, and teach
more usefully if we open ourselves to
the fundamental meaning of radical con-
frontation.
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