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The Triumph of the Yell
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By Deborah Tannen 

WASHINGTON 
put the question to a journalist 

.' who bad written a vitrioUc at­
tack on a leading feminist re­

.- searcher: "Why do you need 
to make,othen wrong for you 
to be right?" Her response: 

"It-. an argument I " 
_ That's the problem. More and more 
these days, journalists, politicians 
and academics treat pubUc discourse 
-as an argument - not in the sense of 
maaing an argument. but in the sense 
of having one, of having a fight. 

When people have arguments in 
priVate life, they're notl trying to un­
dentand what the other penon is 
saying. They're listelling for weak· 
neaes in logic to leap on, points they 
caD eliston to make the other look 
bad. We an do this when we're angry. 
but is it the best model for public 
m~~~m~~up?~breu. 

down of the boundary between pubUc 
and private is contributing to what I 
have come to think of as a culture of 
critique. . 

Fights have winners and losers. If 
you're fighting to win, the temptation 
is great to deny facts that support your 
opponent's views and present only 
those facts that support your own. 

At worst, there's a temptation to lie. 
We accept this style of arguing be­
cause we believe we can tell when 

.someone is lying. But we can'L Paul 
Ekman, a psychologist at the Univer­
sity of california at San Francisco. has 
found that even when people are very 
sure they can tell whether or not some­
one is dissembling, their judgments 
are as likely as not to be wrong. 

If public discourse is a fight, every 
issue must have two sides - no more, 
no less. And it's crucial to show Hthe 
other side, It even if one has to scour 
the margins of science or the fringes 
of lunacy to find it. 

The culture of critique is based on 
the -belief that opposition leads to 
truth: when both sides argue. the truth 
will emerge. And because people are 
presumed to enjoy watching a fight, 
the most extreme views are p~ 
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seated. since they make the best show. 
But it Is a myth that opposition leads 
to trUth when troth does Dot reside on 
ODe side or the' other but is rather a 
crystal of many sides. Troth is more 
likely to be found in the complex mid· 
dle than in the simplified extremes, 
but the spectacles' that result when 
exuemes clash are thought to get 
higher ratings or larger readership. 

Beeause the culture of critique en­
courages people to attack and often 
misrepresent others. those others 
must waste their creativity and time 
correcting the misrepresentations 
aDd defending themselves. serious 
scholars have had to spend years of 
their lives writing books proving that 
the Holocaust happened, because a 

. few fanatics who claim it didn't have 
been given a public forum. Those who 
pnwide the· platform know that what 

Fights sell papers. 
But they obscure 

the truth. 

these people say is. simply put, not 
true. but rationalize the dissemina­
tion of lies as showing "the other 
side." The determination to find an­
other side can spread disinformation 
rather than lead to truth. 

The culture of critique has given 
rise to the journalistic practice of 
confronting prominent people with 
criticism couched as others' Views. 
Meanwhile, the interviewer has 
planted an accusation in readers' or 
viewers' minds. The theory seems to 
be that when provoked, people are 
spurred to eloquence and self-revela­
tion. Perhaps some are. But others 
are unable to say what they know 
because they are hun, and begin to 
sputter when their sense of fairness is 
outraged. In those cases, opposition is 
not the path to truth. 

When people in power know that 
what they say will be scrutinized for 
weaknesses and probably distoned, 
they become more guarded. As an 
acquaintance recently explained 
about himself, public figures who 
once gave lonR. free-wheeling press 
conferences now limit themselves to 
reading brief statements. When less 



• • 
information gets communicated, op­
position does nOl lead to truth. 

Opposition also limits information 
when only those who are adept at 
verbal sparring take part in public 
discourse, and those who cannot han­
dle t~ or do not like it, decline to 
pantcipate. This winnowing process 
is evident in graduate schools. where 
many talented students drop out be­
cause what they expected to be a 
community of intellectual inquiry 
turned out to be a ritual game of 
attack and counterattack. 

One such casualty graduated from 
a smallllberal ans college, where she 
"luxuriated in the endless discus­
sions." At the urging of her profes­
son. she decided to make academia 
her profession. But she changed her 
nUDd after a year in an an history 
program at a major university. She 
felt she had fallen into a "den of 
walves.'· "1 wasn't cut out for acade­
mia.'· she concluded. But does acade­
mia have to be so combative that it 
cuts people like her out? 

In many university classrooms, 
('critical thinking" means reading 
someone's life work, then ripping it to 
shreds. Though critique is surely one 
form of critical thinking, so are inte­
grating ideas from disparate fields 
and examining the context out of 
which they grew. Opposition does not 
lead to truth when we ask only 
"What's wrong with this argument?" 
and never "What can we use from 
this in building a new theory, and a 
new understanding?" 

several years ago I was on a televi­
sion talk show with a representative t 

of the men's movemenL I didn't fore­
see any problem, since there is noth­
ing in my work that is anti-male. But 
in the room where guests gather be­
fore the show I found a man wearing 
a shirt and tie and a floor-length skirt. 
with waist-length red hair. He politely 
introduced himself and told me he 
liked my book. Then he added: 
"When I get out there, I'm going to 
attack you. But don't take it personal­
ly. That's Why they invite me on, so I 

that's what I'm going to do." 
When the show began, I spoke only 

a sentence or two before this man 
nearly jumped out of his chair, threw 
his -arms before him in gestures of 
anaer and began shrieJcina - first . 
atlaAiDI me, but. soan moviDl on to 
rail against women. The mOlt dis­
tUJiJiDa.thiDg abau~ his rhys&erical 
raDtiq ;-WU .wbat it sparked m the· 

studio audience: they too became vi­
cious, attacking DOt me (I hadn't had 
a chance to say anything) and not 
him (who wants to. tangle with some­
one who will scream at you?) .but the 
other guests: UJWIIIIM!ding women 
who had. agreed to come on the show 
to talk about their problems commu­
nicating with thei~ spouses. 

ThIs is the mG8t ,daDgerous aspect 
of modeling intellectual interchange 
as a fight: it CCI'Itributes to an atmos­
phere of animosity that spreads like a 
fever. In a society where people ex­
press their anger by shooting; the 
result of demonizinl those with whom 
we disagree caD'be tnaly demonic. 

I am not S1J~thatjournalists 
stop asking touIb 'questions neces­
sary to get at the faCIa, even if those 
questions may appear challenging. 
And of course it Is the responsibility 
of the media to......represent serious 
opposition when it exists, and of intel­
lectuals,everywhere to explore poten­
tial weaknesses m'Others' arguments. 
But when opposition becomes the 
overwhelming avenue of inquiry. 
when the lust for opposition exalts 
extreme views and obscures com­
plexity. when our eagerness to find 
weaknesses blinds us to strengths. 
when the atmosphere of animosity 
precludes respect and poisons our 
relations with one another, then the 
culture of critique:. stifling us. If we 
could move beyond it. we would move 
closer to the truth. 0 


