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Personality: The Ethos of Christopher Hitchens


With today’s emphasis on logical appeals, it is often possible for the ethos of a text to be lost in analysis. While it acts in the background generally, ethos works to establish the speaker’s credibility, an essential facet of persuasion. Journalist Christopher Hitchens is one of the relatively modern speakers who best embodies ethos. While he unfortunately passed away in late 2011, he left behind him a long tradition of not only written rhetoric, but also spoken rhetoric. Debating talent was one of the qualities Hitchens was most known for. It was often said of him that he would never duck a debate, but that many opponents would duck debates with him. One such debate occurred in 2006 at the University of Toronto on the resolution: “Be It Resolved: Freedom of speech includes the freedom to hate.” Hitchens, one of the last speakers in this debate, delivered a twenty-minute address for the affirmative side. Through his full-throated defense of free expression, Christopher Hitchens’ ethos shines through, giving a strong impression of his respect for the audience, his status as a well-read intellectual, and the boldness of his conviction. Breaking the tradition of dry intellectualism, Hitchens engages the audience by talking directly to them, uses examples from his own life, and places himself and his persona directly into the issue being discussed. 


“Fire! Fire! Fire, fire. Fire. Now you’ve heard it. Not shouted in a crowded theater admittedly, as I realize I seem now to have shouted it, in the Hogwarts… dining room.” Hitchens chose to begin his speech with these words in particular for a reason. The message, combined with its tone, delivery, and shift in facial expression, drew the audience to laugh. Besides providing a humorous note that the audience can appreciate, this piece of opening ethos establishes his wit, mocks an earlier example used (the classic example of shouting “Fire!” in a crowded theater), and makes a reference to popular culture to avoid the ever-present danger of sounding distant and stuffy as an intellectual. Establishing himself in this way is memorable, and grips the audience by giving them the impression that they are listening to an interesting speaker who will not only attempt to enlighten but also entertain. It sets a very forward tone more given to honest presentation than a carefully-crafted ruse designed to win the sentiments and respect of the audience.


The first key point to the ethos in speech is the way the audience is addressed. As opposed to a dry, scholarly account of the different positions on free speech, Hitchens often takes the tact of speaking directly to the audience. An early example of this is when he says “Everyone knows the fatuous verdict of the greatly over-praised justice Oliver Wendell Holmes…” referring to the “fire in a crowded theater” example he chided in his opening. Hitchens takes into account that the audience probably already knows about this verdict if they’ve thought about free speech, and therefore makes no illusions that what he is saying is in any way novel to them. A little later, he speaks directly to the audience again to caution “Don’t take refuge in the false security of consensus and the feeling that whatever you think, you’re bound to be okay because you’re in the safely moral majority.” These examples show that Hitchens is not only intent on talking at the audience and making his case, but also engaging and challenging them as well. A further case in point comes when he makes a reference to Dr. Samuel Johnson, compiler of the first dictionary of the English language, who was visited and congratulated in an episode Hitchens describes thus: “… respectable ladies of London… congratulated him. ‘Dr. Johnson,’ they said. ‘We are delighted to find that you have not included any indecent or obscene words in your dictionary.’ ‘Ladies,’ said Dr. Johnson, ‘I congratulate you on being able to look them up!’” He never directly explains what the meaning of this quotation is, though he makes the same point a little later, but rather depends on the audience to find it out and decipher its meaning on their own. Hitchens refuses to insult the intelligence of his audience by explaining such a quotation, allowing the point to sink in and be kept in mind as he goes on to make the point that the quote reinforces. When making a point, Hitchens prefers to address the audience directly with his statements, but he treats them with respect in that he takes for granted a certain level of intelligence and knowledge on their part. Those addressed, whether they agree or not, are left with the impression that Christopher Hitchens is interested in speaking to them and engaging with them, instead of just talking for his allotted time period.


However, Hitchens doesn’t score all of his points with the audience by being forward and respectful. In addition, his points are lavishly furnished by examples from history, not limited to the previously mentioned court case ruled on by Oliver Wendell Holmes, or the anecdote about Dr. Samuel Johnson. In fact, the former example was used by a previous speaker on the negative side, but Hitchens’ knowledge of history allowed him to turn this example to his own side, as he says: “It’s very often forgotten, what [Holmes] was doing in that case, was sending to prison a group of Yiddish-speaking socialists whose literature was written in a language most Americans couldn’t read, opposing President Wilson’s participation in the First World War…” Through just a bit of information, Hitchens turns an example in favor of limiting dangerous speech into an example of the often oppressive qualities of such action. By telling a larger portion of the story than his opponent did, he makes himself appear more informed about the issue, and perhaps plants notion that the other side was leaving out vital information, damaging their ethos. 


Historical knowledge is one aspect, but so is the wide reading of philosophy. Early on Hitchens talks about the discussion of free speech, and states a few texts that he considers required reading on the subject, namely “John Milton’s Areopagitica… Thomas Paine’s introduction to The Age of Reason, and, I would say, John Stuart Mill’s essay On Liberty….” He then goes on in an attempt to summarize the main point of all three works at once. Such a list allows the audience a glimpse into the foundations of Hitchens’ positions, and invites them to read the texts themselves, that they may form new conclusions. 


The final vital thing that has to be mentioned about the ethos in this speech is the rather bold and often times abrasive quality of it. As previously mentioned, Hitchens is not one to mince words. He not only addresses the audience, but challenges them as well. He asks at one point: “I don’t know how many of you don’t feel you’re grown up enough to decide [what you can read] for yourselves, and feel you need to be protected…” This thought is directed at those on the opposing side, the one that designates certain speech as “hate speech” and declares that it should not enjoy the protections of free speech. It suggests to them that they should all be “grown up enough” to decide what they want to read, without having an external source do it for them. Perhaps the height of his combativeness is done directly before this quotation, when Hitchens states: “My own opinion is enough for me, and I claim the right to have it defended against any consensus, any majority, anywhere, any place, any time. And anyone who disagrees with this can pick a number, get in line, and kiss my ass.” Apart from vulgarity and combativeness, these strong words are passionate. Hitchens is utterly unwilling to stand for anyone telling him he has no right to voice his opinion. Such straightforwardness can either strengthen his ethos by inciting respect in his strong statement of opinion, or weaken it by making it seem to others that he may be arrogant or mean in his speech.


Hitchens, as many writers and speakers aspire to do, is not only able to make a case but also make himself look as though he has passion and knowledge for his topic of choice. Audiences of a Hitchens speech will be quickly taken aback by the honest, knowledgeable, and bold qualities of his ethos. Hitchens not only builds up trust on a single issue, but establishes a public persona and becomes a figure that can be trusted to bring the same strong oratory and intensive study to all subjects of his interest. Free expression being one of the topics about which he has the most passion, this speech stands among the strongest oratory ever produced by Mr. Hitchens. Whether one agrees with his take on the issue or not, they are compelled to agree that his ethos demonstrates not only his passion for this issue, but also his sincere involvement in its pursuit and exercise throughout his life. 


