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Résumé de l’intervention de Miklós KÖNCZÖL 

« TRUTH AND PERSUASION: 

ARISTOTELIAN PERSPECTIVES ON POLITICAL DECISION-MAKING » 

 

This paper discusses the problem of references to truth and justice in political rhetoric, taking 
Aristotle’s Rhetoric as its starting point. It does so through examining three oppositions: those of (1) 
truth and persuasion, (2) facts and values, (3) law and politics. 

(1) Aristotelian rhetoric, being a counterpart of dialectics, is generally taken to focus on persuasion 
as opposed to truth. Thus, the first question is whether there is a place for substantive truth in 
Aristotle’s theory of rhetoric in general and of political (deliberative) rhetoric in particular. The paper 
answers the question in the positive, and seeks to substantiate this claim by a careful reconstruction of 
Aristotle’s views. 

(2) It is argued that the separation of arguments related to facts and ‘qualities’ (lawfulness/justice), 
which is generally assumed to appear in the Rhetoric, is by no means a definitive one. In fact, Aristotle 
seems to place much more emphasis on the connection between factual and evaluative issues, of 
veridiction and jurisdiction, than on their demarcation. 

(3) The paper seeks to highlight the links between the different branches (judicial, deliberative, and 
epideictic) of rhetoric. While Aristotle makes a clear distinction between them at the outset, several 
passages in the Rhetoric speak against a mechanical separation. Parallels between legal and political 
rhetoric are repeatedly drawn throughout the text. Moreover, judicial rhetoric often appears as the 
paradigmatic case of rhetoric, with lessons applicable to the deliberative branch as well. 

What follows from these insights is that in Aristotelian rhetoric truth and judgement are not 
opposed to one another in an antagonistic way, nor are matters of judicial and political decision-
making. The second part of the paper then seeks to summarise some of the consequences for the 
conceptualisation of political decision. 

While most political theories and philosophies today concentrate on the procedural (as opposed to 
substantive) aspects of political decision-making, their counterparts from classical antiquity remain a 
source of inspiration not least because of their ‘thicker’ conception of politics. Looking at the 
conceptual pairs examined in the paper as complementaries rather than opposites may contribute to a 
better understanding of the connections between procedural and substantive aspects of political 
decisions. 

Moreover, focusing on the links rather than the distinction between the concepts of justice (to 
dikaion) and usefulness (to sympheron), the respective ends of the judicial and deliberative branches of 
rhetoric according to Aristotle, may help to reconsider certain questions political and legal philosophy. 
The paper concludes with an examination of the opposition of legal and political discourse, one that 
underlies much of the recent debate about the justification of constitutional review. 


