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RHETORICAL CRITICISM
AND INTERTEXTUALITY

Patricia K. TULL

hetorical criticism, like many forms of biblical interpretation, is

understood in a wide variety of ways by scholars of both the Hebrew

Scriptures and the New Testament. This variety in approaches is
related not only to the diverse kinds of writings in the Bible, but also to
scholarly differences in understanding the nature of language itself. These
differences reflect deep divisions that have arisen in recent discussions in
the wider field of literature and literary criticism, divisions often having to
do with whether, and to what extent, a text may be viewed as a single whole,
relatively self-contained, or whether a text must be viewed in relation to its
surroundings. Some critics attend primarily to stylistic features or rhetorical
devices of the text itself, while others attend in various ways to factors that
lie beyond the immediate text. These factors may include the text’s having
been situated in a dissonant rhetorical environment, the stances that the
text anticipates and attempts to address in its audience, and even the text’s
interactions with subsequent Teaders and environments unanticipated by
the author. Because relationships among texts are so central to many forms
of rhetorical criticism, this chapter will include a discussion of the develop-
ment in current literary theory known as “intertextuality.”

Rhetoric as a Historical Category

From classical times until the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
thetoric was considered the foundation of Western education. Among ancient
Greeks, thetoric was the art of effective communication, often particularized
as persuasive public speech. Various handbooks teaching rhetorical technique
began to appear by the fifth century B.c.E. In the late fourth century B.C.E.,
Aristotle cataloged types of rhetoric (judicial, epideictic, deliberative),
modes of persuasion (logos, ethos, pathos), and steps in the compositional
process (invention, arrangement, style, memory, and delivery). His struc-
tures became the basis for the teaching of rhetoric for many centuries.
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This tradition passed into the Roman world, was developed particularly
by Cicero in the first century B.C.E. and in turn deeply influenced many
Christian patristic writers who had themselves been educated in the rhetor-
ical tradition. Most notable among these was Augustine, who in his On
Christian Doctrine borrowed from Cicero to develop his own theory of
Christian thetoric, and interpreted the letters of Paul as having drawn upon
classical rhetorical style. '

The subject of rhetoric developed throughout the Middle Ages. The cate-
gory of “style” in particular became a subject of great interest as rhetoricians
amassed lengthy lists of stylistic devices and ornaments intended to beautify
speech. As the Enlightenment progressed, however, interest in rhetoric
declined. This was partly due to the increasing focus on style to the neglect
of argumentation, which led to a view of thetoric as chiefly ornamental.

The downfall of thetoric was due primarily, however, to the rise of scien-
tific inquiry and the consequent drive to view knowledge as founded upon
observable fact rather than upon logic or persuasion. Whereas classical
thetorical studies had always preserved the insight that language “invented”
(or in more recent terminology, “constructed”) perceptions of reality, during
the Enlightenment scientific language came to be privileged as referential
speech conveying certain knowledge about a world objectively perceived.
Nonscientific language was relegated to categories of poetry, self-expression,
and propaganda (thus the modern phrase, which the ancients would not
have understood: “mere rhetoric”). Rhetoric came to be understood as a
subcategory describing the stylistic features of language that were subjective
or persuasive, and therefore inferior to scientific language. As a result, by
the beginning of this century rhetoric had been dropped from university
curricula altogether or relegated to courses on writing skills offered by
English departments to college freshmen.

No more than a generation after its demise, thetoric began to be resur-
rected by theorists such as Chaim Perelman, Kenneth Burke, I. A. Richards,
and Richard Weaver. These scholars sought to restore the term “rhetoric”
to its ancient fullness as characteristic of all speech, not merely the poetic
and ornamental. Yet whereas classical rhetoric concentrated on prescrip-
tions for effective speaking, the “new rhetoric,” as it is called, deals more
broadly with theories of discourse and epistemology, investigating the rela-
tionships among language, persuasion, knowledge, and social control.

Many have attended to the question left open by ancient rhetoricians
regarding the nature of the links between language and knowledge. In
doing so, they have come to view rhetoric and persuasion as inherent in all
forms of communication—as the means by which common understanding
and knowledge are both achieved and transformed within a society.
This has allowed the critique of forms of discourse that purport to be
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nonrhetorical, universal statements, and has led to a recognition of speech
as inevitably value-laden. Naturally this work has involved investigations
not only of scientific and political language but also of religious truth claims.

In addition, great emphasis has been placed on the dialogical interaction
of language with its rhetorical contexts. . A. Richards, for instance,
claimed that words are meaningful only within a wider discourse (not in iso-
lation), and that people understand them only in reference to their previous
experiences of the same expressions. When contexts change, interpretation
is altered. These concepts developed by twentieth-century rhetoricians are

crucial for understanding the range of studies that fall under the umbrella of
thetorical criticism in biblical studies.

Rhetoric as Literary Artistry

The entrance of the term “thetorical criticism” into biblical studies is
related only indirectly to the fortunes of the discipline of rhetoric. The birth
of interest in rhetorical criticism in biblical studies arose not from a revival
of classical rhetoric or interaction with the “new thetoric,” but from dissat-
isfaction with historical criticism of the Bible.

James Muilenburg was a form critic whose interest in the particular com-
{positional structure of individual Old Testament texts led him to look
beyond what he perceived as limitations in the practice of form criticism. In
his presidential address at the annual meeting of the Society of Biblical
Literature in 1968, Muilenburg pointed out that in their quest to analyze
texts according to catalogs of conventional speech genres, form critics had
neglected the texts’ own unique qualities.! As an antidote to this problem
he suggested that “the circumspect scholar will not fail to supplement his
form-critical analysis with a careful inspection of the literary unit in its pre-
cise and unique formulation.” i

Muilenburg emphasized analysis of the structural patterns of literary units
and discernment of “the many and various devices by which the predications
are formulated and ordered into a unified whole.” Although he frequently
used the term “stylistics” to describe this enterprise, he adopted the term
“thetorical criticism” as an overall designation for his proposed program.*
Muilenburg called attention to chiasms and inclusios, repetition of key
words, strophic structure, repetitions of particles and vocatives, and thetori-
cal questions, all of which contributed to his perception of Hebrew poetry as
unified and carefully wrought, “often with consummate skill and artistry.”’

While Muilenburg himself viewed rhetorical criticism as a subcategory of
form criticism, his suggestions lent official sanction and voice to a movement
already gestating within biblical studies. This new trend worked toward a
kind of literary analysis that was completely different from what previous

[
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generations of Old Testament scholars had meant by “literary criticisn;”“( ihat
is, source criticism—see chapter 2), but. much nearer to the sortSo d'c ose%
reading” that had been practiced in English departm‘.ents for years. tl;l ies od
the stylistic, aesthetic features of biblicalh texts prollfera}ted very rapidly an
came to be known variously as literary criticism, narrative c1:1F1Cf1sm, poetics,
and, especially among followers of Muilenburg, rhej:orlcal criticism. .
Such work took many of its cues from the earlier, p.arall.el movement 13
secular literary analysis known as “New Critic}sm,” which S}mllarly res1sted
appeal to factors beyond a text such as historical or :eluthorlal context, an
gave close attention to the text’s structural and styhspc features. Many prac-
titioners of the new literary criticism in biblical studies followed New Critics

. e
e

in taking a polemical stance against historical criticism and excluding frf)m
their discussion all factors lying beyond the immediate text. Extremists

among these critics would view the field of biblical studies as bifurcated into
a diachronic and synchronic polarity. o

As a result of Muilenburg’s description of it in terms of styhst.lcs, r}'xetor—
ical criticism is still viewed in many circles as syponymous with literary
criticism.® This is particularly true in studies of Hebrew scriptures. Several
of Muilenburg’s students, most notably Phyllis Trible and .]ack Lunc?bo‘m,
have refined and clarified the enterprise of rhetorical analysis, each building

is insights in differing ways. .

upc')Ir'rlil}:llles, f01:g instance, has gwritten Rhetorical Criticism: Context., Method,
and the Book of Jonah, an entire book describing and exemplifying her
method.” The foundation of her method is this statement, adapFed frf)m
Muilenburg: “Proper articulation of form-content yields proper artlculat.lon
of meaning.” Stressing the organic unity of form and content, §he descnb.es
close reading of the parts and whole of a text as full rhetonc:al aljlaly515.
Trible does not bracket out the findings of historical-critical, soc1ol.o.g1f:a1, or
intertextual analysis when they are useful, but views rhetorical.crltmsrln as
focusing primarily on an “intrinsic reading” of the text. .In her instructions
for rhetorical study of a text, Trible recommends attention to these. clletaﬂS
of textual construction: the beginning and ending of the text; repetition of
words, phrases, and sentences; types of discourse; design and structure; plot
development; character portrayals; syntax; particles. . .

Jack Lundbom’s 1973 dissertation, Jeremiah: A Study in Ancient He.brew
Rhetoric,® was republished in 1997 along with an introductory essay, written
in 1991, entitled “Rhetorical Criticism: History, Method and Use in tbe
Book of Jeremiah.”!° In his essay Lundbom attends not only to the' wor.k.of
Muilenburg but also to the discipline of thetoric as developed in universities
in the past century. In his estimation, “the Muilenburg program appears
somewhat narrow™! in comparison with the rhetorical criticism gractlced
in the universities, since it does not concern itself with the audience or
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work on the biblical text,” Lundbom comments, making the enterprise
“little more than an exercise in textual description.”"

The dissertation itself, which is not revised in the 1997 edition, exam-
ines instances of inclusio and chiasm in the book of Jeremiah and discusses
in depth the structure of these stylistic devices. Occasionally these discus-
sions include consideration of a passage’s function in Jeremiah’s thetoric, or
the possible effects of the thetoric on Jeremiah’s audience. Although antic-
ipating the shift to the more audience-oriented discussion of rhetoric that
Wwas soon to come, Lundbom’s work on Jeremiah concentrates, in the
Muilenburg style, primarily on stylistic concerns.

Muilenburg’s impact upon biblical studies cannot be overestimated. His
1956 commentary on Isaiah 40-66 drew much-needed attention to the lit-
erary coherence, aesthetic beauty, and structured argumentation of texts
that in the hands of other interpreters were being characterized as artless
deposits of layers of untidy tradition, awaiting sophisticated and method-
ologically obscure systems of sorting to rescue them from their own
redactors.” Muilenburg’s thorough familiarity with historical criticism
through a lifetime of study enabled him to articulate its shortcomings in
convincing ways.

Moreover, the very fact that a well-respected form critic and president of
the SBL would point out the excesses of his own discipline and suggest such
new directions conferred much-needed legitimation upon. literary interests.
This legitimation facilitated the acceptance of methods that attended to the
biblical texts themselves, leading to a sense of literary appreciation and even
pleasure that could be shared by nonspecialists and scholars alike. Ironically,
Muilenburg’s use of the term “rhetorical criticism” to refer to stylistic analy-
sis reflected the very reduction that had helped signal rhetoric’s eclipse in

earlier centuries. Still, his reintroduction of the concept of rhetoric into bib-
lical studies soon directed attention both to classical rhetoric and to the
work of twentieth-century rhetorical theorists.

Rhetoric as Persuasion

According to Aristotle, rhetoric is “the faculty of observing in any given
case the available means of persuasion.”™ Muilenburg’s use of the term
“rhetorical criticism” has inspired many biblical scholars to reexamine such
classical definitions of rhetoric. Consequently, many have begun to direct
attention to the hortatory nature of much of the Bible—that is, its effort to
persuade audiences not merely to appreciate the aesthetic power of its
language but, even more importantly, to act and think according to its
norms. Thus while rhetorical critics often begin with textual, literary

persuasive qualities of speech. “Most of the effort is expended doing close

P
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uestions reminiscent of the approaches of the Muilenburg school, many
q

: . . « 5 1
also inquire about the ways in which a text “establishes and manages its

relationship to its audience in order to achieve a particular effect.’.’” -
George Kennedy summarizes the task of New Testament rhet.orlcah C::T;ltl—
cism as follows: Rhetorical criticism “takes the te'x.t as we have it, w ef er
the work of a single author or the producf o.f editing, and. lpoks at llt rorg
the point of view of the author’s or editor’s intent, the umﬁed_ re’s’llx6 tIs, ;caln
how it would be perceived by an audience of near contemporaries.” In ¢ 151
tinction from methods that bracket historical settlpg, this form of rhetorica
criticism draws attention to the contexts in whllch texts arose and were
read. Scholars who view rhetorical criticism in this way are génerally more
attentive to classical formulations of thetoric. Consequently, like many tra-
ditional interpreters from Augustine on, several cont.emporgry scholars
understand patts of the New Testament as having been dxrc?ctl.y mformefl;l by
Greek and Roman rhetorical practices. Others do not posit dlreFt relation-
ships to classical rhetoric, but unders;and it to provide categories that are
T assessing a text’s persuasive features.
useélel:offge Kenne%iy beginf his book on rhetorical criticis.m of .the Ne;v
Testament by differentiating his approach from those who investigate styl-
istics. He emphasizes the orality and linearity of biblic.al tesz as well as the
particularities of religious rhetoric (characterized by .lmmedlacy, 'metaphor
and imagery, absoluteness and urgency, and authoritative t.ruth claims rather
than the logic of inference). In his opinion, the wnte.rs of the New
Testament may not have received formal training in rheFonc, but t.hey had
enough cultural contact with a world dominated by classical rhetorical edu-
cation to be aware of its norms and practices. Moreover, because t‘he
classical formulations were intended to describe not merely Greek practice
but all thetorical categories humanly available, they are apt templates for
analysis of texts from all over the world, including the Blble.' . .
For Kennedy, thetorical analysis involves, first, a determination of t e
rhetorical unit to be studied; and second, a determination of the rhetorl.cal
situation, that is, the condition or situation that invited this utterance, with
the particular problem that the author is seeking to overcome. Nex.t c<1)1mes
study of the material’s arrangement and -its stylistic devices, and finally, a
review of the unit’s success in addressing the rhetorical problem.'Kennedy
and others who draw from the classics in analyzing biblical rhet9r1§ tend to
focus primarily on the displays of persuasive 'mtentionahtyf w1t}.1m t(:.l).(Fs.
Sensitivity is shown to the text’s strategies of argumentation (including
stylistic devices) and to the ways in which the author,. through thg text,
posits, persuades, and even rhetorically manipulates the intended audlenc.e.
Yehoshua Gitay, in his discussion of Second Isaiah, follons Kennedy 1r;
paying close attention to classical models."” For Gitay, rhetoric is the art o
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pragmatic persuasion—that is, persuasion with a specific pragmatic goal in

mind. In his analysis of each of ten units in [saiah 4048, Gitay follows clas-
sical categories closely, not because he thinks the prophet employed them,
but because he sees them as useful for examining and evaluating rhetoric.
Each section of Gitay’s work begins with structural arguments for viewing a
particular passage as a rhetorical unit, Next he analyzes the unit on the basis
of its invention, organization, and stylistic features, Many of the details he
notes are similar to concerns raised by Muilenburg, but Gitay’s focus on
pragmatic persuasion leads him to inquire into the intended effects of
Second Isaiah’s arguments on its audience.

Though he does not appeal to classical categories, Meir Sternberg also
sets out to demonstrate the persuasive strategies of biblical authors in rela-
tion to their intended audiences.!® Sternberg’s work on narrative, in which
he seeks to describe the unique narrative rules governing the Hebrew Bible,
displays literary virtuosity in its intricate assessment of the aims and effects
of narrative details. In Sternberg’s view, the author not only persuades but
actually manipulates the audience into accepting certain views of the sto-
ties and the characters within them. The narratives display “foolproof
composition”; that is, they are created in such a way as to make it “virtually
impossible to counterread” them.! Readers’ responses are controlled by the
narrator throughout the reading process.

'To Sternberg, biblical narrative is regulated by three principles coexisting
in “tense complementarity” with one another: ideology, historiography, and
aesthetics. Although one might conclude that these principles would drive
the discourse in contradictory directions, Sternberg is convinced that the
Bible’s ideology is reinforced and underscored by its aesthetic choices, In
Sternberg’s view, the most important rhetorical goal of biblical narrative is
to inculcate in its readers a divine system of norms: By appearing to serve
the readers, the narrator seeks the readers’ subjugation to God and God’s
ways. In intricate retellings of biblical stories in which every word and every
silence counts, Sternberg shows how the reader is ineluctably drawn into the
narrator’s ideological orbit—that is, if the reader first lays aside his or her
own opinions to “play by the Bible’s rules of communication,”% '

As the authors of The Postmodern Bible point out, however, most readers
do not easily lay aside their own opinions.” When Sternberg labors to
demonstrate that the biblical narrator has shown Levi and Simeon in a sym-
pathetic light even as they were slaughtering the Shechemites (Genesis 34),

these critics observe that Sternberg

puts forth his formidable powers of persuasion to persuade us
(Sternberg’s readers) that the biblical narrator is a skillful persuader
who puts forth his own formidable powers to persuade us (readers of
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Genesis) to side with the sons. But if the narrator ‘is $0 rhetoncez}ly;

eﬂe:; 1, why are there so many readers he has failed to persuade?
D s ’at lzast the suspicion that the one who wants to persuade
;l;zzreerslf)f Genesis 34 to take a certain view is not the biblical narra-

tor, but Sternberg himself.”

. . . X intent
Sternberg’s equating of his own interpretation with the r}arrator s :n sues,
ive i i i ints to some important is
intent with narrative effect, po :
b ddressed by analysis of the text alone.
i i iticism that cannot be addressed by .
inthetorical exegetical method) is not
i i iticism (or for that matter any . no
First, thetorical cri or : ooy exegerical method) s e
i iticism; i o a kind of rhetoric.
imply a kind of criticism; it is ’ . it
su:leiz,ial to take seriously the thetorical, persuasive, vahlle—laden Fatsuéxerds
% i i also ourselve: -
e are analyzing, we are .
iscourse. The very practice w ' A
filSC since any stance that an interpreter takes concirlmng }rfle tf:xthls 13
ne ing the Bible as rhetoric shou
i Those of us studying the
ure a thetorical stance. g : T d
1i)uej‘t‘aware of the persuasion that we are practicing as we “present” the p
ive i i iblical writers.
ive interaction of biblical .
suagecond the very fact that interpreters must worlc<1 hard to d[ier.sclllaac}er:;gers
’ e ide
ir vi ke it clear that not all readers are
of their views should ma i re e the deal reacers
jecti ert and obedient
rojecting, nor even the a der
e e i ibing the effects of a bibli-
i had in mind. In describing ,
the actual writer may have :
cal text upon audiences, Gitay and Sternberg reconstruct frottix1 ttxe t’Sgnsuacls’
within the text an intended, or authorial, audlencel,la.{\d ass;ss e Zxon o
is i i o agre
i i deal audience. Other scholars w on |
e i e ot i ture of biblical texts
i dience-directed and persuasive na '
piiiapiurr i d paths to rhetorical
i i diences or unobstructed pa
do not posit such obedient au ' ccorcal
success ;;xccording to them, no text, not even the B}llble, enters an tliecr)n oit
: i ven in
i iti tantly to be filled. Rather, e
ical vacuum waiting expec e even in the most
issi in the readers closest to the au
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i i and demands
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texts, texts meet assumptions, e g
icipated. Echoes of the claims
authors could not have anticip nd 12 e of
i text. Its words, forms,
i texts compete with the new ‘
previouwly heard i in other texts, and this
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makes them understandable. e
texts by means of these particulars are also what color, bend, and even det
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e what is heard in the next ‘ R
In other words, many scholars see thetoric as an open, dmlogl:l:alilm;er
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ice, filled with ideological commitmen: ‘
textually laden practice, fi o ond charges.
i i d structure of biblical passag ‘
Without neglecting the style an i : o
persuasive elements, many rhetorical critics als.fo atte?dh to g(s/t::}imytlhng
i t immediately in front of them.
beyond the boundaries of the tex . in this
caZegory are interpreters with widely diverse methods, goals, and gh
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ing blocks of previous texts.
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come to this book on biblical interpretation, for instance, they come with a

previously developed concept of what it means to read the Bible. They
understand that the Bible is to be studied and interpreted, that study of the
Bible occurs in complex and systematic ways, and that total strangers are
engaging in similar enough processes with similar enough goals that reading
their suggestions could be useful. More basically, they come with the knowl-
edge of how to open a book and begin to read, of how to associate certain
squiggles on the page with certain sounds and concepts and how to associ-
ate squiggles that have no known association with the same squiggles in a
dictionary. In other words, we all approach books (or any text, whether
written or oral) filled with presuppositions and associations based upon pre-
vious experience, without which a new book would be as indecipherable as
the rows of wedged-shaped indentations on an ancient Sumerian tablet.2?
Similarly, all new texts, including this one, are formed from the building
blocks of other texts—from the use of previously learned words to the
restating of information received from elsewhere to the direct quoting, with
citation, of other books.

This property of texts, that is, their inseparability from associations with °
other texts, is known as “intertextuality.” In a general sense, intertextuality
simply refers to the interconnections among texts. These connections can
be as general and indirect as shared language, or sound as specific and direct
as the footnoted quotation of one text in another.

What makes intertextuality interesting, however, is that the shared webs
of meaning and association that enable communication between people are
never fully and completely shared. Five people in a room simultaneously
hearing the word “rhetoric” may all have heard something intelligible, but
may each, because of different previous associations, have heard something
different. Even the concept of intertextuality itself is subject to such dispute:
Some associate it with general, untraceable intelligibility; others with direct,
traceable literary borrowing or allusion. Still others (including myself) view

it as a phenomenon that manifests itself on all levels from the general and
untraceable to specific quoting.

Thus, even with a shared term, tension arises over how it ought to be
used, who is right, and to which authorities (intertextually related texts)
appeal will be made. Rhetoric begins with the reality of shared texts—it is
not possible without them—but it arises because texts are not fully shared.
It arises in the desire to make one’s own internalized text (one’s own view

of the subject) a text that an audience will internalize as well. ’

This brings us back to the issue of how rhetorical criticism is understood.
In the opinion of some, many of the forms of rhetorical criticism we have
considered so far fail to take seriously enough what it means to call texts and
their intertextual environments “rhetorical.” In an attempt to delimit the
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it i alize its
hange messages with other utterances; it is not abl.e t;) ;Eh e i
eanc stylistic implications in a relationship with glem, iti g
. . . X
thaust itself in its own single hermetic context

task of interpretation, these approaches analyze texts as if they were self.
contained depositories of information that, if appropriately received by
audiences (that is, received in the way the current interpreter recejves
them), would persuade of their beauty and truth or, in other words, would
be rhetorically effective,

But if thetorical contexts influence both writing and reading, considera-
tion of texts in isolation from the thetorical contexts of authors and readers
yields interpretation thar is truncated and incomplete, maybe even irrele-
vant. In fact, to ignore one’s own thetorical context is to offer interpretation

) o ing that when
In other words, Bakhtin accuses literary critics of assumgllgl;iform -
c? s read, communication proceeds in a simple, d1rect., artl or contribute
reader ’ d t protest agains
. ader does not p
ext to reader: The re r recalled b
frorgh; to the text, no other texts are appealed to by t}tl}? teXtdcl)er’s interpres—,
51151 reader, and the text itself is the only inﬂ.uence otll e rce:the e
: n. In ’sum the text is assumed to speak llsn mono ogttle o oo o
tation. g . Bakhti 1s attention to
akhtin ca
ition to such assumptions, ; intertextual
OPPOSI:ort of dialogue is operative. All three are pOlgtS ’T‘fh:}irst s the
| Somlfange affecting the text and its reception by the rea e:t rances already
eX(i:stence of a variety of other, foreign, even competing ::lhaet attach them.
ex . i ich the text enters,
. t into whic
nt in the environmen . . second, an
prleSe to the subject about which the text wishes to speak; tgf tteraI,].CCS
. ul
selves 1 dialogism operating within the text as it rf:sponds to ! e reranees
oo vironment; and the third, the active, sometimes competing resp
in its emn ]

of the audience.

posing questions, and benefits from both imagination and disciplined
analytical skills. In order to describe ways in which the insights of intertex.-

tuality may affect biblical interpretation, I will draw upon the work of
Russian theorist Mikhaj] Bakhtin.

Mikhail Bakhtin’s Dialogism

Julia Kristeva, who first coined the term “intertextuality” to describe the
intrinsic interrelationship of texts, credited Bakhtin with introducing this
concept into literary theory. Addressing the previously puzzling question of
the stylistic qualities of prose fiction, Bakhtin suggested that novelistic
prose is characterized by its dialogical quality—that is, the propensity of

i ' i ironment
Dialogue in the Text’s Rhetorical Envi

i i ” is the situ-
According to George Kennedy, the “rhetorical environment 1th:hkhtin,s
ccordin, : : Vet
tion that ca%ls forth the text; it is the question seeking alil ansf\:;;r - Bakhiinls
n i i i re complex,
i al environment is mo: .
standing of rhetoric ' ‘ it involves
under tin, miwers to the same question, competing 'cons;ruct ons of the
Comvaer%t competing views of the same world, dtfferm%1 c araicées o
Sarclimvaluati’ons of the same idea, and a profusion of other vo
an

speaking before the text adds its voice:
for describing prose fiction has been found equally applicable to literature in N L and its cbiect, becween the wordand the speking
o e : r |
e S Bebt'w:: nthe:e‘:?(ists an elastic environment of other, alien worctls t;l;ftil:
e . . .
iﬁe]san’le object, the same theme, and this is an environmen
n difficult to penetrate. . . . .. .
Oft;ndeed any concrete discourse (utterance) finds the obj
)

i in wi ifications
hich it was directed already as it were overlain with qualifications,
whic

Stylistics has been . . . completely deaf to dialogue. A literary work has
been conceived by stylistics as if it were a hermetic and self-sufficient
whole, one whose elements constitute a closed system presuming
nothing beyond themselves, no other utterances. . . . From the point

of view of stylistics, the artistic work as a whole—whatever that whole
might be—is g self-sufficient and closed authorial monologue, one

text of a given self-sufficient and hermetic utterance, imprisoning it,
as it were, in the dungeon of a single context; it is not able to

to dispute, charged with value, already enve.loped 1r(; a&;)lvilcalgé
?pet;ist—or on the contrary, by the “light” of alien wo}r1 sith ¢ have
:l]rgeady been’spoken about it. It is entangle(;i, shot throggacvgems ared
i i j ents an .
ints of view, alien value ju dgme : ;
tholnlig}clltisr’ecgce)d toward its object, enters a dialogically agltatzd a1;1<ei nt;r;6
:ilsrrl—%illed environment of alien words, value judgments and ac .
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For Bakhtin, then, the rhetorical environment is the plurality of other
discourse—not simply the plurality of questions but the plurality of other
answers. Nor can it be thought of as the plurality of wrong discourse, for if
these other voices were not in some measyre persuasive there would be no
need for the new voice to compete with them, declaring them unpersuasive,
Thus before a discourse begins to describe its object, that object is already
in the midst of being described and imagined in other ways, some slightly
different, some extremely different. To reflect on the object of this very
chapter, if T had been able to declare the first word ever uttered on rhetori-
cal criticism, I could have assigned it 5 single definition—my definition, the
definition—and it would have been Persuasive, because there would be no
other contestants, But alas, before [ began writing, “rhetorical criticism” was

a term already subject to dispute, overlain with differing definitions and
characterizations, charged with the values of diachronic and synchronic
exegesis, enveloped in the obscuring mist of diverse allegiances: some claim-
ing descent from form criticism, some claiming cohesion with Aristotle,
others declaring fidelity to Muilenburg, and still others desiring to clear the
field and start over.

The disputed rhetorical environment surrounding many biblica] texts,
especially in the Hebrew scriptures, is difficult for ys to perceive because we
no longer have access to many of the voices to which these texts were
responding. Nevertheless, the idea of rhetorical environment has been

Fishbane pays particular attention to Chronicles as an exegetical revision of
Samuel-Kings, reflecting later practices and sensibilities.?” I, his view,
Chronicles was not meant to supplement but to replace Samuel-Kings as a
depiction of history. But modern readers with access to both texts can
understanding of the Chronicler’s rhetorica] agenda. Transformations in
divine speech—for example, from “go before me” (1 Kings 8:25) to “go in
my Torah” (2 Chron. 6:16)—show a concern to present the postexilic idea]

inaccurate revisionist history, inferior to the text upon which it depended.
Such dismissals were related to a nineteenth-century preference for the
“original” and disdain for writings that were clearly derivative. Byt as

i 16
Rhetorical Criticism )

. - ¢
Fishbane pointed out, Samuel-Kings was a pI-OdiltlsCt ;);z:zizt;;a(l) frzrgsorisl lc()e
'pI'CViOL'lS il to:i) f amj)r::s sifsir(l)irlzleparlllsier)l:tsl—r-l-SarP;mel—Kings isa derivatli.ve
ChrOﬂlCleSfaI_‘ ufl y t is not the mere fact that these books used ear ier
- What N :gm allcalrrlx which earlier material was used for a new rhectlog—
el ot ; . wleZs pertinent to say that the texts are influenced by
B s 1<S:1 ore accurate to note the ways in which the new t}el).(ts
B its oot n;Lnaterial establishing a complex system ef relatxol}s d1ps
et prevwl;sement pa’rtial agreement, and reformul?tlon. IBn his d;sli
o ofcf)r? Sc:;lffr:e’ :vgcrb of relz’ltionships among woliks of a;t, hglgc]};]a;;:ilcalaf::ts ”
o i reutilization that applies
Corlllcci(r:ltsr;a‘:i:: it)t:rfsgllcllre‘is“c:irk of art, he says, a new work may
well.

d resort to, avail oneself of, appropriate from, have.recoursi Ez,
Tapt, i d st;md refer to, pick up, take on, engage v;{lt}}, reacli ,
adape m;?m e;riate or,leself from, assimilate oneself to, a551m1}ate, align
quZ::ifd\tvi:}ielclzopy, address, paraphrase, absorb, make a vag;atf;r(;:t,
o ’ travesty, parody,
revwe,dFomim;:t’errjlmti(,ie}es?s?’siterrlglllilfa;:e’reconstitzlte, elaborate on,
fmml’ ISthf:te’ up to, master, subvert, perpetuate, reduce, T}?-:Et;
f:s‘;i;lc)l’ to, transform, tackle. . . . Everyone will be able to thi

others.2®

i icler’s reutilization of Samuel-Kings
More?Yer’ 'the Clalrtletz,s ‘ittlllfe (;irsc::lﬁe;; inner-biblical trfmsformati.orés
o when s mterpr:)r text no longer exists or has not been directly copied,
NI ;1 precutrs what can be learned by attending to such transforina—
nd helps st ust s(::ction will show, even markers within tesz can be clues
Eiortlllse?}jett};iig:lxstruggle the author is engaging and attempting to win.
0

Dialogism within Texts

. . . el’
One of the Chronicler’s techniques in reshaping the story in Samu

Xp p ematic mater al SuC]Z). Oty O heba
K S was to € uIlge Iob]. 1al, as l'he st fBathS
mg

i i e of the precursor text, the existence oii that
oo Una:ih‘ f\W tlst}i::etrlilel;o)llseécilfn would I1')10t have been kr‘xown. Ur‘ld'emabl;cri
oy o }? : isions occurred during -the long centuries of wntu;% .2111_13
et ‘Sucth o h which the Bible came into existence. AS 1 Chron: x : >
indicates (come re 2 Sam. 11:1-12:31), materials may dlsapp.ear withou
e (i)ompa laced by other materials that tell a very different stoxi?':
With andS N ::EKings we would not be aware of some of the less compli
rerellt'}:Z:; vi::zls of King David that circulated in ancient Judah. .
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the conventions of artist
detected in the text’s own
into this rhetorica] environ

, that shape and define a text

;l;ﬁ: worfn.il,l dcilrected toward its object, enters a d
lon-filled environme i
nt of alien word j
accents, weaves in and el e dgments and
out of complex int, lati i it
e, w . errelationships, m, i
) Is from others, intersects with yet a third groi;)' afliigeilw}llth
: all this

ialogically agitated and

ayers, may co;

]

the form of quotations:

Now therefore hear
who sit securely,

wh“o say in your hearr,
I am, and there s no one besides me-

I'shall not sit as o widow e

or know the loss of children”_

this, you lover of pleasures,
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_ both these things shall come upon you
in a moment, in one day:
the loss of children and widowhood. . .
(Isa. 47:8-9a, NrsV)

But Zion said, “The Lorp has forsaken me,

my Lord has forgotten me.”
Can a woman forget her nursing child,

or show no compassion for the child of her womb?
Even these may forget, '

yet I will not forget you.
(Isa. 49:14-15, NrsV)

In these passages, the prophet is quoting the symbolic figures “Virgin
Daughter Babylon” and “Daughter Zion.” Their words can in no wise be
understood as representing the prophet’s own understanding; rather, these
figures are given voice in order to sharpen the contrast with the divine
words that follow. Furthermore, since both of these female entities are sym-
bolic figures, it should be clear that the prophet is projecting imaginative,
not actual, conversations between God and these women. Yet through dia-
logue the prophet presents what he apparently considers fair representations
of the (faulty) opinions of groups represented by these figures: that is, real
Babylonians and real Judeans. In this way, competing interpretations of cur-
rent events are highlighted, organized, and placed in relation to the
prophet’s own message. Over against any claims to the contrary, YHWH’s
ascendancy over Babylonian arrogance is asserted; YHWH’s sustained
attention to Jerusalem is affirmed.®

Narrative can also contain internal dialogism, reflecting a disputed enwi-
ronment. The words and attitudes of characters, even if they are
fictionalized, reflect words and attitudes encountered in the author’s world.
Giving these characters voice and body in a story, the author is able to com-
ment upon their words and attitudes using the narrator, the other
characters, or the chain of circumstances that befall them. For instance, in
Luke 16:19-30, Jesus tells a story to illustrate his dire warning to those who
“were lovers of money” and “ridiculed him” (16:14). The parable of the rich
man and Lazarus enables Jesus to comment indirectly upon his opponents
by casting them as the ones doomed to torment. On yet another level the
parable enables the author of Luke to comment upon those in the authorial
context who are wealthy detractors of the faithful. The rich man’s own
words, directly quoted, allow readers to gaze ironically upon his arrogance,
as he continues to assume—even in Hades—that Lazarus’s purpose in life
and in death is to serve him and his five brothers. Through the voice of
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and thetorically overblown description of Job’s future should he repent of
o

whatever sins he has commi
tted, Job says, “No d
whate: he has tred, » No doubt you are the
here:v]l*s}c]leomtl d:e with you (:Iob 12:1). Note the complexity of di;;(ejof;le’
o narr o; § OWn viewpoint is communicated through Job’s anguifhl:i1
» Which echoes and magnifies his tormenters’ pompous message °

with the poetic dialogue of the rest of the book not only in genre but
so

in linguistic isticati
gu sophistication and, more surprisingly, in theological outlook, -

: ne voice gEts most Cf t‘he lules ’ et dle Cth‘eI 15 allo W ed to be n aIld’ more
’ g
lInpOl' talltly, to eIld t}le stor y- Iogedlel dlese voices create teIlSlOIlS for th.ose
H?lng to deCIde “Ilat .]Ob 15 tnlaus sas ln'g' Ih'ougll Itis teﬂlptln'g to tU to
COllapse tllese tenSlCIlS Into one dcnlulzult Hlessage, :aICl I ]e“scnn llas Sy,
g

M : ,
serio:srllg :}iledrisz'lesl}?ve pointed c?ut the profit to be gained from takin,
on Judges reveals(]):;glfﬁ thlsst?nance \'mthin biblical books. Mieke Bal’s worl%
and the continuino o e v1'olence in the social order that the book reflects
ignore and har: tgo inclination, egem‘plified by scholarly commentaries, to
against women. 3 [n f}fg ::atteh::hés viflefn oy Particularly as it i eXpres’sed
ing the danger-filled experieZces of (r):al :)VOJ[‘::ieS becomes a miror reflect-
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Dialogism in the Audience

- The presence of many differing voices and opinions in a text’s environ-
=nt not only necessitates that the author engage and manage these voices,

Lt also that audiences themselves, even before coming to the text, are
lready managing and organizing a variety of perspectives and pronounce-

ents upon the same subject. Effective orators anticipate this process and
e obstacles it may create within their listeners. Preachers, for instance,

<hould be aware that their sermons on the Prodigal Son are likely to be the
twentieth or thirtieth their parishioners have heard, and that elements of
previous interpretations linger in their minds and influence what they hear.

Bakhtin nioted the ways in which a text is shaped by such anticipation:

Every word is directed toward an answer and cannot escape the pro-
found influence of the answering word that it anticipates.

The word in living conversation is directly, blatantly, oriented toward
a future answer-word: it provokes an answer, anticipates it and struc-
tures itself in the answer’s direction. Forming itself in an atmosphere
of the already spoken the word is at the same time determined by that
which has not yet been said but which is needed and in fact anticipated
by the answering word. Such is the situation in any living dialogue.

All rhetorical forms, monologic in their compositional structure,
are oriented toward the listener and his answer. This orientation
toward the listener is usually considered the basic constitutive feature

of rhetorical discourse.®

In other words, a text responds to other texts not simply to correct the
previous record, but in order to persuade an audience of its author’s view of

-the world. To do so, the author must envision the desired audience and

anticipate its responses, even to the point of defusing possible objections
before they are made.

Stanley Kent Stowers, in his 1981 dissertation, The Diatribe and Paul’s
Letter to the Romans, studies Paul’s use of classical forms that anticipate audi-
ence response. He identifies the “diatribe” as a “type of discourse employed in
the philosophical school [that] . . . presupposes a student-teacher relation-
ship.”** Paul employed this style in his letter to the Romans, addressing his
readers as if they were his pupils, and making rhetorical use of a form he knew
his audience would recognize. More specifically, the imaginary interlocutor
against whom Paul argues in Romans anticipates many of the questions and
objections Paul expected in his actual audience. Stowers shows the ways in
which Paul shaped his letter to the Romans, tailoring his theological message
to the specific philosophical needs of the Gentiles he envisioned reading it.
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i ir dialogi | isti i i e voiced to
Insofar as the author can assess an audience, their dialogical context and 1ah 53 as proof of Christian claims about Jesus continues to b

concerns shape the text’s creation. But even more significantly, the audience’
dialogical context shapes the way the text, once composed and delivered, i
actually received. As reader-response critics have pointed out (see chapter’
11), different audiences in different contexts will receive the same text in q
variety of ways. It is not simply that some choose to disagree with the obvioyg
meaning of a text, or that “everyone else” is misinterpreting. Rather, in dif.
ferent environments the same text means differently. or Jewish faithfulness to God. Rabbi Abraham of Cord.ow;l (c.dIGOO),t if:l)r

This is especially important in terms of biblical reading and reception astance, turned the Christian message completely.on its head, a}slser i
The canonization of biblical books in the Jewish and Christian traditions- that the servant was Israel, while the ones persecuting him were the one
has meant that generations of audiences in different settings have read . «ho claimed that the servant was Jesus:
texts written without them, their needs, questions, or intertexts in mind ’

Whenever a text is handed on with its interpretation, that interpretation
predisposes the next audience to view the text from an angle that may no
have been anticipated by the original author. Theologies of the “living
word” are ways of articulating the notion that this is acceptable, that bibli-
cal texts are reactualized by succeeding generations in new ways that -
become part of the text’s expanding afterlife.

For instance, Isa. 52:13-53:12, the famous “suffering servant” passage,
has been appropriated in very different ways throughout the course of its
history. Paul’s failure to discuss this passage as a reference to Christ’s suffer-
ing is consistent with the Jewish background from which he came, in which
none of the previous interpretations or reutilizations of the servant passages
had to do with messianic expectations.”” In fact, a brief survey of New
Testament texts shows a degree of latitude in appropriation of Isaiah 53,
even when it is used in reference to Jesus. Matthew 8:17 associates Isa. 53:4
(“He took our infirmities and bore our diseases”) not with Jesus’ suffering,
but with his healing ministry. Acts 8 links the “sheep led to the slaughter”
of Isa. 53:7 to Jesus, without providing an explicit interpretation of this link.
First Peter 2:18-25 refers the passage to Jesus’ passion in order to show how
slaves should obey their harsh masters.

Over the first several centuries of the church’s existence, however,
Christian interpretation of Isa. 52:13-53:12 crystallized. As the passage’s
importance as an allusion to Jesus’ sufferings took shape, its perceived
usefulness as Christian apologetic grew. For both John Chrysostom and
Augustine in the fourth century, Isaiah 53 served as a proof text predicting
and confirming the crimes of the Jews against Jesus. By the Middle Ages,
the passage was used to supply lurid details to retellings of Jesus’ passion.
For instance, based on the reference to sheep shearers in Isa. 53:7, the
idea spread that Jesus’ hair and beard were completely pulled out by his
persecutors, who in paintings and popular sentiment were synonymous
with contemporary Jews.? Christian frustration that Jews have not read

is day- . . -
In contrast to this trajectory, beginning very early and continuing

hroughout the Middle Ages and into the present, t‘he .servané: in Isaiah has
men seen in Jewish interpretation not as a messmm(?. figure, but ?s ah re?re—
ntative of Israel or of the faithful in Israel. In fact, 1t. wa.s.often in the :(1icel
f Christian persecution that this passage became significant as a mode

The chastisement and penalty which should have been ours [speaking
for the heathens] for having invented the fiction of the af‘lve'nt of our
Messiah, fell upon Israel instead during the long years of his bitter cap-
tivity, although he always steadily adhered to the truth, and wquld
never acknowledge our errors; hence we never ceased to affhct him,
imagining that by his stripes which were produced when, in §§a1 for
our own lying belief, we visited him with the rod of our anger.

A rhetorical critic examining the interactions of the.Isaiah passage with
a variety of social contexts would note the ways in Whlf:h the passage and
its interpretations are affected by the particular rhetorical needs of inter-
pretive communities to produce disparate' and even co'nFr.a‘dxct;)lry
interpretations. Knowledge of the diversity of interpretive possibilities that
have operated in the past not only opens unexplored vistas on the passage
itself, but also helps readers understand the sources of th.exr own assumpci
tions. Explorations of the history of biblical interpre.tatlon ‘have‘ helpe
ecent exegetes become more critically aware of the 1d‘eolog1cal interests
that have influenced not only the text but its interpretations as well.

Conclusion

The concept of intertextuality has helped rhetorical critics‘ r.ecognize
that a text is more than the sum of its words. As important as stylistic analy-
sis is for attending to particulars, it does not sufficiently account for all'that
texts do and come to mean. Arising out of a writer’s desire to communicate
a particular viewpoint in relation to other relevant vie‘w'points, a text' is
designed to maximize its persuasive powers. Although orlgma'lly add1:essmgf
particular intended audiences, biblical texts encounter a wide vanety of
readers in different settings, readers who ask—and see ans'wered.—‘—c.luestlons
that the original writer may never have imagined. Rhetorical criticism helps

e



176 Expanding the Tradition Rhetorical Criticism 177

interpreters attend to the persuasive intents and effects of biblical texts and
to the long history of theological interpretation that has shaped our own ™
reception and reading.

Two recent studies, one dealing with Proverbs and the other involving
Romans, are particularly commendable as illustrations of the sort of rich
thetorical interpretation that proceeds from integrating attention to rhetor-
ical environment, textual dialogism, and the positioning of intended and -
real readers. Carol Newsom’s study of Proverbs 1-9 appeals intertextually to
Genesis, Job, and Ecclesiastes; points out the author’s use of a variety of
voices, including voices quoting voices; and explores the crisis that results
for the text when the actual audience differs from that envisioned by the
author.*” Stanley Stowers’s A Rereading of Romans: Justice, Jews, and Gentiles
attends to four intertextual perspectives: (1) interpretations of Romans in
different places and times throughout Christian history; (2) rhetorical con-
ventions and generic conceptions available to readers in Paul’s time; (3)
cultural codes and interrelated texts available to Paul’s readers; and (4) the
audience and author as textual strategies in Romans.® Both of these works
successfully employ a variety of rhetorical and intertextual clues to produce
fuller readings of biblical texts than can be achieved from observation of the
text alone, in isolation from the contexts in which it is written and read.

37-41; Rev. 21:1). In opposition to those texts, Genesis 1 depicts even the
4 monster (which remains, like the sun and moon, unnamed) as God's
cation, and God as powerful enough to create by fiat rather than through
‘battle ! Similarly, the reference to God’s “image” in verse 27 echoes texts

which idols are called “images” of other gods or even of the people
aking them (see especially Num. 33:52; 1 Sam. 6:5; 2 Kings 11:18; Ezek.
6:17; Amos 5:26). This twist on the language of image-making, in which
it is the god who forms the human, becomes especially noticeable in view
of Isa. 46:1-7. In that text the Babylonian gods Bel and Nebo ride helplessly
into captivity, unable to save the worshipers who made them, while God is
depicted as the one who made, bears, and will save Israel.

Critics interested in Genesis 1’s interactions with a variety of subsequent
communities might note the very different concerns the text has been made
to address over the centuries. Modern creationism is by no means the first
attempt to use Genesis 1 for purposes it was never intended to fulfill. Very
foreign to our modern sensibilities, yet much closer to the original text, for
instance, is its retelling in the pseudepigraphic book of Jubilees from the
second century B.C.E., which emphasizes the Sabbath day and command-
ments related to it, and draws a parallel between the Sabbath as a sacred day
and Israel as a sacred people. In fact, the entire book of Jubilees is structured
around a delimitation of time sequences based on the Sabbath.
Throughout history, the minutest details of Genesis 1 have been used to
support various ideological programs. In the mid-second century .E., Justin
Martyr used the phrase “let us make man after our image and likeness” to
~argue that God was speaking to the preexistent Christ.# The great

eleventh-century commentator Rashi (Rabbi Solomon ben Isaac) used the
_.absence of a single unnecessary consonant in the word “subdue” in verse 28
-~ to argue that “the male controls the female in order that she may not
become a gadabout; teaching you also that to the man, whose nature is to
~ master, was given the divine command to have issue, and not to the
- woman.” In both cases, details of the text that can be interpreted in a
“number of ways are used to buttress the interests of a commentator’s own
‘community. Rhetorical analysis of the Genesis text side by side with its com-
mentaries can illuminate the creativity of biblical interpreters and the
danger of overlooking their inventive additions.
As this brief survey has shown, rhetorical criticism can address a variety
of questions related to the persuasive powers of texts. When exercised in
relation to other critical methods such as textual criticism, form criticism,
social-scientific criticism, or ideological criticism, rhetorical criticism can
- sharpen our picture of a text and its world in remarkable ways. Rhetorical
criticism’s attention to the constructed, persuasive nature of all communi-
cation can offer a much-needed reality check for all who are involved in the

Rhetorical Criticism in Action: Genesis 1

In this chapter I have discussed several angles of vision that rhetorical
criticism might open. In this final section I will briefly illustrate how the
constellation of rhetorical approaches might illuminate Genesis 1.

Stylistic analysis would attend to the unfolding repetitions of the cre-
ation story: the repetitions of God’s words that speak the universe into
being, of creative actions that proceed from those words, of God’s positive
responses to what God sees, and of the cycles of day and night. Within this
basic framework, each day is described in increasingly complex detail as the
number of created entities proliferates. Two verses describe the first day, but
the sixth day requires a climactic eight verses, before the seventh day reverts
to the simplicity and brevity of the first.

A critic viewing this text in terms of pragmatic persuasion might be
hampered by a lack of direct clues for understanding the viewpoints the text
is opposing. Here some subtle intertextual features become useful. For
instance, references to the “great sea monsters” in verse 21, along with
references in verse 2 to the “deep,” and in verses 9-10 to the making of
boundaries for the sea, whisper echoes of an earlier ancient Near Fastern
tradition in which creation comes about through a divine battle against the-
sea or a sea monster (see Isa. 51:9-10; Ps. 89:9-10; Ps. 74:14-15; Mark
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