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Abstract
This introduction presents the set of six articles, written by rhetorical scholars, 
which constitute the bulk of the present special issue of Argumentation. In the intro-
duction, the issue editor seeks to identify defining features of a rhetorical approach 
to argumentation. Taking this approach means dealing with argumentation in the 
“realm of rhetoric” (a term from C. Perelman), which comprises argumentation 
where deductive “demonstration” is not available. This has several corollaries, 
including the condition of uncertainty and the necessity of securing adherence from 
an audience. The articles in the issue explore these and other characteristics of argu-
mentation in the realm of rhetoric.

Keywords Rhetorical argumentation · The realm of rhetoric · Perelman · Certainty · 
Audience · Demonstration

The present special issue was put together and edited by a rhetorician, at the invita-
tion of the editors of Argumentation. It aims to give an impression of how a repre-
sentative group of notable rhetoricians believe their field may contribute to argu-
mentation studies.

Not only rhetoricians believe that rhetoric and argumentation studies are neigh-
boring academic fields that may supplement and learn from each other. The two aca-
demic environments that have been the prime movers in contemporary argumenta-
tion studies—the Amsterdam school of pragma-dialectics and the group of North 
American scholars who use the label “informal logic”—have both done much to 
understand and integrate rhetorical thinking; the present special issue of Argumenta-
tion may be seen as just one example of that. A comparable initiative was the special 
issue of the journal Philosophy and Rhetoric, vol. 46, no. 4 (2013), guest edited by 
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informal logicians Ralph Johnson and Christopher Tindale, addressing “the intersec-
tion of rhetoric and argumentation.” However, in a sense the present special issue 
represents something that is still unusual: it does not present ways in which argu-
mentation scholars with roots in other traditions see rhetoric, but instead devotes 
all its space to showing how rhetoricians see argumentation. Throughout this issue, 
rhetorical scholars offer their own respective takes on what rhetoric is and on how 
rhetoric and argumentation studies may both benefit from an even closer dialogue.

With six contributors plus one editor involved in this effort, the reader might well 
ask whether these scholars actually have anything substantial in common that may 
unite them within the growing and diverse community of argumentation scholars; in 
other words, do they represent something that might be called a distinctively rhetori-
cal approach to argumentation? As editor, I answer this query clearly in the affirma-
tive. Below, I shall try to show how the six contributions represent certain shared, 
distinctive positions that mark them as the work of rhetoricians. Moreover, I suggest 
that the six papers in many respects constitute a coherent, orderly sequence where 
insight presented in one prepares the ground for the next.

A reference to two pathbreaking works, both published in 1958, may help flesh 
out what these shared assumptions are. One is La nouvelle rhétorique by the phi-
losopher Chaïm Perelman and the sociologist Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca; the two Bel-
gian scholars explicitly equated “argumentation” and “rhetoric,” as they defined 
these terms, with each other. The other key reference is Stephen Toulmin’s The Uses 
of Argument—a work by an independently thinking philosopher who, although he 
knew nothing at the time of rhetoric as an academic field, later realized that the 
approach he represented had much in common with rhetorical thinking.

One fundamental insight that unites these seminal works is that in most real-life 
argumentation, the standard by which argumentative merit should be measured is 
not, and cannot be, logical inference in the traditional understanding of it as deduc-
tive validity. There are large realms of argument (or, as Toulmin would say, “fields”) 
in which good argumentation is achieved and assessed in other ways.

1  Rhetorical Argumentation: The Realm of the Uncertain

One important service that rhetoricians can render to argumentation studies is pre-
cisely to emphasize the existence of different realms or domains of argumentation. 
Perelman ond Olbechts-Tyteca based their work about “the new rhetoric” on an 
insistence on the difference between the “realm” of rhetoric (the term used in the 
translation of Perelman’s L’empire rhétorique) and that of logical proof (i.e., deduc-
tive inference, “demonstration”). As noted, they see the “realm” of argumentation as 
synonymous with the realm of rhetoric, which again is defined as the realm of mat-
ters where demonstration cannot be achieved. As for Toulmin’s theory and model 
of argument, its main insight is arguably that the warrants which validate or sup-
port arguments in different fields may be of several diverse kinds and have different 
degrees of strength, dependent on the field or realm. Thus, a warranted argument is 
not the same thing as one that achieves deductive demonstration. Nor will adding 
deduction’s traditional sidekick, induction, give us a complete list of the ways in 
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which arguments may be warranted. The realms where the old “-duction” twins can-
not account for how argument functions are elucidated in all the essays that follow.

2  Hallmarks of Rhetorical Argumentation

The distinctive properties of argumentation in the realm of rhetoric are clearly laid 
out in David Zarefsky’s essay in this issue “Underlying Assumptions of Examining 
Argumentation Rhetorically.” Those properties can all be shown to follow from the 
nature of the realm of non-demonstrative reasoning.

First among them, Zarefsky names the concern with audience and the condition 
of uncertainty. That rhetorical argumentation is always uncertain is a way of restat-
ing its defining property according to the “New Rhetoric”: that it is not demonstra-
tion. Zarefsky pointedly notes that demonstrative (i.e., deductive) proofs are really 
just “thinly veiled tautologies” (p. XX)—a fact already underscored by early Witt-
genstein but not always appreciated by logicians.

The realm of uncertainty or non-demonstration has different tracts; as Zarefsky 
points out: “Uncertainty results not only from the incompleteness of knowledge on 
which the arguers rely, but also from differences in the hierarchy and intensity of 
their preferences and values.” He presents a telling case in point, representative of 
the realm where the issue of an argument is what action to take. We may imagine a 
couple arguing about whether to spend part of their savings on a family vacation or 
on an addition to the house. Not only do both alternative projects involve many fac-
tors on which the arguers’ knowledge can only be incomplete and uncertain; just as 
importantly, value notions and their resultant preferences regarding actions inevita-
bly and legitimately differ across individuals.

Absent certain, audience-independent proof, arguers in the realm of rhetoric must 
instead seek to achieve the adherence of individuals in the audience(s) they address. 
Adherence comes in all kinds and degrees: Full agreement will rarely result, and 
likewise Zarefsky notes that “we cannot say that consensus of the arguers is the only 
measure of a successful resolution of a disagreement on the merits”—even between 
two cooperating dialogue partners. Hence there are no “final victories,” and reason-
able arguers must “restrain their partisanship,” duly acknowledging the conditions of 
the realm: they just might be wrong, or they might change their minds, and continu-
ing disagreement might in any case well be the result of differences among the argu-
ers regarding the values they hold and how they interpret them.

We might add that a theory of rhetorical argumentation along these lines will, 
despite many commonalities, part from the main inspiration of early believers in 
deliberative democracy, e.g. the early Habermas, who held that sincere “communi-
cative action” will tendentially result in consensus owing to “the unforced force of 
the better argument.” In this respect, a better inspiration for rhetorical argumentation 
theory would be John Rawls for his belief in “reasonable disagreement.”

Because arguers in the realm of rhetoric must seek adherence in the absence of 
proof, they draw instead on a storehouse of other resources.
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3  The Resources of Rhetorical Argumentation

Pragma-dialectical theorists, after they began systematically to integrate rhetori-
cal insights, have rightly named three rhetorical resources as basic in “strategic 
maneuvering” (their term for the rhetorical aspect of argumentation): topical 
invention, considerations of audience, and “presentational devices.”

These are indeed fundamental in the realm of rhetorical argumentation 
(although others might perhaps be named with equal right). Robert Ivie’s essay 
in this issue “Argument from Similitude in Martin Luther King, Jr.’s Deliberative 
Dissent from War” demonstrates what a presentational device, such as metaphor, 
can do. The wide range of similarity-based imagery in Martin Luther King’s 1967 
anti-war speech, “Beyond Vietnam,” opened space, according to Ivie, for delib-
eration “by articulating, through figuration, a moral argument from similitude.” 
Employing metaphors of dark/light, sickness/health, death/life, madness/sanity, 
enemy/brother, and sin/atonement, he brought about a perception of the war in 
Vietnam as symptomatic of a malady of the American soul and of the Vietnamese 
people as brothers.

Ivie’s analysis of how King “worked rhetorically toward making the war debat-
able” also illustrates how rhetorical argumentation, in its attempt to win and 
widen adherence, works gradually and incrementally, not by proof. The analysis 
moreover shows how, in King’s rhetorical argument, his metaphors were not pres-
entational devices only, but also embodiments of topical thinking and audience 
considerations, woven inextricably together. In achieving this, Ivie’s essay instan-
tiates one of the particular strengths found in the best work of rhetorical schol-
ars: observant close reading of significant texts, where both context and effect 
are carefully considered, and from which insights of more general relevance are 
drawn.

4  The Laborious Job of Rhetorical Argumentation

The slow, gradual and incremental nature of the work of rhetorical argumentation 
is highlighted in Lisa Villadsen’s paper in this issue, “Progress, but Slow Going: 
Public Argument in the Forging of Collective Norms,” in which she explores 
how rhetoric is and always has been central to the evolving formation of public 
morality.

Rhetoric in society is a broad category embracing many types of symbolic 
manifestations, and rhetorical argumentation in the sense of explicit reason-giv-
ing is just one of them. Villadsen chooses the broad view, looking at all the “mul-
tiple, various, protracted—and often controversial—discursive efforts it usually 
takes to effect change in people’s views.” This is particularly so in the domain 
of values—the one which fostered Perelman’s and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s driv-
ing concern: understanding how values can be argued about. Rhetoric, to quote 
Ivie, “confronts us with choices involving values,” and that is one reason why a 
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“watertight argument-to-end-a-discussion,” as Villadsen says, is not available in 
this realm. Instead, rhetors across all sectors of a society must rely on an insight 
from Ovid, used as the article’s epigraph: “The water drop hollows a stone not 
by force but by falling often.” In modern times, the same thought is memorably 
expressed in Bertolt Brecht’s famous “Song of the Moldau”: “The big will not 
stay big, the little won’t stay little.” Changes take time. And repetition. Multi-
form, continuous argumentative efforts by multiple actors over lengths of time 
go into the work of “framing viewpoints in collective terms, making them mat-
ter to others and giving them civic resonance”; not only great oratory by pub-
lic figures like King, but also countless drops of quotidian, vernacular discourse 
are needed to hollow the stone and ensure that what was little becomes big. In 
this way, “societal norms are continuously and rhetorically constituted,” and thus, 
“our individual participation as rhetorical citizens who speak or observe, form 
or critique, perpetuate or challenge public discourse has civic and ethical signifi-
cance.” Accordingly, students of rhetorical argumentation need to observe public 
argument in a wide variety of forms and contexts.

Drawing on rhetorician Celeste Condit’s notion of “crafting virtue,” Villadsen 
visits topics were these slow processes have been in evidence, or are so at the present 
moment, such as the abolition of slavery, public apologies and the #MeToo move-
ment. The philosopher Hans Blumenberg lends support to her claim that “rhetoric is 
crucial to the establishment of a motivational ground for action.” This, we might say, 
expresses one of the constitutive conditions of the realm of rhetoric, but at the same 
time it also implies that public moral argument is always ongoing and provisional.

5  Venues of Rhetorical Argumentation

Just as rhetorical argumentation generally works on a different time-scale than logi-
cal inference, so it also requires certain spatial and institutional conditions to thrive. 
Robert Danisch, in his essay in this issue, “Rhetorical Structures, Deliberative Ecol-
ogies, and the Conditions for Democratic Argumentation,” draws primarily on the 
thinking of John Dewey to emphasize that not only does democracy depend on cer-
tain practices of deliberation and argumentation, it also requires certain structures 
for citizens to inhabit as communicative agents. These need to be “structures that 
promote collaborative communication practices and rhetorics of cooperation.” The 
term “structures” may here refer not just to physical facilities but also to the condi-
tions and “ecologies” of argumentation.

Structures that foreground conflict, like the American legal system, need to be 
replaced with structures promoting collaborative inquiry. The settlement Hull House 
in Chicago, founded by the social reformer Jane Addams, and also the buildings 
constructed to house the American “Forum Movement,” as explored by William 
Keith, are examples of such structures. Another was the ekklesia of ancient Athens, 
a rhetorical space that exerted control over the conditions for argumentation, persua-
sion, and deliberation, and where medium-level social units, called “tribes,” created 
links between stable local ties and a desired national identity.
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Today, we need spaces where strangers can freely interact in face-to-face dia-
logue, rather than places like shopping malls, where people are more likely to inter-
act with products. Research on small group deliberation, similar to that favored by 
Dewey, Addams, and ancient democratic theorists, has opened promising perspec-
tives. So do certain discussion websites that valorize listening with respect rather 
than trying to defeat or smear the other side. There is a need for such structures to 
build relational ties, weak but significant, between strangers.

The pragmatist sociologist Robert Park is another inspiration with his empha-
sis on a rhetorical human “ecology” favoring deliberative cooperation. Danisch 
concludes with a set of questions to assess the current situation and the rhetorical 
structures that characterize it. Do we have spaces for open, and evidence-based 
deliberations? Are they tolerant of ambiguity? Do they enable strangers to interact 
face-to-face? Do they foreground question-based processes and background asser-
tion-making and self-interest? In tying the value and uses of rhetoric closely to con-
text, Danisch also gives substance to the view of rhetoric as not just verbal technique 
but as a cement that holds the edifice of society together.

6  Rhetorical Argumentation Pedagogy as Civic Education

As Danisch’s tribute to Athenian democracy exemplifies, the role ascribed to rheto-
ric by rhetoricians who draw their inspiration from Dewey recalls the emphasis in 
ancient Greece and Rome on rhetoric as a formative force in society and education. 
The paper in this issue on “Teaching Argument Through Relationships” by Keith, 
Mountford and Steffensmeier subscribes to that heritage: “The civic traditions of 
rhetoric that grow roughly out of the legacy of Isocrates, Cicero and Quintilian have 
always focused, among other things, on the role of reason in public life,” they say; 
and this involves “the robust exchange of arguments for deliberative purposes.” 
Rhetoric was always a pedagogical tradition—the original civics course, we might 
say. In accord with the basic insight that deliberative arguments can never prove or 
demonstrate, but must secure adherence from those whom it addresses, the three 
rhetoricians choose as their focus, not the teaching of argumentative discourse itself, 
but the relationships that exist and evolve between arguing interlocutors.

Again, the inevitable involvement of values in deliberative discourse is key to this 
choice. In public deliberation, they declare, we as citizens, with the goal of inform-
ing personal and institutional decision-making, collectively work through “what we 
value and what we should do” (emphases in the original). Keith emphasizes the need 
for students to deeply understand the audience’s underlying interests and outlook. 
Key to these approaches is making time for the “relational” work of argumentation. 
Teaching argument is not the same as teaching argumentation, which is “the cre-
ation and maintenance of relationships within which reason and evidence make a 
difference.” Consonant with the requirements named by Danisch to structures that 
may favor deliberative cooperation, Keith discusses relational dispositions such as 
respect, empathetic listening, humility, and the ability to manage multiple interpre-
tations as paramount teaching goals.
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Mountford, drawing on “The Mt. Oread Manifesto” by Keith, herself and a group 
of other rhetoricians (XX), details the University of Oklahoma’s First-Year Compo-
sition Program—a series of activities aiming to teach students the difficult attitudi-
nal shifts that may capacitate them as citizens who deliberate productively on issues. 
Krista Ratcliffe’s work on “rhetorical listening” (XX) is one weighty inspiration 
here, helping to build relationships in which students fully comprehend the values 
and cultural logics underpinning their views of audiences and stakeholders and are 
able to accept “delayed argument.”

Steffensmeier, in turn, addresses the genre of public deliberative meetings. Most 
such meetings remain largely unproductive. For example, an observation that con-
nects with Danisch’s emphasis on how physical setup may impact on public delib-
eration is that mostly citizens “each get a few minutes to voice their critiques to the 
authorities in charge, seated in the front of the room. This meeting design produces 
mostly a series of monologues.” Little is won when the default mode is “to critique 
the other’s position and assign blame”; relationality between participants is what 
remains absent.

For argumentation pedagogy, public meetings may be a window on what creates 
a deliberative standstill. Steffensmeier draws on neighboring disciplines for rem-
edies, including case-in-point pedagogy, the developmental psychology of Robert 
Kegan and scholarship on leadership development. The key notion is the “holding 
environment”—a kind of environment where citizens may engage productively in 
exchanges on decisions of shared concern because multiple interpretation, compet-
ing reasons, quiet reflection and curiosity are invited.

7  Scientists as Rhetorical Citizens

The realm of rhetoric, seen as centered around civic deliberation, increasingly 
involves communication between citizens and persons of expertise and authority. 
Public deliberative meetings are one kind of venue for such encounters; another is 
the meeting between scientists and citizens—often referred to as science communi-
cation. This is a domain where the essential uncertainty and provisionality of scien-
tific knowledge are crucially involved, but just as much is the legitimate variety of 
the values and preferences underpinning collective decisions. Hence, key rhetorical 
notions like trustworthiness and speaker–hearer relations are accordingly central.

Yet, as Jeanne Fahnestock notes in her paper “Rhetorical Citizenship and the Sci-
ence of Science Communication,” rhetorical insight has not (yet?) been allowed to 
play its proper role in this domain. Instead, the discipline of “science communica-
tion,” based on social science ideals, holds sway. It has risen in response to an accel-
erating crisis in public trust in science, a crisis driven in part by growing numbers of 
retractions, fraud, oversold claims, and other ills in the sciences themselves.

Fahnestock takes a rather dim view of the science of science communication. 
Among the failings she lists are: its tendency to see audiences as social segments 
with fixed identities; its belief that the product of science is “information” which 
only needs to be packaged; the assumption that credibility is a preexistent func-
tion of a communicator’s identity, rather than a product of the discourse itself; an 
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overeager reliance on clever “framing” and narrative as all-purpose tools; and a lack 
of language awareness. In all these respects, the rhetorical tradition from Aristotle 
onwards has superior, time-tested insights to offer, yet the “science of science com-
munication” community is unlikely to take them in, partly because of the ancient 
(Platonic) fear of “the R word.”

The inability of science communication to deal with the crisis of trust in science, 
Fahnestock contends, ultimately stems from the fact that the science communica-
tion literature does not promote addressing audiences as “citizens capable of rational 
argumentation.” Thus, “argumentation,” she suggests, is perhaps, rather than “rheto-
ric,” the most plausible key term for a better response to the credibility crisis—how-
ever, argumentation taken in the sense of Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca: the use 
of the entire range of rhetorical resources not just to “inform” audiences, but to pre-
sent arguments to citizens in situations of uncertainty, and, if relevant, to argue with 
them “as respected partners in rhetorical deliberation.”

8  Rhetorical Argumentation: For a Coherent View

This special issue of Argumentation is a collective effort in which a set of rhetori-
cians explore aspects of what they themselves understand by “rhetorical argumenta-
tion.” Ideally, readers of Argumentation will find a picture in the following pages 
whose parts exhibit a fair degree of cohesion. Moreover, as argued in this introduc-
tion, it may also be said to have cohesion as a central theme.

Zarefsky’s paper lays down the distinctive features of the realm of rhetorical argu-
mentation: it encompasses issues where uncertainty is a condition—so that deduc-
tive inference (“demonstration”) is not available.

From this several corollaries flow. In Ivie’s paper one of these is carefully investi-
gated: a great rhetor’s use of verbal imagery in argumentation is shown as capable of 
accelerating a historical shift in a country’s actions and self-understanding.

Villadsen’s paper expands on the theme of how rhetorical argumentation, as well 
as rhetoric’s other resources, may work incrementally over long years, helping help 
along seismic reappraisals of a variety of fundamental moral issues—efforts never 
complete and never universally accepted but always ongoing, precisely because 
there is no final “proof.”

Danisch’s paper highlights how structural and physical conditions may help or 
hinder the work of rhetorical deliberation and, as a result of that work, help or hin-
der social cohesion.

Rhetorical argumentation as the central component of civic education is the 
theme of the collaborative paper of Keith, Mountford and Steffensmeier. To teach 
rhetorical argumentation, they hold, it is necessary to focus on the relationality 
between citizens because they argue out of differing but deeply held values and 
outlooks.
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Finally, Fahnestock’s paper essentially tells scientists who wish to communicate 
on their discipline with credibility in the eyes of citizens that they too must become 
rhetorical citizens—and try to win the adherence of other citizens by means of 
argumentation.

This special issue, in which a handful of rhetoricians have sketched their respec-
tive contributions to the understanding of argumentation, has been put together to 
give an impression of how rhetoricians themselves tend to see their discipline as 
concerned with, and defined by, a certain realm of communication: the realm where 
citizens argue about their shared concerns.

The positive potential and proper function of rhetorical argumentation is to be a 
social cement—it may help build and sustain a society, just as well as it may help 
tear it apart.
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