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The Acquisition of Personal Truth and its Relation to Rhetoric

Aristotle said “Knowing Yourself is the Beginning of All Wisdom”.  This quote, while relatable for most everyone, surely takes on various different meanings depending on individual perspective and personal experience. These various meanings depend upon each individual’s mental lexicon and past experiences. Foreknowledge and past experience provide the basis for the way in which an individual processes language and forms meanings from it.  According to Aristotle, the correlation between language and meaning were inherent and natural occurrences of the unconscious mind.  
According to Kenneth Burke, renowned rhetorical literary critic, the vocabulary of each person is formed through a “terministic screen”.  The term is not easily defined, but is carefully explained in Bernard Brock’s Kenneth Burke and the 21st Century.  A “terministic screen” refers to the individual bias, experiences, and belief systems that allow for every individual to provide differing meanings and relations to words, forming individual vocabularies (Brock p 117).  In other words, individuals “filter out” parts of reality in order to form their own meanings. Take for example, the act of reading. While reading any text, a method of comprehension is taking place. Christopher G Hayes, author of Overview of Psycholinguistic Reading Theory, breaks reading down to a sequence of cues. The first is the “graphic cue” which refers to the morpheme(s). The second set of cues is “syntactic cues” which refer to the grammatical rules of word arrangement within a language. The last cues, and the focus of this paper, are that of the “semantic cues”. These cues are what enable a reader to comprehend and relate to word and sentence meaning. This is done by the reader accessing past experience as well as their mental lexicon to establish a relative understanding of the writer’s purpose.    
In the book The Meaning of Meaning, authors C.K. Ogden and I.A. Richards assert that words are instruments that do not have meaning until an individual utilizes them.  The ways in which these words are utilized are influenced greatly by outside factors.  Richards uses what is commonly referred to as the Semantic Triangle to diagram what occurs between the symbol (spoken or written word), the reference (thought), and the referent (thinker).  When the referent reads or hears a word, there is an automatic response to seek a definition by referring to past experiences and foreknowledge.  Basically, we use symbols to associate the word to something we already know.  Based on the symbol associated with the word, each individual will form a relationship with that word, whether it is positive or negative, and that will dramatically affect the way in which the thought encompassing the word will be perceived and how a conversation will progress (Ogden and Richards p 11).  
I.A. Richards’ construction of the method of comprehension and relation in terms of communication is, in part, what comes to mind when I read Aristotle’s quote “Knowing Yourself is the Beginning to All Wisdom”.  It is not that we acquire wisdom by simply having the mental processes of retrieval and comprehension presented in Richards’ Semantic Triangle, but it is when we take one step forward and begin to study and focus on how our minds reach these meanings that creates individual wisdom.  It is the stepping outside the parameter of what is simple and viewed as natural that develops the individual wisdom and truth.  In other words, our impressions and comprehensions are based vastly upon what we have learned from our pasts and stored in our mental lexicons. This enhances our ability to comprehend and relate to one another thus resulting in a richer and more in depth understanding of the world around us, leading each of us to our own personal truths.   
In essence, it is the act of studying and interweaving thoughts, methodology, and ideals to reach comprehensibility and understanding of one’s reality that illustrates the formation of a personal knowledge base.  Rhetorical discourse is the meandering, braiding, and interweaving of multiple strings of thought, including past experience and foreknowledge, in order to comprehend reality, which is created by language and thus leads to individual wisdom.  The simplest form of rhetoric is a natural occurrence.  It is an automatic response to validate words by referring to one’s personal knowledge base in order to form a definition.    
When a writer sets his/her pen to paper to construct a work of rhetoric, the use of language allows for the back and forth meandering and braiding together of ideals as a means of discourse in order to reach one’s own significant truth.  Through the use of language, no matter what means of communication is used; each referent is given the opportunity to establish his/her own reality and personal belief systems.  It is out of this thought base that Kurt Spellmeyer in his rhetorical piece, “Foucault and the Freshman Writer: Considering the Self in Discourse”, introduces his audience to two separate passages through discourse.  First, he defines inclination as a path that “dreams of a language without prohibitions, where writers can choose whatever roles they please” (Spellmeyer p 716 par 3) and institution as the safer pathway where “discourse is within the established order of things” (Foucault qtd in Spellmeyer p 716 par 3).  Spellmeyer asserts, however, that neither of these pathways can exist without the other due to the necessity of conflict in the role of discourse.  This conflict is represented in Aristotle’s “Knowing Yourself” as well as in Spellmeyer’s “Self in Discourse.”  In order to use proper discourse and produce “good rhetoric”, it is important to have an established and expansive mental lexicon as well as the ability to effectively explain and define the subject matter, terminology and concepts to the referent in a way that can be adequately understood. Through experience and reference, a referent forms personal definitions of words and it is through those words that one merges inclination with institution in order to form an individual reality as a route of comprehension in relation to what seems instinctual.  
In rhetoric and discourse, the meaning of words then transfers into a larger entity.  Each meaning lends to sentence structure and meaning then eventually into paragraphs to form a work as a whole.  In writing, it is important that the author establishes his meanings and thought processes through word use, sentence structure and explanation in order to communicate effectively with the audience.  Language is particular to each thinker and it cannot, in all cases, be expected that every reader will think in congruence with the writer.  Thus, it is imperative to write with an efficiency that allows for little misinterpretation by the audience.  While no thinker will ever be completely understood by every member of their audience, “good rhetoric” serves to communicate thoughts and ideas to a selected audience. Comprehensibility and understanding are thus established as two key components of efficient rhetorical discourse. The intent of the referent/writer/rhetorician should then be to properly define personal meanings in order to establish that comprehensibility.

Language is not a fixed entity. With new words being constantly produced and added, language is in a constant state of revision. Due to the maturation of the English language, it is important to synchronize thought patterns, sentence structure, and concepts in order to form a consecutiveness of the paper as a whole.  Establishment of the writer as a thinker, a producer of discourse, allows for the reader to acknowledge a “back and forth” tampering with of ideas, concepts, and relationships.  However, this does not allow for comprehensibility concerning the level of thought.
“Knowing Yourself is the Beginning to All Wisdom” is a universal truth.  It is the importance of one’s personal reality that forms their personal thought processes, initiates discourse, and produces rhetoric.  Each individual’s personal reality serves to produce one’s personal lexicon which lends to the production of complete thoughts and ideas, which are vastly dependent on one’s own reflections, experiences, and foreknowledge.  When combined, all of the facets form the self and being aware of them is the first step toward attaining wisdom, for if one knows neither him/herself nor what is consumed within, he is doomed to know nothing at all.    
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