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For Argument’s Sake

Why Do We Feel Compelled to Fight About Everything?

By Desoran Tannzy

was waiting to go on a television talk

show a few years ago for a discussion

about how men and women communi-

cate, when a man walked in wearing a

shirt and tie and a floor-length skirt,

the top of which was brushed by his

waist-length red hair. He politely introduced

himself and told me that he'd read and liked

my book “You Just Don't Understand,”

which had just been published, Then he

added, “When I get out there, I'm going to

attack you. But don't take it personaily.

That's why they invite me on 50 that’s what
I'm going to do.”

We went on the set and the show began i

had hardly managed to finish a sentence or -

two before the man threw his arms out in
gestures of anger, and began shrieking—

briefly hurling accusations at me, and then™

railing at length against women. The strang-

est thing about his hysterical outburst was

how the studio audience reacted: They

- turned vicious—not attacking me (I hadu't.
- - o-said-anything substantive yet) or-himy(yhy. -

wants to tangle with someone who screams
at you?) bul the other guests: women who
had come to talk about problems they had
communicating with their spouses.

My antagonist was nothing more than
a dependable provocateur, brought on
‘to ensure a lively show. The incident
has staved with me not because it was
typical of the talk shows I have appeared
on—it wasn't, I'm happy to say—but be
cause it exemplifies the ritual nature of much
of the opposition that pervades our public
dialogue.

Everywhere we turn, there is evidence =
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that, in public discourse, we prize conten-
tiousness and aggression more than cooper-
ation and conciliation. Headlines blare about
the Starr Wars, the Mommy Wars, the Baby
Wars, the Mammography Wars; everything
is posed in terms of battles and duels,
winners and losers, conflicts and disputes.
Biographies have metamorphosed into de-
monographies whose authors don't just por-
tray their subjects warts and all, but set out
to dig up as much dirt as possible, as if the
story of a person’s life is contained in the

warts, only the warts, and nothing but the
warts,

It’s all part of what [ call the argument
culture, which rests on the assumption that
opposition is the best way to get anything
done: The best way to discuss an idea is to
set up a debate. The best way to cover news
is to find people who express the most
extreme views and present them as “both
sides.” The best way to begin an essay is to
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CONTENTION, From C1

. atfack someone. The best way to show
" yotre really thoughtful is to criticize. The
~best way to settle disputes is to litigate
~“Thern.

. It'is the automatic nature of this re-
“sponse that I am calling into question. This

~“is-not to say that passionate opposition

* “and strong verbal attacks are never appro-
“‘priate. In the words of the Yugoslavian-
~born poet Charles Simic, “There are mo-
<" tefts in life when true invective is called
= for, when it becomes an absolute necessi-
“.ty,.out of a deep sense of justice, to
_~fenounce, mock, vituperate, lash out, in
-~ the strongest possible language.” What 'm
- ‘questioning is the ubiquity, the knee-jerk
‘ ~nature of approaching almost any issue,
problem or public person in an adversarial
+ .. Smashing heads does not open minds.
".In this as in so many things, results are
also causes, looping back and entrapping
" s, The pervasiveness of warlike formats
.. and language grows out of, but also gives
" “rise'to, an ethic of aggression: We come to
" yalue aggressive tactics for their own
*"“dake—for the sake of argument. Compro-
* - mise becomes a dirty word, and we often
“ “feel’ guilty if we are conciliatory rather
~“than confrontational—even if we achieve
* thé result we're seeking.
Here's one example. A woman called
.another talk show on which I was 2 guest.
""She; told the following story: “I was in a
. place where a man was smoking, and there
““was a no-smoking sign. Instead of saying
;- “You aren’t allowed to smoke in here. Put
" that owt!’ 1 said, Tm awfully :
“'dotry, but T have asthma, so your
** *4moking makes it hard for me to
"< bredthe. Would you mind terri-
"t bly not smoking? When [ said
-7.this, the man was extremely po-
+ lite and solicitous, and he put his
~reigarette out, and I said, ‘Oh,
thank you, thank you! as if he'd
. done a wonderful thing for me.
- Why did I do that?”
.+ . 1 think this woman expected
- ~mg-—the communications ex-
. .pert—to say she needs assertive-
.-.ness training to confront smok-
" érs.in a more aggressive manner.
Instead, I told her that her ap-
proach was just fine. If she had
.- tried to alter his behavior by
reminding him of the rules, he
might well have rebelled: “Who
made you the enforcer? Mind
your own business!” She had
givén the smoker a face-saving
way of doing what she wanted,
one that allowed him to feel
chivalrous rather than chastised.
This was kinder to him, but it was also
kinder to herself, since it was more likely
to lead to the result she desired.

Another caller disagreed with me, say-
ing the first caller’s style was “self-abas-
ing.” I persisted: There was nothing neces-

- sarily destructive about the way the
woman handled the smoker. The mistake
~ the second caller was making—a mistake

many of us make—was to confuse rifual
self-effacement with the literal kind, All
human relations require us to find ways to
get what we want from others without
seeming to dominate them,

The opinions expressed by the two
cailers encapsulate the ethic of aggression
that has us by our throats, particularly in
public arenas such as politics and law.
Issues are routinely approached by having
two sides stake out opposing positions and
do battle. This sometimes drives people to
take positions that are more adversarial
than they feel—and can get in the way of
reaching a possible resolution. I have
experienced this firsthand.

or my book about the workplace,

“Talking from 9 to 5,” I spent time in

companies, shadowing people, inter-
viewing them and having individuals tape
conversations when I wasn’t there. Most
companies were happy to proceed on a
verbal agreement setting forth certain
ground rules: Individuals would control
the taping, identifying names would be
changed, I would show them what ] wrote
about their company and change or delete
anything they did not approve. I also
signed confidentiality agreements promis-
ing not to reveal anything I learned about
the company’s business, )

Some companies, however, referred the
matter to their attorneys so a contract
could be written. In no case where attor-
neys became involved—mine as well as
theirs—could we reach an agreement on
working together. -

Negotiations with one company stand
out. Having agreed on the procedures and

s
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safeguards, we expected to have 4 contract
signed in a matter of weeks. But six
months later, after thousands of dollars in
legal fees and untold hours of everyone’s
time, the negotiations reached a dead end.
The company’s lawyer was demanding
veto power over my entire book; it meant
the company could (if it chose) prevent me
from publishing the book even if | used no
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The people I fo,., LA public  figures
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at the company

had no desire o
pass judgment on any §aﬂ: of my book iﬁéi
did net m%ive ?ﬁem@ gad 1 had no
intention of using e videotapes exvept
for -analysis. ‘extreme demands
-, wld have been easily dismissed by the
incipals-—except they had come after
months of wrangling with the language of

irafts passed back and forth. Everybody's
atience and good will had worn cut. The
adversarial nature of the legal process had
; [)\ILI"II d us beyond repair..

‘Requiring people to behave likg ene-
_ mies can stir up mutual enmity that
remains long after a casé has been
settled or tried, and the lawyers have
'nu\ul on. Because our legal system is
-~ based on the mode] of ritual battle, the
obiect—iike the obiect of all Hghts—is
to win, and that can interfere with the

goal of resolving disputes.
The same spirit drives
discourse of politics and ¢

[hese
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he press,

which are increasingly being given over
to ritual attacks. On 3;;”3 18, 1994,

retired admiral Bobby Bay Inman with-
drew 25 nominee for %L?%‘i?i?% of de-
fense after several news stories ralsed
questions about his ’;}ngé& dealings
and his finances. Inman, who had held
high public office in both Democratic
and Republican administrations, ex-
@%&é{z;é that h@ ;Eé not wish to serve
Eigd n because of changes in the politi-
cal clima i«:‘}w{ﬁ gezz that resulted in
public g‘ssfe:a being ?}5@*%{% o relent-
less am k {nman &azé }ze' tol
"’juﬁ}jg you've i
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“In fact, w1th the exceptlon of a few
columns, ... a few editorials and one for

not sparked by specific wmggﬁsmg but is
{riggered azzt{}fﬁai;;ﬁaﬂy s

1 once asked a reporter “about the
common journalistic ;}facizee of a:haﬁegg»
ing interviewees by repeating eriticiem fo

them. She told me it was the hardest part

of her job. “It makes me uncomfortable,”
she said, “1 tell myself Pm someone else

- and foree myself to do iL.” But, she sald she

had no trouble being combative if she felt
someone was guilty of behavior she con-

sidered wrong. And that is the crucial
é;ffsféﬁce between ritual fighting and lit-

eral ﬁgh‘img opnosition of the heart.

It is easy to find examples throughont
history of journahistic attacks that make
today’s rhetoric seem tame. But in the

past, such vst%.;g}emémn was motivated by

true political passion, in contrast with
today’s automatic, ritualized attacks—
which seem to grow out of a belief that
conflict is K g%»ﬁméeé and good, a re-
quired and superior form of discourse.

$he roots of our love for rituslized
opposition He in the educational
sysiem that we all pass through.
Here's a typical scene: The teacher sits at
the head of the classroom, pleased with
herself and her class, The students are
engaged in a heated debate. The very nolse
level reassures the teacher that the sindents
are participating. Learning is going on. The
class is 2 suceess.

But ook aeain, cautions Patricia Rosof, a
high achool %1%«%*} teacher who admits o
having experi as{i qust such 2 wave of
satisfaction, On closer inspection, you notice
‘?zg? only a few isi‘ﬁéii?ﬁts are %arh&;)a?mg n

the ﬁ@%}g;ﬁf the majority of the class is sitting
azf%*zéfg And the students @s%’;{z are 2 gwﬁg

7 %@ win the

s wrsved o b the {ﬁ{‘gﬁ? fimmﬁaéés*

* validity—because %héi would weaken th
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clause (“a a few edi-
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missed as so insig-

be erificized ruth-
; lessly testifies to
the ritualized nature of such attack: It is

recoil and go elsewhere. If public di
included a broad range of types, we would be -

crde an opponent’s point—oven f thev g

This aggressive mie%eﬁuai style} is eﬁiﬁ%’@ﬁi«- ,
ed and rewardsd in our i:i}ﬁiégéé and universi-
ties, The standard way o write an asademis
paper is to position your work in z?;; e
to someone else’s, This creates a need to
prove others wrong, which is quite different
from reading something with an open mind
and discovering that you disagree with it
S;a&z@te students learn that they must
disprove others’ arguments in order to be
origingl, make a contribution and . demon.
strate intellectual ability. The temptation is
great to oversimplify at best, and at worst to
distort or even misrepresent other peszm
the better to refute them.

imughtaginnpse&fﬁns\ﬁlﬁnigatthe :
question to someone who I felt had misrepre-
sented my own work: “Why do you need to
make others wrong for you to be right? Her

response: “It’s an argument!” Aha, 1 thought, -
that explains it. If you're having an argument,
you use every tactic you can think of—includ- -
ﬁ‘gg ﬁz&mrtmg what your opponent ;&,z agzém %
inordertowin,

Staging everything in terms af g}iamsé
opposition limits the information we get
rather than broadening . For one thing,
when a cerfain kind of interaction is -
norm, those who feel comfortable with |h..t '
fype of interaction are drawn 1o participate
and those who do not feel wﬂéaﬁabie with it

SO ‘Jr " "

making room for individuals with different -
temperaments. But when opposition and
fights overwhelmingly predominate, only
those who enjoy verbal sparring are likely to
take part. Those’ who cannot comfortably
take part in oppositional discourse—or
choose not to—are likely to optout.
But perhaps the most dangerous harvest of |
the ethic of aggression and ritual fighting
is—as with the audience response to the
screamning man on the television talk show-—
an atmosphere of animosity that spreads like
a fever. In extreme forms, it rears its head in
road rage and workplace shooting sprees. In
more common forms, it leads to what is being
decried everywhere as a lack of oivility. Tt
erodes our sense of human connection fo
those in public life—and to the strangers who
cross our paths and people our private lives,




