
The Jesuits And Modern Rhetorical Studies:
Unlocking the Secrets of Persuasion
When it comes to the study of persuasion and effective communication, the
Jesuits have been at the forefront for centuries. Their expertise in rhetoric and
persuasive techniques has shaped the way we understand language and its
impact on society. In this article, we'll dive deep into the world of the Jesuits and
their influence on modern rhetorical studies.

The Historical Context

The Society of Jesus, also known as the Jesuits, was founded by Ignatius of
Loyola in 1540. Originally established as a religious order within the Catholic
Church, the Jesuits soon became known for their intellectual prowess and
educational endeavors. They emphasized the importance of education and
sought to unify faith and reason through their teachings.

One key aspect of Jesuit education was the study of rhetoric. Rhetoric, the art of
persuasive speaking and writing, was considered an essential skill for individuals
in positions of power and influence. The Jesuits recognized its potential to shape
public opinion and win hearts and minds. Thus, they integrated rhetorical studies
into their curriculum, ensuring that their members were well-versed in the art of
persuasion.
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The Jesuit Influence on modern Rhetorical Studies

The Jesuits' approach to rhetoric was not limited to theory. They believed in the
practical application of rhetorical techniques to inspire action and sway opinions.
Jesuit orators were trained to employ emotional appeals, logical arguments, and
vivid storytelling to captivate their audience. Their speeches were often
memorable and persuasive, leaving a lasting impact on listeners.

One notable figure in the history of Jesuit rhetoric is Father Peter Canisius.
Canisius, a renowned Jesuit scholar, was instrumental in popularizing rhetorical
studies across Europe. He emphasized the importance of adapting rhetorical
techniques for specific audiences and understanding how language could be
used to influence different individuals.

Moreover, the Jesuits recognized the power of visual rhetoric. They utilized
paintings and visual aids to enhance their persuasive messages, recognizing that
images can have a profound impact on human emotions and beliefs. This
multidimensional approach to rhetoric set them apart from other schools of
thought.
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What makes the Jesuit approach to rhetoric even more fascinating is its
alignment with contemporary scientific research on persuasion. Modern rhetorical
studies draw heavily from cognitive psychology and neuroscience to unravel the
secrets of effective communication.

Research has shown that emotional appeals are more effective in persuading
individuals compared to purely logical arguments. The Jesuits intuitively
understood this principle and incorporated emotional persuasion techniques into
their rhetoric. They knew that inspiring emotions such as empathy, hope, and fear
could create lasting impressions and influence decision-making.

Today, studies in neuroscience have further elucidated how the brain responds to
persuasive messages. The Jesuits' focus on vivid storytelling aligns with the
brain's natural inclination to remember narratives and make emotional
connections. By mastering the art of storytelling, the Jesuits were able to
communicate their ideas and values in a way that resonated deeply with their
audience.

Adapting Jesuit Techniques for the Modern World

The Jesuits' legacy continues to shape rhetorical studies today. Modern scholars
and speakers draw inspiration from Jesuit principles to develop persuasive
messages that capture attention and inspire action.

One area where Jesuit techniques have found resonance is in political speeches.
Successful political leaders, such as Barack Obama, have been praised for their
ability to connect with their audience through emotional storytelling and effective
rhetorical techniques. Jesuit influence can be seen in their speeches, which
compel individuals to envision a better future and act accordingly.



Furthermore, the importance placed on education by the Jesuits has had a lasting
impact on rhetorical studies. Universities and academic institutions continue to
incorporate rhetoric into their courses, recognizing its vital role in shaping
effective communication and informed dialogue.

The Jesuits' contribution to modern rhetorical studies cannot be overstated. Their
emphasis on the practical application of rhetoric, understanding of emotional
persuasion, and incorporation of visual aids and storytelling paved the way for
contemporary approaches to effective communication.

As we continue to unlock the mysteries of persuasion, it is essential to
acknowledge the Jesuits' role in shaping our understanding of rhetoric. By
studying their techniques and principles, we can enhance our ability to
communicate effectively, shape public opinion, and drive positive change in
society.
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This groundbreaking collection explores the important ways Jesuits have
employed rhetoric, the ancient art of persuasion and the current art of
communications, from the sixteenth century to the present. Much of the history of
how Jesuit traditions contributed to the development of rhetorical theory and
pedagogy has been lost, effaced, or dispersed. As a result, those interested in
Jesuit education and higher education in the United States, as well as scholars
and teachers of rhetoric, are often unaware of this living 450-year-old tradition.
Written by highly regarded scholars of rhetoric, composition, education,
philosophy, and history, many based at Jesuit colleges and universities, the
essays in this volume explore the tradition of Jesuit rhetorical education—that is,
constructing “a more usable past” and a viable future for eloquentia perfecta, the
Jesuits’ chief aim for the liberal arts. Intended to foster eloquence across the
curriculum and into the world beyond, Jesuit rhetoric integrates intellectual rigor,
broad knowledge, civic action, and spiritual discernment as the chief goals of the
educational experience.

Consummate scholars and rhetors, the early Jesuits employed all the intellectual
and language arts as “contemplatives in action,” preaching and undertaking
missionary, educational, and charitable works in the world. The study, pedagogy,
and practice of classical grammar and rhetoric, adapted to Christian humanism,
naturally provided a central focus of this powerful educational system as part of
the Jesuit commitment to the Ministries of the Word. This book traces the
development of Jesuit rhetoric in Renaissance Europe, follows its expansion to
the United States, and documents its reemergence on campuses and in scholarly
discussions across America in the twenty-first century.

Traditions of Eloquence provides a wellspring of insight into the past, present,
and future of Jesuit rhetorical traditions. In a period of ongoing reformulations and
applications of Jesuit educational mission and identity, this collection of



compelling essays helps provide historical context, a sense of continuity in
current practice, and a platform for creating future curricula and pedagogy.
Moreover it is a valuable resource for anyone interested in understanding a core
aspect of the Jesuit educational heritage.
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