
u n i ve r s i t y  o f  co pe n h ag e n  

Progress, But Slow Going

Public Argument in the Forging of Collective Norms

Villadsen, Lisa Storm

Published in:
Argumentation

DOI:
10.1007/s10503-019-09500-3

Publication date:
2020

Document version
Peer reviewed version

Citation for published version (APA):
Villadsen, L. S. (2020). Progress, But Slow Going: Public Argument in the Forging of Collective Norms.
Argumentation, 325-337. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10503-019-09500-3

Download date: 22. maj. 2023

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10503-019-09500-3
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/persons/lisa-s-villadsen(b94a8e7c-9351-4a87-a690-9391558a718c).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/publications/progress-but-slow-going(f0ed7d81-4fc8-46cc-b730-f545abe0fcee).html
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10503-019-09500-3


 1 

PROGRESS, BUT SLOW GOING: PUBLIC ARGUMENT IN THE FORGING OF 

COLLECTIVE NORMS1 

Lisa S. Villadsen 

 

Gutta cavat lapidem non vi, sed saepe cadendo.2 

 

 

Abstract: 

Rhetorical argumentation is a craft: collective, processual, and circulating, and it partakes in 

the indeterminate evolution of public norms. Official apologies can illustrate how rhetorical 

modalities over time can reflect change in civic sensibilities and effect collective moral 

reflection and evolution. Rhetorical citizenship, understood as encompassing both critical 

production and reception of publicly circulating arguments, is a way of conceptualizing the 

interaction between the individual and the collective in the ongoing discursive formation of 

the community and the norms that inform it.  

 

 

Rhetorical argumentation and public values 

This article is about argumentation in a broad sense. It concerns the use of appeals and 

reasons to influence other people’s thinking and action, but not particular argument schemes 

or specific argumentative moves. Instead of being concerned with the unique, game-changing, 

clever, or watertight argument-to-end-a-discussion, the topic here, rather, is the nature of the 

multiple, various, protracted – and often controversial – discursive efforts it usually takes to 

effect change in people’s views. The article revisits the question of the relation between 

rhetoric and public morality, understood as norms and values held by (a majority of) a 

community, asking what brings about shifts in public3 assessment of moral questions. The 

claim is that rather than argumentation in a narrow sense as “demonstration”, “inference” or 

“resolution of a dispute”, rhetorical discourse, or argumentation in a broad sense, drives the 

formation and development of collective public norms.  

Given the age-old charge against rhetoric that it aims at persuasion at any cost and in 

so doing bypasses rational contemplation by addressing the emotions (thus rendering it a tool 

of distortion and manipulation), the association of rhetoric and ethics has traditionally been 

considered tenuous. This raises the question: What is, or can be, the role of rhetorical 

practices in the shaping of public norms? This article suggests that rhetoric is central to the 

formation of public morality and that rhetorical argumentation broadly construed is involved 

                                                        
1 The article is based on a keynote lecture entitled “Rhetorical citizenship and public moral argument: A quaint 
idea for turbulent times?” given at the 2nd International Rhetoric Workshop held in Ghent, Belgium, 2018. 
2  Ovid, Epistulae ex Ponto IV, 10, 5. “The water drop hollows a stone not by force but by falling often”. 
3 By ”public” I refer to the common opinion or, in classical terminology, doxa. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ovid
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epistulae_ex_Ponto
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in the process. Its purpose is to make a case for the recognition  of public discourse as a key 

factor of value evolution at a collective level.  

A key source of inspiration for this view is the German philosopher Hans 

Blumenberg’s discussion of rhetoric seen in an anthropological light (Blumenberg, 1987). 

Taking his starting point in the question of whether mankind can be viewed as either a rich or 

a poor creature and likening that to the question of rhetoric’s status (is it “rich” with inventive 

adaptability or “poor” from lack of purchase on the truth?), Blumenberg writes, “Action 

compensates for the ‘indeterminateness’ of the creature man, and rhetoric is the effort to 

produce accords that have to take the place of the ‘substantial’ base of regulatory processes in 

order to make action possible”. Without rhetoric there would be no sense of relevance and no 

way to weigh competing positions against each other; rhetoric is crucial to the establishment 

of a motivational ground for action. He continues, “From this point of view, language is a set of 

instruments not for communicating information or truths, but rather, primarily, for the 

production of mutual understanding, agreement, or toleration, on which the actor depends” 

(433). Describing the function of rhetoric as “a system not only of soliciting mandates for 

action but also of putting into effect and defending […] a self-conception that is in the process 

of formation” (442), Blumenberg’s suggestion to understand rhetoric as “a rational way of 

coming to terms with the provisionality of reason” (452) captures a key characteristic of 

rhetorical argumentation, namely its acceptance of contingency and its commitment to 

establishing relevance and social meaningfulness.  

The understanding of argumentation I mobilize here is equally  inspired by Chaïm 

Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca whose driving concern was how we reason about 

values. In their seminal treatise on argumentation, The New Rhetoric, they took appeals to 

values (and in this connection the epideictic genre in general) to be legitimate and thus 

deserving of serious inquiry, and they proposed a thoroughly rhetorical approach to 

reasoning by making a clear distinction between “argumentation” and “demonstration” (13), 

(the former being concerned with discursive techniques meant to induce or increase 

adherence to theses presented for assent; the latter being about applying rules of formal logic 

regarding validity). Demonstration proves, argumentation persuades. Importantly, Perelman 

and Olbrechts-Tyteca did not pose persuasion as a binary phenomenon recognizing only two 

options: either one is persuaded or not. More helpfully, they proposed the term “adherence” 

for the many different degrees of awareness, interest, acceptance, conviction, etc. that an 

audience may take in relation to a thesis (4). Like Aristotle, who defined rhetoric as the 

“faculty of discovering in any particular case all of the available means of persuasion” 

(Aristotle, 1354b), Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s conception of rhetoric pivoted on 

argumentative approaches to inducing or increasing adherence (rather than studying actual 

effectiveness), and as Aristotle had described with his notion of “dialectical reasoning”, they 

recognized the interconnection between reason and emotion and values (3).  

In a recent article on the relation between argumentation and memes Canadian 

philosopher Christopher Tindale similarly underscores the importance of keeping 

argumentation closely tied to human meaning making more broadly construed, “What we are, 
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as audiences and arguers, as persons, is a product of our social interaction, linguistic and 

experiential. The task is not to acquire the self-evident but to communicate argumentatively – 

to understand, influence, and even persuade. And to develop dispositions in others and 

ourselves that promote beliefs and actions that can be judged as reasonable” (574).  

 

The nametag 

A place to start is with an anecdote about an experience I had at an academic conference held 

in the US. Like at any other conference, participants wore nametags displaying their first 

name and their institutional affiliation. I ran into a friend who, in longhand, had added 

something below the printed name. It said: “He, him, his”.  

I was aware that some of my American colleagues include such pronoun information 

on their university web site and that they begin a new semester asking students about their 

preferred pronouns. I had also, from afar, noticed the 2016 American controversy over the 

North Carolina bathroom bill and the struggle over inclusive or exclusive signage, a debate 

which dramatized a clash between a traditional understanding of sex as a binary phenomenon 

(male or female) and a growing public awareness that gender is not a dichotomous 

phenomenon and that the way we label public toilets is one way to ignore or acknowledge 

this. In my own teaching I had even drawn on the controversy and the example of bathroom 

door icons to illustrate the notion of interpellation. Still, the handwritten pronouns took me 

by surprise.  

With my cursory understanding of the background and of the theoretical and ethical 

considerations at play, I wondered why my friend found it relevant to let other people know 

that he identifies as cis-gender. My first thought was that I couldn’t imagine that anyone really 

would be in doubt about how to refer to him. What I took to be the informational value of 

these additions to his nametag seemed unnecessary. In response to my question about it my 

friend replied that he thought everyone should mark their nametag in a similar way.  

Having given this some thought, I came to interpret his announcement of his 

preferred pronouns not as a piece of information but as a gesture of solidarity towards others 

for whom the pronoun issue is not as ‘straightforward’ as it might be for him. By indicating his 

preferred pronouns he was doing his part in normalizing the act of paying attention to this, 

and he was enacting one way to make social interaction more hospitable and inclusive. He 

was at once participating in an ongoing argumentative effort about inclusivity and employing 

a symbolic modus to be the kind of rhetorical citizen he believes to be ethical. Or that is what I 

made of it.  

 

Rhetoric and public morality 

The nametag anecdote illustrates not only that social norms are subject to deliberate change, 

but also that such change relies on multiple forms of public engagement, ranging from visual 

icons to legal argumentation. The experience highlights how everyday symbolic practices are 

opportunities to promote one’s value commitments, and it illustrates, in the words of Robert 



 4 

Asen, the capacity of rhetorical engagement “to refashion social norms and beliefs and to 

recast nonpolitical activities as political” (2004, 207). 

To ground my case for the appreciation of public discourse as a key factor in the 

shaping of collective values, I revisit Celeste Michelle Condit’s 1987 article “Crafting Virtue: 

The Rhetorical Construction of Public Morality” to ask if the rhetorical craft she described 

then has any purchase in our age of social estrangement and political polarization. I place her 

theory about how an active public morality springs from collective argumentative discourse 

in conversation with Robert Asen and Daniel Brouwer’s notion of modalities of public 

engagement (2001) and Christopher Tindale’s ideas about the circulation of  memes 

/arguments in cognitive environments (2017), and I invoke Christian Kock’s and my own 

concept of rhetorical citizenship (2008, 2014) to make the case that at this moment – when 

despair and ‘tuning out’ can be tempting reactions to a hyper-polarized political climate and 

to alarming developments in areas such as international relations, social inequality, minority 

protection, etc. – rhetorical practice remains a hope for collective ethical improvement and 

civic commitment. While it is not difficult to point to issues still far from a consensual 

understanding (e.g. abortion) or where political action actually lags behind basic agreement of 

the facts and their severity (e.g. climate change), and even instances of backlash of basic 

humanistic principles (treatment of refugees) there are occasional instances of arguable 

progress, or, in Condit’s own words, hope for “the possibility of slow, painful, moral 

resolutions in the public realm” (81). 

 

The function of public debate 

While public debate often is aimed at reaching some level of common understanding of an 

issue and perhaps a compromise  course of  action to deal with it, it is important to remember 

that this pragmatic purpose is not the same as agreeing on  a ‘correct’ answer or reaching 

consensus. To the extent that public debate is concerned with resolving issues, one might say 

that the ‘resolution’ refers more to the participants’ resolve to settle on a course of action than 

reflects an ambition to resolve, as in settle, an issue once and for all. Seen this way, public 

debate serves the purpose of rehearsing, extending and testing viewpoints and arguments 

that will resonate with a wider public and possibly also make them see the matter with more 

perspective, thereby preparing the ground for collective assessment – and eventually action. 

In public debate, competing rhetors are not necessarily there to persuade each other, but to 

provide arguments for third parties, audiences, and thereby to create a ‘public consensus’ that 

does not require the approval of every individual on every point, but can work with a general 

level of common acceptance. Rhetorical argumentation is characterized by framing 

viewpoints in collective terms, making them matter to others and giving them civic resonance. 

Condit underscores that “it is precisely the practice of public rhetoric that converts individual 

desires into something more – something carrying moral import, which can anchor the will of 

the community”, and that “[t]his transformation of desires is possible because public rhetoric 

requires that an individual speak a public language that includes linguistic commitments 

shared by all who are constituents of a community” (82, emphasis in the original). Condit’s 
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work here resonates with Perelman and Olbrecths-Tyteca’s in that she focuses on the long 

term ‘massaging’ of the premises underlying public argumentation – what Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca call starting points; linking the facts, truths and presumptions and the 

values, hierarchies and loci that rhetors build their arguments on to the public and giving 

them reasons why to ascribe greater weight or relevance to one over the other. 

To illustrate her point about how collective discourse serves as the source of an 

active public morality, Condit takes the example of the American civil rights controversy, 

specifically Anglo-American and Afro-American relations, as it unfolded over many decades. 

Taking a panoramic view of public discourse from 1840 to 1960, she suggests that a rhetorical 

strategy of developing a sense of similarity between whites and blacks was central to the 

gradual improvement of race relations in the States because it enabled greater degrees of 

identification: The more Whites grew to see and know Blacks as human beings with the same 

needs and abilities as themselves, the arguments about how they were different in kind and 

quality that had previously seemed reasonable, gradually lost their force and appeal, and an 

emerging recognition of their equal rights came to be more generally accepted as a moral 

principle. This was a rhetorical effort that extended over a long time, with arguments gaining 

traction incrementally, and attitudes gradually shifting in the direction of greater 

inclusiveness. The point here is not to discuss this particular analysis but instead to consider 

Condit’s more general point that time and active, multiple and diverse rhetorical effort to 

develop new arguments are key in bringing about change in a country’s moral code (90, 

emphasis added).  

 

Public argument as a rhetorical “craft”  

Contrary to more traditional conceptions of rhetorical art as located with a unique and 

visionary individual rhetor, Condit suggests the metaphor of “craft” to describe how rhetoric 

shapes public values. The metaphor highlights the processual and collective nature of public 

rhetorical argumentation and rethinking of  societal norms. Condit likens this civic reflection 

to what goes on in a workshop (94). This is a metaphor that locates the process in a much 

more vernacular and accessible setting than is typically associated with the emergence of 

moral insight. The workshop metaphor suggests that a large part of the collective crafting of 

morality is mostly anonymous; it is something that is part of quotidian circulation of a 

community’s doxai and in this sense it is anonymous, common, and shared. It is the circulation 

over time of ideas, arguments and appeals that eventually sediment into a collective change of 

opinion because the relevance or weight once attributed to a view has shifted as the result of 

argumentative appeals. Asen and Brouwer later linked Condit’s craft metaphor to the classical 

Greek term techne to signify a process of productive knowledge in a domain of intervention 

and invention. This, they remind us, underscores “techne’s processual constitution and its 

connection to ameliorative social action”. It recognizes the role of individuals and groups in 

crafting their lives, even as people act amid constraints. Further, they say, “a techne is learned 

and practiced among others, which reminds us that engagement has an epistemic value: we 
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may learn when we engage others publicly, even in cases of conflict and disagreement. As a 

productive art, techne transforms the material it uses” (19-20).  

Condit does not negate the significance of the individual rhetor; clearly an individual 

member of the community occasionally formulates ideas that radically challenge common 

practice or social norms, and as the rest of the community gradually integrate these 

arguments in their views there can be a shift in the valuation of the norm. Many social 

movements have had such highly visible leaders, but Condit’s point is that their real impact is 

tied to the penetration of their ideas into public opinion. In this way, Condit writes, “the 

collective and the individual interact to produce morality. The ‘duality of communication’ 

dictates that it is through the arguments of individuals about enactment of particular moral 

rulings that the collective moral code is built” (94).  

Condit’s point that public moral convictions are rhetorically constructed over time 

offers a framework for paying attention to both ‘great’ and more ‘quotidian’ rhetoric across a 

multitude of modes and genres, and in this way not only invites us to ask whose voices are 

heard and whose not, but also consider the uptake, in other words, the various forms of 

collective participation in public debate – what Asen and Brouwer talk about in terms of 

modalities, and what Christian Kock and I talk about in terms of rhetorical citizenship. I will 

take up these ideas in turn as I now turn to an example of how the craft of rhetorical argument 

can be argued to unfold in a contemporary controversy with moral implications. 

 

Official apologies: Explicitly crafting public morality  

A case in point is the genre of official apologies and the potential for crafting public morality 

residing in this genre. Official apologies are statements offered by heads of state, governments 

or legislatures for wrongdoings perpetrated in the name of the country. My discussion here is 

very closely cropped to serve as an illustration that they constitute a contribution to the 

public values record.4 Speaking in epideictic terms, official apologies contain elements of 

praise and blame: blame in the sense that they identify past policies and actions (and the 

values that informed them) as morally wrong, and praise in the sense that they formulate 

better and more ethical alternative or reinterpreted values and policies to guide future action. 

In this sense, an official apology is a window on contemporary civic values and the ongoing 

shaping of these values. As such official apologies are one format for rhetorical citizenship: 

intertwined with the primary and extremely important function of seeking reconciliation with 

wronged groups, an official apology is also a means by which the civic norms informing the 

community as such are communicated, explained and motivated to its citizens. 

The merits of or problems with official apologies are often discussed within a very 

narrow time frame, treating them as speech acts that can or cannot do a particular thing. But 

official apologies are often the result of a long process, and attention to their different stages 

of evolution – first faltering attempts to raise an issue, then public discussions and protests 

for and against an apology, and sometimes eventually the apology itself and the public 

                                                        
4 I have discussed various theoretical issues regarding official apologies elsewhere, see e.g. Villadsen 2018, 2014, 
2013, 2012, 2008. 
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reactions to it – casts into relief that they are better studied as processes than products, and 

that their meaning to the community changes as public debate unfolds over time. Elsewhere I 

have argued that official apologies are not just potentially meaningful to the wronged group. 

The debate that typically accompanies official apologies also carries importance for the 

surrounding society in that it confronts issues of social injustice on a collective level by 

discussing formerly politically sanctioned discrimination or maltreatment of minorities as 

public issues (Villadsen, 2014). Official apologies in this way represent a society’s often 

painful coming to terms with its former and present values in ways that are unusually explicit 

and typically the result of prolonged public debate of various kinds. 

 

A recent example of an official apology is Justin Trudeau, the Prime Minister of Canada’s 

November 2017 speech in the House of Commons (Trudeau). In this speech he apologized for 

the Canadian federal government’s past treatment of members of the LGBTQ2 community: 

Based on the assumption that non-heterosexuals would be at an increased risk of blackmail 

by the country’s adversaries, the government for decades instigated programs to identify and 

monitor public servants suspected of non-normative sexual behavior, and a range of 

repercussions were used to deter them from continuing working for the state. Trudeau 

described these practices as a “purge” that constituted a “tragic act of discrimination”. He 

blamed the Canadian government through 40 years for exercising “its authority in a cruel and 

unjust manner” and for “undertaking a campaign of oppression against members, and 

suspected members, of the LGBTQ2 communities”. He then went on to express “shame” and  

“sorrow” on behalf of the Canadian government for the things it did and to apologize to the 

wronged LGBTQ2 people and their families for this “state-sponsored, systemic oppression 

and rejection” and for the abuse of power its past policies represented. 

This speech of apology speaks to a change in public moral views across time. 

From his contemporary standpoint Trudeau called the thinking that originally motivated the 

campaign “prejudiced and flawed”. In this, Trudeau marks that a development has taken place 

from previous times to the present in public understanding of sexuality and its relevance to 

an individual’s role in society. The speech also clearly intends to further this change in the 

direction of greater inclusivity and more justice for all. Trudeau’s claims did not come out of 

the blue. To a large degree, they represent views that have emerged over decades as a result 

of the arguments and other rhetorical modes by activists, lawmakers and countless ordinary 

people who came out of the closet and supported others in doing the same. Rather than 

present the current view on the matter as a given or a strike of sudden ethical insight, 

Trudeau celebrates these activists and protesters, and all the victims who over the decades in 

various ways have brought attention to the injustices visited on LGBTQ2 people and fought in 

words and protest action, thereby contributing to a gradual and incremental change in 

mainstream public understandings of non-normative sexuality and its place in society. 

My key point here is that, together with the prior grassroots rhetoric, a public 

statement like this by a prime minister, in a nation’s legislative assembly, and with both the 

primary apology recipients and a national audience as witnesses, can be understood as not 
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just a matter between the wronged groups and the perpetrator of the injustice. It is that, and 

that is very important, but it is also a matter for the civic community in the sense that it is a 

format for rehearsing and reinterpreting the arguments informing the collective’s norms. In 

this case, the Canadian constitutional principles of non-discrimination and of equality for all 

citizens was found to have been ignored due to prejudice and leading to systematic abuse of 

power against innocent citizens. By apologizing and naming the constitutional principles that 

had been trampled and explaining how this was at odds with the country’s values, and how a 

new approach is needed, the speech partakes in the country’s process of collective reflection 

and normative re-orientation. Where prejudice and discrimination against this population 

group was formerly hardly noticed, the prime minister emphatically condemns it, thereby 

explicitly launching a revised moral language for assessing such views and practices argued to 

be better aligned with the national values as they are generally celebrated.  

One speech does not do away with prejudice and discrimination. But the Prime 

Minister’s discourse of denouncing the policies of the past as morally corrupt provides a 

language for others to take up in discussing similar issues, and as such the speech is poised to 

mark a change in future public debate about the role of LGBTQ2 people in public service. This 

is all the more a reason to recall Condit’s call to pay attention to the circulation or uptake of 

the individual’s contribution by the collective, that is, to study how both ‘great’ and more 

‘ordinary’ rhetoric across genres partake in the gradual adjustment and development of 

public moral norms. Robert Asen and Daniel Brouwer’s work on modality (2010) as a 

metaphor for public rhetoric complements Condit’s ideas about the circulation of normative 

argumentation, and the authors in fact cite inspiration from Condit’s craft metaphor and her 

attention to process. “Modality”, they suggest, “foregrounds the productive arts of crafting 

publicity, a rendering that we route through the rhetorical tradition of techne” (3, emphasis in 

the original). And they continue, “Modality references ways of being and studying public. In 

our rendering, modality entails a focus on multiplicity, movement and activity, and the mutual 

implication of theory and practice” (3). The modality metaphor encompasses other forms of 

communication than we would normally associate with ‘argumentation’ as reason-giving 

discourse. While the two authors are in fact more focused on symbolic and non-verbal 

manifestations, my point here is to suggest that argumentation is an integral part of this very 

diverse pool of rhetorical communication practices and partakes in the cognitive environment 

on par with other modes. In the words of Christopher Tindale, this is a reminder that “[t]he 

habitual ways we use culturally shared expressions has long been part of rhetoric’s 

understanding of informal patterns of expression that carry rhetorical – and – argumentative 

force” (576). With their reorientation to other forms than traditional public address and other 

established rhetorical genres, Asen and Brouwer point to a wider range of rhetorical forms 

that collectively shape public culture as they contribute to the circulation of alternative views 

and justifications for putting more weight on particular values such as equality for all. 

When it comes to sex and gender equality, it is not difficult to think of a host of 

rhetorical modalities and spaces in which this idea is discussed, expressed, highlighted, 

celebrated, and of course, also debunked. It is not all about public oratory. From formerly 
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seeing LGBTQ persons as sinful and outside the realm of social solidarity, many citizens’ views 

on minority sexualities are changing. Between the  argumentation of individuals such as 

Harvey Milk, the advocacy and activism by ACT UP, literary and other artistic productions, 

and innumerable everyday encounters with queer people, growing sections of the public have 

gradually begun to see these groups as human beings with feelings and needs so similar to 

straight people that the arguments for treating them as other have become difficult to justify. 

The “Pride Parade” is an obvious example of rhetorical signification characterized by 

movement and activity, and the bathroom signs and pronoun announcements mentioned 

above are others. The much-publicized social media driven #metoo movement is another 

recent and significant example that collective moral reorientation does in fact occur as a 

result of diverse and multiple sustained rhetorical contributions across genres and media. In 

many countries this movement has been instrumental in changing patterns of quiet 

acceptance of sexual misconduct, and victims of sexual harassment have gained a voice. Each 

in its  way, these examples contribute to spreading an idea, giving it conceptual weight and 

visibility, and integrating it in everyday practices. Cumulatively, such rhetorical efforts affect 

the basic terms for discussing the issue in more inclusive terms suitable for moving Canada 

and other societies in a direction of greater social justice. With Condit we can see these as 

examples of contributions to a controversial, and slow, gradual evolution of the moral 

question of sexual equality.  

 

The provisionality of public moral argument 

At a time when many people, rightly, are concerned with the norm-defying discourse 

practices characterizing public debates in many countries today, the choice of an official 

apology as an example suggests that we can still find examples of public discourse that 

address matters of public morality, place them historically, and explicitly appeal to civic doxai. 

Official apologies are a form of public discourse where we see the result of longitudinal 

argumentative efforts in the making of public norms and introducing ways to make civic 

practices and policies better live up to them. 

Further, the phenomenon of official apologies illustrates Blumenberg and Condit’s 

point about the provisionality of collective morality: It is always a product of its time and its 

concerns and conditions. Condit makes a particular point about the incompleteness of the 

moral record. Her central point that we should not flatter ourselves with having reached a 

moral highpoint is as relevant now as 30 years ago. It encourages us to remain alert to the fact 

that also our understanding of morality is contingent. Over the past few decades, official 

apologies have dealt with past injustices linked to racially and ethnically oriented injustices. 

Trudeau’s speech can be seen as an example of a current reorientation to a different arena of 

societally sanctioned injustice, namely to sexual minorities. In the same category we might 

place apologies regarding treatment of the mentally and physically disabled. In the future we 

are going to see apologies for yet different kinds of wrongdoing as public awareness of ‘new’ 

moral subjects emerges. Different times will put different weight on different normative 

principles and therefore find different things to regret. In that sense too, rhetoric, in seeing 
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moral argumentation as an incremental process of strengthening individuals’ adherence, 

rather than demonstrating the truth or securing consensus, is a gradual, unstoppable and 

collective affair, like evolution: it is impossible to be certain where it will move next. As Condit 

makes clear: “The current code may be used, as such codes historically have been used, to 

prevent the development of a better code”; the current code is never final (93).  

 

The matter of time 

The Ovidian phrase serving as epigraph here points to the role of time rather than that of 

force in the changing of the world. The perspective of time is useful in appreciating the 

centrality of process in a rhetorical conception of how argumentation works in society. In the 

essay mentioned earlier, Hans Blumenberg points to the dimension of time as a way to 

conceptualize the difference between science (or for our purposes: formal logic) and rhetoric: 

the former “can wait”, i.e. the correct answer is out there, we just need to figure out the right 

way to find it, whereas rhetoric “presupposes, as a constitutive element of its situation, that 

the ‘creature of deficiency’ is compelled to act”. Because rhetoric is linked to the vita activa it 

cannot afford the (in principle) endless time horizon of philosophy or science, but must reach 

decisions on what to do, thus accepting provisionality as an inescapable condition. In 

Blumenberg’s words, “To see oneself in the perspective of rhetoric means to be conscious 

both of being compelled to act and of the lack of norms in a finite situation. Everything that is 

not force here goes over to the side of rhetoric” (437). Describing how rhetoric is involved in 

the fitting together of actions in time, Blumenberg contrasts the “acceleration” or 

concentration of “rationality” in our culture (as found in scientific and logical reasoning where 

demonstration in Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s sense can suddenly bring about a result) 

with rhetoric which he calls “a consummate embodiment of retardation” when it comes to the 

temporal texture of actions (445). Blumenberg’s concern is with describing the human 

relation to reality, and with rhetoric he finds a way to describe the “indirect, circumstantial, 

delayed, selective and above all ‘metaphorical’ (439) approach that characterizes the 

processes by which people form the basis for collective action. “Modern rhetoric” he claims 

“seeks to promote the delaying of action, or at least the understanding of such delay” (447). 

While less celebratory of the retarding function of rhetoric as such than Blumenberg, 

Condit’s craft metaphor for the rhetorical processing of public norms is useful for 

appreciating the significance of the indeterminate change of collective ethical norms. Condit 

believes in the eventual, albeit slow and at times even reversed, improvement of public 

morality and she explains how the craft metaphor “speaks to the human urge for goodness, 

creativity, and perfection” (94) while anchoring it in the world of possibilities, not a 

transcendent, perfect world. This should highlight for us, she says, that morality is about 

“perfecting”, in other words: a continual striving. Importantly, hers is not a triumphalist 

declaration of the innate ethical superiority of rhetorical deliberation. It is, rather, a modest 

statement regarding the potential of rhetorical argumentation – over time and by virtue of 

situationally adapted diverse symbolic appeals and challenges – to make a dent in common 

conceptions and gradually reshape them. According to Condit, understanding the craft of 
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morality-building as including all forms of rhetoric – conversation, debate, discussion, etc. – 

allows us to “recognize morality as a collective craft”. This view not only leaves the agency 

with humans, but also reminds us that it is a process, one that calls us “to account for our 

participation in the ebb and flow of human morality” as she says (94).   

There are two important implications here, namely that societal norms are 

continuously and rhetorically constituted and that as such, our individual participation as 

rhetorical citizens who speak or observe, form or critique, perpetuate or challenge public 

discourse has civic and ethical significance. We make the categories. This awareness of the 

good and ill uses of rhetoric, Condit ends by saying, is a “contingency that makes our 

individual participation in the collective so crucial, infusing each of our moves with broad 

meaning” (95). As rhetorical citizens everyone has a role to play, whether as a forger of 

arguments or slogans, as an activist or participant in the public debate, or as someone who 

reads or hears or sees such rhetorical manifestations and has to decide what to make of them. 

With a political debate culture as harsh and mutually alienating as the contemporary one 

where public agents increasingly speak only to their own and try less and less to reach across 

political, religious and other dividing lines and to engage competing views, this is a 

particularly important point. In writing about rhetoric as a praxis Thomas Farrell, too, 

underscored the importance of understanding the reciprocal nature of rhetorical action 

suggesting that, ”a broadened vision of rhetorical practice will make little difference if we fail 

to extend our horizon of appreciation for the rhetorical practitioner as well (208). In 

particular, this enhanced understanding needs to include the condition of being a rhetorical 

audience. This is a condition in which we are called to exert our own critical capacities to a 

maximum extent”. Understanding rhetoric as a crafting of public values prompts us to “decide 

– quite literally – what sort of public persons we wish to be” (ibid.). 

 

Crafting argumentation and rhetorical citizenship 

The increasingly polarized political and cultural climate in many countries makes it all the 

more important to consider Condit’s point that it is neither reasonable nor sufficient to 

explain away one’s opponents’ views with their simply being immoral, deluded, or self-

serving. Scholars of rhetoric and public argumentation have a special vantage point for 

studying and critiquing ways in which moral crafting takes place. Few other disciplines study 

such issues with the same attention to details of argumentation, topoi, etc., and in connection 

with contemporary theoretical frameworks, ‘traditional’ rhetorical and argumentation 

analysis has the potential to contribute substantively and constructively to the public debate 

climate.  

 In this article I have heeded Tindale’s call to “think seriously about the environments 

we share that are not physical but that involve ideas and values, because it is in these 

environments that we will encounter arguments” (580). Tindale refers to these as “cognitive 

environments” and while his discussion focuses on the circulation of memes as available 

arguments, this article has focused on the movement from a collectively built cognitive 

environment where arguments have emerged and been honed the passed into the minds of 
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individuals (e.g. in remarkably pointed rhetorical utterances) and then recirculated back to 

the broader cognitive environment. Tindale describes the career of an argument in biological 

terms, explaining that e.g. the success of the meme ‘a woman is a person’ reveals its “survival 

fitness” (582). To him, the meme itself is unaltered and is “what is replicated and becomes 

part of the means of persuasion that brings about change in people’s thinking and action” 

(582).  

Condit and Tindale are both concerned with describing public argumentation as part 

of an extended tradition and a broader cognitive environment. While Tindale poses the 

effective rhetor as someone who knows “which memes have been replicated well in cognitive 

environments” and is able to “use various devices to make them present, enlisting them in 

their argumentation” (582), Condit’s concern is more on the creative development of public 

moral argument and on the ethical responsibility of the rhetorical community. Her  craft 

metaphor is helpful in turning our attention to a society’s normative foundation as the result 

of a slow process that rarely is smooth but takes place in bursts and spouts and relies on 

multiple voices, arguments, and various other rhetorical modes and manifestations. She 

reminds us that although social change takes time and is constrained by material conditions, it 

occurs. It happens in part as a result of rhetorical agents, prominent as well as ordinary 

people, who undeterred by resistance, humiliation, punishment, or ridicule challenge the 

ruling doxai and lead the way in changing the social imaginary. It calls on us to be the kind of 

rhetorical citizens we believe to be ethical.  
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