The rhetoric of diabole
I begin with some obvious facts. Rhetoric is for Aristotle the art of finding the means of
persuasion feasible within a given situation.* This is a practical skill with specific goals.
In this respect rhetoric is no different from the art of poetry. And with rhetoric as with
tragedy, the specific effects to be achieved determine the nature of the artifact. The result
for Aristotle’s exposition is a pragmatic balancing act in which the ideal is recognized but
tempered by a healthy realism. Though Aristotle in the Rhetoric stresses the primacy of
reasoned argument as the basis for the task of persuasion, he makes argument only one
aspect of this process. Unlike the primacy of argument, which for Aristotle is a matter of
principle,? the recognition of other means of achieving the effect reflects performative
contexts and the nature of the audience. The ideal context and audience have no need for
means of persuasion other than argument, which are literally beside the point, exo tou
pragmatos. Beyond the capitulation to the realities of the performative context,
Aristotle’s approach also reflects established practice. From our earliest texts — verse
texts — there is a recognition that the process of persuasion hinges on the perceived nature
of speaker and audience, their emotions (however obliquely presented or invited) and the
relationship between speaker and audience; it also hinges on the way in which any
opponents or competitors are brought into this range of effects. It is this last which
interests me here. The contexts for Greek oratory are explicitly or implicitly triangular;
two speakers (sometimes more) or groups are competing® for the favour of an audience. It
had been recognized long before Aristotle that audience good will was vital for the task
of persuasion. But in a competitive context this almost inevitably has a negative
counterpart, the creation of an emotional distance between the audience and one’s
opponent.

That, in its purest sense, is what diabole is. Diaballein means in essence ‘to
separate’. From this basic meaning it comes to mean ‘set at variance’ (as LSJ put it), that
IS “create antipathy between’ two people. As an inevitable part of the task of persuasion,
diabole naturally has a role to play in classical rhetoric.

But however inevitable it may be in oratorical contexts and however neutral its
etymology, diabole rapidly developed a bad image, a process already well advanced at
the time of our earliest rhetorical texts. As already mentioned, the basic meaning is



‘divide’, ‘set at variance’, hence ‘make suspect’. It has no inherent connotation of truth or
falsehood. This meaning is visible for instance in the passive at Thuc.1.127.2.* This usage
persists to some degree even in the fourth century, as at Plato Symposion 222d.> But
already by the late fifth century both noun and verb have begun to fossilize in a purely
negative sense. Neutral uses are relatively few. More often noun and verb mean “slander’.
Diabole is associated for instance with false allegations, either explicitly or by
association with words which denote or suggest falsehood.® Its link with falsehood is
clear from its appearance with that most coloured and versatile of words sykophantia at
Aischines 2.145. Or it is linked with words relating to verbal abuse to suggest both that it
lacks substance and that its sole purpose is to denigrate; diaballein occurs with
blasphemein and kakologein at Dem.25.94. Or at the very least it involves irrelevant
personal attack (Lysias 9.18, Lykourgos Leokrates 11, 13) which distracts from the facts
and threatens to subvert the course of justice. It is linked with distorting the laws at Isaios
11.4. This usage is already well advanced in the earliest oratorical texts (Gorgias Helen
34, Antiphon 5.86, 6.7, Andokides 1.30) and is present in Aristophanes’ characterization
of Kleon in Knights (45"). It does not matter whether those who present diabole in this
way are accurately describing the purpose or nature of what their opponents say. The
issue is what it tells us about the routine associations of diabole. And these are clear; it is
immoral and has as its goal the perversion of justice. Though it is not part of my theme
here, the universally hostile treatment of diabole in comedy and oratory tell us much
about the ethics of persuasion as tacitly perceived by the Athenians in the classical
period. It has been argued intermittently that the Athenians had no interest in the facts of
legal cases, merely in the ritual humbling of the elite or the role of adjudicating a
competition. This competitive view of Athenian judicial activity is part of a larger
tendency to view the Greek world largely in terms of competition. It is however worth
pointing out that the universally hostile treatment of diabole by orators addressing
popular audiences or by comedians appealing to popular prejudices presupposes a
widespread if largely unspoken belief very similar to that of Aristotle, i.e. that ideally a
case should be decided on the basis of the unadorned facts and that anything not pertinent
to those facts is potentially misleading. On the ethics of relevance the Athenians were in

complete agreement with modern critics.



The reality is of course more complicated. The courts continued to hear
allegations whose main aim was to create prejudice against an opponent. In a recent
paper Peter Rhodes has argued for the relevance of much of the argumentation in
surviving speeches made before the Athenian courts.? Certainly he is right both to reject a
view which would make the Athenians (either as litigants or as judges) insensitive to the
issue of relevance. It is inescapably the case that litigants devote most of their attention to
issues which are directly or indirectly relevant to the factual case and Rhodes is right to
insist on this. And he does note the presence of short passages of irrelevance in the
orators. But he deals too generously with Athenian litigants and misses material which is
self-evidently irrelevant. | offer just a couple of examples from speeches to which he give
a clean bill of health. Lysias 13 devotes itself largely to narrative and argument which is
directly or indirectly relevant to the issue. The character attack on Agoratos and his
brothers is not however relevant (ch.65-69) and is designed simply to create hostility. It
occupies only 5% of the speech. But it is there. Rhodes finds in Antiphon 1 a speech
which keeps precisely to the point. He is almost entirely right. Yet the speech contains a
brief but quite unsubstantiated allegation of a previous attempt by his stepmother to kill
his father (Ant. 1.9)°. Again this poison is administered briskly; the speaker does not
linger. But it is prejudicial and unproven. The difference between my findings in this
small sample and those of Rhodes is one of granulation. He is seeking large-scale
divagation from the case and he quite properly it in a minority of cases. When one looks
at the finer texture, one finds that (what we would regard as) irrelevant character
assassination is common. The reason is in part procedural. Though at least by the 320s
(Ath.Pol. 67.1') litigants swore to keep to the point, only the Areopagos appears to have
had adequate mechanisms for enforcement, and even those could not keep an intelligent
diabolist at bay, as we can see from the blatant appeal to the rules of relevance precisely
in a context (Lys.3.44-6"") where the speaker is digressing to introduce allegations
tangential to the case. Other reasons can be adduced. The first | have addressed only
briefly elsewhere. That is the scattergun approach favoured by Greek litigants, who like
to come at their target from a number of directions. One can only guess at the reasons for
this, though a fair guess would be that litigants have a good grasp of the dynamics of the
situation. They have on opportunity to convince; they can only anticipate to a finite



degree the tactics of the opponent; they are facing a large audience whose individual
members may react to different issues and arguments. Anything which might tip the
balance for floating voters within the jury is worth inclusion. A final, and possibly the
most important reason, is that diabole is ill-defined. It has a subjective as well as an
objective dimension. It is regularly viewed as irrelevant material intended to create
prejudice, generally by distortion or falsification. But what is relevant is itself contentious
in the absence of objective rules. Intention is likewise contentious and subjective. Diabole
is what you do, not what | do. A good example is Lys.30, where the speaker defends
himself against an unjust attack on his democratic credentials, classed by him as diabole
(ch.7), before proceeding to attack his opponent’s democratic credentials.® So diabole is
simultaneously condemned and utilized. Certainly later analysts have no difficulty in
detecting its use in classical orators.*®

The ambiguous attitude to diabole may explain (in part) the oddity of its treatment
by classical rhetoricians. The rhetoric of diabole was part of the teaching of
Thrasymachos,; and it would seem that Thrasymachos used the term diaballein, if Plato’s
words at Phaidros 267¢ reflect Thrasymachos’ terminology. Thrasymachos is there
praised in particular for his ability to generate opposing effects, including the two
opposing processes of diaballein and disposal of diabolai. Just what Thrasymachos
prescribed is now irrecoverable. We can however be reasonably sure from Plato’s words
that the process of diaballein and its opposite were not just touched on in passing by
Thrasymachos but made the subject of careful study, whether the published outcome was
explicit precepts or examples to be fleshed out by specific commentary and guidance in
lectures. It is located within a series of antitheses which list the opposing emotional
effects achieved by Thrasymachos. Thrasymachos had made a study of emotional effects
in particular (we have evidence for instance for his Eleoi, literally ‘Pities’) and diabole
fits readily into his broader interests. It has been suggested that his contemporary Hippias
dealt with diabole, but I can find no solid evidence.

It is difficult to find evidence for a serious attempt to create a rhetoric of diabole
after Thrasymachos. The subject is not completely avoided but treatment tends to be
cursory.™ We cannot accurately assess the extent of the circulation of Thrasymachos’
work after his death. But we can deduce both from Plato’s knowledge of the range and



nature of Thrasymachos’ work and the fact that he can place this knowledge in the mouth
of Phaidros means that his books were widely available, at least to lovers of oratory and
rhetoric. It is possible that Thrasymachos said the last word. The problem is that on every
other issue rhetorical textbooks tended to cover the ground covered by their predecessors,
while on diabole the surviving treatises have so little to say and we get no passing
mentions either to works which have dealt with the subject; nor do we get any reflections
of contemporary debate about the best way of achieving diabole. In contrast the oratorical
works of the period are full of accusations of diabole against opponents and attacks on
diabole as a practice. It is possible that the subject was considered too obvious for
extensive treatment. If the rhetoricians believed this, they were mistaken, since negative
spin requires skill. But since they are not above repeating received wisdom on other
subjects, it is odd that so little use was made of Thrasymachos’ work by fourth century
rhetoricians.

Not only is the rhetorical cover thin in volume, it is also narrow in focus. | go to
Cope’s commentary on book 3 of the Rhetoric. Cope takes the opportunity of Aristotle’s
comments on the prooimion™® as the place to raise and remove suspicion to compare
Avristotle with Anaximenes. In Anaximenes’ work he sees an example of the worst aspect
of the rhetorician’s amoral art. In fact what Anaximenes offers is in one respect very
tame. It is defensive. Like Aristotle, he devotes his space to removing, not creating,
diabole. The discussion is thus doubly unhelpful. It says nothing about content (what can
I say about you which will make people dislike and distrust you) and is unhelpful on
method (what is the best way to sneak in irrelevant or misleading information without
appearing to do so?).

Of course, diabole does not have to declare its name. The fourth century tracts we
have do have things to say about emotion, and clearly anything said about creating
hostility against the opponent can according to context and nature be classed as diabole,
depending on its accuracy, location and function. But even here one is struck by the
narrowness of the treatment. The two characters in a dispute are relevant. But though
rhetoric gives much attention to the issue of ethos, moral character, with reference to the
speaker, it is largely unhelpful on the negative characterization of the opponent. This
limitation is also reflected in the difference in the vocabulary of emotion between rhetoric



and oratory. Orators are willing to invite their audience on occasion actually to hate the
opponent.'” Rhetoric avoids this kind of inflammatory language.

Though one cannot prove it, it does look as though rhetoricians are uncomfortable
with outright espousal of diabole (even under another name) as a practice. And part at
least of the reason may lie in the public perception both of diabole and of rhetoric.
Rhetoric in Athens had a bad press in the latter part of the fifth century and well into the
fourth century (it is of course important to bear in mind that these century boundaries re
ours, not theirs). The exposure given to rhetoric in tragedy, comedy in the fifth century in
particular meant that rhetoric was highly suspect in the late fifth century. The charge of
making the weaker case (factually, morally) the stronger (in presentation) stuck. The
anxiety in the fourth century is less acute; hence for instance the different tone in the
treatment of intellectuals by the comic poets. But the anxiety still there. Plato’s attacks on
rhetoric may be located in a fictive fifth century context, but they still have a resonance in
fourth century Athens. Isokrates still feels it appropriate to respond to the criticism that
the teaching of rhetoric corrupts the young.*® And in Dem.35 we can see that hostility
against teachers of rhetoric could still be exploited in court;*® and Aischines uses the
same means of attack against Demosthenes.?® The feeling that rhetoric was a dark art may
explain the reluctance of rhetoricians to address this darkest of themes head-on.

But as often where we see deficiencies in our surviving sources for classical
rhetoric, we find that the implied rhetoric of the practitioners is developed and astute. |
turn first to content. Here the lack of detail in the surviving sources, even if it reflects a
widespread silence, does not present a problem. There was a wealth of tradition available
for guidance on the denigration of character, largely because the substance reflects the
shared value system and amount to allegations of deviation from that value system.
Hence for instance the attacks on the opponent’s civic record,?* which simply presuppose
a shared ethic of active commitment to the community. But there were also specific
models for character attacks. First iambos and comedy make much of sexual
misconduct,? as does oratory. Both use gourmandise® and luxurious eating as targets.
Both make allegations of theft, as does oratory.?* Attacks on origin feature in both,

though oratory has less occasion to use them.? Even epic could offer models. The



rapacity and drunkenness of Agamemnon in Il.1, at least as presented by Achilles, was a
useful antecedent to some of the figures we meet in oratory.?

So the what was not demanding. More demanding and consequently more
interesting was the how. Since attacks on the opponent are potentially subject to hostility
as irrelevant and prejudicial, it is necessary to ensure that one’s diabole is perceived as
neither. 1 don’t have time to address all the ground rules here. But there are some pointers
one can derive immediately from a brisk survey of the material. Firstly, how you
introduce your material is (not surprisingly) important. If diabole is regularly irrelevant,
you must make your attacks relevant. There are obvious ways to do this. Self-defence is
an obvious way to do this (as in Lysias 30.9%") in a culture which accepts that retaliation
is appropriate when attacked. Moving straight from one’s opponent’s attacks to one’s
own as here is a useful tactic. Protection of the judges and the judicial process is another
useful line; you are only introducing this material because to omit it would allow the
judges to be misled (as Dem. 54.38, again Lys.30 ‘I wouldn’t have mentioned . . .”)%.
Keep it brief. Rhodes’ view of Lys.13 is valuable here. He finds Lys.13 entirely to the
point. It isn’t. But he puts his finger inadvertently on an important aspect of the treatment.
The brevity of the attack means that it is not felt to be disproportionate. Use generic
stereotypes (real or invented). It is always best if your audience already has a
preconception of a person which you can utilize. It means that half the task of persuasion
is done by the judges themselves; cf. Dem. 35, Dem. 37.%° Bear in mind that you do not
need always to use frontal assault. You can smear your opponent by association, if you
can attack him to events, to types, to individuals which themselves are unpopular (e.g.
Lys.14, Dem.56).% Keep it decorous. Diabole is sometimes associated with loidoria.
Avoid strong language and overt abuse, or keep it for climactic moments. And where you
do avoid strong language, exploit that avoidance to your own character advantage. I’'m
sure there are more rules. My point is that there are ways to avoid the potential negatives
of one’s diabole. One wonders if this — as much as if not more than content — was what
Thrasymachos taught.

The treatment of diabole is limited in another respect, though this is fairly typical
of classical rhetoric. In the discussion of diabole (both offensive and defensive) by
Aristotle and Anaximenes one weakness immediately apparent is the narrowness of the



prescription and the serious inadequacy as a reflection of actual practice. As often,
oratory proves more revealing than rhetoric for the period. Both deal with the creation
and removal of diabole with reference specifically and exclusively to the prooimion and
the epilogos. The logic is explicit and (in its way) reasonable. The rhetoricians focus on
the points where contact is established and broken and assume the break-off as the last
thing the audience hears is the point to leave poison in their ears while the opening as the
point where creates the initial sympathetic bond with the audience is the natural place to
dispel any hostility, as part of the creation of that bond. It happens however to have only
a limited bearing on actual practice. In reality, the effects of creating and dispelling
prejudice are embedded throughout the speech. The main reason for this deficiency is
probably the formalist approach to oratory typical of the period (from Aristotle one
would deduce that his own limited categories of parts of the speech would not have been
accepted by all rhetoricians, some of whom were prone to multiply subdivisions*). From
this perspective, each part of the speech has its role and its desired qualities. As an
approach this is not without merit, in that there are effects which are especially at home
in each section. But the rigid application of architectural principles risks eliding the fact
that many effects are potentially at home in any part of the speech. Beneath this
deficiency lies a larger tendency for rhetoric and oratory to diverge. This reflects a
cultural fact, that (with the exception of Antiphon and — after his final eradication as a
political force by Demosthenes — Aischines) rhetoric was not taught, and rhetorical
treatises were not written, by active politicians and logographers. Rhetoric therefore has a

tendency toward the abstract and cannot always survive the cold test of reality.

C. Carey



Rhetoric of diabole: Notes and references
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TPOCNKEL TOVG TO TOLHLVTO TOLOVVTOG 0VS' G ATAAAXTTETAL TOV TPAYUOTOS, OC Ol
GULVELSOTEG KATAULOPTLPOVOTL.

23 Excessive or luxurious eating e.g. Ar.Pax 1003ff.

K&K BolwtdVv Y& @épovTog 1€V

XTHVOG, VATTOG, PATTOC, TPOXIAOVG

kol Komddwv A0ty omupildag,

KOl TEPL TADTUG NUAG ABPOOVE

oywvodvtag TupPalecOort

Mop Oy, TeAéq, TAQVKETN, AALOLG

T€v00iLG TOALOTG KQTow MeAGivOLov

kel VoTEPOV €1C TNV AYOPALY,

T0G 0¢ MeENMPAoOaL, TOV & 6toTLELY,

elto povemdelv €k Mndeiog

‘OAOLALY, OAOLOLY Ao NPWOELS

TOG €V TEVTAOLGL AOYEVOUEVAGS’
T00G & AVOPOTOVG EMLYALPELV.

Aischin.1.42 &AL’ Enpoée TaDTO SOVAEVMOV TOIG OUOYIOTOLG NOOVATG, OYOPAYld Kol

TOAVTEAELY SELMVOV KOl WOANTPLICL KOl £TOpalg Kol KOPolg kol tolg GAdoig Vo'
@V 0VBEVOG XpT KPAUTETCOL TOV YEVVOITOV Kol €AeDBEPOV.
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2 Theft e.g. Ar.Knights 77-9
Tooovde &' adTod PHna droPePnrdtog
0 TPWKTOG EGTLV ODTOYPNU' €V XAooLV,
T XelP' €V AlTwAolg, 6 vodg &' €v KAOTdaV.

Lys.30.23-4 npocéyxovot <6e> TOV VOOV 0l BOVAOIEVOL T KOLVOL KAETTELY, OTMG
N1k 0g AYMVIETTOL: O1G VUELG, XV [T TOVTOV TILOPAONOOE, TOAATY GdeLoy
TOLNGCETE: €AV O KATAYNPLOAUEVOL TOV E0YATOV OVTA TILACNTE, TH VT YNOW®
100G Te GAAOVG PEATIOVG TOLNCETE KOl TOLPOL TOVTOL dIKNV €IANPOTEG E0€GOE.

% Origin e.g. Ar.Frogs 674ff.
Moboa, xopdv lep®dv ENIPNOL Kol EAO' ML TEPYLY

Qo130 €O,

TOV TOAVVY dyopévn Aadv xlov, ob copiot
poplot kdenvot

oL oTindTEPOL KAeo@®dVTOG, £ 01 81

XEILECLY AUPLAAAOLG BELVOV ETMPBPERETOL

Opnikia xeAMdOV
énl BapPopov ECopévn TETAAOV-

Aischin.2.180 kol déopat oDoOL e KOl 1T TO AOYOYpae® Kol k101 Tapadodval

26 Hom. 11.1.225 oivoPopéc, kuvodg Oppat Exmv, kpadinv &' EAdeotlo
Dem.54.3 €nivov £xGoto8' 0VToL TNV NUEPaY, EMELdT TA) 10T dpLoThoaley, SANY . . .

27 > \ > A~ \ / / < 4 NG
Lys.30.9 "ETt 8¢ kdkelvo Bovpoactov vouilm Nikopoyov £T€polg AdlKmg
pyvnotkokelv a&lodv, ov €Yo EmBoviedoavia T® TANOEL ATOdEIEM.

%8 Dem.54.38 “O 10ivoV TEVTOV AVOLdEGTATOV PEALELY 0DTOV GikoD® TOLETV,
BEATIOV VORIL® TTPOELTETY DUV E1VOIL. PAICL YOP TOPUOTNOHUEVOV TOVG TOTSOLG
oVTOV KOTO TOVTMV OPETOOML, KOl GPAC TIVOG OELVOG KOl XOUAETOG ETUPACESOHOL
Kol To1or0TOG 0loig AKNKOMG YE TG BAVUACHG ATYYEALEY UTV. E0TL ', O Gvdpeg
dukaotal, AvomdoTATH HEV TO TOLODTO TOAUNHOTO: Ol YOp olpot BEATIGTOL KOl
NKLOT &V OVTOL TL YEVLOAUEVOL LAALGH' DTTO TOV TOL0VTOV EEXTATOVTOL: OV UMV
AALQ OET TPOG TOV Plov Kol TOV TPOTOV ATOPAETOVTOG TLOTEVELY.

Lys.30.15 Kol mepi To0T®V 0VIEVOL GV EXOINCAUNY AOYOV, €l U1 REOOVOUNY ADTOV
®G OMNUOTIKOV OVTOL TELPACOUEVOV PO TO dlkalov odlecOat, Kol ThHg evvolag THe
€lg TO TATHOOG TEKUNPL® YPNOOUEVOV OTL EQUYEV.

% Dem.35.1 O08&V kouvov dtampdttovion ol dooniitor, & &vdpeg dikaotal, GAA

Gmep el®BooLY. 0DTOL YOp dervotartol pév eloty davelococBat xpNUato &V 1@
EUTOPLY, EMEWBAV §€ AAPMOOLY KOl GLYYPAPNY CLYYPAYMOVTAL VOLLTIKNV, EVOVG

12



EMEAABOOVTO KOl TOV CLYYPOPAV KOl TAOV VOL®V Kol 0Tt deT AmodoDval ahTOVG O
Erafov . . .

Dem.37.52 "Emetdav tolvov T1g adToV €pntat ‘Kol Tt dlkouov €€e1g AEyelv mpog
NikoBovAov;” pioodaot, enoiv, "Adnvaiot Tovg daveillovtog: Nikopoviog &'
EMLPOOVOG €0TL, Kol TayEms Padilet, kol péya @BEYyeTOL, KOl BokTnploy GOPET:
TOVTH O €0TLV ATOVTO, ONOLY, TPOG EMOV. KOl TOVT 00K ooy OveTol AEYWV, 00O
TOVG AKOVOVTOG OTETOL LOVBAVELY OTL GVKOPAVTOVVTOG €6TL AOYLIGHOG 0VTOG, OVK
QOLKOVHLEVOV.

%0 | ys.14.25 Odrog yop madic HEV OV Ttap' "APYXEINU® TO YAGP®VL, OVK OALYQ TV
VUETEPMV VPNPMUEV®, TOALDY OPOVIOV ETLVEV DTO TA AVTH IHATLY KAUTOUKEILEVOG

[Dem.]56.7 noav yéip, @ Gvdpeg dikootal, Tvo Unde T0VTO GyvofTe, DINPETHL KO
ovvepyol mhvteg obtol KAeopévoug tod &v 1 Alydmte dpEavtog, Og €€ oL TNV
apYMV TOPEAOPEV 0VK OALYOL KOKO NPYACHTO TNV TOALY TNV DUETEPALY, LOAAAOV OE
Kol ToVG BAAOVG “EAAN VOGS, TOALYKATNAEDOV KOl GUVIGTAS TOG TULAG TOD G1ToL
Kol aDTOg Kol 00ToL Het' adToD.

%1 Arist.Rhet.1414b: {8ia pév odv todtar, T 8¢ TAEIGTO TPOOLLLOV TPOESIC TLOTIG
EMLAOYOG: TOL YOP TPOG TOV AVTLILKOV TV TIGTEDV £0TL, KOl 1 AVILTUPABOAN
aVENCIG TOV ALDTOV, MOTE HEPOG TL TOV TIOTEMV (ATOSELKVVGL YOP TL O TOLDV
T0070), AL’ 0D TO TPOOiLLoV, 008 6 £MiA0Y0G, AAA AVapILVACKEL €6TOL 0DV, GV
TG T TotoDTOL dLopty, Oep €molovy ol TePt OeddWPOV, dNYNOLE ETEPOV KOl [1]
EMOLNYNOLG KO TPOSINYNOLS, Kol EAEYYOG KOl EMEEEAEYYOG. KA TPOILNYNOLS, KOl
ELEYYOC KOl EMEEENEYYOC.
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