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POST-WAR AMERICA, and indeed the post-war
world as a whole, witnessed one of the
most prolific periods of social and politi-
cal philosophy since the Enlightenment.
Dramatic social, political, and economic
change transformed a generation and
demanded a philosophical framework
which made that change intelligible. One
of the most influential of these move-
ments was the “new conservatism” which
began with Peter Viereck’s Conservatism
Revisited (1949) and Russell Kirk’s
Randolph of Roanoke (1951), and his mag-
isterial The Conservative Mind (1953).

One of the most significant and elo-
quent voices of the new conservatism
was Richard M. Weaver (1910-1963). Of-
ten identified as being on the fringe of the
new conservatism, Weaver is counted
among the “Southern Agrarians” (along
with Allen Tate, Robert Penn Warren, and
John Crowe Ransom), sympathetic to the
new conservatism but removed in his
rejection of Edmund Burke as the found-
ing father of conservative philosophy.
According to Viereck, Burke’s Reflections
on the Revolution in France (1790) dates
the “birth of a deliberate international
conservatism…in the same way that the
birth of international Marxism is dated

by the Communist Manifesto.”1 Russell Kirk
declared that “the true conservative is a
disciple of Burke”; hence, to be a conser-
vative was to be a Burkean.2

In The Ethics of Rhetoric (1953), how-
ever, Weaver not only rejected Burke as
the source of true conservatism but also
derided him as a liberal and contended
that, “a man’s method of argument is a
truer index in his beliefs than his explicit
profession of principles,” and that al-
though Burke may be “widely respected
as a conservative” he suffered from an
addiction to the argument from circum-
stance, a mode “philosophically appro-
priate to the liberal.”3 If the rejection of
Burke was surprising, however, it paled in
comparison with Weaver’s apparent
praise of Abraham Lincoln as the ideal
conservative, a choice bound to alienate
Weaver from the Southern Agrarians as
well as the new conservatives.

This has been the standard treatment
of Weaver and of Weaver’s Ethics for more
than a half century. It is also a misinterpre-
tation which has inappropriately nar-
rowed contemporary understanding of
Weaver and the originality and signifi-
cance of his thought. What follows is a re-
reading of Weaver’s work. A closer read-
ing of the Ethics reveals a much more
complex argument than has been real-
ized, and a more complex understanding
of Weaver’s rhetorical and political phi-
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losophy. While Burke remains, for Weaver,
the paradigmatic liberal, it is not, nor was
it ever, Lincoln who epitomized the con-
servative but rather the heretofore for-
gotten John Milton.

A longstanding and widely, if not uni-
versally, held assumption is not easy to
refute, nor should it be. The editors of
Modern Age, appreciating the complexity
of the argument which is developed
herein, have consented to publish this
paper in two successive parts. Part one
addresses the Burke-Lincoln dichotomy
by arguing that a careful reading of the
Ethics, especially when read in the light of
Weaver’s other writings, does not sup-
port that view. Rather, Weaver developed
a tripartite ethical system characterized
by the rhetorics of Burke, Lincoln, and
Milton. Part two revisits Weaver’s ethical,
rhetorical, and political philosophy in
this light. Positioning Milton as the cen-
tral figure in Weaver’s thought not only
has significant impact on how Weaver is
understood but also raises serious ques-
tions and criticisms with which contem-
porary conservatives have yet to grapple.

The Case Against Lincoln

The standard treatment of Weaver begins
with his categories of argument, a struc-
ture he developed in a series of writings
including the article “Looking for an Ar-
gument” and the essays “Language is Ser-
monic” and “Responsible Rhetoric,” al-
though the fullest treatment is in his com-
position handbook, Rhetoric and Compo-
sition (1967). It is in the Ethics, however,
that this typology of argument is first
developed, and while his system has sev-
eral gradations, Weaver consistently ar-
gued that the highest and most ethical
form of argumentation was grounded in
definition, or genus, an argument from
“the nature of a thing” or its “fixed class,”4

while the lowest and least ethical form of
argument was grounded in circumstance,
“the nearest of all arguments to purest

expediency” which “attempts only an
estimate of current conditions or pres-
sures.”5 The argument from genus, Weaver
argued further, is the mode most appro-
priate to the conservative, while the lat-
ter mode is indicative of the liberal.

Weaver, typical of his “unorthodox
defense of orthodoxy,”6 refused to “con-
form to any faction for the sake of popu-
larity.” Underscoring an “impartiality that
does not spare his friends,”7 he elected to
use Abraham Lincoln as the model of the
argument from genus and Edmund Burke
as the epitome of the liberal mode based
on circumstance. Consequently, many
concluded that Weaver believed Lincoln
to be a true conservative and praised him
for his rhetoric and his philosophy.

A careful reading of the Ethics does not
bear out this conclusion. Indeed, most of
the statements which attribute such high
praise to Lincoln are from Weaver’s com-
mentators and critics, not from Weaver
himself. His language on this matter is
curiously circumspect for one who char-
acteristically paid close attention to lan-
guage and who argued elsewhere in the
Ethics that a writer must always be on
guard against the friction created when a
system of grammar says “one thing while
the semantic meaning and the general
organization are tending to say another.”8

Weaver never said Lincoln is a conser-
vative. Rather, he said that a discussion of
Lincoln’s rhetoric was offered as “a study
which is important…as showing upon
what terms conservatism is possible”9;
that, “[w]ith the full career in view, there
seems no reason to differ with Herndon’s
judgment that Lincoln displayed a high
order of ‘conservative statesmanship’”10;
that “[t]hose who prefer the argument
from definition, as Lincoln did, are con-
servatives in the legitimate sense of the
word”11; and, finally, that “the First Inau-
gural Address will give us the conserva-
tive’s view of pragmatic jurisprudence.”12

It would be easy to dismiss Weaver’s
circumspect language, including the use
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especially significant in terms of Weaver’s
insistence that resonances, or “the use of
terminology or even syntax associated
with revered persons, ideas, or institu-
tions,”19 signal a particularly subtle and
powerful appeal to authority. If Webster,
whose rhetoric was a source of inspira-
tion and authority for Lincoln, is a base
oratory, it does not seem logical to con-
clude that Lincoln was noble.

In his most dramatic criticism, Weaver
charged that Lincoln “assumed virtually
unlimited power during the Civil War and
so established precedents which any fu-
ture ‘strong man’ could use for his own
purposes.”20 He linked these precedents
with New Deal liberalism and Franklin
Delano Roosevelt, and also compared
Lincoln with Roosevelt, calling both “re-
putedly great idealists.”21 Thus it appears
doubtful that Weaver understood Lin-
coln as his ideal orator.

Making the Case for Milton

In arguing that Weaver’s ideal orator was
John Milton, two statements of fact, or
what the Latins would have called narra-
tio, must be noted. First and foremost,
Weaver is a Platonist and one of the stron-
gest arguments for Weaver’s Platonism is
the careful attention he gives to Plato’s
Phaedrus in the opening chapter of the
Ethics. The second fact is that Weaver was
not only a conservative but also that
conservatism was, at the time the Ethics
was written, a concept in flux. These two
facts are important to bear in mind in
reading the Ethics since Weaver’s
Platonism provides a lens through which
the work must be read, while the dynamic
nature of conservatism suggests some-
thing of Weaver’s motives and purposes
in writing in the first place.

One of the difficulties in interpreting
the Ethics, and in understanding Weaver,
is the failure to grasp the end toward
which the work is written. Based upon
Weaver’s other efforts during this period

of grammatical structures he specifically
warned against,13 as academic hair-split-
ting. Alone, Weaver’s language indicates
little more than that he did not practice
what he preached. Looking outside the
Ethics, however, further complicates the
claim that Weaver supported Lincoln as a
rhetorical and political figure.

The Ethics is not the only place where
praise of Lincoln can be found. Elsewhere,
Weaver called Lincoln a man “of Southern
nurture”14 and on another occasion, “a
Kentuckian by birth,”15 and yet again as
being “alone among Americans of the
nineteenth century [who] rose to the
tragic view of life.”16 In an essay in praise
of Lincoln’s contemporary and Southern
Review founder, Albert Taylor Bledsoe,
Weaver quoted Bledsoe’s characteriza-
tion of Lincoln as

...the ideal man to lead the “Northern Demos”
in its war to subjugate the South. “For if, as
we believe, that was the cause of brute force,
blind passion, fanatical hate, lust of power
and greed of gain, against the cause of
constitutional and human rights, then who
was better fitted to represent it than the
talented but low, ignorant and vulgar,
railsplitter from Illinois?” Lincoln was the
“low-bred infidel of Pigeon Creek” in whose
eyes “the Holy Mother” was “as base as his
own.”17

It is difficult to take seriously the con-
clusion that Weaver praised Lincoln’s
philosophy. In his essay, “Two Orators,”
Weaver upheld Robert Young Hayne
(1791-1839) while condemning Daniel
Webster (1782-1852), and it is important
to observe that Weaver specifically iden-
tified Lincoln with Webster’s rhetorical
style.18 One of the most famous passages
from Lincoln’s oratory, if not the most
famous epistrophe in the English lan-
guage, is the conclusion to the Gettysburg
Address wherein Lincoln said “a govern-
ment of the people, by the people and for
the people shall not perish from this
earth.” Weaver identified Webster as the
source of this particular passage which is



304 Fall 2005

and his general tendencies, it is not un-
reasonable to suspect that his aim was to
articulate a definition of conservatism.
While contemporary discourse tends to
treat ideas of liberalism and conserva-
tism as clearly defined constructs,22 more
than a half century of industrialization,
urbanization, centralization, technologi-
cal change, and two World Wars spurred
a re-thinking of the nature of man and his
place in the universe. The new conserva-
tism was part of that re-thinking.

Conservatism is difficult to define. It is
often understood as having no central or
clearly definable concept but rather as a
position without independent status and
essentially as a rejection of liberalism
and thus defined by liberalism rather than
a philosophical position in its own right.23

The new conservativism was, in many
ways, an attempt to articulate a center
around which a self-defining conserva-
tism could orient itself and, with few ex-
ceptions, found that center in Edmund
Burke.24

Weaver did not treat Burke consis-
tently. His argument that Burke epito-
mized the liberal mode of argument is
clear without either the tentativeness or
the grammatical friction found in his state-
ments regarding Lincoln. Weaver also
associated Burke with the argument from
circumstance, but elsewhere called him
“a great master of rhetoric.”25 In “The
Southern Tradition,” Weaver appears to
have accepted Kirk’s claim that “the true
conservative is a disciple of Burke,”26 and
he concludes that “Burke is one of the
great prophets of conservative society.”27

Elsewhere, however, Weaver expressed
deep concern with the attempt to ground
conservatism in Burke. At a University of
Chicago roundtable in 1955 Weaver dis-
tinguished between what he called “tem-
peramental conservatives and reflective
conservatives,” the latter type based upon
conviction “with reference to certain
concepts of the good, with reference to
certain means that should be taken to-

ward realizing those concepts of the
good”; at “the center of their position is
the conception of society as a structural
thing.”28 Weaver was, furthermore, deeply
concerned with the dangers of a split
between the two types of conservative, as
he indicated in a 1955 address to The
Conservative Society of Yale Law School:

...we would not want to see developing a
group of mere traditionalists on one side
and a group of “radical” conservatives on
the other—radical in the sense of following
a theory to some extreme and getting out of
touch with life. They might find it increas-
ingly difficult to work together and even to
communicate.29

Weaver wrote the Ethics within the
context of the “new conservative” move-
ment increasingly influenced by a
Burkeanism of which he was distrustful
because of Burke’s assumption “that tra-
dition throws a veil over the origin of
many of our institutions,” an approach to
politics that, Weaver believed, was a
“weakness we cannot afford,”30 and also
because Burke’s disdain for principle
deprived conservatives of a foundation
from which to argue. The Ethics is Weaver’s
effort not only to define conservatism but
also to demonstrate it.

It is not surprising that Weaver would
be obsessed with the proper definition of
conservatism. He described himself as
being “inclined to the speculative side” of
conservatism and “that a conservative is
something of a definer.”31 The Ethics should
be read as an extended definition, the
appropriate method of argument to em-
ploy if the “true meaning of [a] term is
distorted in the public mind” and neces-
sary to establish an ideal meaning in con-
trast with the meaning which merely “re-
flects existing facts.”32 An extended defi-
nition would be the tool employed by
“[p]hilosophers and advocates of politi-
cal reform” who “often find it needful to
state what a term means as an ideal con-
ception rather than as a generalization
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about a present situation.”33 A proper
definition of conservatism, one that pro-
vides the conservative with an effective
and well-articulated position from which
to argue, was imperative for Weaver inso-
far as in the traditionalism of Burkean
conservatism he saw the downfall of the
movement, a danger he clearly articu-
lates in the Ethics.

An often ignored and yet important
portion of the Ethics was devoted to
Weaver’s analysis of the Whig Party of the
nineteenth century and his diagnosis of
the party’s downfall. Therein, he made
clear an unambiguous comparison be-
tween the Whigs and his contemporaries
in the Republican Party, including the
tendency of both parties, in the absence
of principle, to be forced to rely upon
“personalities in the hope that they would
be sufficient to carry it to victory”34—for
example, the election of military heroes
such as a William Henry Harrison for the
Whigs and a Dwight David Eisenhower for
the Republicans—rather than principled
conservatives. The rapid decline of the
Whig party to political irrelevance was a
direct consequence of its inability to
define itself with respect to the exigen-
cies of the day.

At the core of Weaver’s political phi-
losophy was the rejection of the liberal-
conservative dichotomy. He did not be-
lieve that liberalism was the great danger
humanity faced. That danger came from
collectivism. In two separate essays, “The
Middle of the Road: Where It Leads” (1956)
and “The Middle Way: A Political Medita-
tion” (1957), Weaver attacked conserva-
tives who sought the middle ground in
“the most fundamental conflict dividing
the world today, whose sides may be de-
nominated ‘individual freedom’ and ‘col-
lectivist dictatorship.’”35 Those who, like
Burke, seek the middle way are “uncom-
fortable with ideas and the oppositions
which these entail.”36 The effort to nego-
tiate between two extremes is, Weaver
said, the “liberal dilemma.”37

In the “absence of a philosophy or an
attempt to evade having a philosophy”
the conservatives would inevitably end
up “willing to settle by splitting the differ-
ence between themselves and the en-
emy.”38 Weaver called this tendency to
split the difference between the extremes
of principle “middle-of-the-roadism”:

Middle-of-the-roadism is too often nothing
more than a shying away from all logically
clear alternatives because the acceptance
of a logically clear alternative exposes you
to criticism. You have a position. Tocqueville
points out that all great political parties
have resulted from adherence to basic prin-
ciples. A great party that tries to substitute
compromise for this, or that tries to find its
stay in glamorous personalities, is on the
way out. That policy proved fatal to the
Whig Party in this country and to the Liberal
Party in England, and I leave you to your own
surmises about the present Republican
Party.39

Burkean conservatism, uncomfortable
with ideas, philosophy, and metaphys-
ics, and defining itself in relation to its
opposition, epitomized middle-of-the-
roadism and liberalism. Repeatedly
Weaver warned that if the Republican
Party followed the example of Burke it
would end up in the same state as the
Liberal Party of England and the Whig
Party of nineteenth-century America:
politically impotent. “Dodging issues and
watering down solutions is not merely
the way to failure; it is the way to extinc-
tion.”40

Weaver’s rejection of a simplistic lib-
eral-conservative dualism in favor of a
tripartite structure is, moreover,
grounded in his Platonism and demon-
strated in his analysis of Plato’s dialogue,
Phaedrus:

Students of this justly celebrated dialogue
have felt uncertain of its unity of theme, and
the tendency has been to designate it broadly
as a discussion of the ethical and the beau-
tiful. The explicit topics of the dialogue are,
in order: love, the soul, speechmaking, and
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the spoken and written word, or what is
generally termed by us “composition.” The
development looks random, and some of
the passages appear jeux d’ esprit. The rich-
ness of the literary art diverts attention from
the substance of the argument.41

It is interesting to note this observa-
tion in the light of statements made by
Weaver’s critics. He is regarded as “funda-
mentally an essayist” whose works “are
loosely thematic and cross-referential,”42

even reviews of the Ethics depict it as “a
collection of nine essays loosely grouped
around its subject.”43 Russell Kirk re-
marked of the Ethics that its “nine
chapters...range enormously over time
and topic.”44

Weaver’s initial observation on the
Phaedrus is a warning against reading it
literally,45 a warning he argued Plato con-
veyed through the allusion to the myth of
Boreas and Oreithyia. The Phaedrus is about
transcendence of the particular, and a
literal reading of it will, at best, produce a
“boorish sort of wisdom...while the truth
flies off on the wings of imagination.” 46

Parallels between Weaver and Plato
are interesting but, when taken seriously,
suggest that if Plato is for Weaver an
authority, then it would be reasonable to
suspect that Weaver would emulate
Plato’s style and would offer modes of
argument, terminology, and syntax that
Plato used. In the same way that Lincoln’s
emulation of Webster indicates his true
sentiment, Weaver’s Platonic inclinations
ought to be manifest in his writings. If
Plato intended his work to be read meta-
phorically and thus referred his reader to
a great myth, accompanied by a general
warning against literalism, it does not
seem altogether unreasonable to con-
clude that Weaver, who begins the Ethics
interpreting a great myth, figuratively
accompanied by a warning against literal
reading, intended that the subsequent
work be interpreted figuratively. More-
over, the Phaedrus provides a template
from which to understand the whole of

the Ethics since they treat the same sub-
ject: rhetoric.

The primary concern expressed in
Plato’s Phaedrus is the nature of rhetoric,
and specifically the three types of orator:
the neuter speaker represented by the
non-lover; the base speaker represented
by the ignoble lover; and the noble
speaker represented by the noble lover. It
is important to note that in discussing
these three types of orator Weaver fol-
lows the same pattern established by
Plato in the Phaedrus. The non-lover is
addressed first, followed by the ignoble
lover, and the discourse concludes with
the noble lover. In the same way, Weaver
treated the rhetoric of Burke, whose faults
are precisely those faults that Weaver
attributes to the neuter speaker. The se-
mantically purified speech of the non-
lover “offers the serviceability of objec-
tivity,”47 whereas Burke’s argument from
circumstance “stops at the level of per-
ception of fact.”48 The neuter speaker is
bound to a language “whose structure
corresponds to physical structure,”49

while the argument from circumstance is
bound by expediency. The argument
“merely reads the circumstances—the
‘facts standing around’—and accepts
them as coercive.”50

After Phaedrus performs the speech of
the non-lover, Socrates responds by argu-
ing that love is an evil, that lovers seek to
dominate and exploit the objects of their
love and keep them weak and dependent.
Immediately upon finishing, however, he
cries:

If Love is, as he is indeed, a god or a divine
being, he cannot be an evil thing; yet this pair
of speeches treated him as evil. That then
was their offense toward Love, to which was
added the most exquisite folly of parading
there pernicious rubbish as though it were
good sense because it might deceive a few
miserable people and win their applause.51

Weaver made a convincing case for
Lincoln as the noble rhetor, but even the
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apparent sincerity of his argument is in-
sufficient to support the conclusion that
Weaver believed Lincoln to be the con-
servative ideal or even that he intended
for those who read the Ethics to accept
that conclusion. Weaver no more sup-
ported Lincoln than Plato endorsed cruel
and wicked love. In the same way that
Plato moves from the non-lover to the
wicked lover, Weaver led his reader from
the dispassionate neuter oratory to the
base and ignoble speech.

Weaver’s “iron logicality...dispas-
sionate reason and sober dialectic”52 con-
ceal an artistic depth which allowed
Weaver to say both that Lincoln exempli-
fied the argument from definition, the
basis (but not the totality) of ethical rheto-
ric, and that Lincoln is the ignoble rhetor
without contradiction. Lincoln’s failure,
like that of Socrates’s when he denounced
love as an evil madness, is not rhetorical
but dialectical. His sin was in ably advanc-
ing a false vision of the good.

In the second chapter of the Ethics,
Weaver elaborated on the nature of dia-
lectic and rhetoric using the famous trial
of the high school teacher John Thomas
Scopes in Dayton, Tennessee, in 1925.
Weaver argued that the prosecution
against Scopes was dialectically secured:
there was a law which had been duly
passed by the body empowered to do so
regarding a matter over which that body’s
authority was sovereign and Scopes did
violate that law—while the defense was
rhetorically more potent, arguing that
the law was a bad law. Thus the dialecti-
cally secured position won the trial but
lost the greater struggle. The lesson for
the conservative was that a dialectically
secured position—being right—was not
enough in the war against totalitarian
collectivism. The same theme sustains
The Southern Tradition at Bay (1968): a
dialectically secured philosophy is un-
dermined and swept away by a rhetori-
cally potent but false vision.

Carefully reading Weaver’s examples

of Lincoln’s supposedly conservative
rhetoric reveals arguments and adher-
ence to values Weaver systematically
rejected as anathemas of conservatism.
With respect to human nature, Weaver
offered examples of Lincoln’s speeches
including his Address to the Springfield
Lyceum, his speech on the National Bank,
his speech before the Washingtonian
Temperance Society, as well as his advice
to young lawyers. In each case, Lincoln
argued from a view of human nature as
“inherently evil,”53 driven by “personal
ambition;”54 he also argued with “a visible
regard for human passion and weakness”;
his definition being “completely unsenti-
mental.”55

While Weaver agreed that human na-
ture was inherently evil, he “was con-
cerned with human nature in its total-
ity.”56 If the Platonic influence—particu-
larly the Platonic definition of human
nature present in the Phaedrus—is ig-
nored, it would be easy to overlook the
distinction between Weaver and Lincoln
on human nature:

In the beginning of our story we divided
each soul into three parts, two being like
steeds and the third like a charioteer. Well
and good. Now of the steeds, so we declare,
one is good and the other is not, but we have
not described the excellence of the one nor
the badness of the other, and that is what
must be done. He that is on the more hon-
orable side is upright and clean limbed,
carrying his neck high with something of a
hooked nose; in color he is white, with black
eyes; a lover of glory, but with temperance
and modesty; one that consorts with genu-
ine renown, and needs no whip, being driven
by the word of command alone. The other
is crooked of frame, a massive jumble of a
creature, with thick short neck, snub nose,
black skin, and gray eyes; hot-blooded, con-
sorting with wantonness and vainglory;
shaggy of ear, deaf and hard to control with
whip and goad.57

The myth of the charioteer58 is one of
Plato’s most enduring images and therein
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Plato clearly establishes that the soul, i.e.
human nature, is not singular and con-
stant, as Weaver’s Lincoln depicted it, but
torn between its noble and base natures.
According to Socrates, the failure of his
first oration, the speech of the evil lover,
is that he presents only one side—the evil
side—of the lover and treats as “an invari-
able truth that madness [of love] is an
evil, but in reality, the greatest blessings
come by way of madness, indeed of mad-
ness that is heaven-sent.”59 Weaver ech-
oed this duality in “How to Argue the
Conservative Cause”:

The desire to have more, to enjoy more, to
become more comfortable is not the only
driving force in human nature. There is
alongside this, though sometimes buried, a
desire to sacrifice, to be hard on oneself.
This may sound paradoxical to some, but
then human nature is not a simple ques-
tion.60

In each case that Weaver cited, Lincoln
argued from a single narrow conception
of human nature and advocated restrain-
ing the evil of human nature by conjoin-
ing duty and interest. Weaver summa-
rized Lincoln’s position on the National
Bank as being rooted in the assumption
that “we always find the best performance
where duty and self-interest thus run to-
gether”61 and, regarding Lincoln’s advice
to young lawyers, that, “Lincoln saw the
yoking of duty and self-interest as a neces-
sity of our nature.”62 It is difficult to be-
lieve that Weaver, who argued in the first
chapter of Ethics that, “rhetoric at its tru-
est seeks to perfect men by showing them
better versions of themselves, links in a
chain extending upward toward the ideal,
which only the intellect can apprehend
and the soul have affections for,”63 would
later say that Lincoln’s practice of argu-
ing from humanity’s lowest nature, em-
phasizing the baseness of man, was ethi-
cal in practice.

With respect to Lincoln’s second argu-
ment based on “the definition of man,”

Weaver provided several examples, most
of which centered upon the issue of sla-
very:

The American civil conflict of the last cen-
tury, when all its superficial excitements
have been stripped aside, appears another
debate about the nature of man. Yet while
other political leaders were looking to the
law, to American history, and to this or that
political contingency, Lincoln looked—as it
was his habit already to do—to the center;
that is, to the definition of man. Was the
negro a man or was he not? It can be shown
that his answer to this question never var-
ied, despite a willingness to recognize some
temporary and perhaps even some perma-
nent minority on the part of the African race.
The answer was a clear “Yes,” and he used
it on many occasions during the fifties to
impale his opponents.64

Weaver determined that Lincoln “could
never be dislodged from his position that
there is one genus of human beings.”65 Yet
this position is not only in conflict with
Socrates’s argument in the Phaedrus, that
an ethical rhetoric must “classify the types
of discourse and the types of soul, and the
various ways in which souls are affected,
explaining the reasons in each case, sug-
gesting the type of speech appropriate to
each type of soul, and showing what kind
of speech can be relied on to create belief
in one soul and disbelief in another and
why”66 but also in conflict with essential
elements of Weaver’s conservative phi-
losophy. In Visions of Order, he wrote:

For the past several centuries there has
been a growing tendency to collapse hierar-
chy and in consequence to deny, ignore or
abolish proper distinctions among human
beings. These distinctions, or discrimina-
tions, have been of many kinds, answering
to differences in age, in sex, in education, in
occupation, in way of life, in degree of com-
mitment to transcendental goals, etc. In
periods of high culture, there is interest in
diversity as well as in sameness, and society
uses the standards of many qualities to
measure and identify, not merely the single
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standard of quality to weigh. This fact ex-
presses a belief that there are qualities,
faculties, and vocations that distinguish
human beings in ways that have to be re-
spected.67

In “Life without Prejudice,” Weaver
connected this deconstruction of dis-
tinction with the “ceaseless campaign of
the communists to make every people a
mass” through the eradication of distinc-
tions.68 Lincoln’s use of a single standard,
while certainly an argument from defini-
tion, which is the conservative’s mode of
argument, did not make him conserva-
tive nor did it mean that, for Weaver,
Lincoln was ethical. Weaver prepared the
reader for this in the opening chapter of
the Ethics when he writes:

It is impossible to talk about rhetoric as
effective expression without having as a
term giving intelligibility to the whole dis-
course, the Good. Of course, inferior con-
cepts of the Good may be and often are
placed in this ultimate position; and there is
nothing to keep a base lover from inverting
the proper order and saying, “Evil, be thou
my good.”69

Weaver was able to use Lincoln as an
example of conservative rhetoric and of
the evil orator because the latter judg-
ment requires transcending the surface
meaning of the text and apprehending

Weaver’s higher truth. While it would
seem that the text and the transcendent
text are in conflict with one another,
Weaver was able to avoid this dilemma to
the degree that Lincoln was wrong only
in the sense that he was not entirely right.
In Visions of Order, Weaver pointed out
that, “It is of course the essence of fanati-
cism to seize upon some fragment of truth
or value and regard it as the exclusive
object of man’s striving.”70 Weaver’s Lin-
coln argued from definition, which made
him the exemplar of conservative and
ethical rhetoric, but because his defini-
tions were partial and broke down “proper
distinctions,” Lincoln was simulta-
neously the evil rhetor. Lincoln’s failure
was not rhetorical but dialectical. With-
out a dialectically secured position, there
can be no ethical rhetoric.

If Burke represents the neuter rhetor,
the seeker of the middle ground who
lacks reference to an articulated posi-
tion, and if Lincoln is the base rhetor, a
rhetor whose position is clearly articu-
lated but dialectically unsound and thus
advances a false vision of the world, it
stands to follow that John Milton, the
only other candidate available in the Eth-
ics, is Weaver’s ideal and the noble rhetor.
Such a conclusion demands a substan-
tial change in how Weaver is generally
perceived not only in the new conserva-
tism but also in political philosophy.
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