









Mills 1

Todd Mills

Michael Kleine

Topics Course: Latini
18 July 2004

Cicero’s Invention

Cicero created five canons of rhetoric which include invention, arrangement, style, memory, and delivery. The aspect of ciceronian rhetoric that I find most interesting is invention. The word invention comes from the Latin term “inventio,” which means “to find.” Invention, when used in the rhetorical sense, basically describes the act of finding something to say. In contrast to eloquence, invention deals with “what to say” as opposed to how something is said, although eloquence is still a large part of any division of rhetoric. When talking about invention, there are other aspects of rhetoric that are directly related. Invention is closely tied to logos, the logical approach to deciding what topics to include in your argument, cause and effect, comparison, and the relationships of all elements in your argument. 

These topics of invention (topoi), which literally mean “places to find things,” were a starting point for finding things to say about a subject.  A rhetorician would use these topics to his advantage in order to sway listeners in favor of his opinions which would be the opposite of an accepted proposal. 

Exordium


Cicero’s idea of invention is still very applicable in today’s world. In every aspect of communication, thousands of years ago or tomorrow, the basis of any argument must 

Mills 2

first start with a topic. Deciding on this topic, the rhetorician must consider the knowledge of his community of listeners. In Cicero’s time, and today, knowing your audience, and knowing what they know, will help the rhetorician formulate points that will connect emotionally and philosophically to the listeners. It is my claim that invention is still very much applicable in today’s political and social forums and without it, or the basic structure of it, information or messages coming to the intended audience would be lost to those who receive it. 
Narratio

It is given that with any form of communication, a clear, understandable, and factual presentation is key to persuading any audience.  In the case of invention, it is the task of the rhetorician to determine the best means of communication for his topic. It may be more difficult for the contemporary rhetorician to understand his widely varied audience; however, this diversity makes invention even more important in order to relate to the common beliefs held by the majority of society.  Commonly held beliefs, such as right and wrong, justice and injustice, moral and immoral are just as relevant today as they were in Cicero’s time and therefore the topics of invention are as effective. For instance, we still rely on common topics such as definition, comparison, relationship and testimony to convince our audience of the suitability of our disputed point. 
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Propositio

It is my intention to prove, by showing relationships between Book II of Cicero’s De Inventione and contemporary legal controversy, that invention and how it is structured is necessary in today’s rhetoric.

Confirmatio

The idea of a piece of discourse with no structure is to say there is no argument to debate against. The topic, and how it is derived, is the quintessential element of any argument. Invention is the way to determine that topic. For instance, invention is to argument as the engine is to a car. The style of the car, be it a Mercedes or a Ford Pinto, would not matter if no engine were present, just as an argument with no topic could not rely on how the information is presented if there is none to be discussed. 

Today’s rhetorician, like those of the past, must rely on the topics that are relevant to the knowledge of the community. Following the Middle Ages, style became more important to rhetorical instructions than invention as the scientific method was considered the primary means to knowledge.  However, in the present, while science is questioning the basic tenets of reality itself, the ties between rhetoric and knowledge have once again become indispensable, making invention key to argumentation for the rhetorician.
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Refutatio

Though the argument so far has left little to debate, there still may be those who believe that invention is of little importance to today’s rhetorician. Today’s audience is much more diverse and some might say it would be futile to play on the emotions and ideas of the masses. I will agree that the contemporary community has the opportunity to introduce themselves to knowledge in any area, resources are readily available to those who wish to learn, and many people, regardless of the rhetorician’s ideas, have strong beliefs on certain topics. But, I will suggest that for those reasons, it is even more important to “invent” your argument in a way to persuade your listener by using a basic knowledge base. 

Today, we as citizens are faced with some highly charged political rhetoric that, no doubt, is challenging politicians to “invent” ways of presenting and defending their case. For instance, the same-sex marriage issues have courts, lawyers, and the public scrambling to make their case to a very large audience, a much larger audience, I dare to say, than most classical rhetoricians encountered. Cicero’s ideas from Book II of De Inventione can be found in courtrooms all over the United States, especially in regards to the controversy that arises from exact terms in relation to the exact letter of the law.  Just as Cicero relies on definition, a common topic of invention, contemporary rhetoric is also focusing on definition as it attempts to discern the ambiguity present in the meaning of marriage.  Likewise, as Cicero considers the cause and effect relationship, a common topic of invention, to explore the consequences of departing from the letter of the law, today we also face the came question of consequence.  When dealing with issues that 
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appeal to an entire country, I find it hard to believe that the need for basic principals of invention could be irrelevant. The basic topics of invention carry and will carry for as long as civilization exists.  
Peroration

I have shown that the need for invention and the basic tenants of it are, now more than ever, relevant to effective argumentation and discourse. Drawing from the knowledge of classical rhetoricians, the contemporary have a solid structure to build on. Right is right, just is just, just like it was thousands of years ago and the basic ideas of presenting an argument is as important now as it was then and will be in the future. As a rhetorician, it is your duty and charge to know your audience, know their needs and be familiar with their knowledge base before attempting to persuade them. The only way this can be done is through the process, or structure, of invention. 
