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1. Introduction 

 

The rhetoric of the marginalized … demonstrates that … 

the ‘humblest’ do not only ‘stand forth’ in order to persuade; 

by persuading, they are also ‘standing forth,’ assuming agency.
1
 

 

These words of Jacqueline Bacon aptly capture the yearning that expresses itself in the 

rhetoric of the marginalized. Their yearning is for agency and it stems from their lived 

experience of being relegated to the periphery. This paper aims to underscore one such episode 

in the New Testament. 2 Cor 11:1–6, 12–15 depicts Paul lamenting the easy submission of the 

Corinthians to the message of his opponents whose “cunning” left the community “deceived” (cf. 

11:3).
2
 In as much as Paul sees his opponents holding sway, it could be construed that Paul 

perceives himself relegated to the periphery. His discursive response therefore exhibits his 

earnestness to regain his apostolic authority. As such, his response in the chosen pericope can be 

read as “rhetoric of the marginalized” – rather, rhetoric from the edge.  

The paper begins by stating the problematic: the abrupt shifts from 2 Cor 10 and how 

they inform the forcefulness of Paul’s rhetoric or the lack thereof. A short list of representative 

scholarly responses to the said problematic is then presented. With an aim to appreciate Pauline 

arguments, Dalit reading is suggested as a viable interpretive strategy. After a brief introduction 

to Dalit literature, especially their dominant literary features such as resistance, ridicule and 

reversal,
3
 the chosen text (2 Cor 11:1–6, 12–15) is re-read with a particular focus on Paul’s 

apostolic resistance, ridiculing sarcasm, and novel reversals. These together help appreciate the 

apostle’s response as rhetoric from the edge. The paper then ends by listing a few gleanings from 

the proposed reading. 

 

2. The Question of Pauline ‘Rhetoric’ 

 

Literary Context: 2 Cor 11:1–6, 12–15 forms a significant part of the introduction (vv.1–

21) to the so-called “Fool’s speech” (11:22–12:10).
4
 Scholars situate the speech within what is 

                                                 
1
 Jacqueline Bacon, The Humblest may Stand Forth: Rhetoric, Empowerment, and Abolition (South Carolina: 

University of South Carolina Press, 2002), 235. 
2
 Unless stated otherwise, all Bible quotes are from the NRSV. 

3
 Elsewhere I have drawn upon these three literary features to read an Isaian text in order to underscore the prophetic 

reclamation of the identities of a ‘defeated’ deity, dispersed people, and a decentered prophet. See Dominic S. 

Irudayaraj, “Idol-Taunt and Exilic Identity: A Dalit Reading of Isa 44:9–20,” in Myths of Exile: History and 

Metaphor in the Hebrew Bible, ed. Anne K. Gudme and Ingrid Hjelm, Copehhagen International Seminar (New 

York: Routledge, 2015), 125–36. 
4
 For an introduction to and exposition of the Fool’s speech, see Jan Lambrecht, “The Fool’s Speech and Its 

Context : Paul’s Particular Way of Arguing in 2 Cor 10–13,” Biblica 82, no. 3 (2001): 305–24. 
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considered a lost “letter of tears” (chaps. 10–13; cf. 2:3–4, 9).
5
 A new tone marks the beginning 

of ch.10. Coming on the heels of “the warmhearted appeals of chaps. 8 and 9, the change of tone 

at 10:1–2 to vigorous and sustained self-defense, self-assertion, and polemic comes as ‘a bolt 

from the blue.’”
6
 The language marks a unique shift as well. Personal pronouns abound here. 

Contrast to their modest 23 occurrences in chaps. 1–9, they total to an impressive 94 in chaps. 

10–13!
7
 The pericope is also unique for its Pauline new terms: “super-apostles” and “pseudo-

apostles.”
8
 

While these shifts in tone and language can become obvious to a careful reader, the 

content of the speech arrests the attention of even a cursory reader. A striking inconsistency 

seems to be at play here. For example, Paul delineates the rules for boasting in ch.10 and assures 

that he will not “boast beyond limit” (10:13). And even if he has to, he will only boast of his 

weakness (cf. 11:23; 12:5). But he seems to break his very rule when he declares: “whatever 

anyone dares to boast … I also dare to boast” (11:21). Going further, his detailed list of 

sufferings (11:16–29) and the visions and revelations he was privy to appear to be yet another 

breach in his self-restraint. As regards “comparison,” Paul sees his opponents doing it and so 

shuns it (cf. 10:12). But when he asserts that he is “not in the least inferior to these super-

apostles” (11:5), he seems to throw his very guidelines to the winds.
9
 How can we meaningfully 

account for these shifts and inconsistencies? Much scholarly energy has been spent to 

appropriate these shifts within the broader context of Paul’s use of rhetoric. 

 

3. Scholarly Appropriations 

 

How persuasive is Pauline thought-flow in chaps.10–13? Or, more to the point, how does 

the logic of Paul fare in comparison to the rhetoric of his time? Scholarly answers hardly point to 

a consensus. For example, William R. Baker perceives in Paul “a shy school boy” who hesitantly 

“climbs on to the stage, eyes downcast, stammering, fidgety, embarrassed, cautiously opens his 

mouth to speak, determined to be bold, but out comes a squeaky-voiced apology.”
10

 Baker 

locates Paul’s lack of confidence in the fact that the apostle was forced (cf. 12:11) to break his 

very guidelines concerning boasting, comparison, etc. 

On the other hand, Ryan S. Schellenberg is convinced of the impressive rhetoric of chaps. 

10–13 and therefore suggests that any reader who is interested in Pauline rhetoric must first go to 

these chapters because here is a “brilliant piece of text,” “magnificent composition,” and 

                                                 
5
 A suggestion already made in the late nineteenth century by Adolf Hausrath and James H. Kennedy. See Raymond 

F. Collins, The Power of Images in Paul (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical, 2008), 194. For an exposition on “The Four-

Chapter Hypothesis,” see Murray J. Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text 

(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2005), 34–42. While historical inquiries view 2 Corinthians in 

“composite” terms, rhetorical readings suggest a “unified letter approach.” See Dennis C. Duling, “2 Corinthians 

11:22: Historical Context, Rhetoric, and Ethnic Identity,” in The New Testament and Early Christian Literature in 

Greco-Roman Context, ed. John Fotopoulos (Boston: Brill, 2006), 65–89. 
6
 Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 661. 

7
 Such perceivable changes are often interpreted as sure signs that the letter was written by Paul himself. See E. 

Verhoef, “The Senders of the Letters to the Corinthians and the Use of ‘I’ and ‘We,’” in The Corinthian 

Correspondence, ed. Reimund Bieringer (Belgium: Leuven University Press, 1996), 424. 
8
 Collins, The Power of Images in Paul, 210. 

9
 For an exposition on the rationale for such breaches, see Duling, “2 Corinthians 11:22: Historical Context, 

Rhetoric, and Ethnic Identity,” 76–82. 
10

 The author perceives the unconfident tone in 11:1 which begins with an unattainable wish. See William R. Baker, 

Second Corinthians, The College Press NIV Commentary (Joplin, MO: College, 1999), 369. 
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therefore “Paul’s rhetorical tour de force.”
11

 While the images of a “shy school boy” and 

“rhetorical tour de force” present two extreme views, other scholarly options position themselves 

somewhere along the continuum. For Duane F. Watson, Paul was “a man who works within the 

conventions of his time, but in new and often surprising ways proffered by his new Christian 

perspective and values.”
12

 Polemics provides the clue for Peter Lampe.
13

 Other scholars resort to 

terminological nuances to account for the apparent inconsistency in Paul’s logic. While Murray 

J. Harris distinguishes between “legitimate” and “illegitimate” boastings,
14

 Jan Lambrecht 

differentiates between “self-commending” and “boasting”.
15

 This list of scholarly options is by 

no means exhaustive nor can any single view be sufficient to account for the shifts and the 

rhetorical force of the chosen text. Acknowledging that every attempt can at best be provisional, 

this paper proposes to read 2 Cor 11:1–6, 12–15 as rhetoric from the edge.  

At this juncture, a note on “rhetoric” and “edge” is in order. By “rhetoric,” the focus is on 

the persuasiveness of Pauline logic. A detailed Rhetorical Critical reading is beyond the scope of 

this paper. “Edge,” on the other hand, points to speaker’s perceived position. Relegated to the 

periphery, Paul constructs his counter-discourse. Such discourses from the edge are often 

characterized by dominant literary features such as resistance, ridicule, and reversal. Because 

Dalit literature is an apt contemporary example, a brief introduction to the Dalit literary features 

are delineated below which will serve as point of departure to appropriate Pauline discourse as 

rhetoric from the edge which demonstrates his apostolic resistance, ridiculing sarcasm, and novel 

reversals.  

 

4. Dalits and Dalit Literary Features 

 

“Indian society is divided into numerous castes and sub-castes, numbering roughly over 

four thousand.”
16

 Within this birth-based caste system, Dalits are relegated to the lowest rung.
17

 

“Dalit” is often rendered as “ground down or broken to pieces”
18

 or “downtrodden”.
19

 These 

renderings bespeak centuries of denied equality and human dignity to Dalits. Relegated to the 

periphery of society, perceived as polluting and polluted, and thus deemed untouchables, Dalit 

                                                 
11

 For details on these complied insights, see Ryan S. Schellenberg, Rethinking Paul’s Rhetorical Education: 

Comparative Rhetoric and 2 Corinthians 10–13 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2013), 59. 
12

 For Watson, situation holds the key: Pauline logic has “the standard content and exhibits usual techniques for 

mitigating self-praise with the audience.” See Duane F. Watson, “Paul’s Boasting in 2 Corinthians 10–13 as Defense 

of His Honor: A Socio-Rhetorical Analysis,” in Rhetorical Argumentation in Biblical Texts, ed. Anders Eriksson, 

Thomas H. Olbricht, and Walter Übelacker (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 2002), 260–61. 
13

 In polemics, “no difference is made between persons and views.” See Peter Lampe, “Can Words be Violent or Do 

They only Sound that Way?,” in Paul and Rhetoric, ed. J. Paul Sampley and Peter Lampe (New York: Continuum 

International, 2013), 226. 
14

 See Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 729–30. 
15

 See Jan Lambrecht, “Dangerous Boasting: Paul’s Self-Commendation in 2 Cor 10–13,” in The Corinthian 

Correspondence, ed. Reimund Bieringer (Belgium: Leuven University Press, 1996), 325–46. 
16

 Pradeep K. Sharma, Dalit Politics and Literature (Delhi: Shipra, 2006), 1. 
17

 For a case study, see Arun Joe Chockalingam, Constructing Dalit Identity (Jaipur: Rawat, 2007), 9. 
18

 Anupama Rao, “Who is the Dalit? The Emergence of a New Political Subject,” in Claiming Power from Below: 

Dalits and the Subaltern Question in India, ed. Manu Bhagavan and Anne Feldhaus (New Delhi: Oxford University 

Press, 2009), 11. 
19

 “Dalit”, for some scholars, has a curious parallel in the Hebrew root ל  .See M. E .(dal cf. Exod 23:3; Lev 14:21) דַּ

Prabhakar, ed., Towards a Dalit Theology (New Delhi: ISPCK, 1988), 1. 
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history bears witness to their experiences of trauma.
20

 And such lived experiences express 

themselves in their literature which is marked by dominant features such as resistance, ridicule, 

and reversal. Also a violent and protesting tone dominates Dalit literature because the writers 

“attempt to be true to their lived experiences … Their vehicle is often brutal, coarse and crude 

language of the slum.”
21

 Dalit counter-narratives are their arsenal to demolish the dominant 

paradigm of the high caste people. By means of their resistance, ridicule, and reversal, Dalit 

literature not only subverts hegemonic metanarratives but also, in the process, constructs and 

affirms Dalits’ otherwise fragmented identity. 

 

4.1. Resistance  

“Dalit literature is one of the major sites of their resistance and creativity.”
22

 Dalit 

discourse is an excellent example of Resistance Literature because of its two-fold aim:  

Dalit writers regard themselves as inserting their previously silenced voices into 

the hegemonic canon of Indian literary history through the twin projects of 

creating a body of new literature along strict theoretical and aesthetic principles 

and turning their own critical gaze on canonical Indian literary texts.
23

 

 

An illustrative instance occurs in their depiction of “gods and goddesses [who] condemn 

caste and preach a religion of common human values.”
24

 Such audacious but imaginative 

portrayals effectively resist hegemonic myths that legitimize the relegation of Dalits to the 

periphery. Further still, such resistive acts subvert even the very logic of the caste system.  

 

4.2. Ridicule 

As a counter-discourse, Dalit literature embodies a tone of ridicule, scorn, or mockery. 

Such belittling rendition goes hand in hand with its protest tone. For example, the Marathi Dalit 

literature “refers to … the legend of Dyaneshwar, who produced the sacred Vedas [Hindu 

Scriptures] from the mouth of a buffalo.”
25

 Since buffalo is associated with lower caste people, 

such a bold depiction makes a mockery of the Hindu notion of eternal Vedas.  

 

4.3. Reversal 

If resistance and ridicule undercut the dominant worldview, reversal simultaneously 

critiques and constructs. Dalits construct “their identity by reversing the symbols that defined 

them as low and/or polluted into symbols of their culture and positive identity.”
26

 For example, 

                                                 
20

 For a historical survey on Dalits and their struggle, see Mamta Rajawat, History of Dalits, vol. I, Encyclopaedia of 

Dalits in India (Delhi: Anmol, 2005). To situate Dalit struggle in the context of denied human rights, see Prem 

Kumar Shinde (ed.), Dalits and Human Rights: The Broken Future (Delhi: Gyan, 2005). For a case study on Dalit 

struggle, see R. Elangovan, “Attrocities against Dalits and Human Rights Violations in Tamil Nadu,” in Human 

Rights Challenges of 21st Century, ed. Viswanathan V. N. (Delhi: Gyan, 2008), 283–88. 
21

 Raj Kumar, “Dalit Literature: A Perspective from Below,” in Dalit Assertion in Society, History, and Literature, 

ed. Imtiaz Ahmad and Shashi Bhushan Upadhyay (Delhi: Deshkal, 2007), 127–28. 
22

 Omprakash Valmiki, Joothan: An Untouchable’s Life, trans. Arun Prabha Mukherjee (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2008), xxxii. 
23

 For details, see Laura R. Brueck, “Marking the Boundaries of a New Literary Identity: The Assertion of ‘Dalit 

Consciousness’ in Dalit Literary Criticism,” in Religion and Identity in South Asia and Beyond, ed. Steven E. 

Lindquist (New York: Anthem, 2011), 350. 
24

 See John D. H. Downing, ed., Encyclopedia of Social Movement Media (California: SAGE, 2010), 154. 
25

 Sanjay Paswan and Paramanshi Jaideva, eds., Encyclopaedia of Dalits in India (Delhi: Gyan, 2002), 30. 
26

 For a case study on the Paraiyars of South India, see Chockalingam, Constructing Dalit Identity, 3–4. 
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drum has been largely associated with Dalit community. Hence, high caste people cast a 

condescending look on drum and drum-playing. But Dalit literature has constructed counter-

discourses that extol drum and drum-playing.
27

 Similarly, within the South Indian society, beef-

eating is seen a sign of pollution and therefore a characteristic mark of an outcaste. Various 

legends try and explain as to how the Dalits came to this despicable state. However, a Dalit 

community has created counter-discourses that applaud their habit of beef-eating.
28

 These three 

dominant literary features together bear witness to Dalit literature as rhetoric from the edge. The 

following section endeavours to read the chosen text from a similar vantage point.  

 

5. A Dalit Reading of 2 Cor 11:1–6, 12–15: Rhetoric from the Edge 

 

At the outset it must be acknowledged that compared to the lived experiences of Dalits 

which include denied equality, denigrated subjectivity, and dehumanizing exclusion, Paul’s 

situation appears to fare better. All the same, there are points of contact because of which both 

the discourses – Dalits’ and Pauline – can be meaningfully seen as rhetoric from the edge. As its 

founder, Paul felt sidelined when the Corinthian community submitted readily to the message of 

his opponents (cf. v.4). In as much as the apostle felt relegated to the periphery, Paul’s ethos and 

pathos are comparable to that of Dalits. And so, semblances of Resistance Literature can be 

readily perceived in the discourse of Paul, to which we turn now. 

 

5.1. Resistance 

The prologue to the Fool’s Speech (vv.1–21) paints both the prevailing scenario and the 

apostle’s resistance to the same. “Paul’s caustic observation of the Corinthians’ willing 

submission (v.4) to ‘anyone’ who comes preaching ‘another Jesus,’ or a ‘different gospel,’ or 

‘another spirit’ emphasizes their complicity in their ‘seduction’ and profligacy.”
29

 If the 

identities of Paul, the opponents, and the community can be imagined in terms of circles, the 

prevailing situation can be pictorially represented 

as shown in fig. 1. Enamored by the proclamation 

of the intruders which is compared to the 

“cunning” of “serpent” that “deceived Eve” (v.3), 

the super-apostles are said to have positioned 

themselves very much within the community. As a 

result, Paul who in his “divine jealously” 

promised the community in marriage (cf. v.2) now 

finds himself displaced.    

All the same, a closer look at the way in 

which Paul lays out his arguments appears to 

underscore something significantly different. The 

apostle does not begin on a vituperative tone as the prevailing situation would have demanded.
30

 

Also, as it is obvious from Paul’s Galatian correspondence, direct vituperation is not alien to him 

                                                 
27

 Dalit Christology draws on this literary nuance when it interprets Christ as drum. See Peniel Rajkumar, Dalit 

Theology and Dalit Liberation: Problems, Paradigms and Possibilities (Vermont: Ashgate, 2010), 48. 
28

 See Chockalingam, Constructing Dalit Identity, 213–27. 
29

 Calvin J. Roetzel, 2 Corinthians, Abingdon New Testament Commentaries (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 2007), 104. 
30

 See Charles H. Talbert, Reading Corinthians: A Literary and Theological Commentary (Macon, GA: Smyth & 

Helwys, 2002), 1–2. 

 

 
Figure 1: Prevailing Scenario 
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(cf. Gal 1:9; 3:1). But in 2 Cor 11:1, Paul begins with an unattainable wish
31

 that appears to 

betray his lack of confidence. However, “such self-deprecation combined with a verb like ‘put up 

with’ (ἀνέχω) was a common opening ploy in Greek rhetorical practice.”
32

 The wish, together 

with the immediately following request, bespeaks that the wish is capable of fulfilment.
33

 

Accordingly, the apostolic resistance is at play already in the first verse. Notwithstanding the 

prevailing disadvantaged situation within which Paul sees himself, the wish highlights his refusal 

to give up.   

After stating the wish, Paul presents three reasons (marked by γαρ cf. vv.2, 4–5) for his 

divine jealously and only then does a tone of blame begin. Even here, the object of blame is not 

the intruding opponents but the easily succumbed community. Paul then compares himself to the 

super-apostles, lists out his reasons for denying support (vv.7–11), and only in “his closing 

riposte Paul abandons the language of reason and love for the language of violence… He 

demonizes his antagonists, making them ‘other’ and threatens them with divine vengeance.”
34

  

Laying out his arguments this way serves as a curious counterpoint to the prevailing 

scenario. While his initial wish marks the apostle’s preliminary attempt to move closer to the 

community from which he felt alienated (cf. fig. 1), by his divine jealousy he situates himself 

within the community. And when he begins to compare himself with the super-apostles, he 

claims equal footing with his opponents (cf. v.5).
35

 But when the arguments approach their 

climax in a vituperative outburst (cf. vv.13–15), not only are the opponents cast out but also their 

identity is caricatured (“agents of Satan” v.13). 

In light of these resistive nuances, fig. 1 – which represented the existing scenario – can 

be redrawn. As shown in fig. 2, the relegated apostle now situates himself within the community. 

Because “Paul’s apostolic authority is 

contingent upon the recognition by the 

community,”
36

 his projection of himself as the 

father-figure (cf. v.2) is an effective way of 

establishing an intimate link with the 

community. Of course, the obverse effect is that 

the intruders are evicted from the community 

arena and, more poignantly, their identity is 

presented in counter-apostolic and anti-Christ 

terms.  

 

                                                 
31

 Ὄφελον with impf. expresses present time. See Frederick W Danker, ed., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New 

Testament and Other Early Christian Literature: Based on Walter Bauer’s Griechisch-Deutsches Wörterbuch Zu 

Den Schriften Des Neuen Testaments Und Der Frühchristlichen Literatur, 3rd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 2000), 743. 
32

 See Baker, Second Corinthians, 370. 
33

 Although ἀνέχεσθέ can be an indicative or imperative, Harris chooses to read it as an unambiguous request. See 

Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 732–33. 
34

 Roetzel, 2 Corinthians, 106. 
35

 The comparison, for some scholars, has to do with Jerusalem leaders. If so, the statement bespeaks equality. See 

Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 747. But others discount such claims. See Simon Kistemaker, New 

Testament Commentary: Exposition of the Second Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Books, 

1997), 365. 
36

 Charles A. Wanamaker, “‘By the Power of God’: Rhetoric and Ideology in 2 Corinthians 10–13,” in Fabrics of 

Discourse, ed. David B. Gowler, L. Gregory Bloomquist, and Duane F. Watson (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 2003), 

209. 

  

 
Figure 2: Thought-flow 
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5.2. Ridicule 

“Paul himself not only coined the terms ψευδαπόστολος, ψευδαδέλφος, and εὐαγγέλιον 

ἕτερον, but also the adverb ὑπερλίαν (‘super’) for the first time in the Greek language by 

merging ὑπέρ (‘over’) and λίαν (‘very much’).”
37

 In these words, Lampe finds a humorously 

distorting parody, which ridiculed the opponents’ claim to be apostles of Christ. And the second 

occurrence of “super-apostle” in 12:11 adds insult to injury by a qualifying phrase: “even though 

I am nothing.” Lampe comments, “If a ‘nothing’ is not ‘inferior’ to something else, then the 

something, even the ‘super-something’ is nothing at all!”
38

 Thus, with dripping ridicule, the tone 

functions as a “counterstrategy [that] subverts the self-promotion of Paul’s opponents.”
39

  

If the opponents are the objects of ridicule here, the community does not escape without 

having its share. In the betrothal image (cf. v.2), there is interplay between past and future. By 

founding the community, Paul joined the community to Christ. It was a past act. However, as the 

Jewish custom
40

 would have it, the consummation is awaited when the virgin – that is, the 

community – will be required to present herself as “sincere and pure” (v.3). In this context, a 

sarcastic tone in the Pauline depiction of the community as “sexually loose” serves to underscore 

the deep pathos a father feels when betrayed by the action of his child.
41

 Thus, he “ridicules the 

community’s interactions with the opponents with a view to censure and reprove them.”
42

 

Subverting the tide of the opponents and reproving the community by means of ridicule and 

sarcasm are two mutually reinforcing acts. But ridicule as a subversive ploy is merely a counter-

foil and therefore predominantly negative. It represents only a part of Pauline attack. Its intended 

effect is to re-establish his apostolic authority against the claims of the intruders.  

If acts of resistance marked Paul’s attempts to withstand his opponents’ attack, the tone 

of ridicule bespeaks his growing power – at least from a discursive point of view – in 

discounting the opponents’ ploys. However, it is in reversal that the arguments of the apostle 

reach their zenith by inverting an otherwise disadvantaged situation into an opportunity to 

instruct the community on various pressing issues as will be explored below.     

5.3. Reversal 

 (i) Super-Apostle: In his use of “super-apostles” (11:5; 12:11), there occurs not only 

ridicule but also a strategy of reversal. Whereas the Corinthians were enamored by “super-

apostles” who had all qualities of high status such as “rhetorical ability, wisdom, ability to work 

wonders, and freedom from manual labor (2 Cor 10–13),” the Pauline description of “apostles as 

simple servants (hypēretai) or managerial slaves (oikonomoi) of Chirst” was an excellent 

example of “status reversal strategy.”
43

 Thus, in one stroke, the apostle simultaneously discounts 

the claims of his opponents and also the community’s misconceived perception regarding what 

makes one a true apostle of Christ.  

                                                 
37

 Lampe, “Can Words Be Violent or Do They Only Sound That Way?,” 227. 
38

 Lampe finds a parallel in Cicero’s insult of Catilina’s men (cf. Against Catilina 2.11: nequitia.) See Ibid. 
39

 Jean-Pierre Ruiz, “Hearing and Seeing but Not Saying: A Rhetoric of Authority in Revelation 10:4 and 2 

Corinthians 12:4,” in The Reality of Apocalypse: Rhetoric and Politics in the Book of Revelation, ed. David L. Barr 

(Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2006), 110. 
40

 A considerable interval between betrothal and presentation of the bride points to more of Jewish custom than 

Greek or Roman procedures. See Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 735. 
41

 See Roetzel, 2 Corinthians, 104. 
42

 Bruce J. Malina and John J. Pilch, Social-Science Commentary on the Letters of Paul (Minneapolis: Fortress, 

2006), 153. 
43

 See Dale B. Martin, The Corinthian Body (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1995), 102. 
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(ii) Strong-Weak Reversal: Socio-rhetorical sensitivity underscores another reversal in 

Paul’s exposition on weakness. From his experience of weakness, Paul appeals to the Lord. 

However, the Lord responds: “My grace is sufficient for you. For power is made perfect in 

weakness” (12:9a). “The very things that suggest Paul’s low status and inferiority – his 

weaknesses; the spiteful insults he has endured, and the hardships, persecutions, and difficulties 

… for the sake of Christ (12:10) – gave him his power as an apostle of Christ.”
44

 By this 

reversal, Paul flips on its head the opponents’ claim to honor. And there is more. The apostle 

avails the opportunity to reaffirm his Christological conviction: “in Christ power comes from 

what is weak” (cf. 1 Cor 1:18–31). Thus Paul undercuts “the propaganda of those whose distaste 

for a crucified Christ led them to invent ‘another Jesus.’”
45

 

 (iii) Corona Muralis: Michael J. Gorman brings to focus yet another reversal in Paul’s 

boasting of his experiences which is found after the chosen text. Commenting on the apostle’s 

Damascus experience of “being let down in a basket through a window in the wall” (cf. 11:33), 

Gorman observes:  

One of the great glories of Roman battle was to be the first to climb the enemy’s 

city wall and thereby enter the city. Such courage and military success were 

rewarded with golden crown, the corona muralis, or ‘crown of the wall.’ In a 

stunning reversal of values, Paul claims that he has experienced the power of God 

in the weakness of going down the wall. This is, for him, a kind of corona 

muralis.
46

 

 

6. A Few Gleanings 

 

6.1. From Dalit Literature to the Fool’s Speech 

 The discussion so far strived to accentuate literary features such as resistance, ridicule 

and reversal in 2 Cor 11. Together, they underscore the proposal that the chosen text can be 

meaningfully called as rhetoric from the edge. Such an appropriation helps highlight the ways in 

which Dalit literature sensitizes its readers to any discursive rhetoric from the edge which, in 

turn, expresses a group’s deep yearning for agency and identity-assertion. Thus, a Dalit reading 

of the chosen text helps see in Paul’s passionate appeal his yearning to assert his apostolic 

identity and agency.  

 

6.2. From Pauline Logic to Dalit Discursive Strategy 

As noted earlier, Dalit literature begins, continues, and ends on crude and violent tones. 

Their long and unending experience of trauma is said to be the rationale for such outbursts. 

However, such an outright attack right from the word go has also cost much. There have been 

instances where potential future collaborators of Dalit resistance were turned into opponents 

because of Dalit literature’s sweeping and negative portrayal of all those who are not Dalits.
47

 It 

is here that Pauline logic offers a promising alternative.  
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Paul had every right to spew out his anger when he learned that the community had fallen 

prey to intruding missionaries. But he chooses to begin with an earnest appeal by calling the 

community’s attention to their call (cf. betrothal image), his very intention (cf. divine jealousy), 

etc. Of course, scholars debate on the Pauline use of the rhetoric of his time in this opening plea. 

But that does not diminish the overall flow of arguments. It begins with a plea, moves on to 

provide reasons, leading to a comparison, and finally ending on a vituperative outburst. Anger 

and angry outbursts surely have their place. But, when indiscriminately used, they hardly serve 

the intented purposes. In most cases, they end up harming rather than helping or healing. Dalit 

discourse can certainly look to Paul for an alternative way of constructing its counter-discourse. 

 

6.3. Identities – Related and Reaffirmed 

Identity – in Paul’s time and now – 

is rarely a standalone entity. Identity makes 

sense only in a network of relationships. 

Accordingly, Paul can hope to redeem his 

identity only in direct proportion to his 

success in redeeming the other but related 

identities. He came preaching Jesus Christ – 

crucified and risen, the Spirit – the pledge 

and fulfillment of the gift of God, and the 

gospel of forgiveness and reconciliation.
48

 

So Paul’s identity is intimately connected to 

all these three. On the other hand, the 

opponents, by their preaching of ‘another’ 

Jesus, ‘different’ spirit, and ‘different’ 

gospel, undercut not only Paul’s apostolic authority but also compromised on the ‘identities’ of 

Jesus, the Spirit, and the Gospel. Therefore, Paul rallies to reaffirm all three identities and, in the 

process, reclaims the related identity of his apostleship. Fig. 3 captures the dynamics of the 

related and reaffirmed identities.  

Finally, revisiting the words of Bacon with which this paper began, Paul’s depiction of 

himself as relegated to the periphery helps situate his discourse as that of a marginalized and 

therefore rhetoric from the edge – a rhetoric that refuses to let go of its yearning for agency. The 

undertaken reading-strategy juxtaposed Dalit and Pauline discourses. Its relevance and 

significance lie in its invitation and challenge to its readers to hear the persistent yearnings in the 

rhetoric of the marginalized – Dalits’, Paul’s, and also of other contemporary ones of ours! 
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 Figure 3: Identities Reaffirmed 

 


