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T H E NEW R H E T O R I C 

I began working on what I now call the new rhetoric with only a vague idea 
of what it was about, with no intention to become a rhetorician.i As a 
logician, I was interested in the study of reasoning, especially reasoning 
about values. I wanted to develop a logic of value judgments. 

The problem puzzled me. Given that a value judgment cannot appear in 
the conclusion of an argument unless there is a value judgment in at least 
one of the premises, and assuming an empiricist theory of knowledge, 
how do we obtain underived value judgments? How do we validate them, 
especially when controversial ? They are not based on self-evidence, in
tention, or expérience. Should we invoke révélation? Or say that they are 
but the expression of our wishes and émotions, thus purely subjective and 
irrational ? Or could we find some rational method of tackling them ? 

I searched for answers to thèse questions, but the literature did not 
satisfy me. There had been studies on instrumental value judgments, that 
is, of value judgments that help us appraise the means, given the ends, as 
for example in Ed. Goblot, La logique des jugements de valeur (1927). But 
how should we evaluate thèse ends if not as means to further ends ? That 
problem had been evaded. 

To find an answer I chose to foUow Gottleb Frege, who studied the laws 
of formai logic by analysing the reasoning of mathematicians. I began to 
analyse reasonings concerning the good and the bad, the just and the pré
férable, as they are found in the writings of philosophers, poUticians, 
lawyers, and preachers. After years of such analytical work, jointly with 
Mrs. L. Olbrechts-Tyteca, we understood that, when people criticize and 
justify opinions or choices, they argue, give reasons pro and con, engage in 
controversy. The theory of argumentation, thus rediscovered, had been 
thoroughly studied by the Greek philosophers, under the name of dialecti-
cal reasoning: Aristotle devoted to it his Tapies, his Rhetoric, and his 
treatise On Sophistical Réfutations, but it was almost completely forgotten 
and ignored by modem logicians. 

Dialectical reasoning, as opposed to the analytic reasoning of formai 
logic, is a discourse addressed to an audience; this audience may be a 
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spécial one, made up of many people, one interlocutor, or the subject him-
self when he deUberates; or it may be universal, the idéal audience we 
address when we appeal to reason, be it God's perfect mind or the good 
sensé shared by the community of men. 

The point of a dialectical discourse is to convince the audience. To that 
end the speaker (or writer) must adapt himself to his audience. To per
suade, he must start from premises accepted by his Hsteners (or readers). 
If he does not and assumes erroneously that the audience agrées with his 
premise, his argument is a faulty one, known as petitio principii, begging 
the question. A good example of petitio principii is the speech of Antiphon 
on the murder of Herodes : "I would have you know that I am much more 
deserving of your pity than of punishment. Punishment is indeed the due 
of the guilty, while pity is the due of those who are the subject of an unjust 
accusation."^ 

Antiphon begs the question when, pleading before his judges, he impUes 
that he is the object of an unjust accusation. The judges, of course, cannot 
agrée before deciding on the case. 

Begging the question is not an error in formai logic, where the principle 
of identity (if p, then p), being a tautology, is always true. The petitio 
principii is not a logical error, but a mistaken argumentation. By ignoring 
the theory of argumentation, the logicians got a confused view of the 
petitio principii, as becomes évident by consulting, e.g., the récent American 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Begging the question is listed there with the 
fallacies (under 11°), that is, "arguments which seem to be valid but really 
are not" (Vol. 5, p. 64). But somewhere else we read: "An argument that 
begs the question, that uses the conclusion as one of the premises, is always 
formally vaUd. A conclusion cannot fail to follow from a set of premises 
that includes it. This is also a fallacy only in the extended sensé that such 
an argument gives no support to its conclusion" (Vol. 3, p. 177). But how 
can one say both that an argument is formally valid and that it only seems 
to be vaUd? If it is a fallacy, it must be from a perspective différent from 
that of formai validity. This perspective is that of argumentation, related 
not to truth but to assent. 

There is another différence of paramount importance between argument 
and formai proof. The standard logical calcuU are formulated in artificial 
languages in which any one sign has one, and only one, meaning; in 
natural languages the same word often has différent meanings. Some 
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utterances would not even make sensé if it were not for the ambiguity of 
the words. For example: "children are children". If we respect the speaker, 
we give him crédit for saying something worth saying.^ If he states a 
seeming tautology (A is A) or contradiction (A is not A), we assume that 
the intended meaning is more interesting. 

Some years ago relatives of mine were awaiting their son at the railroad 
station after years of séparation. When he stepped from the train, his 
mother saw tears in her husband's eyes and said: "Now I see that not only 
is a mother a mother, but that a father is a father." 

If the mother needed this spécial event to conclude that a father is a 
father, her conclusion must be more than a truism. 

It is in the same light that we can understand some seeming contradic
tions, such as HeracUtus' "We step and do not step in the same river". 
This makes sensé only if the word "same" has two différent meanings. 

Just as formai logic can resuit from the analysis of mathematical reason-
ing, the theory of argumentation can be developed from the study of légal 
reasoning. This illuminâtes the différences between a formai System, in 
which conclusions are formally deduced from premises, and a légal System 
where décisions must be justified. In a formai system conformity to given 
rules is of paramount importance: when no rule enables us to deduce a 
proposition or its négation, or if both a proposition and its négation can 
be deduced, then the system is either incomplète or inconsistent, and there 
is no remedy for this within the system. But a judge has to settle the case 
before him and cannot invoke a gap or an antinomy in the law. If the nor
mal procédures of interprétation and déduction do not lead to a décision, 
he must nevertheless search for a reasonable solution of the case. He will, 
to that end, use some non-formal procédure, such as reasoning by analogy 
or stretching the meaning of certain words. 

In daily life, we ail encounter situations where, like the judge, we must 
make a décision and cannot postpone it indefinitely. Most such décisions 
are not the product of constraining reasoning, and may thus be contro-
versial. This is why the logic of choice, the logic of practical reasoning, is 
also the logic of controversy.'' Whereas a formai proof is correct or in
correct, valid or invalid, an argumentation is strong or weak; arguments 
may be relevant or irrelevant, more or less convincing, but are never 
conclusive as are formally correct déductions. 

In our treatise on argumentation, The New Rhetorîc, we analysed some 
ninety différent types of arguments (see the list on pp. 550-2). In a number 
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of them, the form of présentation is an intégral part of the content: 
most figures of speech for example are but abridged and efficacious argu
ments. 

Many problems are spécifie to argumentation and compieteiy foreign 
to formai logic, such as the question of the burden of proof in law or ethics. 
Through légal presumptions, one of the parties in a court of law is given 
an advantage, namely that it is incumbent upon the other party to prove 
its case in order to win. Similarly, in the field of ethics, those who conform 
to accepted norms are presumed to have been normally right unless 
shown otherwise. 

The new rhetoric does not aim at displacing or replacing formai logic, 
but at adding to it a field of reasoning that, up to now, has escaped ail 
efforts at rationalization, namely, practical reasoning. Its domain is the 
study of critical thought, reasonable choice, and justified behaviour. It 
applies whenever action is linked to rationality. 

We may formalize some of the arguments used in practical reasoning.^ 
Attempts have been made to develop programmes leading to the best 
décision on the basis of 'decision-functions'. This is donc as a strategy 
towards pre-chosen ends referred to as 'the best solution'. But in the choice 
of thèse ends, we must use reasons that are themselves not amenable to 
formai treatment. 

When we formalize an informai argument, we must eliminate ambigui-
ties, define terms and state assumptions based on that which we consider 
relevant and reasonable. There will always remain some éléments irre-
ducible to a formai computation. Décision about those fundamental élé
ments are preliminary to any opération. They have to be kept out of 
philosophical inquiry as purely emotional and subjective, unless we enlarge 
our concept of the reasonable and include considérations beyond the 
formai ones. 

Analysis of the varieties of non-formal reasoning yields a tooi for better 
evaluating philosophies like existentialism or pragmatism, and those that 
involve dialectical metfaods, as thèse all stress the importance of human 
existence, human action, and human history. 

The University of Brussels 
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