
Post-Truth Progymnasmata

Brevity is the soul of post-truth communication. The shallower a piece is, the better. The goal in 
any of these exercises is not to engage with facts, but to create an emotional response in the listener 
or reader. None of the moves listed in this guide will survive extended attacks from a logical source, 
so keep your diction simple and your verbosity to a minimum. Get in, get out, get on with it. 

Often, in the real world, one attack is not enough. Sometimes this means that multiple rhe-
torical moves must be made in concert, or the same attack must be used multiple times. 

We may also note here that each of the exercises listed in this guide are related to classical pro-
gymnasmata, in that they are descended from them. Whereas a classical progymnasmata would 
place logic at its core, and engaging with an interlocutor or an audience on the level of reasoned 
discourse, post-truth rhetoric places facts as secondary to emotion. Thus, post-truth rhetoric 
is a pathetic reflection of traditional rhetoric. In some ways, the two are mirror images of the 
rhetorical appeals we are familiar with. Post-truth rhetoric is classical rhetoric reflected darkly. 

I’m PT, the 
Post-Truth 
Professor! I’ll 
be your guide 
through these 
exercises. 

Compiled by Joshua Wood
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Beginning Exercises
What follows are a few basic exercises to prepare the student for writing and composing 
in the realm of post-truth rhetoric. These smaller exercises should be completed before 
the student moves on to the more complex exercises later in this manual. These exercises 
will form the backbone of the other, more complex and more involved exercises to follow. 

Create a basic boast in which you brag about something and exaggerate the extent of that 
accomplishment. Think in terms of President Trump boasting about the largest inaugura-
tion turnout or taking credit for the stock market. These claims don’t necessarily have to be 
true. 

Boast

The opposite of the boast. Make a claim about someone else’s actions, and draw out the 
worst possible interpretation of those actions. Think here of President Trump’s claim that 
democrats not clapping for his State of the Union speech were guilty of treason, of the idea 
that sanctuary city policies exist to protect criminals. 

Lambast

Tell a lie, and stick to it. Prepare an elaborate defense of your lie that ultimately puts the 
opponent on the defensive. 

Alternative Facts

Make sure 
you do 
these exer-
cises first. 
That way 
you’re ready 
for what;s 
coming!

Just as the old progymnasmata taught anecdote with Chreia, so does our new progymnas-
mata. Only in this case, don’t try to focus on a noble act or an edifying action, but use an 
anecdote that will raise your value in the eyes of the audience. 

Anecdotes
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Lessons from P.T. 
Phineas Taylor Barnum was a fantastic example of a post-truth rhetor, even if he didn’t 
live in what  we’re now considering the post-truth era. Barnum grew up poor, but 
soon achieved the American dream: a healthy profit margin. Barnum’s early forays 
into show business we successes. He toured a slave as the nursemaid of George Wash-
ington in the 1840s. Barnum went on to display a fantastic array of hoaxes and hum-
bugs, including the Feejee Mermaid, the Circassian Beauties, and the Cardiff Giant. 

Barnum was skilled at post-
truth rhetoric. He tapped 
into what his audience 
“knew” about the world in 
order to convince them that 
his claims were true. And 
even if they weren’t fooled 
by the exhibits, Barnum still 
got his profit from his au-
dience. The audience knew 
that the world was full of 
fantastical creatures and oth-
er wonders, and he was hap-
py to supply the means for 
them to believe this or even 
to disbelieve it if they chose 
to do so. Barnum was cham-
pion of letting the audience 
choose their own reality. 

Our progymnasmata should include impersonation just as the ancients taught. So compose 
a communique from the point of view of Barnum, in which the consummate showman ad-
dresses something you wish to write about in the present rhetorical context. 

Exercise

Image from Wikimedia
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Whataboutisms
A classic appeal. Whataboutism is historically and cultural contextualizing taken to the ex-
treme. This can also be viewed as the other side of the coin as “cultural relativity,” a hot spot 
in the culture wars of the 1990s. If your opponent is on the left of you, politically speak-
ing, then they probably believe in this idea, and because they take it for granted and it’s 
been taught in the schools, they don’t know any defense against it. So taking this to its ex-
treme endpoint—if everything matters, then nothing matters—short circuits their defenses. 

Examples include: 
• On human rights violations: “What about 

America’s treatment of black citizens?”
• On the United States foreign policy in re-

gards to Russia: Donald Trump’s statement 
that there are “a lot of killers in our coun-
try.”

• Ann Coulter defending Roy Moore (Senate 
Candidate from Alabama) against claims of 
sexual misconduct with a minor by point-
ing out Kennedy’s affair with a 19-year-old. 
(Fig. 1)

• President Trump on white supremacist vio-
lence in an American city: “What about the 
alt-left?”

Fig. 1

This can also be considered a form of moral equivalency, where both sides, no matter what 
the crime, can be portrayed as being on equal footing. It waters down any moral argument 
that an opponent may have. 

Find a claim you disagree with. Don’t engage with it directly. Find something else that peo-
ple may think is just as bad or worse, and compare it favorably to the issue at hand. Use the 
new conversation to distract from the first argument. Make clear that these two should be 
considered morally equivalent.

Exercise

No big deal, 
obscuring 
the facts. 
As long as 
people are 
happy!
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Fake News
Possibly a subset of classical invective, “Fake News” as a rhetorical appeal aims to un-
dermine the credibility specifically of a journalistic outlet or news source. It should 
be noted that, whereas a classical invective is aimed most typically at an individu-
al, “Fake News” takes aim at an institution. It should also be noted that this is not an at-
tack on the institution or its qualities, but rather on its trustworthiness as a source of “fact.”

Examples include: 
• Donald Trump’s first press conference as 

president-elect, in which he told a CNN 
reporter, “You are fake news.”

• Tweets by President Donald Trump decry-
ing differing media outlets as fake news or 
fake media (fig. 2)

• Roy Moore calling accusations of sexual 
assault “cooked-up fake news.”

Fig. 2

Choose a media outlet that you disagree with. Don’t attack a specific piece or person that 
you dislike—attack the entire organization. Your goal is to convince people that this source 
of information is unreliable or in some way biased. 

Exercise

This Donald Trump 

fellow may have a 

future in show busi-

ness...if politics don’t 

work out.
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Scapegoating
Scapegoating is another post-truth exercise that descends from classical notions of invective. Here, 
the rhetor acts by drawing one group’s ire towards another group. The goal here is to draw distinc-
tions or to stoke division between historically opposed groups, whether that division is on racial, 
religious, or nationality. Scapegoating operates on a logic of substitution, wherein one tangible 
group is substituted as the reason for a real-world problem, which would otherwise be considered 
to have multiple contributing causes. It works to simplify worldviews. (See also “Canard” below)

Examples include: 
• The Nazi belief that Germany needed to 

purge itself of unclean races in order to be 
pure.

• President Trump tweeting out incendiary 
tweets with videos of alleged “Muslim vio-
lence” (fig. 3)

• Conservative media personalities repeatedly 
discussing a “War on Christmas” 

Fig. 3

Find a group, preferably foreigners, to 
pin a problem to. Build a brief, emo-
tional appeal to make your audience 
fear or despise this other group. It’s 
best if this ties into white and/or male 
dominance, or traditional orderings of 
society. 

Exercise

People will believe anything about anyone different! Even that they’re 161 years old!
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Invectomium
The Invectomium is a conglomeration of the classical encomium and invective. In form, 
it is descended from the classical progymnasmata of comparison. However, what is crucial 
to note here is that, unlike comparison exercises, the invectomium is not focused on a clear 
distinction or intent. Instead, it functions on praising an iconic image in order to lambast 
someone or some idea. The purpose is not to draw a clear comparison, but rather to stir up 
both pride in one thing while placing another idea in opposition to draw ire to the latter. 

Examples include: 
• Conservative pundit Tomi Lahren sharing 

a photo on Twitter which places Collin 
Kaepernick kneeling during World War II 
(fig. 4)

• President Trump’s claim that Fox News is 
much more important than CNN. 

• President Trump’s tweet that NFL play-
ers kneeling was disrespectful to “our great 
country” (fig. 5)

Fig. 4

Create an image or a brief block of text, no longer than a tweet (280 characters), that con-
tains two ideas: one of praise and one of blame. Do not explicitly reveal which you’re for or 
against, but you may use a negative tone with one and a positive with the other so that your 
audience gets a feel for how they should feel.

Exercise

Fig. 5

I see you’re 
trying to un-
dermine lib-
eral democ-
racy. Would 
you like to 
rethink that?
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Attack an Institution
“Institutions” can be understood here as any body or law that defends some aspect 
of the previous apparatus. Picture here the courts in the American system   that tra-
ditionally act as interpreters of  the law. But the post-truth rhetor has no time for 
such deliberations, so it is much easier to create a narrative for your audience that 
paints these institutions as illegitimate so that you can carry on with your business. 

Examples include: 
• President Trump repeatedly calling for in-

vestigations and sentencing from the Justice 
Department, an independent institution (fig. 
6). 

• Attacks on a free press as being fake or bi-
ased (see fake news above)

• Invocation of “states’ rights” to attack the 
institution of federalism

Fig. 6

Create a rhetorical artifact that conveys an attack on an institution of a democratic society. 
keep your goals in focus and make sure that you express this attack in a way that people will 
look to you for the answer/will give you what you want. 

Exercise
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Conspiracy Theory
A conspiracy theory is a more advanced rhetorical move. It involves a high level of thought 
put into connecting each seemingly unrelated element into a cohesive narrative. While the 
name “conspiracy theory” has a negative connotation, it should be noted that conspiracy 
theories in the post-truth age may also work to inspire good feelings in the audience, to 
move them with those emotions instead of the negative. However, negative theories, we 
should also not, do better and are most effective when they quietly tap into anti-semitic 
sentiments. We should also note here that conspiracy theories are always held up and com-
posed by other rhetorical moves. The best conspiracy theories are developed over time, 
and they move audiences to agree with you, no matter what you may ask them to do. 

Examples include: 
• Louise Mensch creating elaborate conspiracy 

theories on twitter that Donald Trump was 
actually impeached shortly after his election.

• Hillary Clinton wearing something on her 
back during the Presidential debates (fig. 7)

• Billionaire George Soros bankrolling left-
wing protesters

Fig. 7

Create an image or a block of text (or both) that conveys a larger conspiracy that will either 
move people in a positive direction, to favor your point of view because they side with you, 
or to a negative direction, where people will agree with you because they have developed so 
much negative emotion for whatever you oppose. 

Exercise
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Canard
A canard is a type of rhetorical strategy that has been in play for a long time. A canard plays off of 
some belief that an audience may have about a person—usually, an attitude toward a race, gen-
der, etc, that has festered in the public unconscious for decades or centuries—and makes it literal. 

Examples include: 
• Nazi propaganda using Octopuses to rep-

resent Jews because Jews were rumored to 
secretly control the world (fig. 8)

• Donald Trump’s continued labeling of Con-
gressional Democrats without a majority as 
“Obstructionists”

Fig. 8

Identify an attitude or a belief about an individual or a group of people that you believe 
your target audience will hold. Create a tweet or an image that plays off of this. Focus your 
choice of words on creating emotion in the reader that will align them with your cause. 

Exercise
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Propaganda
The highest form of post-truth rhetoric. Propaganda as a rhetorical art has been studied ex-
tensively. In brief, propaganda holds up the ruler, ruling party, or their beliefs. It can accom-
plish this through any of the classical rhetorical moves, or through any of the exercises listed 
in this manual. The goal is to unite an audience around a specific emotion, and to move that 
emotion toward a desired political outcome. Propaganda does not have to label this out-
come, but it often gives action steps so that the viewer/audience may achieve this outcome. 

Examples* include: 
• Nazi propaganda asking viewers to join the 

Nazi Party to protect a pure Germany (fig. 
9)

• Dana Loesch asking viewers to meet liberal 
protesters with “the clenched fist of truth”

• Fox News hosts creating an alternate real-
ity wherein left and right wing politics are 
alienated from one another (fig. 10)

Fig. 9

*One key thing to note in all of these examples is that they function on a logic of separation, 
often using some of the techniques outlined in this guide. Because propaganda creates a 
worldview for its viewer, it is necessary for it first and constantly separate those viewers from 
the rest of society, mentally first, and often physically thereafter.

Create a video or image that first separates your target audience from the rest of the public 
sphere, and then portray one wing of the public sphere as that group’s enemy. The use of 
violent rhetoric is encouraged here, but only to an extent. Be aware of what the audience 
will tolerate. Toe the line, but go no further. 

Exercise

Fig. 10

This is too much. Even for me. 


