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Significant Questions:

1. Who is able to speak with authority?


2. Where and how can one produce authoritative speech?


3. What effect does such speech have on those to whom it is addressed?


4. What responses does such speech anticipate?


5. What responses does it allow?


6. What consequences can unanticipated and disallowed responses have for the construction, exercise, and maintenance of authority?

Persons may be “in authority” or be “an authority”

Capacity for “Reasoned Elaboration”

· Authority both involves and often depends upon the use of nonverbal instruments and media – theatrical gestures, demeanors, costumes, props, stage devices


· Authority may rest on the naked assertion that the identity of the speaker warrants acceptance of the speech


· The exercise of authority depends less upon the “capacity for reasoned elaboration” as on the presumption made by those subject to authority that such a capacity exists, or on their calculated and strategic willingness to pretend they so presume. (p. 6)


· When an explanation is requested, the relation of trust is suspended in that moment.

Capacity for Repressive Violence

· If force is actually used, or if threat of force is made without extreme delicacy, the risk is the perception of “naked force”


· When authority operates on pain and fear rather than trust and respect, it ceases to be authority and becomes an attempt at coercion.

Trappings of Authority

· Facial expressions

· Uniforms and insignia (crown, vestments, badge)

· Iconic emblems (judge’s gavel, doctor’s stethoscope, coach’s whistle)

· Rituals (coronation, ordination)

Time and Place Associated with Authority

Power and authority associated with time and place are authorized by institutions and memories, associations, assumptions, expectations of the audience (Sunday pulpit, class lectern, judge’s bench)

Question of Permission to Speak in Place and Time

In order to gain admission, one must be authorized, enjoy the confidence and command the trust of the group as a whole, or of those who have been delegated as its gatekeepers.

Authorization carries with it implicit obligations – based on a code of etiquette, decorum and ritual determining kinds of speech and behavior deemed appropriate to the setting.

Silence as a Mark of Authority

Speakers strive to say inconsequential and platitudinous things trying to make them sound fresh and stimulating and say challenging things in a sufficiently conventional way as to make them sound mild – thus avoiding either boring or shocking the audience.

Discursive Authority is:
1. Effect

2. Capacity for producing that effect

3. Commonly shared opinion that a given actor has the capacity for producing that effect.

Effect results from conjuncture of the right speaker, the right speech and delivery, the right staging and props, the right time and place, and an audience whose historically and culturally conditioned expectations establish the parameters of what is judge “right” in all these instances. (p. 10)

