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Opening Invention: Generative Ethos and Conflict Mediation
Before I start I would like to explain the conditions under which this presentation evolved. I am fortunate enough to have taken a special topics course entitled “Beyond Postprocess and Postmodernism: The Spaciousness of Rhetoric” with Theresa Enos. During the course we worked with a primary text of the same title while reading and discussing nearly every published writing by Jim Corder in addition to many, many others. Resulting from our readings and discussions throughout the semester, I developed an interest in the intersections between rhetoric, conflict, and reaching agreement. 
These interests have led to interactions with a local mediation clinic and interdisciplinary studies of conflict management and resolution theory within the management and planning department of our University.  
As I work towards a theory of ethos as an approach to conflict resolution during this presentation, I will examine both rhetorical theories and approaches from different disciplines in the hopes of better understanding the connection between increased communication and conflict management. I will begin with Carl Rogers’ influential ideas on the blocking and facilitation of communication; then trace Jim Corder’s development of open invention and generative ethos, ending with ideas existing in recent scholarship on conflict and rhetoric. 
Of course, in the end, I welcome all input and suggestions for the further development of my theories and guarantee I will “listen with understanding” to all of your comments and reactions.
To begin, I would like to first offer a few definitions of conflict. Simply stated, conflict is “two or more competing responses to a single event.” Such competition often involves limited resources or rewards” and simply demonstrates “diversity of point of view and desires” (Jones 172). However, conflict is also much more: It is a fact of life; It is dangerous, destructive, and sometimes deadly; It has affected and will continue to affect practically every human being throughout history. Yet, conflict is not necessarily “bad, abnormal, or dysfunctional.”  It is not something that should constantly be avoided or dreaded or experienced with expediency (conflict is nearly always viewed as something negative, something that one should ‘get over with’ as soon as possible)—Instead, it should be viewed as an opportunity. 
While conflict can be destructive, it can also be productive. Remaining open and flexible in our behavior and expectations of others can create successful balances within ourselves and within our conflicting communications. By combining principles from the arts of rhetoric with principles of conflict management theory, we can contribute to theories of conflict resolution and, hopefully, help improve problematic conditions of human communication. Specific reflections on openness, invention, and ethos can lead to this improved communication. 
But there is (always) risk involved. In order to be successful we must challenge and possibly change our current beliefs, our world outlook and mindset, our weltanschauung, and, more importantly I argue, our strategies of communication. 
Rogerian Rhetoric
Carl Rogers’ 1951 presentation on the blocking and facilitation of communication describes a “major factor in blocking or impeding communication.” Based on his professional experiences as a psychotherapist and observations of client and therapist interactions, Rogers identifies how the predisposition of judging, the constant approval or disapproval of statements, blocks what he describes as “real communication.” “The major barrier to mutual interpersonal communication,” he claims “is our very natural tendency to judge, to evaluate, to approve or disapprove, the statement of the other person.” This evaluative tendency not only hinders communication but also creates a sense of “threat” existing from these predisposed values and beliefs. Rogers, therefore, describes a scenario where one should understand and acknowledge another’s views prior to stating one’s own side in order to successfully resolve problems resulting from difficult situations: Simply when one is threatened or feels instability within an argument, she will be less likely to consider alternatives. 
Thus, in order for “real communication” to occur, one must first be open to the other’s side; The “evaluative tendency is avoided,” he explains, when we “listen with understanding” (285). For Rogers, however, successful communication depends upon the readiness of both parties to listen to the opposing side with “willingness.” This more active role of listener requires interaction that is far more personal than logical, a form of communication where people must mutually accept each other as trustworthy and credible. 
In the realm of rhetoric, Rogerian Rhetoric has experienced a somewhat controversial history: scholars such as Nathaniel Teich have viewed it as a means of “aiding real-world problem solving” while others such as Lisa Ede have conceived of it as a “misguided and potentially harmful innovation.”  Regardless, attempting to change the way people view communication is not easy, and instigating these changes can be difficult, if not close to impossible. Rogers, in a manner consistent with his theory, agrees with his critics in that approaching disputes in this way is indeed hazardous and poses a “very real risk, and that courage is required”. Yet, anyone familiar with writings of Jim Corder understands how courage and risk and rhetoric can all somehow go together and help us achieve better communication. 
In several of his writings, Jim Corder further develops and expands Rogers’ significant ideas, ideas Corder describes, in Argument as Emergence, Rhetoric as Love, as responsible for “changing our way of thinking about argument.” It is through several writings and ideas put forth by Corder—spanning over a period of two decades—that we can begin to see how rhetoric—especially ideas of invention and ethos—can contribute to conflict theory.
Jim Corder insists on the need to “open invention.” Throughout his 1971 textbook Uses of Rhetoric, he examines how misconceptions of rhetoric have stunted the use of rhetorical theory in contemporary communication. Corder begins with an historical introduction of rhetoric and explains how rhetoricians from Aristotle to Whately to Corbett have promoted inaccurate notions of invention that rely upon assumptions of “sequentiality”. Unfortunately, as Corder explains, the original assumption that invention should precede other modes of discourse, such as organization for example, has permeated modern thought and sadly become what he describes as an incorrect “entire world view” on invention. Being traditionally located in initial stages of discourse, invention is too often described as a closed process that is unable to adjust to varying components of a rhetorical situation, significantly limiting the results of the discourse.
By attempting to abolish the erroneous “sequential” location of invention, Corder suggests the possibility of working toward credibility during discourse. In the closing lines of Uses of Rhetoric, he explains such generation: “When I waded in a tributary in Duck Creek, I became Duck Creek; my foot’s weight shifted rocks and small currents and a million insects and became the system of feeding, living, begetting…I am in the past, and the future is in me” (209).
What Corder ultimately reaches for in this text is the necessity for speakers to fully appear and exist within their communications. This, he claims, occurs through an open concept of invention where speakers continue to develop and emerge. Emergence is thus the convincing, trusting factor missing from traditional concepts of rhetoric and discourse, causing incomplete communication. “How, then, may we recover from our own incompleteness?” he asks. He explains: 
Discourse most often fails because speakers and writers assume that they have a single answer, that their voices are endowed with worth. Not even perfect sincerity, we know, gives a man a voice that commands hearing; we have less need than supply of earnest emotional argument. Nor does logic always serve argument: on honestly divided issues beyond the range of exactitude, even logic can confound. On most issues, at least those that disturb us most, what we require is ethical argument. (85)
For Corder, such ethical concern is central to successful communication. In Varieties of Ethical Argument, With Some Account of the Significance of Ethos in the Teaching of Composition, he proposes a scheme of classification that helps provide a model for enhancing communication. He outlines five separate ethoi--dramatic, gratifying, functional, efficient, and generative. Whereas all five warrant examinations in themselves, I believe the fifth grouping, “generative ethos,” benefits conflict theory the most. 
Generative Ethos, according to Corder, enables us “both to hear in others and make ourselves”. It is, he explains, 
always in the process of making itself and of liberating hearers to make themselves. In this form of ethos there is always more coming. It is never over, never wholly fenced into the past. It is speaking out from history into history. (14) 
Generative ethos thus invites speakers to move toward completeness in discourse, a way of filling in the vacancies of discourse, transferring regular, closed communication to the realm of openness: Again, he explains, 

Good discourse is always moving toward completeness. What complicates and intensifies the process is that discourse is a closure, a stoppage, hence itself an incompleteness”; “generative ethos moves toward completeness, beyond closure, reaching somehow beyond its synecdochic nature. (20)

Yet, in order for this expanded notion of ethos to be truly effective, we must alter the manner of how we consider communication—by seeing it as an invitation, an opportunity. Corder explains, “communication seen as invitation brings a hearer (a guest) into a world that he or she can live in, that has living space and time” (20). 
Furthering this notion, the influential Argument as Emergence, Rhetoric as Love sets in motion an extension of ethos that aims to lessen the threat of contending narratives. Building more directly upon theories of argumentation from Rogers than previous works, this article aims to better adapt rhetoric to the often risky field of dispute where traditional methods of argumentation and standard logical principles are unsuccessful. Similar to his previous writings, he reiterates how closure causes serious obstruction in communication: “Sometimes we judge dogmatically, even ignorantly, holding only to standards that we have already accepted or established. We see only what our eyes will let us see at the given moment”. Such closure exists as a result of limited means of invention, which to Corder occurs in either a deliberate or subconscious manner. 


Corder finally fleshes out his view of invention as an ever-changing and growing concept. He claims invention should be always open, “always occurring”. 
This approach enables Corder to suggest a striking role for rhetoric in a world full of conflict: “Rhetoric is love, and it must speak a commodious language, creating a world full of space and time that will hold our diversities” (31). Corder calls upon rhetoric to use its rich past to expand contemporary notions of argumentation and reassert classical notions of invention by calling for a new means of approaching argument—this new approach can no longer be conceived of as a closed process and must be understood as a willing step to agreement: “If we are to hope for ourselves and to value all others,” he suggests, “we must learn that argument is emergence [toward the other]” (26). This dangerous, risky approach, if successful, can alter the ways in which we attempt to understand and manage conflict. 
Opening Up to Conflict

While faint versions of rhetoric-based theories like ethos and openness and emergence do exist in basic premises of conflict theory, very rarely are the concepts described with such historical precedent and thoroughness. Consequently, the lack of cohesion obstructs clarity and weakens the effect of the negotiation instruction. A clear example can be found in a few points taken from Roger Fisher and William Ury’s best-selling Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement without Giving In. 
The highly successful text, resulting from the Harvard Negotiation Project, lays out useful strategies for negotiating conflict. It stresses the importance of understanding how in a conflict emotions can “quickly bring a negotiation to an impasse or an end” and are therefore significant to achieving successful communication (30). A good negotiator must be aware of how the other parties’ emotions can drastically alter their possibilities of understanding. Similar to Rogers’ listening with understanding, the authors propose a strategy of not bluntly defending one’s beliefs, but avoiding closure and opening oneself to understanding, “invit[ing] criticism and advice” (30). The authors describe the practice of paying attention to and reflecting on the speakers’ ideas as a process of “active listening,” which they claim “enables you to understand their perceptions, feel their emotions, and hear what they are trying to say. Active listening improves not only what you hear but also what they say” (34). Furthering this concept, the text endorses an awareness of the powerful role of invention very similar to Corder’s “generative ethos.” They explain:

Rather than resisting the other side’s criticism, invite it. […] Instead of asking them to accept or reject an idea, ask them what’s wrong with it. […] Rework your ideas in light of what you learn from them, and thus turn criticism from an obstacle in the process of working toward agreement into an essential ingredient of that process. (116 [my italics])

In Corderian terms this suggests the necessity for openness. One should enter an argument willing to accept the other side’s ideas and understand more than just the perspectives, but also, as Corder would say, the “emotions, deeply held values, different backgrounds, and viewpoints” (“Argument” 19). Fisher and Ury create an open process of working toward agreement where a dynamic relationship exists between speaker and listener. Within this scenario participants emerge as concerned listeners constantly altering their attitudes and beliefs based on the content of their conversations.
Better Understanding Negotiation

 Tracing ideas of openness and ethos through Rogers, Corder, and Fisher and Ury reveals a relevant connection among theories of rhetoric, communication, and negotiation. It also demonstrates how useful these separate disciplines can be for each other. As Corder details throughout Uses of Rhetoric, rhetoric’s rich tradition and history enable it to adapt to other areas of discourse and can help us achieve enhanced communication and negotiation skills. I believe methods of improved communication are attainable, and solutions can be reached to at least some of the problems leading to today’s often tragic conflicts that constantly affect our lives. Empowering negotiators, writers, communicators, and citizens with these improved skills will only lead to a better world for us all to share.
I would like to suggest now that an important goal for scholars of conflict studies and rhetoric should be to learn how to view conflict as positive, as an opportunity to learn from one another. I believe this goal should exist on even broader terms by applying not to just to academics but to all citizens as well. As stated by Richard Lloyd-Jones, “The challenge of civilized people is to contextualize conflict so that its energies can be directed toward positive ends, and that is where […] rhetoric can be helpful” (173). 
Redefining the way we view and conceive of conflict and argument and the ways in which we attempt its resolution, especially by using our skills and experiences as rhetoricians, will lead to these more positive ends. It will also help teach new generations of (critical) thinkers and writers to listen to each other and work together in hopes of reaching more peaceful solutions.
When Carl Rogers unveiled his highly influential approach to communication, he asked an important question: “Can we take this small scale answer, investigate it further, refine it, develop it and apply it to the tragic and […] fatal failures of communication which threaten the very existence of our modern world?” (289). Clearly, I believe we can, and through combining scholarship, we can perhaps be one step closer to productive conflict and improving the sometimes tragic world in which we live. 
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