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President De Klerk and ethos: an 
alternative way of addressing the nation 
Johannn C de We. 

This .rtlcle de.ls wllh St.te Presl· 
dent De Klert 's historic opening lid· 
dre .. belore P.rll.m.n' on 2 Febru· 
.ry 1990. The locus Is on the spe.k· 
er' • • tho ... .... nll.lly conc.ptu. 
llsed by ArI.totie In hi. Rhetoric • • nd 
•• II h •• evol.ed In modem public 
.pe.klng In th. or.tory •• ttlng, Th • 
... Iuallon , •• n .xercl.eln rhetorle.1 
CI'Uicl.m b •• ed on th •• rtl.tlc .t.n· 
d.rd .nd neo·ArI.toten.n .pproach. 
Both verb.1 .nd non·verbal m ..... 
• re con.ldered. The .uthor con· 
clude. th.t M, De Klerk'. dl.pl.y 01 
ethoa w •• credible In.of.r •• he con· 
veyed .xpertne •• (Intelligence), tru.t· 
worthlne ... nd good will during the 
.peech. In f.ct. gl.en the principle. 
of (We.'em) d.mocratlc politic., no 
South African St.te President or 
Prime Mlnl.'e, haa ever re.ched oul 
wllh 10 much 'pparent good will to 
the ... t majority of South Afric.n •. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

II was nOt tOO long ago that the famous 
historian, Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr, 
reminded us once again In an anlc'e en
titled Democracy and leadership lhal 
leadership, the abl!lly to inspire and mobI
Use masses 01 people, requires creativi
ty and that creativity In democratic 
statecraft has to meel live basic require
ments. Schlesinger C1988:22) explains; 
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The Ilrst requIrement on the list Is 0b
servation, the ability 10 observe with ac
CU'acy things as they are In themselves, 
to know Whelhef the things depicted be 
acl\Jally present, Next, rell8crlon. which 
teaches the value ot actions. Images. 

Dr JoIIann de Wet Is a senIot kJchNer In ~ 
munlcatlon at the University of South Africa. 
This ankle is ~ on /I P8{HK lhlIt he read 
st /tie fIIfVtI.NIJ SACOIoIM confet~ on Pretorla 
on 6 SeplemDef f 990 

thoughts and tMllngs: and assists the 
sensibjlly in per08ivlng their C(lI.I8Ct!o, 
with each other. Then imaglnarlon. to 
rTIOdify , 10 create and 10 associate: then 
onventiOn: end linelly judgment. to <* 
clde how and whete, end in what 
<leg" ... 

It Is essentially with the lourth requir~ 
menl, namely invention, that one will be 
dea!1ng with In this article. invention is der· 
ived Irom !he Latin inventio, which In pub
lic speaking terminology relers 10 !he dis.
rovery and analysis 01 subfect matter and 
proofs. In fact , Inventlo Is one 01 the five 
canons 01 rhetoric as developed by the 
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Ancient Greeks.and Romans. The others 
are "dispositio"or disposition (the struc
ture and arrangement of discourse); 
"pronuntiatio" or delivery (voice, articu
lation and body movement); "elocutio" or 
style (appropriate use of language); and 
"memoria" or memory (usually referred 
to as a speaker's retention and grasp of 
the content in some kind of sequential 
order) - see De Wet & Rensburg, (1989: 
25). 

More specifically, in dealing with "in
ventio" the focus will be on one of the ar
tistic proofs which a speaker may display 
when he or she attempts to persuade 
others to his or her point of view, namely 
ethos. Ethos is concerned with the credi
bility of the speaker. The other two artis
tic proofs are pathos which relates to 
emotional or psychological appeals and 
logos which refers to rational appeals. Ar
tistic proofs are created by the speaker 
in his or her speech. 

While all· three proofs often work 
together in persuasive oratory, ethos is 
Singled out for treatment here. This is 
done since ethos is often overlooked, and 
because it is particularly important in a 
deliberative (political) assembly where 
matters pertaining to the unknown future 
are discussed constantly. 

We all know that democratic leadership 
demands a certain credibility from the 
leader and that the very concept of 
leadership implies that individuals make 
a difference in politics. While leaders have 
been responsible for the most horrible pa
litical crimes and follies, they have also 
been instrumental in urging man on 
towards individual freedom and equality, 
and religious and racial tolerance. For the 
proverbial better or worse, then, leaders 
make a difference. 

Questions related to the credibility of 
the pOlitical or deliberative speaker are 
not new. Aristotle, the great Greek 
philosopher, addressed the question of 
ethos more than 2000 years ago. In fact, 
to consider the ethos of a speaker is part 
and parcel of a neo-Aristotelian approach 
to rhetorical criticism. But first a word on 
the concept of rhetorical criticism. 

2. RHETORICAL CRITICISM 

Rhetorical criticism is derived from the 
words rhetoric and criticism. Rhetoric was 
defined by Aristotle (1984: 24) as "the 
faculty (ability) of observing in any given 
case the available means of persuasion". 
Today rhetoric is often conceptualised as 
the art of speaking persuasively (that is, 
achieving something predetermined and 
directional with recipients), while criticism 
demands a standard to separate it from 
mere comment. More specifically, what 
separates a critic from a commentator is 
simply the fact that a critic expresses 
judgements based on some standard of 
comparison, whereas a commentator 
either reports observations or renders 
opinions. 

Therefore, when we attempt to 
describe and evaluate - by means of 
functional standards - communicators' 
efforts to persuade recipients, we engage 
in rhetorical criticism (De Wet & Rens
burg, 1989: 17). 

It is the artistic standard (coupled to the 
neo-Aristotelian approach) that will apply 
in the evaluation of State President De 
Klerk's display of ethos in his opening 
address. 

2.1 The artistic standard 

The artistic standard for speech criticism 
sets as its goal the ideal performance of 
the art. After all, political speech-making 
is first and foremost an art. It is an art in
sofar as we are dealing with the capabili
ty of doing something (persuading 
recipients which, of course, also requires 
thought) and because probabilities are in
volved - we cannot predict with cer
tainty that if the persuader employs cer
tain techniques the effects will be so and 
so (cf. De Wet, 1 988). 

As Cathcart (1988:30) notes, in "using 
this (artistic) standard, the critic attempts 
to ascertain the highest achievement pos
sible In any rhetorical (persuasive) situa
tion and then judges the speech accord
ingly". Therefore, the critic is concerned 
with how welt the communicator applied 
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the principles of effective rhetorical dis
course - in other words, in this case, 
how well or artistically (creatively) ethos 
as an available means of persuasion was 
employed by State President De Klerk. 
Note that in using this standard one does 
not make judgements about the speaker 
as a person, but instead as a speaker. 

The artistic standard per se will not 
enable critics to make specific evalua
tions of rhetorical discourse. It is the crit
ic's application of an approach to rhetor
ical criticism which will account for par
ticular interpretations and evaluations 
made. 

2.2 The neo-Arlstotelian approach 
and ethos 

The neo-Aristotelian approach to rhetor
ical criticism is based on Aristotle's work, 
Rhetoric (see the Aristotle, 1984 refer
ence), which is today still generally con
sidered the most important single work 
in the literature of persuasive oratory (litt
lejohn 1978: 1 59; Pearce & Foss, 1 990: 
5). 

In the neo-Aristotelian approach it is as
sumed inter alia that when the selection 
of proofs in discourse is constructed in 
ways which fit the demands of the com
municator, recipients and (social) circum
stance, people are persuaded because 
they react to the so-called "logic" of each 
proof (Cathcart, 1988: 84). 

While critics using this approach right
ly consider the interaction among com
municator (speaker), message, recipients 
(audience) and circumstance in public dis
course, they tend to concentrate on the 
communicator, insofar as the interaction 
is always viewed through the communi
cator's eyes. Also in this approach it is 
assumed that the communicator has 
carefully prepared his or her message (De 
Wet & Rensburg, 1989: 25-26; 30). 

For Aristotle, ethos was an artistic 
proof consisting of a complicated quality 
of credibility that was derived from a 
speaker's seeming expertness, trustwor
thiness and good will towards the au
dience (cf. Arnhart, 1981: 34-48). 
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Modern speech communication scien
tists have devoted much time to explor
ing the dimensions of ethos. On the whole 
Aristotle's conclusion has been con
firmed: it is important for political speak
ers to improve on their reputations for in
telligence (expertness) and trustworthi
ness during speaking, and that they need 
to give evidence of good will (the begin
ning of friendship) toward recipients or of 
identification with them. 

How does one build into a deliberative 
speech evidence of expertness, trustwor
thiness and good will towards recipients? 
With regard to expertness, your material 
and your treatment of it must show that 
you know your subject well and can treat 
it accurately but appropriately to the sit
uation that you are in. Trustworthiness is 
attributed to a speaker when recipients 
think a speaker knows what he or she is 
talking about and shares and respects 
values that recipients prize. Also, 
recipients seem to trust speakers who 
know more than they do and who under
stand better than they do. Good will is a 
quality attributed to a person. We feel 
good will in someone when we think we 
perceive goodness in him or her. To oper
ationalise good will in the public speak
ing context, one can say that a feeling of 
good will is conveyed when there is a 
feeling of undeveloped friendship be
tween a speaker and recipients. In other 
words, in treating the material on hand, 
the speaker should show recipients that 
he or she is at least a possible friend to 
them and their interests. (cf. Wilson & Ar
nold, 1983: 124-131). 

A speaker's reputation which he brings 
with him to the speech-making occasion 
also influences his credibility, although 
ethos essentially refers to what happens 
during the speech-making process. 
Moreover, critics should consider how the 
language and development of the mes
sage reflect good taste, common sense 
and sincerity - factors which contribute 
to the credibility of the communicator. 
While the critic focuses on the verbal 
aspects of presentation, non-verbal 
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aspects are considered insofar as they 
complement (or contradict) verbal mes
sages that display ethos (cf. Larson, 
1989: 58-59). 

Let us now tum specifically to an evallr 
ation of the State President's display of 
ethos in his speech. The sources for the 
complete text were Hansard (1 990) and 
an own video recording (1990). 

3. THE STATE PRESIDENT AND 
ETHOS 

At the outset one should recognise the 
need for ethos in the opening address. 
Ethos was brought into play because: (a) 
the State President was relatively new in 
office; (b) new pOlitical developments are 
introduced; and (c) the audience was of 
diverse pOlitical persuasion. 

Also, the question of rhetorical con
straints on the speaker should be clari
fied. One cannot appreciate Mr De Klerk's 
display of ethos without considering the 
position he found himself in. After all, one 
always recognises, or should recognise, 
that communication takes place within cir
cumstances and that circumstances in
fluence communication. 

What then were the rhetorical con
straints on the State President? Three 
come to mind immediately. Firstly, In at
tempting to persuade the "whole" South 
African nation, he must have realised that 
he could essentially only speak on behalf 
of the majority of whites. In other words, 
up to this point his credibility among the 
black majority had not been established, 
except for the fact that he was the most 
powerful person In South Africa. Second
ly, he had to bear the reaction of the in
ternational community to his address in 
mind. There was generally a reformist 
mood in the nation and to contemplate a 
step backward might well have invited 
backlash from abroad as experienced af
ter State President Botha's infamous Ru
bicon speech at the National Party's Na
tal Provincial Congress in Durban in Air 
gust 1985. Remember that economic 
sanctions have deeply hurt the South Afri
can state. Thirdly and most importantly, 

the National Party had fought the Septem
ber 1989 election for members of the 
House of Assembly under the banner of 
new and dynamic leadership under Mr 
F.w. de Klerk. The opening address in 
question would be a good test to see 
whether the promise of dynamic leader
ship could be fulfilled. 

Obviously the whole purpose or intent 
of Mr De Klerk's overall message must 
also be considered. It should be clear that 
he sought to persuade the audience, the 
whole South African nation (with the ex
ception, arguably, of those citizens who 
still believed firmly in the apartheid ideol
ogy), that the time was ripe for South Afri
ca to move urgently towards a new, 
democratiC constitutional dispensation 
through Government negotiation with all 
widely recognised black leaders inside 
South Africa and those in exile. 

Generally speaking, the State President 
attempted to enhance his credibility 
among the majority of South Africans by 
adopting a democratic approach to criti
cal issues in his speech. Without being 
guided by the approach which Mr De 
Klerk adopts, one cannot really make 
(relatively) objective judgments on the 
merits of his rhetorical performance. 

In the opening address the underlying 
principles of the concept of (Western) 
democracy, namely freedom (or the right 
to choose) and equality (as it relates to 
political equality, equality before the law 
and equality of opportunity), are con
firmed. South Africans may henceforth 
actively participate in any political party 
of their choosing as long as they do so 
responsibly (without resorting to (physi
cal) violence). Eventually everyone will 
have the vote, and equality of opportuni
ty in a future South African democracy. 

Also, for example, the State President 
explicitly states that his decisions (inter 
alia the unbanning of the African Nation
al Congress) and views can be justified 
from a security and political point of view. 
The pOlitical point of view revolves 
around the yearning for democracy in 
South Africa, and the security point of 
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view establishes the notion that change 
will not be allowed to place the security 
of the people in jeopardy - again, in 
other words, that the exercise of freedom 
should be coupled with responsibility. 

Mr De Klerk conveys expertness or in
telligence in his speech when dealing with 
critical issues related to South Africa's for
eign relations, human rights, the death 
penalty, soci~conomic development, 
economy and future negotiations. He af' 
pears to know the subject matters well 
and he deals appropriately with them. 
Witness, for example, these statements:-

On foreign affairs: "The year 1 989 will 
go down in history as the year in which 
Stalinist Communism expired. These de
velopments will entail unpredictable con
sequences for Europe, but they will also 
be of decisive importance to Africa. The 
indications are that the countries of 
Eastern and Central Europe will receive 
greater attention, while this will decline in 
the case of Africa." 

On human rights: "The Government 
accepts the principle of the recognition 
and protection of the fundamental in
dividual rights which form the constitu
tional basis of most Western democra
cies. We acknowledge, too, that the most 
practical way of protecting those rights 
is vested in a declaration of rights justifi
able by an independent judiciary. 
"However, it is clear that a system for the 
protection of the rights of individuals, 
minorities and national entities has to form 
a well-rounded and balanced whole. 
South Africa has its own national compo
sition, and our constitutional dispensation 
has to take this into account. The formal 
recognition of individual rights does not 
mean that the problems of a heterogene
ous population will simply disappear. Any 
new constitution which disregards this 
reality will be inappropriate and even 
harmful." 

On negotiation: "Practically every lead
er agrees that negotiation is the key to 
reconciliation, peace and a new and just 
dispensation. However, numerous ex
cuses for refusing to take part are ad-
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vanced. Some of the reasons being ad
vanced are valid. Others are merely part 
of a political chess game. And while the 
game of chess proceeds, valuable time 
is being lost." 

Mr De Klerk's trustworthiness was also 
enhanced by the above statements inso
far as he indicates that he, as State Presi
dent, knows what he is talking about and 
that democrats will share and respect the 
values which he advocates. His declara
tion (in the conclusion) that he stands 
humble before the Almightly Lord com
plemented his trustworthiness, given the 
contention that the majority of South Afri
cans are confessed Christians. 

The President conveys good will 
towards the majority of South Africa's 
peoples by his announcement of the un
banning of the African National Congress, 
the South African Communist Party and 
Pan Africanist Congress; by his lifting of 
restrictions on 33 organisations, aboliSh
ing the media emergency regulations et
cetera; and by his decision to release Mr 
Nelson Mandela unconditionally as soon 
as possible (and it happened on 11 Febru
ary 1 990). His good will was also shown 
in a number of statements, such as "rapid 
progress with the reform of our system 
of taxation" is a prerequisite, and "it is 
time to break out of the cycle of violence 
and break through to peace and recon
ciliation. The silent majority is yearning 
for this. The youth deserve it." Mr De 
Klerk most certainly showed the majori
ty of citizens that he was at least a possi
ble friend to them and their interests. 

Throughout the opening address the 
State President comes across as a sin
cere person. His frequent use of personal 
pronouns ("I", "we" and "us") is appropri
ate. The "I" is used to confirm authority, 
while "we" and "us" function to make 
others (also the general public) feel in
volved in the great task ahead. He 
projects the image of a reasonable and 
democratic leader who is quite capable 
of leading the nation through major re
forms. His verbal pronouncements create 
an identification with all democrats - real 
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and potential. For example, Mr De Klerk 
suggests that "hostile postures have to 
be replaced by co-operative ones; con
frontation by contact; disengagement by 
engagement; slogans by deliberate de
bate" (the use of binary oppositions) fol
lowed by: "The season of violence is over 
(the use of the metaphor). The time for 
reconstruction and reconciliation has 
arrived." 

The general development of the text 
also contributes to the credibility of the 
State President. His introduction empha
sises that "only a negotiated understand
ing among the representative leaders of 
the entire population is able to ensure last
ing peace" and he concludes his speech 
(having set the climate for negotiations 
with his "far-reaching decisions" to re
move "the most important obstacles in 
the way of negotiation") with inter alia an 
appeal to the leaders of the people to turn 
South Africa "away from its present direc
tion of conflict and confrontation". By his 
own admission, this very appeal was also 
made in his inaugural address in Septem
ber 1989. Surely these ideas reflect good 
taste, sincerity and common sense. Al
low me a brief word on the common 
sense aspect. 

While a State President would be ex
pected to speak in both official languages 
on such an occasion, his common sense 
comes through strongly in deciding when 
to speak in Afrikaans and when to do so 
in English. 

Of particular significance is that he 
speaks in Afrikaans (to Afrikaners, espe
cially white Afrikaners to whom the Na
tional Party traditionally owes its power 
base) when dealing with matters related 
to the protection of minorities in a future 
constitutional dispensation; when explain
ing that his decisions on the unbanning 
of the African National Congress etcetera 
can be justified from a security point of 
view; and when he refers back to what 
he promised during his inaugural address. 

English is used when dealing with for
eign relations; the un banning of political 
organisations; the state of emergency in 

the country; the imminent release of Mr 
Nelson Mandela; the call for all leaders 
who seek peace to work together; and 
the call for the international community 
"to re-evaluate its position and to adopt 
a positive attitude towards the dynamic 
evolution which is taking place in South 
Africa". 

With regard to the President's non
verbal communication as it relates to 
ethos, one must remember that this was 
a very formal occasion in which Mr De 
Klerk basically stood (with little or no bodi
ly movement) behind a lectern and read 
his speech. There is not too much to be 
said here. Striking, however, was his 
voice. In speed of utterance and variety 
it was quite even (but not boring) and 
came over calmly, even though he spoke 
in a serious manner - in fact, Mr De 
Klerk smiled only once and that was 
when a member of Parliament shouted 
"hear, hear!" in response to his' an
nouncement on the lifting of restrictions 
on Die Blanke Bevrydingsbeweging van 
Suid-Afrika. 

His voice complemented his ethos in 
the sense that he seemed to be in full con
trol of the situation, despite the fact that 
he was announcing "far-reaching" deci
sions. (He did interestingly enough drink 
more water than usual just before and at 
the time of announcing the unbanning of 
the ANC, PAC and SACP, but be that as 
it may.) On the whole and from a Western 
cultural point of view, one can safely con
clude that he conveyed in a non-verbal 
way the feeling ,that one could trust him 
as a leader. 

A critique of the State President's dis
play of ethos would be naTve if it were to 
simply glorify his artistry without realis
ing that Government had very few non
violent options left - and that the rnost 
fruitful one was probably to engage in 
negotiations with credible black leaders. 
Also, as a very astute politician, Mr De 
Klerk omits, for example, to emphaSise 
the problems of rising expectations and 
further power struggles that his call for 
negotiations would elicit. 
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While it probably would be foolish to 
expect perfection in pOlitical discourse, 
of more than passing interest is the fact 
that the President is quick to identify Chief 
Minister Buthelezi by name when he 
thanks all extra-Parliamentary leaders 
who "have always resisted violence" in 
the past - a point which Dr Buthelezi 
himself so proudly mentioned in a TV1 
Network interview on 15 August 1990, 
two days after the frontrunner in the Black 
leadership stakes, Mr Mandela, had ap
peared on the same programme. The ex
plicit reference to Chief Minister Buthelezi 
in the speech may well have led some 
people to ask whether there was some 
kind of hidden agenda attached to future 
pOlitical negotiations. 

There may even be democrats who 
feel that the President did not leave a non
violent "back door" open, if future negoti
ations should fail, and that this adversely 
affected his ethos (especially with regard 
to his trustworthiness) in the speech. In 
other words, an argument could be tha~ 
Mr De Klerk was too deterministic in his 
approach. 

4. CONCLUSION 

Given the nature of the subject matter, 
one cannot expect everyone to accept 
without question what the State President 
said. But that is not the point. In reflect
ing as a whole on the display of ethos in 
this historic speech within the framework 
of an artistic standard and neo-Aristotelian 
approach to rhetorical criticism, one must 

conclude that President De Kierk did so 
convincingly. 

As noted earlier (see section 3 above), 
he clearly adopted a democratic ap
proach which, according to most mass 
media accounts, was acceptable to the 
majority of South Africans (see, for exam
ple, the excellent issue of Leadership, 
1990). The President in effect argued per
suasively that the values that underlie the 
promise of democratic political commu
nication should be given a real chance in 
South Africa. Such communication would 
imply a process in which each participant 
relates to others in freedom and equality 
(in the sense of being on an equal su~ 
jective footing) with the aim of arriving at 
mutual understanding about messages 
that have been shaped for, or have con
sequences for, the functioning of the po
litical system. The whole movement 
towards a democratic communication 
culture in South Africa definitely gained 
momentum through this speech. 

The State President took advantage of 
the important occasion to show states
manship. South Africans needed direction 
and Mr De Klerk provided it. And he did 
so by artistically displaying expertness, 
trustworthiness and good will (in the neo
Aristotelian sense). Never before has a 
South African State President or Prime 
Minister reached out with so much appar
ent good will to the vast majority of South 
Africa's people. President FW. de Klerk's 
opening address was indeed an alterna
tive way of addressing the South African 
nation. 
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