PREPARATORY READING FOR 3-11-08 WORKSHOP


DOXA

Doxa is a rhetorical term that often is explained simply as "belief and opinion". At a first glance this may sound easy, but doxa is more complex and contains a wider meaning. To prepare you for next Marratech session we have therefore summarized a somewhat deeper explanation for you here: 

Doxa is often put in contrast to epistêmê, which is "the true knowledge" or "truth". Epistêmê concerns things that can be obejctivly and scientifically proved and that we therefore KNOW, such as 1+1 = 2 , or air consists of oxygen. Doxa concerns matters of valuation, opinions and BELIEFS, such as if something is good or bad, beautiful or ugly or conviction whether something is true or false even if we can not prove it. 

Professor Lennart Hellspong writes that doxa can be translated as "doctrine" and that it "refers to general opinions within a group of people". To believe in God and Jesus is for example a doxa that exists in the Christian groups within the society. Since we cannot prove that neither God or Jesus exist, with scientific methods, we simply have to believe without knowing. The Christians, however, are certain of God and Jesus´ existence, and therefore their opinion is a doxa. 

Mats Rosengren describes doxa as "a social consensus about how things work and how things should work." He continues by writing that doxa, in a wider meaning "includes even patterns of thought and language, how to act, walk, dress and so on that are considered obvious within a certain group". For the specific group the prevailing doxa is what's seen as natural, normal and self-evident. Therefore doxa is not questioned by the own group simply because no one within the group realise that they should or even could question it. Rosengren suggest that every society consists of a number of smaller groups that each have their own specific doxa.  

In a rhetorical situation doxa can be used by the speaker as a mean to connect to the audience.  If the speaker understands the assumptions of the audience, their doxa, then he/she can better adjust his/hers arguments to suit their beliefs and opinions. And by doing this the speaker has a better chance of delivering his/hers message in the most persuasive way.

A focus on doxa (how it's different from Truth) also enables us to see how culturally embedded our values and norms are, i.e. while Americans may not question that a political speech ends with "god bless our troops," this is not universally accepted as appropriate or effective rhetoric. So, let some knowledge of doxa help you understand and analyze rhetorical issues / make you become a better speaker?

Please go searching and find out as much as possible about doxa for our Cross-Cultural Rhetoric Workshop!

 

Lennart Hellspong, Konsten att tala - handbok i praktisk retorik
Mats Rosengren Doxologi, en essä om kunskap 
 

This text has been freely composed and translated by Anna Köhnberg and Eva Magnusson
ETHNIC HUMOR

This is a short introduction to some very basic ideas about ethnic humor and it will help you think through the film clip we'll be watching on Tuesday.

Ethnic humor can be used by a) the majority (say white Westerners) or by an ethnic minority (could be immigrants).

Ethnic humor by the majority is often used to define social and moral boundaries around their community (ridiculing those that are not seen as belonging to that community), to legitimize inequalities (it was easier to accept that Irish immigrants to America should not be treated as equal with Americans in the early 20th century if they were portrayed as drunk, irrational, dangerous, and of lesser intelligence. Similarly, "dumb blonde" jokes are reminiscent of a time where men often considered women of lesser intelligence. These jokes therefore also served the function of legitimizing that women should not have voting rights, property rights, etc.). Ethnic humor by the majority has furthermore been used to clarify ambiguities between legitimate and competing norms. For example, it is equally legitimate to want to have some leisure time and to work -- but how much work and how much leisure is appropriate in our society? This competition between two norms can be resolved through humor. In a joke about a Mexican immigrant couple living in the US, for example, the Mexican guy meets an American friend at a vacation spot in Hawaii. "What are you doing here," the friend asks, and the Mexican guy says "I'm on my honeymoon." "But where is your wife," asks the friend. "Oh, she's at home taking care of our restaurant," the Mexican replies.
The joke ridicules the Mexican for not knowing the proper way of balancing the competing claims to his time (leisure and work), since it is obviously ridiculous to go on a honeymoon without your wife.

Ethnic humor by the majority population (Swedes making fun of immigrants, for example) gives us a sense of the stereotypes which minorities are faced with. After 9/11, there’s been a range of cartoons in European and American media depicting Muslims as terrorists, religious fantatics, and as oppressors of women.

Minorities are not just victims of humor, however. They also use humor themselves to consolidate a sense of solidarity amongst a marginalized population (”at least we're together in this”); to "get back at" the oppressor ("underdog" jokes where the "little guy" gets the last laugh); to take the sting out of negative stereotypes by using them about themselves (gays calling themselves "faggots," for example); and to point out injusticies (an example from the Muslim American comedy group ”Axis of Evil”: "do you know what it's like being of Arab heritage with a Muslim last name living in America after 9/11. I could use a hug").

Scholars of humor argue that humor can be insensitive and offensive depending on the author and the context (an example: "what is the cure for a Jewish kid with Attention Deficit Disorder? A concentration camp"), but humor can also enable conversations about topics that might otherwise be too hurtful to talk about. By laughing together, we are invited to imagine other, less hostile, confrontational ways of coexisting. By being 'not serious' we can safely consider the most serious things in our lives - race; religion; politics; sex; gender; marriage and family; social class and regional differences" (Mintz 578).

