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Internet politi cal discussion forums have been seen as either 
a great opportunity for or a great threat to argumentati on in 
the public sphere. What is missing in much debate about 
merits and demerits of online discourse is an account of 
how the characteristi cs of online politi cal discussion forums 
aff ect the shape and quality of parti cular argumentati ve 
moves. The goal of this study is to provide such an account 
by examining Internet forums as a specifi c context for 
argumentati on, that is, as one of the argumentati ve 
acti vity types. In parti cular, the conditi ons for reacti ng 
criti cally to argumentati on are analysed. It is argued that 
the minimally designed, informal, pseudonymous and 
highly contenti ous public discussions in online forums give 
ample opportunity for reacti ng criti cally. Some characteristi c
patt erns of reacti ng criti cally in online discussions are 
recognised and analysed as strategic manoeuvres meant 
to give rhetorical advantage in online politi cal disputes. 

This study contributes to improving our appreciati on of 
argumentati on in the context of online politi cal discussions
and to enhancing a contextual approach to studying 
ordinary discourse from the perspecti ve of argumentati on 
theory.
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Chapter 1 
 
Introduction 
 

 

 

 

1.1 Online discussion forums as object of research  

 

The Internet has offered many technologies which make new forms of communication 

possible: from simple ubiquitous e-mail to high-definition videoconferences. One of such 

forms are online forums for open, text-based public discussions among Internet users. Such 

discussion forums have attracted much attention—both popular and scholarly—ever since 

a new system for computer-mediated discussion and information exchange called Usenet 

was launched in the United States in 1979. Originally created as a network for fast 

circulation of technological news among computer aficionados, Usenet outlived the 

specialised functions it was meant to fulfil – not unlike many other Internet-related 

inventions, including e-mail. New topics, including politics, were continuously added to 

the computer-mediated discussions taking place in the various ‘newsgroups’ formed by 

Usenet users. In about a decade the system grew so popular that some dared to call it 

‘arguably the world’s largest conversation’ (Rheingold, 1993: 131) even before the World 

Wide Web system—that is, what we call the Internet nowadays—was publicly introduced 

in 1993.1 After the inception of the World Wide Web many new venues for online 

discussions have been established in the form of Web-forums, similar to Usenet 

newsgroups but held on countless, easily accessible Web-pages.  

The object of this study is argumentation in online political discussion forums 

available through the Google Groups service (http://groups.google.com/). Google Groups 

provide a unified Web-based design (or ‘interface’) for accessing the two afore-mentioned 

widely used systems for holding online discussions: the Web-forums, which are hosted on 

Google servers, and the independent Usenet newsgroups, to which Google provides only a 

                                                            
1 Today, in the Usenet system alone, online users exchange up to 15 million messages per day. For the 
statistics of Usenet traffic see http://www.newsadmin.com/usenet.asp. Not all of these 15 mln messages are 
actual contributions to discussions – some of them contain the so called ‘binary code’ by means of which 
computer files are exchanged.  

http://groups.google.com/�
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popular gateway.2 Therefore, Google Groups offer a good insight into the working of 

common online forums, even if there is a wide array of other modes of participating in 

Internet discussions.   

Google Groups are online forums for asynchronous discussions in which users 

‘post’ (i.e., send), read and reply to publicly available messages in a form similar to e-mail, 

that is, without rigorous time and space constraints. The available collection of discussion 

forums, as well as the pool of messages within forums, is organised along topical lines. 

Google forums can be dedicated to highly specialised topics of all sorts, such as computer 

programming, UFOs or university courses, but can also serve as venues for informal 

political argumentation over issues of common concern: elections, government policies, 

international relations, etc. Many popular political discussion forums accessible through 

Google Groups, including those studied here, are informal, grassroots, bottom-up 

initiatives: they are hosted and administrated by politically engaged Internet users and are 

in no direct way connected to any institutional decision-making processes.  

In sum, this study focuses on argumentative exchanges in asynchronous, topically 

organised online forums in which Internet users discuss political issues by sending written, 

public messages.  

 

1.2 Research problem and research questions 

 

The rapid growth of the Usenet and other online forums for informal political discussion 

has been met with mixed reactions. First came the optimistic view that an anonymous, 

computer-mediated environment may give rise to a new, reinvigorated public sphere in 

which ‘occupation, education and social status […] lose significance, bringing pure 

exchange of arguments to the fore’ (reported in: Linaa Jensen, 2003: 351). For their 

advocates, Usenet disputes carried a promise of a novel type of argumentative discussion, 

void of many problems of the discussions we know from the pre-Internet era: restricted 

access to public forums, spatial and temporal constraints, impact of face-concerns and 

social status on advancing argumentation and voicing criticisms, inadequate accessibility 

of sources of information, etc. 

Others, however, spoke of ‘cacophony,’ ‘chaos,’ and the ‘tumultuous nature of 

Usenet discussions’ which easily ‘break down into a babel of voices’ (Davis, 1999: Ch. 6). 
                                                            
2 Google Inc. acquired rights to the Web-based access to the Usenet system as well as its entire archive 
(dating back to 1995) in 2001. See: http://www.google.com/press/pressrel/pressrelease48.html.  
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To the critics, forums for political online discussion such as Google Groups rather than 

open and free were boundless and anarchic, and thus resembled ephemeral ‘shouting 

matches’ between antagonistic ‘opinion venturers,’3 much more than prolonged, orderly 

exchanges of arguments leading to some reasoned results. The overall pessimistic 

diagnosis was that what online political discussions actually offered in terms of 

argumentation were often, contrary to expectations, ‘endless fruitless dialogues’ 

characterised by ‘irresponsibility, hate speech and decline of debate culture’ (reported in: 

Linaa Jensen, 2003: 364, 358). 

More recently, still others objected to such one-sided assessments, and pointed 

instead to the impact the specificities of the design of particular online forums may have on 

the shape and quality of deliberation (in which argumentation plays a vital role): 

[…] both sides in this debate are creating a false dichotomy. It is no more plausible to conclude that 

online discussion forums destroy deliberation than it is to suggest that they make it possible. Neither 

is a matter of principle or of fact; rather, […] it is largely a matter of design […] how discussion is 

organized within the medium of communication helps to determine whether or not the result will be 

deliberation or cacophony. (Wright & Street, 2007: 850) 

Such calls for a detailed investigation of the relation between the organisation of online 

discussions and the ways argumentation is actually performed point to a new area of study. 

So far, however, the calls have not been followed by a methodical research of the 

conditions that online discussions create for argumentative exchanges. A gap has thus 

emerged between the projected objectives of the study of online argumentation, and the 

actual research practice.  

 This dissertation endeavours to contribute to filling the gap between the theory and 

the practice of online research. The goal of the dissertation is to trace the impact of the 

conditions of the context of Internet political discussion forums on the way specific 

argumentative moves can be performed and are performed in online exchanges. In order to 

realise this goal, a series of research questions is addressed. The questions are organised 

hierarchically in such manner that an answer to the first, most general question, allows for 

investigating the subsequent question, and so on:      

Q1. What kind of conditions for argumentation does the context of online political 

discussion forums create? 

                                                            
3 I owe this expression to Peter Houtlosser.  
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Q1.1. What kind of restrictions do online political discussion forums impose 

on and what kind of opportunities do they create for reacting critically to 

argumentation? 

Q1.1.1a. How do the restrictions and opportunities of online 

political discussion forums affect the arguers’ questioning of the 

acceptability of the premises used by their opponents? 

Q1.1.1b. How do the restrictions and opportunities of online 

political forum discussions affect the arguers’ questioning of the 

justificatory force of their opponents’ arguments? 

Q1.1.2a. How do the restrictions and opportunities of online 

political forum discussions affect the arguers’ attempts at 

reformulating their opponents’ arguments and standpoints?  

Q1.1.2b. What kind of criteria for identifying straw man attacks 

should argumentation analysts apply in their evaluation of critical 

reactions in online political forum discussions? 

Question 1 addresses the general issue of conditions for argumentation prevalent in online 

political discussion forums accessible through Google Groups. Since argumentation is a 

multi-faceted and complex activity of language, Question 1 can be specified in many ways 

and subdivided into precise sub-questions. Assuming that argumentation is essentially a 

dialogic activity, one possible line of division, selected for this study, is to take into 

scrutiny either the part of advancing argumentation (for or against a given standpoint) or 

the part of criticising argumentation. In this dissertation, it is reacting critically that is 

closely analysed. 

The study of the critical part of argumentation has been chosen since, as it seems, it 

is exactly in the possibilities for criticisms where the crucial issue concerning online 

political discussions of the type analysed in this study lies. These discussions’ defining 

qualities—lack of censorship, or even moderation, lack of time and space limits, freedom 

of access, open-endedness, anonymity—often denounced as obstacles to orderly, civil and 

responsible argumentation, can also be perceived as catalysts of uninhibited critical testing 

of standpoints and arguments advanced in the course of debates:   

A large part of the success of Usenet is due to the fact that its admins. [administrators – ML] do 

*not* generally quash argument and unpopular opinion. This made it a crucible for testing ideas and 

opinions in one of the closest approaches to the ‘marketplace of ideas’ that has been seen in history. 

(Woodbury, 1998) 
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Therefore, one may ask: what exactly are the special possibilities ‘for testing ideas and 

opinions’ that make online discussions unique among other contexts for argumentative 

discussions? Or, more precisely, what kind of restrictions do online political discussion 

forums impose and what kind of opportunities do they create for reacting critically to 

others’ argumentation? (Question 1.1)  

 Furthermore, a distinction has to be made between two basic types of 

argumentative criticism: arguers can react critically because they claim there is something 

wrong with the information or value judgments used by their opponents (i.e., with the 

premises of argumentation) or with the connection of the premises to the opinions 

advanced (i.e., with the justificatory force of argumentation). Therefore, two sub-questions 

(1.1.1a and 1.1.1b) are formulated as specifications of Question 1.1.        

Finally, the questions of analysis of critical reactions in online political forum 

discussions can be complemented by questions of evaluation of critical reactions. Many 

things can go wrong with reacting critically, from furious ad hominem attacks to irrelevant 

objections. One element common to all critical reactions is that they relate to a standpoint 

or arguments originally put forward by the opponent. Therefore, the original, criticised 

position may always be at risk of being distorted, whether deliberately or inadvertently, by 

the party who reacts critically. Such a distortion is commonly referred to as ‘the straw man 

fallacy.’     

Fallacious critical reactions in which the straw man fallacy is committed are a 

particularly interesting object of research in the context of online forum discussions. That 

is because online discussions are written recorded interactions in which arguers may 

swiftly respond to each other and correct an attempted misrepresentation of the original 

position on the basis of a readily available, verbatim record of what was previously written. 

Despite the possibility to correct the abuse, straw man attacks evidently do occur in 

Internet discussions. In order to address the problem of how this is possible, two 

interrelated questions have to be answered. The first of them (Question 1.1.2a) pertains to 

the relation of the conditions of the context of online discussions to the possibilities of 

reformulating arguments and standpoints of opponents. The second question (1.1.2b) is a 

question of argumentation analysis and evaluation. It addresses the problem of how the 

particulars of a given context of argumentation, in this case online political discussions, 

enter into an adequate identification of straw man attacks. These two questions are clearly 

interrelated, because the specific contextual conditions of online discussions are both a 

background against which arguers attempt to launch fallacious straw man attacks subtle 
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enough to pass unnoticed, as well as a necessary point of reference for an analyst in his 

task of accurately evaluating alleged straw men as reasonable or fallacious.  

 

1.3 Method and organisation of the study    

 

In this study I will employ the methods of qualitative argumentation analysis. Such a 

decision is motivated by the assumption that the problems of argumentation in online 

political discussions can be best analysed with the concepts and methods developed in 

argumentation theory. More in particular, in line with the research questions formulated 

above, the goals of the study can be reached by establishing a methodical, accountable 

connection between the conditions of online political forum discussions and specific 

patterns of argumentation characteristic of this context. The task of a researcher in doing so 

is to give a well-justified account of how contextual conditions for argumentation can 

affect the patterns of a specific argumentative move (such as the patterns of reacting 

critically in online discussions) (van Eemeren, Grootendorst, Jackson & Jacobs, 1993; 

Jackson, 1986; Jacobs, 1986), rather than to provide a broad, quantitative overview of 

certain frequencies of behaviour. What is needed for this task are analytic tools sensitive 

enough to grasp the specificities of contextualised argumentation, that is, tools that are 

instrumental in spelling out the argumentative qualities of the context in question, in 

specifying the functions a given move plays in argumentative discussion, in reconstructing 

the implicit and indirect parts of argumentation and, eventually, in evaluating the move’s 

reasonableness. It is contemporary theory of argumentation that provides such tools. 

Therefore, in general, qualitative methods of argumentation theory are more adequate to 

studying phenomena of online argumentative discourse than quantitative content analysis 

routinely employed by political theorists, communication scholars and sociologists 

interested in online argumentation.4     

 Yet, within argumentation theory itself, there are a number of different approaches 

to analysis and evaluation of actual argumentation occurring in various types of ordinary 

contexts for discussion. Therefore, before moving to analysing the conditions for 

                                                            
4 The use of strictly quantitative social-scientific methodologies in justifying wide-ranging, often evaluative, 
claims concerning online argumentation has been increasingly criticised, even from within disciplines of 
social sciences, as inadequate or, at least, insufficient. As a solution some improvements have been proposed 
to the methods of content analysis of online disputes (see, e.g., Graham & Witschge, 2003; Janssen & Kies, 
2005). These proposals call for a broader use of qualitative methodologies in the study of online discourse; 
still, they do not embrace the methods developed within argumentation theory. 
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argumentation in online discussions, a preliminary theoretical and methodological problem 

has to be addressed: which approach to studying argumentation in context can best serve as 

the framework for analysis and evaluation of everyday argumentation taking place in the 

context of online political forum discussions? 

  

This dissertation is divided into two parts: one dealing with the theory and methodology of 

studying argumentation in context and one dealing with the analysis of the conditions and 

patterns of argumentation in Internet political forum discussions. The theoretical part of the 

study comprises Chapters 2, 3 and 4. The goal of the theoretical investigation is to appraise 

the most prominent contemporary approaches to the study of argumentation in context in 

terms of their functionality in a research focused on the details of argumentation in online 

political discussion forums.   

 Chapter 2 begins with a general introduction to the topic of the contextuality of 

argumentation. In this introduction, I will set the criteria for assessing the approaches 

reviewed in this dissertation. The approach to the study of context best fit for serving as the 

framework for analysis and evaluation of online discussions should optimally fulfil these 

criteria. Further, I will critically review Walton and Krabbe’s approach, which centres on 

the concept of dialogue types (Chapter 2). Because Walton is an exceptionally prolific 

author, he is often the first point of reference in dealing with problems of argumentation. 

This applies in particular to the analysis of various contexts for argumentation – Walton’s 

broad-ranging study carried under the heading of ‘new dialectic’ is primarily focused on 

examining ‘conversational contexts of argument,’ which he, in collaboration with Krabbe, 

approaches as normative types of dialogue.  

 In Chapter 3, I will discuss Jackson, Jacobs and Aakhus’s approach to studying 

contexts for argumentation. These researchers have developed the concept of 

argumentation designs which applies to any regulated format for carrying out 

argumentative discussions. Jackson, Jacobs and Aakhus’s analyses focus in particular on 

various contexts for computer-mediated discussions, including online discussion forums. 

Therefore, their study of argumentation designs is directly relevant to the research of this 

dissertation. 

 Pragma-dialectics, a theory of argumentation that I will examine in Chapter 4, 

brings together the conceptual, normative framework of dialectics and descriptive insights 

from the pragmatic study of everyday language (further enhanced by the inclusion of 

elements of rhetorical analysis). In the pragma-dialectical theory, contexts for 
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argumentation are conceptualised as argumentative activity types, i.e., regularly practiced, 

more or less fixed, institutionalised types of communicative activity which have a vital 

argumentative aspect.  

 Apart from a distinctive approach to the contexts of argumentation, two elements of 

pragma-dialectical theory are of special significance to analysing patterns of critical 

reactions in online political discussion forums. First, the dialectical perspective provides 

the basis for understanding argumentation as part of a critical, regulated exchange of 

arguments and criticisms between (at least) two parties. In the pragma-dialectical view, 

such exchange ideally takes place by means of a critical discussion – a rule-governed 

dialectical procedure aimed at resolving disputes on the merits by testing the protagonist’s 

standpoint against the critical reactions of the antagonist. The protagonist’s 

argumentation—in the narrow traditional sense of justifying the standpoint (conclusion) by 

arguments (premises)—is thus functionally linked to, and indeed dependent on, the quality 

and quantity of the antagonist’s critical reactions: 

Argumentation arises in response to or in anticipation of disagreement, and particular lines of 

justification are fitted to meet the nature of that disagreement. The structure of argumentation, the 

requirements of justification, and the need for argumentation itself are all adapted to the context in 

which opposition, objections, doubts, and counterclaims arise. (van Eemeren, 2002: 79)   

The question of critical reactions, thus, lies at the very centre of the pragma-dialectical 

approach to argumentation.  

Second, the applicability of the pragma-dialectical model to the study of ordinary 

argumentation is enhanced by the introduction of the concept of strategic manoeuvring. 

Van Eemeren and Houtlosser (1999, 2002a, 2002b) claim that actual everyday 

argumentation can be grasped more faithfully if seen as permeated by the arguers’ strategic 

attempts to diminish the tension between the requirement to be reasonable and the desire to 

win. In such a conception, argumentation is analysed as an agonistic practice situated in 

numerous argumentative activity types that are characterised by peculiar restrictions and 

opportunities that affect strategic manoeuvring in performing various argumentative 

moves, such as reacting critically to argumentation of the opponent.  

 

The analytic part of the study starts in Chapter 5, in which I will in two respects lay the 

basic groundwork for the analysis of critical reactions in political online forum discussions. 

First, I will offer a detailed, pre-theoretical description of the technology (design) of the 

discussion forums available through Google Groups. Second, I will provide an analysis of 
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the institutional goal of political discussions in such forums. To this end, I will argue that 

online discussions studied here belong to the domain of political communication and are 

deliberative activities aimed at informal opinion-formation.  

 After the preliminary characterisation of online political discussions, their detailed 

argumentative analysis will follow in Chapters 6-9. The goal of these chapters is to answer, 

one by one, the research questions specified above.  

 In Chapter 6 I will provide an answer to Question 1 by characterising online 

political forum discussions as an argumentative activity type. I will analyse four 

parameters of argumentative exchanges in online discussions: their initial situation, 

procedural and material starting points, means of argumentation and criticism, and the 

possible outcome. This analysis will reveal the key argumentative features of online 

discussions, which impose certain fixed constraints on the way particular argumentative 

moves—such as critical reactions—can be strategically manoeuvred with.  

 In Chapter 7 I will focus on the conditions for strategic manoeuvring in reacting 

critically in online discussions. Since strategic manoeuvring consists in balancing 

dialectical and rhetorical goals of argumentation, I will first describe the dialectical goals 

and means of reacting critically in the argumentation stage of an ideal critical discussion. 

Second, I will analyse the restrictions that online political discussions impose on, and the 

opportunities they create for, various ways of reacting critically in terms of the three 

aspects of strategic manoeuvring: adaptation to audience demand, topical selection and the 

choice of presentational devices. In this way, an answer to Question 1.1 will be provided.         

 The goal of Chapter 8 is to answer research questions 1.1.1a and 1.1.1b, which 

address the issue of actual patterns of reacting critically in online political discussions. In 

carrying out this task, I will analyse fragments of argumentative exchanges in online 

discussions. These analyses reveal recognisable patterns of critical reactions that target 

either the acceptability of the premises or the justificatory force of argumentation, or both 

at the same time. I will discuss how these patterns are affected by the features of online 

discussions and what the rhetorical rationale behind them is.  

 Finally, the problem of critical reactions which involve fallacious representations of 

the attacked position will be dealt with in Chapter 9. In this chapter, I will first present two 

examples of alleged straw man attacks in online discussions. Then, I will describe the 

pragma-dialectical approach to analysing the straw man fallacy. On the basis of this 

approach, I will examine the restrictions and opportunities for reformulating arguments and 

standpoints advanced by the opponent in online discussions. In this way, Question 1.1.2a 
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will be addressed. In the remainder of the chapter, I will discuss contextual criteria for 

reconstructing and, finally, evaluating various forms of reformulations in reacting 

critically. Based on this discussion, I will formulate specific criteria for identifying straw 

man attacks in online political forum discussions, thus providing an answer to the final 

research question of the dissertation (Question 1.1.2b).  
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 Chapter 2 
  

Walton and Krabbe’s dialogue types as conversational 

contexts of argument  
 

  

 

 

2.1 The study of context in contemporary theories of argumentation  

 

A qualitative, empirical study of the conditions for argumentation in the context of online 

political discussion forums requires a sound theoretical background; that is, an approach to 

the study of argumentation in context which offers a consistent and systematic set of 

concepts and methods that enable detailed analyses of online argumentation. The goal of 

this chapter, as well as the two following chapters, is to provide such a background. The 

main question to be addressed in Chapters 2-4 is thus theoretical: which approach to 

studying argumentation in context can best serve as a framework for analysis and 

evaluation of everyday argumentation taking place in the context of online political forum 

discussions? In order to provide a well-justified answer to this question, an account of the 

issue of contextual conditioning of argumentative practice offered by three contemporary 

theories of argumentation is critically reviewed below. First, I will discuss Walton and 

Krabbe’s concept of dialogue types (Chapter 2), then Jackson, Jacobs and Aakhus’ idea of 

argumentation designs (Chapter 3), and finally the pragma-dialectical conception of 

argumentative activity types (Chapter 4). In this endeavour, I will give full attention to the 

theoretical underpinnings and methodological solutions of these three theories, in respect 

of their treatment of the contextuality of argumentation. 

Like any other theory, a theory of argumentative contexts has to meet some vital 

criteria if it is to provide a solid theoretical and methodological basis for empirical 

investigations. Such criteria can be specified here along the lines proposed by van 

Eemeren, Grootendorst, Jackson and Jacobs (1993: 88-89), who distinguished between 

three ‘adequacy conditions’ for a well-justified dialectical reconstruction of argumentative 

discourse: (theoretical) efficacy, (empirical) well-groundedness, and (methodological) 

parsimony. These three criteria can be seen as certain abstract criteria applicable to any 



CHAPTER 2 

 12

sound and useful theory. In the following, I will use them to assess the general value of 

three distinct approaches to studying contexts of discourse in argumentation theory and, 

further, their value in the specific task of analysing and evaluating argumentative 

exchanges in online forum discussions. 

Firstly, a theory of argumentation focused on the issue of contextual conditions for 

argumentative discourse is efficacious if it makes clear what the function of the concept of 

argumentation contexts is in the theory at large and, consequently, what the theoretical 

status of the notion of ‘context’ is.1 On the one hand, contexts can be analysed by 

argumentation theorists primarily for normative purposes, that is, they can be approached 

as sources of certain norms for evaluating argumentation. In this case they have the status 

of normative models of how argumentation should proceed in various circumstances. On 

the other hand, contexts can be conceptualised from a decidedly descriptive perspective, in 

which case their examination allows for a more precise analysis of argumentation. In such 

an account, the conditions that certain typical, recognisable contexts of discourse create for 

actual practice of argumentation are grasped in terms of descriptive models. Secondly, an 

approach to contexts of argumentation is empirically well-grounded if systematic studies 

of actual contexts are carried out and the results of such studies are accountably based on 

empirical data. To this end, the theory has to develop analytic tools sophisticated enough to 

grasp the pertinent details of typical situated argumentative practices. For this reason, 

thirdly, one can speak of a parsimonious theory when the concepts proposed and the 

methodological tools developed are indeed indispensable and applicable in the study of 

contextualised argumentation. This is to say that every element of the theory should be 

conducive to achieving the goals the theory sets to achieve by analysing various types of 

argumentative contexts.   

What is of special importance for this research, is the adequacy of the concepts 

developed in argumentation theory to a methodical investigation of the specificities of 

online political forum discussions. The relevant question is what new light can the theory 

shed on the conditions for argumentation prevalent in online political discussions. As it 

will be shown in the following three chapters, each of the three approaches analysed below 

is suitable to serve as a framework for studying online argumentation to a varying degree. 

From an empirical perspective, in the study of online political argumentation, three levels 
                                                            
1 As discussed below, the notion of ‘context’ can be understood in various ways. What is common to the 
three approaches to argumentation analysed here, is their understanding of context in terms of a broad, 
typically recognised surrounding of argumentation, characterised by a particular format, or genre, for 
discussion . Van Eemeren (2010: Ch. 1) uses the term ‘macro-context’ to refer to this level of context.   
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of the interdependence of the conceptual tools and empirical results can be distinguished: 

(1) The theoretical concepts can be developed as a result of some empirical research 

regarding online discourse; in this way the theory is, so to speak, tailored to account for 

empirical phenomena of online argumentation. (2) The theory can be developed with the 

view towards carrying out empirical research which is still to be done; that means that the 

theory is geared to investigating the details of various real-life contexts of argumentation, 

including online discussions, but this particular context has not been methodically 

examined yet. (3) Finally, the theory can be developed in a certain detachment from the 

argumentative reality, whether this detachment is deliberate (as may be the case with 

normative theorising) or results from a confusing lack of clarity regarding the status of the 

relation between the theoretical and the empirical.  

Each of the three approaches discussed in Chapters 2-4 is assessed against the 

criteria of (theoretical) efficacy, (empirical) well-groundedness, and (methodological) 

parsimony. In each case, I first briefly present the theoretical basics of the approach. Then, 

I discuss its empirical applicability in the study of actual contexts and the analytic tools it 

employs. Finally, I give an overall appraisal of the approach from the perspective of the 

task set in this dissertation, i.e., a detailed analysis of the conditions for argumentation in 

online political forum discussions. 

 

Before discussing the details of each of the three approaches, a short historical background 

of the research into the contextualised conditions of argumentation is given, in order to 

provide a better understanding of the problems analysed here. 

In the tradition stemming from Aristotle’s distinctions between five types of 

argument and three genres of rhetoric,2 the study of various contexts of argument have 

been undertaken from two diverse perspectives: the normative and the descriptive. The 

basic task of the normative approaches is to establish standards of good argumentation in 

distinct, theoretically conceived types of context. The idea behind such conceptual work is 

that one universal standard of reasonable argumentation, such as the system of norms of 

validity in classical logic, cannot adequately cover all the cases of what seems to be 

reasonable argumentation – hence the need for developing other normative standards, in 

(abstract) contexts other than monologual proof-making. By contrast, the descriptive 

                                                            
2 In Sophistical Refutations (165a-165b) Aristotle distinguishes between didactic, dialectical, examination, 
contentious and demonstrative arguments (see also Walton, 1998: 11-14, 237-244). In Rhetoric (1358a-
1358b), Aristotle divides rhetoric into the deliberative, forensic, and display (epideictic) genre. 
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approaches take the path of a meticulous examination of the means of argumentation 

routinely used by ordinary language users in different actual contexts of discourse. 

Empirical researchers postulate that a proper analysis and, in effect, also evaluation of 

argumentative discourse is impossible without a methodical insight into the conditions 

prevalent in some typical contexts of argumentation. 

In contemporary research, both these traditions have been inspired by 

Wittgenstein’s notion of ‘language games.’ In the normative tradition, mostly 

philosophical and logical research into the contextual conditions of reasoned discourse has 

been carried out. In particular, various theories of ‘dialogue games’ have been proposed. 

Their goal generally is to construct different models of logical validity using concepts of 

formal dialectics and game theory (e.g., Barth & Krabbe, 1982; Hamblin, 1970; Walton, 

1984). Such normative theorising is posited on the assumption that since the rules of 

various (constructed) games of dialogue differ, different types of arguments are acceptable, 

and thus valid, in different games. In short, the validity of different types of arguments 

depends on the context of dialectical rules that govern a given dialogue game. On the other 

hand, in the descriptive tradition, detailed studies of contexts of discourse have been 

undertaken in the fields of linguistic pragmatics and rhetoric. Inspired by Malinowski’s 

(1923) early ethnographic attempts at a pragmatic description of language use in a ‘context 

of situation,’ this line of research has been developed in Hymes’ (1962, 1972 [1967]) 

ethnography of communication with its central notion of a ‘speech event,’ and in 

pragmatics by researchers such as Levinson (1992 [1979]) who saw important analytical 

advantages in conceptualising various ‘activity types’ in which language users are 

involved. The aim of these socio- and pragma-linguistic studies was to describe some 

typical, actually occurring ‘language games’ in agreement with the way in which they are 

perceived by language users, in order to obtain a clearer picture of how speech exchanges 

function in conventional circumstances.3 Moreover, contemporary rhetoricians, such as 

Bitzer (1968), pursued the idea of ‘the rhetorical situation’ as the broad ‘context in which 

speakers or writers create rhetorical discourse.’ What these scholars meant, however, were 

unique, historically contingent situations surrounding performance of a given rhetorical 

discourse, rather than regularly recurring and broadly recognisable types of situations.4  

                                                            
3 For a recent overview of various discourse-analytic approaches to context, see Blum-Kulka, 2005. 
4 The concept of the rhetorical situation has been recently used by Jacobs (2002, 2009) to emphasise the 
contextuality of critical fallacy judgments. According to him, good (or reasonable) arguments are those that 
‘make the best of the situation,’ either because they are well-adjusted to the particular rhetorical situation or 
because they introduce adjustments of the particular rhetorical situation. 
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All these approaches, in their varied ways and to a different extent, have influenced 

the theories discussed below. Yet, apart from providing a general theoretical background to 

the following discussion, they are not directly useful in systematic argumentative analyses 

of ordinary types of context, such as online discussion forums. That is mainly because the 

approaches mentioned above were either focused on developing theoretical models with no 

empirical ambitions or they pursued empirical goals which were not directly related to the 

problems of strictly argumentative discourse, but rather to general problems of discourse, 

such as meaning of utterances or organisation of talk in various contexts.  

 

2.2 General types of dialogue, mixed dialogues and dialectical shifts  

 

Walton’s approach to the contextuality of argumentation (developed in collaboration with 

Krabbe)5 centres on the concept of ‘dialogue types’ and the related concepts of ‘mixed 

dialogues’ and ‘dialectical shifts.’ The theoretical point of departure for Walton’s ‘new 

dialectic,’ in which these concepts play a crucial role, is Hamblin’s notion of a ‘dialectical 

system’ that, according to Walton, implies the definition of dialectic as ‘the study of 

contexts of use in which arguments are put forward by one party in a rule-governed, 

orderly verbal exchange with another party’ (Walton, 1998: 6; see Hamblin, 1970: Ch. 8). 

Indeed, the roots of Walton’s concept of dialogue types as ‘conversational contexts of 

argument’ can be traced back to the ‘systems of dialogue rules’ developed by formal 

dialecticians, which pertain to game-like and self-contained dialogues defined by the goal 

of the game and regulated by strict logical rules determining how this goal can be reached 

in an acceptable way (Walton, 1984; Walton & Krabbe, 1995: 1-12).6 Such theoretical 

provenance of Walton’s ideas means that his starting points for considering contexts of 

argumentation are decidedly normative.  

At the same time, in his ‘new dialectic’ Walton elaborates the concept of the types 

of dialogue in a way that aims to enrich the formal and normative core with the 

peculiarities of actual contexts of ordinary argumentation:  

 

                                                            
5 Since Walton published on the concept of ‘dialogue types’ more extensively alone than in collaboration 
with Krabbe, in what follows I primarily refer to him as the author of the ideas discussed, unless it is clear 
that they are co-authored by Krabbe.   
6 A succinct overview of the conceptions of dialogue logic and formal dialectics can be found in: van 
Eemeren et al., 1996: Ch. 9 and Krabbe, 2006. 
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The key here is that the concept of dialogue has to be seen as a context or enveloping framework 

into which arguments are fitted so they can be judged as appropriate or not in that context. So the 

concept of dialogue needs to be normative: it needs to prescribe how an argument ought to be used 

in order to fit in as appropriate, and to be used rightly or correctly (as well as incorrectly, in some 

cases). But the concept of dialogue also needs to fit the typical conversational settings in which such 

arguments are conventionally used to make a point in everyday argumentative verbal exchanges. 

The concept of a dialogue […] is that of a conventionalized, purposive joint activity 

between two parties (in the simplest case), where the parties act as speech partners. It is meant by 

this that the two parties exchange verbal messages or so-called speech acts that take the form of 

moves in a game-like sequence of exchanges (Walton, 1998: 29). 

Such a definition, which attributes both ‘normative’ and ‘conventionalized’ qualities to 

dialogue types, can be understood as giving this theoretical concept a double function: not 

only should dialogue types prescribe which argumentative behaviour is correct, or 

reasonable, within the bounds of a well-delineated language game, but they also have to 

mirror in their structure ‘the typical conversational settings’ or—as they are called by 

many—‘speech events’ that are characteristic of a given speech community (Hymes, 1962, 

1972 [1967]). 

 Considering argumentative reality, Walton and Krabbe (1995: 65-67) acknowledge 

that a great number of dialogue types may be distinguished and ‘grouped according to 

various differences and resemblances.’ They themselves opt for a ‘provisional’ taxonomy 

of six ‘general types’ of dialogue: persuasion dialogue, negotiation, inquiry, deliberation, 

information-seeking dialogue, and eristic dialogue. These types are primarily characterised 

by their main goal, initial situation, and participants’ aims (not to be confused with the 

main goal of a dialogue as such).7 (See table 2.1) 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
7 Exact formulations of the main parameters of dialogue types vary across different publications: cf. Walton, 
1992, 1998; Walton & Krabbe, 1995; Walton & Macagno, 2007; Macagno, 2008. Illustrative is the case of a 
precise stipulation of the goal of the persuasion dialogue. In the most frequently used formulation, persuasion 
dialogue is aimed at a ‘resolution of the initial conflict [of points of view] by verbal means’ (Walton & 
Krabbe, 1995: 68). Walton, however, also declares that: ‘In the new dialectic, the purpose of persuasion 
dialogue is to increase maieutic insight on an issue’ (1998: 242-243). Importantly, this goal can be realised 
without the conflict of opinions being resolved by verbal means. Perhaps for this reason Macagno uses an all-
embracing formulation in which the goal of the persuasion dialogue is to ‘resolve or clarify issue’ (italics 
added – ML). 
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Table 2.1 Six general dialogue types (from: Macagno, 2008: 110; adapted from: Walton & Krabbe, 1995: 

66) 

TYPE OF DIALOGUE  INITIAL  
SITUATION  

PARTICIPANT’S  
GOAL  

GOAL OF DIALOGUE  

PERSUASION  Conflict of opinions  Persuade the 
party  

Resolve or clarify issue  

INQUIRY  Need to have proof  Find and verify 
evidence  

Prove (disprove) 
hypotheses  

NEGOTIATION  Conflict of interests  Get what you 
want most  

Reasonable settlement 
that both can live with  

INFORMATION-
SEEKING  

Need of information  Acquire or give 
information  

Exchange of information  

DELIBERATION  Dilemma or personal 
choice  

Co-ordinate goals 
and actions  

Decide the best available 
course of action  

ERISTIC  Personal conflict  Verbally hit out at 
opponent  

Reveal deeper basis of 
conflict  

 

  Despite their resemblance to real-life contexts of discourse, dialogue types are in 

the first place supposed to fulfil a normative function that is central to argumentation 

theory (Walton & Krabbe, 1995: 67, 82). As Walton propounds, the usefulness of the 

conception of dialogue types lies in its capacity to account systematically for the 

difficulties related to the identification of fallacies, that is, unreasonable but often effective 

argumentative moves, in different contexts. Walton and Krabbe’s concern for the 

normative utility of dialogue types is evident in their declaration that a subtype of 

persuasion dialogue—critical discussion—‘is the most fundamental context of dialogue 

needed as a normative structure in which fallacies and other errors of reasoning can be 

analyzed and evaluated’ (1995: 7). However, the remaining types seem to be equally 

legitimate models of dialectic rationality. In the simplest formulation, this context-

dependent normativety amounts to a claim that ‘a good argument is one that contributes to 

a goal of the type of dialogue in which that argument was put forward’ (Walton & Krabbe, 

1995: 2). Conversely, a fallacy ‘is an infraction of some dialogue rule’ (Walton & Krabbe, 

1995: 25). Walton and Krabbe explain this dependence in a radically pluralistic way: ‘what 

constitutes a fallacy in one game of dialogue does not need to constitute a fallacy in 

another (it could be just a blunder, or even be entirely all right)’ (1995: 25). The most 

striking example of this principle are personal attacks (especially of the abusive ad 

hominem type): they are indignantly fallacious in critical discussion, but entirely fine in 

(or, at least, ‘typical of, and closely associated with’) eristic dialogues (Walton & Kabbe, 

1995: 78).  
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 Walton and Krabbe’s view is, in sum, that each dialogue type constitutes a separate 

normative model of argumentation, with its own specific rules prescribing what good (and 

fallacious) argumentation is.8 Following their reasoning, for such a theoretical framework 

to be practically useful in the analysis and evaluation of actual argumentation, two 

interrelated issues need to be dealt with: (1) the relation of the six normative (general) 

dialogue types to the plethora of types of communicative contexts actually perceived by 

ordinary language users, and (2) the exact ways in which fallacies occur in different types 

of dialogue. 

 Walton and Krabbe are well aware of the fact that their six basic types of dialogue 

cannot cover all ordinary speech events (1995: 82). Therefore, to deal with the first issue, 

they assume that actual speech events are composites of more than one of the six dialogue 

types. They take it, in other words, that there is a multiplicity of various normative types of 

dialogue constituting together one particular speech event. This can happen in three 

different ways: 

A) One normative type of dialogue can be dominant throughout the speech event, yet 

‘flavours’ or ‘admixtures from other types of dialogue’ can creep in: ‘For example, 

a persuasion dialogue can have an “eristic flavor” if it partially becomes a heated 

fight or a contest where one party is trying to attack and defeat the other party with 

a greater intensity than normal’ (Walton & Krabbe, 1995: 70). A certain difficulty 

with such cases is, as Walton & Krabbe admit, that ‘often it is hard to tell which 

type of dialogue is dominant’ (1995: 82). This leads them to consider another 

option, that is: 

B) An actual speech event may simultaneously exhibit qualities of a few of the general 

six dialogue types co-existing on a par, as it were. In this case, Walton speaks of 

‘mixed dialogues.’ Political debate, for instance, involves a mixture of no less than 

five (out of six) types of dialogue (Walton, 1998: 223): it is partly information-

seeking dialogue, partly deliberation, partly eristic dialogue, partly negotiation, and 

partly critical discussion. Still, there is one more possibility:  

C) Speech events may be constituted by multiple ‘normative dialogue types’ appearing 

in sequence, one-by-one, rather than all at once. A special instance of such a 
                                                            
8 This ‘postmodern and relativistic standard of rationality,’ as Walton calls it (1998: 30), is most clearly 
reflected in his concept of dialectical relevance (1998: 35): ‘This postmodernistic pluralism yields an 
approach to dialectical relevance […] that offers six distinctively different ways of explaining the nature of 
relevance or irrelevance of an argument in a given case, depending on the type of dialogue exchange one was 
supposed to have been engaged in, relative to the given case.’ 



WALTON AND KRABBE’S DIALOGUE TYPES AS CONVERSATIONAL CONTEXTS OF ARGUMENT 

   19

sequential move is when during the performance of one type of dialogue, some 

other type is ‘sandwiched in’ or ‘embedded,’ to fulfil some immediate dialectical 

need. Walton and Krabbe call such cases ‘subdialogues’ and give the following 

example (1995: 73): ‘a persuasion dialogue may reach a point where some matter 

of fact has to be settled before the discussion can proceed. The participants may 

then agree to conduct an inquiry to settle the matter.’ 

The last alternative is intimately connected to the second crucial issue, the one 

concerning the problem of fallacious moves in various dialogues. The conceptual tool 

proposed to solve this problem is the notion of ‘dialectical shifts.’ Walton’s central 

observation is that actual discussions that emerge and develop are liable to take turns 

that—in his theoretical framework—can be perceived as shifts from one type of dialogue 

to another. Crucial to this concept is the normative distinction between ‘licit’ and ‘illicit’ 

shifts. Licit shifts are overt and mutually agreed moves away from the dialogue the 

participants were originally supposed to be engaged in to another type of dialogue that still 

serves the goals of the original dialogue (Walton, 1992: 138-139). Illicit shifts are, by 

contrast, covert and unilateral attempts to change the type of dialogue that is going on into 

one that is wrongly presented as being in line with the exchange taking place in the original 

dialogue. It is the illicit type of shift that is typically ‘associated,’ as Walton puts it, with 

the informal fallacies. Ad hominem attacks, for example, typically signify an illicit shift 

from other types of dialogue (most importantly: critical discussion) to a quarrel, while ad 

baculum attacks are connected with illicit shifts from a different type of dialogue to a 

negotiation dialogue. 

 

2.3 Theoretical complications 

 

In accordance with the criteria set in section 2.1, any theory of argumentative contexts 

derives its value from its efficiency and functionality in analysing and evaluating real-life 

argumentation. The fundamental idea behind Walton’s consideration of types of contexts 

seems indeed to be that this should lead to a significant improvement of the analysis and 

evaluation of actual arguments. Having a better understanding of how arguers typically 

behave in a given type of context, and what norms they are expected, or even required, to 

follow, must allow for a more differentiated appraisal of everyday argumentation than 

would result from a straightforward application of context-independent normative 
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standards, such as the norms of logical validity or the pragma-dialectical rules for critical 

discussion. Assessing the value of Walton’s theory with the help of the criteria of efficacy, 

well-foundedness and parsimony, an analyst of actual argumentative discourse may 

encounter some serious problems pertaining to both theoretical ideas and practical 

solutions proposed by Walton. 

To start with the first criterion specified above – theoretical efficacy: it is not 

precisely clear what the theoretical status of the concept of a dialogue type is. The notion 

of a dialogue type lays claim to both the normative and descriptive: dialogue types are at 

the same time defined as ‘normative ideal models’ and as ‘conventionalized activities.’ 

Here arises a problem. On the one hand, normative concerns are given priority, which is 

made explicit when Walton and Krabbe emphasise that dialogue types as ‘normative 

models that represent ideals of how one ought to participate in a certain type of 

conversation if one is being reasonable and cooperative’ should not be confused with ‘an 

account of how participants in argumentation really behave in instances of real dialogue 

that take place […] in a speech event’ (1995: 67). On the other hand, however, the concept 

of dialogue types that Walton and Krabbe propagate has unmistakably an empirical 

flavour, as is particularly evident in Walton’s characterisation of the various types of 

dialogue (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2007). When he makes his case for the context-

dependent fallaciousness of appeals to threat (ad baculum arguments), for instance, Walton 

supports his position by observing that ‘during a negotiation type of dialogue, threats and 

appeals to force or sanctions are quite typical and characteristic’ (1992: 141). In this case, 

and in many more cases adduced by Walton, it is the observation of an empirical 

regularity—describable in quantitative terms such as ‘often,’ or quantifiable terms such as 

‘typically’ and ‘characteristically’—that creates the normative basis for giving a fallacy 

judgment. 

By contrast, undisputedly normative models in argumentation theory (such as the 

pragma-dialectical model of a critical discussion described below) are developed on the 

basis of analytic considerations concerning the ideal goals the argumentative discourse is 

supposed to serve (defined by a theorist adopting a particular philosophical concept of 

rationality) and the procedures it has to comply with to achieve these goals (see van 

Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2007). The stipulation of a certain set of norms for achieving a 

certain critical goal by an argumentation theorist leads to the construction of an ideal 

model, which is by no means an empirical model meant to reflect the regularities of actual 

contexts of argumentation. Instead, ideal models of argumentative dialogues are developed 
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to point out what optimally efficacious, reasonable argumentative behaviour in perfect 

conditions amounts to and to characterise argumentative behaviour that falls short of this 

ideal as fallacious. 

It is indeed rather difficult to assign Walton’s dialogue types to the category of 

either empirical or normative models (van Eemeren, Houtlosser, Ihnen & Lewiński, 

forthcoming). Analytically, these two categories can be very clearly distinguished using as 

a criterion the status of the norms the models are built up from: are they ‘internal’ norms 

recognisable and oriented to by ordinary discussants in a given context, or are they 

‘external’ norms stipulated by a theoretician? In the former case, one would speak of an 

empirical model whose norms are supposed to reflect the ‘native’ constraints of 

recognisable contexts (that is, they are primarily ‘conventionally valid’), whereas in the 

latter case one would speak of an ideal model whose norms are stipulated in order to render 

a given ideal of how argumentation should optimally proceed (that is, they are primarily 

‘problem valid’).9 Walton and Krabbe’s attempts to integrate these two methods of 

modelling argumentation are largely unconvincing (see: Walton & Krabbe, 1995: 82, 175): 

one cannot but emphatically agree with them that optimal, problem-valid models should 

have a chance of gaining conventional acceptance and that conventional ways of arguing 

should be, at least sometimes, problem valid, but the distinctions themselves should 

certainly not be kept vague: it is only one of the kinds of validity that can be the primary 

source for coming to a judgment concerning the reasonableness of argumentation (van 

Eemeren & Houtlosser, Ihnen & Lewiński, forthcoming).       

Related to the problem of the normative status of Walton’s dialogue types, and thus 

of the rules of particular types of dialogue, is another issue that concerns the goals of the 

various types. The question is: are they based on empirical analyses or stipulated on the 

basis of theoretical considerations? In other words, are these goals familiar to, or at least 

reflectively recognisable by, the discussants concerned or are they formulated by some 

theorist, in this case Walton himself? 

In any case, the enormous diversity of the goals Walton assigns to the various 

dialogue types raises the question of which of these dialogue types are really 

argumentative. Can, for example, ‘reaching a (provisional) accommodation in a 

relationship’ be seen as an argumentative goal? If such goals—and, consequently, the types 

of dialogue concerned—are not inherently argumentative but may simply have an 
                                                            
9 The two concepts of validity were introduced by Barth, and later adopted by van Eemeren & Grootendorst; 
see van Eemeren, Garssen & Meuffels, 2009: 25-28.   
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argumentative component, many more types of dialogue can be distinguished, whether 

‘basic’ or ‘mixed,’ that are similarly argumentative. This would present a serious problem 

to the efficacy and usability of the theoretical framework that is meant to provide context-

based argumentative standards of normativety, since the number of types of standards to 

consider would increase enormously. If, on the other hand, all these types of dialogue are 

fundamentally argumentative, one would like to know what definition of ‘being 

argumentative’ is used. In particular, the information-seeking dialogue and the inquiry, 

basic types of dialogue that—according to Walton’s descriptions—do not necessarily 

involve any conflict or confrontation, as is commonly required for a discourse to be 

considered argumentative, are then problematic.10 Whichever view Walton may have 

intended to enforce, what seems to be lacking is a theoretical rationale for considering 

discourses or verbal moves to be argumentative which is independent of the specific 

empirical environment—or type of dialogue—in which they occur.11   

 

2.4 Practical problems in analysing Internet discussions  

 

It is particularly important to this study, that the theoretical complications affecting the 

very central concepts of Walton’s ‘new dialectic’ may seriously impair practical usefulness 

of his approach in the task it was created for, that is, in the analysis and evaluation of 

argumentative moves in the various contexts of real-life arguments. This means that both 

empirical well-groundedness and the parsimony of the theory may be critically questioned.  

In Walton’s view, a context-sensitive evaluation of argumentation requires a proper 

identification of the type of dialogue the arguers are actually involved in. More 

specifically, since Walton associates fallacies with illicit shifts from one type of dialogue 

to another, judging the functionality of the relation between the new and the old context (a 

basic criterion for the (il)legality of a shift) requires a good grasp of the (type of) context 

before the shift and after the shift. Whether the new dialogue is functionally relevant 

depends, according to Walton, after all on ‘retrospective evaluation’ of the goals of the 

original dialogue:  

                                                            
10 Interestingly, Walton and Krabbe themselves point out in passing that an ‘argumentative’ type of dialogue 
is ‘conflict-centered’ (1995: 105). 
11 The problems concerning Walton’s context-dependent account of fallacies are discussed at much greater 
length in: van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2007 and van Eemeren, Houtlosser, Ihnen & Lewiński, forthcoming.  
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Some cases of retrospective evaluation are based on an explicit agreement by the two parties to take 

part in a certain type of dialogue. In other cases, conventions and institutions enable us to clearly 

make this determination. But in many cases of argumentation in everyday conversation, such 

agreements are implicit and can be determined only by making a contextual judgment of the 

expectations of the participants, by looking at the evidence given through their verbal exchanges, as 

the sequence of arguments proceed. 

In some cases, it is not clear to the participants themselves, or to anyone else, exactly what 

type of dialogue they were supposed to be engaging in when they had an argumentative exchange, 

and it is precisely this indeterminacy that is often exploited by deceitful and fallacious arguments. In 

evaluating such arguments, the best we can do is make a conditional judgment that such and such an 

argument would be fallacious if evaluated from the point of view and standards of argumentation 

appropriate for a particular type of dialogue (Walton, 1998: 205-206).       

What is remarkable in this passage it that, according to Walton, participants in a dialogue 

are supposed to be engaged in a certain type of dialogue, but may not be able to tell exactly 

what type. This confusion arises from the fact that the types of dialogue Walton 

distinguishes are theoretical categories, rather than ordinarily recognisable conversational 

contexts. The same participants would probably have no major difficulties in classifying 

their actual verbal activity as, for example, heart-to-heart-talk, sales talk, talk man-to-man, 

women’s talk, bull session, chat, polite conversation, chatter (of a team), chew him out, 

give him the low-down, get it off his chest, or griping, because all these labels represent, 

according to Hymes (1962: 24), ‘well known classes of speech events in our culture.’12 

Walton’s problem, then, is to ‘translate’ such native categories of speech events in a 

justifiable way into his six-fold taxonomy. 

As discussed above, to facilitate this task Walton makes use of the concept of 

‘mixed discourse’: ‘certain conversational types of speech exchanges which we tend to 

think of as univocal or homogeneous really turn out to be composite from the point of view 

of our typology’ (1998: 218). The three options that he proposes, i.e., ‘admixtures from 

other types of dialogue,’ ‘mixed dialogues,’ and ‘subdialogues’ can probably be 

supplemented by yet another one—not really entertained by Walton and possibly outside 

the scope of his perspective—in which a given speech event could be a poorly executed 

version of one of his six ideal types. Regardless of this complication, however, the 

fundamental analytic problem is that Walton offers no clear principle and—as a 

consequence—no applicable practical criteria for deciding which of these various options 

                                                            
12 The research of ethno-linguists is often focused specifically on identification and classification of such 
‘indigenous,’ i.e., commonly recognised and used, ‘terms for talk.’ See, e.g.: Carbaugh, 1989; Goldsmith & 
Baxter, 1996.  



CHAPTER 2 

 24

an argumentation analyst ought to choose in his identification and evaluation of 

argumentative discussions in ordinary contexts. 

 

To demonstrate the extent to which practical problems in applying Walton’s concepts to 

cases of real argumentative contexts may surface, I will attempt to shortly analyse an 

excerpt from an online discussion, going along the method employed by Walton and 

Krabbe in their case study of a complex dialogue on medical ethics (1995: 85-100). The 

following discussion took place in a Usenet newsgroup alt.politics almost exactly half year 

after Barack Obama was sworn in as the President of the United States. However, the 

controversy over his status as a ‘naturally born citizen’—a condition necessary to be an 

American president—was still stirred up by Obama’s critics. The centre of the controversy 

was the issue of Obama’s original American birth certificate. The initial seven 

contributions to the discussion, entitled by the first ‘poster’, Fragger: ‘<pssstt!> Libtrash! 

Where's Moonnigger's Birth Certificate? Hmmm...???’, develop in the following way:13   

 
(2.1)  <pssstt!> Libtrash! Where's Moonnigger's Birth Certificate? Hmmm...???  
http://groups.google.com/group/alt.politics/browse_frm/thread/9cc0c570483bda07# 
 
1. Fragger      Jul 27 2009, 3:13 am 
Hmmm...??? 
 
2. KAM      Jul 27 2009, 3:36 am 
Fragger wrote  
> Hmmm...???  
 
Already provided at the factcheck.org website and verified by the appropriate  
authorites as genuine.   Now, since you are making the allegation, where's  
your copy of his Kenyan birth certificate?   Or are you just too lazy and full  
of shit to provide one?   Typical rightist.  
 
The impotent right wing fascist kooks  have no power and no say in the affairs  
of this country.  
 
3. Grand Mal     Jul 27 2009, 4:18 am 
Thought I told you once already. 
 
4. Patriot Games    Jul 27 2009, 2:48 pm  
Nobody listens to DemocRATs:  
http://www.imagedump.com/index.cgi?pick=get&tp=531734 
 
5. Grand Mal     Jul 27 2009, 3:31 pm 
Not long ago no black would ever vote Democrat and no racist would vote  
Republican. What happened? 
 
                                                            
13 All fragments of online discussions are quoted here as they appear on the Internet, including spelling 
mistakes and Internet-specific editing. See Chapter 6 for a more elaborate explanation of how examples are 
presented.   

http://groups.google.com/group/alt.politics/browse_frm/thread/9cc0c570483bda07�
http://www.imagedump.com/index.cgi?pick=get&tp=531734�
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6. Patriot Games    Jul 27 2009, 5:18 pm 
Your UNCITED claims are beyond retarded.  
 
I wondered why...  
 
From: "Grand Mal" <ironw...@hotmail.com>  
NNTP-Posting-Host: 75.157.35.190  
75.157.35.190 = Delta, Canada.  
 
Now we know....  
You're a Canadian RETARD...  
 
7. Grand Mal     Jul 27 2009, 7:48 pm 
> […] 
> Your UNCITED claims are beyond retarded. 
 
http://www.freerepublic.com/focus/f-news/1523692/posts  
Why do you think Lester Maddox and George Wallace were Democrats?  
 
> […] 
> You're a Canadian RETARD... 
 
"Retard" is a verb, not a noun.  
Apparently I know more of your history than you do. 
 
[discussion continues up to ‘post’ no 40] 
 

 To start a context-sensitive analysis of this case from Walton’s perspective, one has 

to decide what type of dialogue the participants contribute to. ‘Common sense’ would tell 

us that it is an Internet political forum discussion, probably no better and no worse than an 

average discussion one may encounter on an open forum like alt.politics. This, however, is 

not a category within Walton’s taxonomy of dialogue types. Hence the need to choose 

some (combination of) main dialogue types to grasp this case. It seems that at least a few 

options should be considered. 

 The first obvious guess can be that this is a case of a critical discussion – not only 

because it is ‘the most fundamental context of dialogue’ in which argumentation occurs 

(Walton & Krabbe, 1995: 7), but also because many scholars have seen such open online 

forums for anonymous and thus symmetric discussions as a new incarnation of some ideals 

of critical argumentation. Indeed, some research into online discussions from the 

perspective of a critical discussion has been carried out (Aakhus, 2002b; Jackson, 1998; 

see below Ch. 3).14 

Turning to the text of the discussion itself, we notice that in the topic of the 

discussion, and the message 1, Fragger denounces ‘liberal’ discourse (directly associated 
                                                            
14 As will be made clear in Chapter 3, these researchers employ van Eemeren and Grootendorst’s ‘critical 
discussion’ as a theoretically constructed ideal model for analysis and evaluation of actual discussions, rather 
than as one of many dialogue types to be found in argumentative reality.  

http://groups.google.com/groups/unlock?_done=/group/alt.politics/browse_frm/thread/9cc0c570483bda07%3F&msg=60fba12673858a9e�
http://www.freerepublic.com/focus/f-news/1523692/posts�
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with the Democrats, Obama’s party) by calling it ‘Libtrash,’ and, by means of a rhetorical 

question advances a standpoint, which can be reconstructed as ‘Obama’s (original, 

American) birth certificate is unavailable.’15 The answer of KAM in post 2 can be 

reconstructed as a (multiple) argumentation for the opposite standpoint: ‘Obama’s birth 

certificate is available,’ because, first, it has been ‘already provided at the factcheck.org 

website’ and, second, it has been ‘verified by the appropriate authorites as genuine.’ If this 

analysis is correct, then, just as in the discussion on medical ethics examined by Walton 

and Krabbe, we have here an instance of a ‘conflict of points of view, the initial situation 

for a persuasion dialogue [of which a critical discussion is the most basic subtype – ML]. 

The respective theses of the two participants have been stated, and the goal of each 

participant is to show from the concessions of the other that she/he is right’ (Walton & 

Krabbe, 1995: 91). However, an analyst of this dialogue is in a rather disprivileged 

position since, contrary to Walton and Krabbe who themselves wrote the dialogue they 

study, he cannot easily glimpse into the minds of participants to confirm what their goals 

are.16 Notwithstanding this difficulty, the analysis allows to conditionally label this 

discussion as a persuasion dialogue. 

Immediately, however, a ‘flavour’ (or perhaps a ‘sub-dialogue’) of an inquiry is 

introduced by KAM: in his argument, he gives the name of a website where the information 

under question is provided (factcheck.org). In fact, if one goes to the address given 

(precisely:  http://www.factcheck.org/elections-2008/born_in_the_usa.html) one can find 

high-resolution photographs of Obama’s birth certificate, along with the accompanying 

text explaining in great detail that ‘the certificate has all the elements the State Department 

requires17 for proving citizenship to obtain a U.S. passport.’  

Right after this matter is settled (at least for KAM), the dialogue seems to get back 

to a critical discussion: KAM expresses a request (directed to Fragger) to provide an 

argument for his case. Such requests are one of the basic moves in the so called 
                                                            
15 Such a standpoint of course can be (and often is) further used as a sub-standpoint in a broader dispute, 
where the main issue is Obama’s legality as the President. 
16 See Walton and Krabbe, 1995: 8: ‘This case, although it was written (invented) by the authors themselves, 
is a natural enough case of a segment of persuasion dialogue, involving several key features of argumentation 
related to problems of commitment modeling, that it could provide plenty of material for further analysis.’    
It is one of the major assumptions of this dissertation that argumentation analysis should focus on actual 
cases of argumentative discourse, especially when ‘conversational contexts of argumentation’ are studied. 
Only such study can extend our knowledge of real-life argumentation and extend beyond the methods of both 
formal and informal logicians who seem to be stuck in a vicious circle of analysing what they themselves 
have created.  
17 Here is a ‘hyperlink’ to the official document published online by American authorities: ‘U.S. Department 
of State Application For A U.S. Passport’ (http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/100004.pdf). 

http://www.factcheck.org/elections-2008/born_in_the_usa.html�
http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/100004.pdf�
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‘argumentation stage’ of a critical discussion (as distinguished in their model by van 

Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984: Ch. 5). True, this particular request contains a fallacy 

known as ad ignorantiam (my opinion is correct until you prove that your contrary opinion 

is correct18), but it is a speech act of a clear argumentative relevance.19 In the next 

sentence, however, a dangerous shift to (or perhaps just a flavour of) a quarrel (a subtype 

of eristic dialogue) is introduced: KAM uses very explicit ‘abusive’ (‘are you just too lazy 

and full of shit to provide one?’) and ‘circumstantial’ ad hominem attacks of the ‘poisoning 

the well’ variety (‘Typical rightist,’ ‘The impotent right wing fascist kooks’). This, again, 

resembles a situation noted by Walton and Krabbe in their case: ‘there could be an opening 

here for the dialogue to degenerate into a quarrel or negotiation’ (1995: 94). Such a 

degeneration, however, does not happen, since both initial arguers suspend their 

participation here and leave the floor to other online discussants. 

The dialogue between Grand Mal and Patriot Games, similarly, consists of an 

expression of a standpoint (‘Not long ago no black would ever vote Democrat and no racist 

would vote Republican’), request to provide ‘CITED’ claims, provision of arguments 

supported by such claims (http://www.freerepublic.com/focus/f-news/1523692/posts), and 

severe abusive ad hominem attacks (‘You’re a Canadian RETARD...’), preceded by 

Patriot Games’ inquiry into the unique IP address of Grand Mal, which allows to assign 

his PC to a concrete geographical location. These attacks, again, do not lead the discussion 

to degenerate into an all-out verbal fight.20  

In short, we may have here a persuasion dialogue (critical discussion) which 

certainly does not proceed straight to the resolution of the conflict by verbal means, but 

rather takes many twists and turns which, going by Walton’s model, can be interpreted as 

shifts to and from, or maybe as admixed flavours and overtones of, quarrels and inquiries.  

Yet, the convoluted conversational exchange in discussion (2.1) may also be seen 

as a case of an inherently ‘mixed dialogue.’ Probably, such dialogue would be close to a 

‘political debate,’ characterised by Walton (see above) as a complex of five general 

dialogue types. The difference would be that, since no politicians deciding on a course of 

                                                            
18 While in fact both cases may by incorrect.  
19 In van Eemeren and Grootendorst’s terminology (1992b, 2004: Ch. 4), it is a move which is relevant 
‘analytically’ but not ‘evaluatively.’ 
20 Even thought Grand Mal’s last contribution, which is a direct response to Patriot Games’ message no 8, is 
the following: ‘Aw, c'mon duckie, don't be so 'rough trade'. I bet you're just a sweetie but you're all bound up 
in the closet and can't be yourself because your daddy used to bring home black guys when your ma was 
working afternoon shift at the slaughterhouse. If you'd just let go and move your sweet ass to New York or 
San Francisco you could be who you were born to be.’  

http://www.freerepublic.com/focus/f-news/1523692/posts�
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action are (explicitly) involved here, such mixed dialogue would be less of a deliberation,21 

negotiation and information-seeking, but more of an inquiry (considering the immediate 

availability of the vast resources of the Internet). The major ingredients of the mixture 

would be the persuasion and the eristic dialogue, as is usually the case with debates in 

general (Walton & Krabbe, 1995: 83-84).  

The eristic aspect may however be so prominent in online dialogues, as seems to be 

the case in discussion (2.1) analysed here, that one would instead be inclined to classify 

such online exchanges as belonging to the class of eristic dialogues altogether. Indeed, one 

may easily find an appropriate candidate termed by Walton and Krabbe as ‘eristic 

discussion’ and described in the following way: 

The eristic discussion is a type of dialogue where two participants engage in a verbal sparring to see 

who is the more clever in constructing persuasive and often tricky arguments that devastate the 

opposition, or at least appear to. […] The goal is to settle the intellectual hierarchy by having a 

verbal contest of arguments. […] the eristic discussion is closer to the critical discussion than the 

quarrel is […] [but] serious attempts to convince the other party are lacking. Instead, one tries to 

trick one’s opponent by stratagems that would be fallacious from the point of view of persuasion 

dialogue. In the eristic discussion, an outrageous fallacy may be the best and most successful 

technique to persuade your audience. (Walton & Krabbe, 1995: 78-79) 

This model of eristic discussion (meant to be normative) seems to grasp quite realistically 

many characteristics of contentious online discussions.22 It is unclear, though, how such a 

brief depiction can support a context-sensitive analysis and evaluation of online disputes. 

Even if, contrary to Walton and Krabbe’s intentions, one approached eristic discussion as a 

descriptive model, it is not developed in enough detail to give a nuanced view of 

peculiarities of online, or any other, eristic argumentation.23 As a normative model, it is 

affected by the general theoretical difficulties of Walton and Krabbe’s proposal discussed 

above. For example, is it the case that ‘most successful’ arguments of eristics (e.g. ad 

hominem attacks), being ‘outrageously fallacious’ in other contexts, are actually reasonable 

                                                            
21 Walton’s view of the dialogue type of deliberation (1998: Ch. 6) precludes analysing online political 
discussions as instances of deliberative political activity. In particular, for Walton (1998: 153): ‘Deliberation, 
in this sense as a type of dialogue, is highly cooperative and has only a small adversarial component. It is a 
kind of joint effort to collaborate in working together towards implementing goals that two parties have in 
common, where they share a set of circumstances or where these circumstances are relatively similar for the 
two parties.’ Contrary to these characteristics, online political discussions (an analysed below in Chapter 6) 
are adversarial and are not directed towards joint actions.   
22 It also closely resembles Weger and Aakhus’ (2003) conclusions of their empirical study of online chat 
room discussions, in which they propose to treat chats as ‘wit-testing dialogues’ (see section 3.3).    
23 See, however, recent attempts by van Laar (2009a).  
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in this type of dialogue by virtue of their efficiency in persuading the audience (or the 

opponent), and thus should be applauded from an argumentative point of view?  

 Even if these questions regarding eristic discussions were consistently answered, 

the basic problem would still remain – Walton’s theory offers no analytic criteria to prefer 

one of the options over others in deciding which type of dialogue we are facing.24 In the 

concrete case, how can we best categorise the online discussion analysed above? Is it a 

critical discussion with ‘overtones’ of eristics and inquiry, a critical discussion with 

‘embedded’ subdialogues, a ‘mixed dialogue’ (i.e., a political debate which combines 

mainly critical discussion, eristics, and inquiry), an ‘eristic discussion,’ or maybe just an 

online discussion which assessed from the perspective of a critical discussion turns quite 

often fallacious? 

 

In sum, Walton and Krabbe’s theory correctly points out two assumptions fundamental in 

studying ordinary argumentative contexts: 1) that argumentation can be properly analysed 

and assessed only after the context of its use is thoroughly examined; and 2) that in doing 

so analysts should combine descriptive and normative considerations. Unfortunately, their 

proposal seems to fail to meet any of the three criteria specified in section 2.1: (theoretical) 

efficacy, (empirical) well-groundedness, and (methodological) parsimony.  

 Firstly, the conception of dialogue types is affected by a major theoretical 

confusion: it is not clear if the dialogue types are primarily normative models used in an 

evaluation of actual arguments or rather descriptive models helpful in their analysis. In 

result of this confusion, the status of the goals and rules of each of the dialogue types is 

vague: one may wonder why exactly these types of dialogue are chosen for analysis and in 

what sense their goals are argumentative. However, even if this were clear, Walton offers 

no models of dialogue types in terms of clearly laid out sets of rules for securing the 

functionality of moves relative to the main goal of a given dialogue.25 That is to say that 

models of dialogue types are theoretically underdeveloped. Therefore, one cannot be sure 

if the ‘rules’ of varied types of dialogue are externally stipulated by Walton himself, or 
                                                            
24 Walton attempts to explicitly address this problem in the following way: ‘In a given case, that is, a text of 
discourse containing argumentation, certain indications in the discourse will point to what type of dialogue 
exchange the participants are supposed to be engaging in’ (Walton, 1998: 8). These remarks are, however, 
not only not very helpful, but also verge on circularity. ‘Supposed to’ denotes a certain (weak) obligation 
which one can live up to or not. Therefore, the obligation must be established before one’s actions. If this 
obligation is reversely, as Walton suggests in this passage, judged on the basis of one’s actual (verbal) 
actions, then one is always supposed to do what one is doing.     
25 The only exemption being the ‘permissive’ and ‘rigorous persuasion dialogue’ modelled by Walton and 
Krabbe with the use of formal logical concepts (1995: 123-172).  
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internally oriented to (that is, followed with occasional breaches) by participants in the 

dialogues themselves.   

 Secondly, and most importantly, Walton’s approach is ill-suited as a starting point 

for carrying out empirical research focused on actual contexts of argumentation, online 

political forum discussions in particular. This is partly due to the fact that the 

characteristics of various dialogue types are meant to be normative, and may thus be seen 

as deliberately not grounded in a methodical research of empirical reality. However, 

considering the problems mentioned above, it is hard to envisage how the concept of 

dialogue types can enrich our knowledge of actual conversational contexts of argument. 

Notably, since Walton’s theoretical concepts and analytical tools are vague, it is very 

difficult to apply them in a way that would produce empirical results giving new insights 

into the argumentative qualities of online discussions. Simply put, once confronted with 

actual online discourse Walton’s concepts generate difficulties (if not inconsistencies) that 

seriously impede efforts at drawing a methodologically strong, coherent picture of 

conditions for argumentation in online discussions.  

 Thirdly, the theoretical and empirical weaknesses have a serious bearing on the 

analytic tools and general parsimony of Walton’s conception. As described above, in the 

situation where consistent criteria are lacking for considering actual argumentative 

discussions as belonging to one type of dialogue or another, analytic choices made by an 

argumentation critic in complex cases of real-life discourses will always be, to a large 

extent, ad hoc and arbitrary. At the same time, they are vital to argumentation evaluation: 

for example, by which standards associated with the six basic types of dialogue should we 

judge the arguers’ performance in an online political discussion if we take it as a ‘mixed’ 

speech event?26 Walton’s solution would probably be in line with the political debates at 

large: ‘it is conditionally permissible to evaluate a political debate [...] from a point of view 

of a critical discussion’ (1998: 224).27 Having been granted such important and reasonable 

                                                            
26 Two pertinent examples of such evaluative differences can be mentioned here. According to Walton, an 
argument to the person is perfectly fine in an eristic dialogue, but in the context of both a critical discussion 
(persuasion dialogue) and an inquiry it easily becomes a fallacious argumentum ad hominem. Next, retraction 
of previously incurred commitments is certainly allowable in eristics (‘I said so before, now I don’t, and so 
what!’), conditionally allowable in a (permissive) persuasion dialogue, but unacceptable in inquiry defined 
by ‘the property of cumulativeness’ (which means, according to Walton (1998: 70), that in an inquiry ‘the 
participants can’t change their minds’).     
27 Compare, however, the following passage: ‘Even though a text of discourse of a political debate may 
contain elements of negotiation, persuasion dialogue, and so forth, we can still look at it from the point of 
view of a deliberation and use the normative structure of deliberation as a model for evaluating the 
argumentation in the debate ’ (Walton, 1998: 173).  
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‘conditional permission,’ an analyst may still wonder why he could not use a critical 

discussion as an evaluative model in the first place, instead of going through the trouble of 

trying to get at the nature of the varied ‘dialogue types’ the participants were ‘supposed to 

be engaging in,’ without being given a clear and applicable method for doing that.28 In this 

respect, Walton’s concept of dialogue types would simply not pass the test of Occam’s 

Razor, that is, it would not meet the criterion of parsimony. By propounding the method of 

analysis of well-known speech events, such as political debates, in which they are 

composites of five types of his taxonomy, Walton multiplies theoretical beings with little 

practical gains – in the end, they can be ‘conditionally’ evaluated by standards of a critical 

discussion. Moreover, other options (such as shifts and admixtures) further complicate the 

picture.   

 All in all, such theoretical and analytic predicaments seriously diminish the 

usefulness of Walton and Krabbe’s approach. Therefore, other approaches to the study of 

contextualised argumentation are discussed in the following two chapters.   

 

                                                            
28 Walton’s ‘dialectical method of evaluating arguments’ (1998: Ch. 10) does not address, let alone solve, 
these problems.   
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 Chapter 3 
   

Argumentation designs in the account of Jackson, Jacobs 

and Aakhus  
 

 

 

 

3.1 Design enterprise in the study of argumentation   

 

Jackson and Jacobs (later also in collaboration with Aakhus) developed an approach to the 

study of argumentation which is distinctive in its focus on empirical analyses of pragmatic 

details of everyday argumentation, rather than on theoretical considerations aimed at 

constructing normative models of argumentation. Especially Jackson and Jacobs’ early 

study of ‘the structure of conversational argument’ (Jackson & Jacobs, 1980, 1981; Jacobs 

& Jackson, 1982, 1983b) is characterised by a methodical investigation of sequential 

patterns of ordinary discourse – an approach deeply embedded in a tradition of 

conversation analysis. In these studies they developed an understanding of argumentation 

as a ‘disagreement-relevant expansion of speech acts’ governed by some ‘general 

conversational principles,’ such as preference for agreement and maxims for cooperative 

communication distinguished by Grice (Jackson & Jacobs, 1980; Jacobs & Jackson, 

1983a). As Jackson and Jacobs stress, these general principles are not universally 

applicable in an identical way across all discursive situations; rather, they always function 

‘in a context of practical constraint and opportunity.’ Therefore, actual argumentative 

discourse is structured ‘according to the language activities and forms of expression in 

which arguments are embedded’ (Jacobs, 1989: 361). 

 Jackson and Jacobs’ context-sensitive approach to argumentation began with 

analyses of actual discourses and is thus largely based on empirical considerations. Later in 

their work, however, they became increasingly attentive to the normative aspect of 

argumentation and moved towards an approach geared to integrating the descriptive with 

the prescriptive which they call (after van Eemeren) ‘normative pragmatics’ (Jacobs, 1999; 
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cf. van Eemeren, 1990).1 ‘Normative pragmatics,’ in the simplest formulation, ‘is 

empirical discourse analysis organized by normative theory’ (Jackson, 1998: 187). In 

Jackson, Jacobs, and Aakhus’s view, the most thoroughly worked out and applicable 

normative theory of argumentation is the model for a critical discussion, as developed by 

pragma-dialecticians (see below).2 Therefore, they propose to examine and assess 

peculiarities of actual contexts of argumentation against the norms of this ideal model. In 

doing so, they employ the concept of argumentation designs.  

  ‘Argumentation design,’ as very broadly depicted by Jackson, is ‘any negotiated 

method of dispute settlement’ or ‘some sort of plan for the management of discussion’ 

(1998: 184, 190). De Moor and Aakhus define argumentation designs in somewhat more 

concrete terms as ‘the interrelated functionalities, procedures, checks and balances, and 

connotations that shape the practical range of argumentation behavior’ (de Moor & 

Aakhus, 2006: 94-95). Taking a ‘design stance’ in an analysis of contexts or formats of 

argumentative discussion amounts to seeing them as (deliberately or, more often than not, 

unreflectively and conventionally) constructed models for communication consisting of a 

number of features which afford or constrain certain forms of argumentative behaviour. 

Such ‘design features,’ i.e., functionalities built into a given design, influence ‘among 

other matters, the way people take turns, the identities people are willing to display, the 

commitments to be invoked, the direction in which speech act sequences are expanded, 

[and] the means to repair coherence and coordination’ (Aakhus & Jackson, 2005: 414).  

 Jackson, Jacobs and Aakhus propose that virtually every format for argumentative 

discussion can be studied as an argumentation design: third-party dispute mediation, 

classroom instruction, group decision-making, etc. (Aakhus, 2002a, 2003; Jackson, 2002; 

Jackson & Wolski, 2001; Jacobs & Aakhus, 2002a, 2002b). Analysis of such well-

established discussion formats, however, is not at the core of a ‘design enterprise’: 

empirical study is in fact motivated by the idea of ‘seeing designs as contingent and 

malleable, rather than as a fixed set of constraints on practice’ (Aakhus & Jackson, 2005: 

415). That is why the research interest of Jackson and Aakhus has been focused on the 

computer-mediated formats of argumentation made possible by new Information and 

Communication Technologies. These new technologies, thanks to the relative easiness of 

                                                            
1 This is to say that their path to analysing actual argumentative contexts (with the view on a normative 
theory) is opposite to Walton and Krabbe’s, who start from a theoretical and normative stance and then seek 
to apply their concepts in ‘typical conversational settings.’ 
2 Even though they acknowledge the possibility of formulating some other ideal models of argumentation. 
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implementing new communicative features through programming, allow to put into 

practice the idea that the design enterprise ‘is a form of intervention oriented toward 

invention’ (Aakhus & Jackson, 2005: 418; italics original).   

 A consistent integration of empirical research and critical evaluation of 

argumentation formats followed by intervention aimed at improving practice is proposed 

by Jackson in the general ‘design methodology’ (1998, 2002). This methodology consists 

of four basic steps: 1) ‘an empirical examination of discourse practices,’ aimed at revealing 

some recurrent patterns of argumentative discourse by means of careful, qualitative 

analyses of situated practices (see: van Eemeren et al., 1993; Jackson, 1986); 2) ‘a critical 

analysis based on comparison of practices with an ideal model’; as already mentioned, 

Jackson and colleagues employ as the ideal the model for a critical discussion, in which 

‘arguers engage in full, free, and impersonal exploration of potential disagreement without 

limitations on either total talk time or rights to speak’ and where ‘contestability of every 

proposition is fundamental’ (Jackson, 2002: 110); 3) ‘a specification of designable 

features,’ that is, the search for these sources of impediments to the realisation of the ideal 

that can be possibly singled out and altered in the discussion format under investigation. 

For example, in the protocols for teaching and learning such potentially designable 

impediments include ‘finite talk time, unequally distributed speaking rights, unequally 

distributed authority, identity-relevance of speech, and so on’ (Jackson, 2002: 110); 4) ‘a 

proposed redesign, and examination of the change in practice that follows from the 

implementation of the design’; this is the crucial act of inventing new formats for 

argumentation, in which the design enterprise is accomplished. Examples of newly 

designed improvements to traditional discourse practices include online protocols for 

teaching and learning devised and implemented by Jackson (2002; Jackson & Wolski, 

2001) and ‘virtual dialectic’ aimed at facilitating learning from experience by students 

involved in workplace internships developed by Aakhus (Aakhus & Jackson, 2005).   

The goal of applying such elaborate ‘design methodology’ is to narrow the gap 

between the ideal argumentation envisaged in the model of a critical discussion and the 

way argumentation is conducted in reality. In less-than-ideal conditions of ordinary 

discourse characterised, for instance, by ‘finite talk time, unequally distributed speaking 

rights’ and, very often, by the norm of ‘conflict avoidance,’ it is hardly possible to simply 

implement and exercise ideally critical forms of argumentation. Instead, one can ‘search 

for ways to eliminate, compensate for, or work around design features that promote bad 

practices, and to inject or emulate design features that promote good practices’ (Jackson, 
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2002: 110). For example, conflict avoidance can be limited if features stimulating open 

expression of doubt and disagreement (such as an automated antagonist in an online 

learning protocol) are built into the new design.  

It should be clear from this description that the theoretical framework propounded 

by Jackson, Jacobs & Aakhus requires that a successful new design fulfils two general 

criteria: first, it should enhance the opportunities for critical and reasonable argumentation 

as pictured in the model of an ideal critical discussion; second, it should be practically 

applicable in that it should catch on with actual arguers who can, of course, accept or reject 

any new form of communication. If the whole design procedure is properly implemented, 

in the end, less-than-rational formats of communication are replaced by improved new 

designs, in which argumentation can better approach the rational ideal.  

 In this sense, a design enterprise combines both descriptive and normative insights 

in the study of different contexts for holding argumentative distinction:  

Within a design enterprise, models must be both descriptive and normative, which is to say that they 

are accountable on the one hand to values and ideals and on the other hand to actual practices and 

circumstances. Though a design enterprise is distinct from descriptive and critical enterprises, it 

depends on the same resources as these other enterprises and is accountable to many of the same 

standards. Design involves interpreting and judging the communicative possibilities in any setting 

and inventing actions or means to bring to life forms of action latent but yet unrealized. (Aakhus & 

Jackson, 2005: 420) 

Such an account of models (or designs) of argumentation may resemble Walton’s idea that 

the concept of a dialogue type should combine some ideal of normativety with a 

descriptive value, so that the dialogue types are primarily prescriptive models which, at the 

same time, can ‘fit the typical conversational settings’ (Walton, 1998: 29). This is, 

however, only a seeming resemblance. In fact, Jackson, Jacobs and Aakhus are well aware 

of the difference between ‘exogenous dialogue ideals for judging the reasonableness of a 

particular move in a discussion’ and ‘artifacts people use to take communicative action and 

to construct communicative activities as argumentation’ (Aakhus, 2002a: 133; see also 

Jackson, 1989). Only having clearly distinguished these two ways of approaching 

argumentative models, they see a practical need of joining them in a comprehensive 

research project aimed at improvements of practice with a view towards a clearly specified 
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ideal. And this is very different from assigning, in the first place, an unclear theoretical 

status to models of argumentation, as Walton seems to be doing.3  

 

3.2 Argumentation designs in computer-mediated argumentation  

 

It has been repeatedly stressed by Jackson and Aakhus that it is the new Information and 

Communication Technologies that have offered ‘massively expanded opportunities for 

deliberate design’ and thus precipitated the ‘explosion of interest in the structure, 

organization, and conditioning of discourse’ (Aakhus & Jackson, 2005: 411). Among the 

technologies studied by them are, first of all, specialized computer-mediated formats of 

argumentative discussions, such as Group Decision Support Systems (Aakhus 1999, 2000, 

2002a; de Moor & Aakhus, 2006), but also, importantly, casual asynchronous online 

discussion fora (Jackson, 1998; Aakhus, 2002b), asynchronous e-mail discussion lists 

(Aakhus & Rumsey, 2010), and synchronous chats (Weger & Aakhus, 2003). Therefore, 

their research has not only theoretical, but also empirical significance to the study of online 

discussion fora.  

In his analyses of Group Decision Support Systems, Aakhus distinguishes between 

three discrete argumentation designs: ‘issue-networking,’ ‘funneling,’ and ‘reputation’ 

(Aakhus, 1999, 2000, 2002a; de Moor & Aakhus, 2006). These three kinds of computer-

mediated procedures structure argumentation by constraining or affording specific 

argumentative roles, sequential rules, forms of discussion turns, and acceptable ways of 

concluding discussion. Such a procedural ‘orchestration’ of design is meant to facilitate the 

realisation of the main purpose of each of these activities thanks to a ‘systemic rationality’ 

that underlies each of the activities, that is, thanks to a deeper rationale that reveals a 

certain hypothesis of what counts as effective argumentation in this given activity.  

 Table 3.1 contains a brief characterisation of the three argumentation designs 

defined through the parameters of purpose, orchestration and systemic rationality. ‘Issue-

networking,’ ‘funneling,’ and ‘reputation’ are three different ways of crafting support for a 

collective decision-making. Yet, they share some important features with open online 

forums for informal political discussion. This is especially the case with ‘issue 

networking.’ As Aakhus notes (see table 3.1), the purpose of this design is ‘to optimize the 
                                                            
3 Aakhus, describing ‘groupware’ products, that is, various types of computer software created to facilitate 
group decision-making, characterises the difference quite explicitly: ‘Groupware is not a dialogue game in 
Walton’s sense but the materials and practical theory for reconstructing the context of a dispute or decision 
into various forms of argumentative activity’ (1999: 2). 
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clash of claims so that lines of argumentation unfold to reveal areas of agreement and 

disagreement, unarticulated issues, and relevant relationships among issues’ (2002a: 125). 

To do that, arguers have at their disposal three general kinds of discussion turns: they can 

pose a question (‘problem,’ ‘issue’), provide answers that constitute possible solutions to 

resolve the problem in question (‘idea,’ ‘claim,’ ‘argument’4), and give arguments 

(‘reasons’) pro and contra each of the ideas. Arguers are free to generate as many 

standpoints (‘ideas’) relevant to the issue as they can. Similarly, every idea can be 

unlimitedly argued for or against. In this way, arguers create a network of interrelated 

issues, standpoints and arguments. This network is organised into discussion threads tied to 

a given issue, and developing along the lines of arguments pro and contra proposed ideas 

(standpoints).  

 
Table 3.1 Three different computer-mediated argumentation designs (de Moor & Aakhus, 2006: 97) 

 

  

The openness in advancing any standpoints relevant to the issue in question and in 

expanding discussion on these standpoints in a clash of arguments, has lead Aakhus to 

consider issue networking as a procedure embodying some of the ideals of a critical 

discussion, namely those related to the uninhibited critical testing of opinions: 

                                                            
4 Which, in pragma-dialectical theory, can be taken as a standpoint.  
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The tools emphasize opening up lines of argumentation as opposed to closing or limiting lines of 

argumentation. The tools maximize opportunities for participants to develop issues and scrutinize 

the claims of others. Exploration of the disagreement space is not limited since all claims can be 

challenged, the clash of claims is open to the scrutiny of the participants, and any participant can 

contribute to the development of a line of argument. (Aakhus, 2002a: 126)  

  Aakhus argues, however, that unrestricted freedom in developing lines of 

argument—indeed crucial to a critical resolution of a difference of opinion—if not 

properly regulated, may lead to serious problems with relevance of the unfolding 

argumentation: ‘issue-networking tools provide categories and procedures for treating 

discussion as a clash of claims but no categories and procedures to draw participant 

attention to sources of micro-level digression and macro-level drift in the development of 

the issue network’ (Aakhus, 2002a: 127). In other words, instead of facilitating a creation 

of a network of ‘exhausting lines of argument around the issue’ (Aakhus, 2002a: 126) the 

tools of issue-networking may lead to a development of a chaotic web of irrelevant lines of 

digressive argumentation. Of course, active interventions of discussion moderators can be 

of help in this respect, but, firstly, in each case this is just an ad hoc, rather than systematic, 

solution to a problem of irrelevance and, secondly, human moderators—as observed by 

Jackson (1998: 193)—‘eliminate the problem [of the quality of arguments] by eliminating 

openness.’ Such obvious trade-offs make it very difficult for actual argumentation 

procedures within the ‘issue-networking’ designs to match the ideal procedural criteria of 

reasonableness embodied in the model for a critical discussion.  

Important to this study is also how Aakhus conceptualizes the difference between 

issue-networking and reputation model (1999, 2002a). According to him, every design 

contains some kind of a deeper hypothesis of how argumentation works and ought to work. 

In the case of issue-networking, the technical decision to separate arguments for and 

against solutions to given problems from their authors (by allowing them to be fully 

anonymous) presupposes that these problems should be resolved solely on the merits of the 

proposals (as perceived by the majority of discussants), rather than on the basis of personal 

skills or interests of concrete arguers. This is in sharp contrast to the reputation model (see 

table 3.1) in which every author is identifiably committed to his proposals and arguments, 

and thus has a personal stake in the outcome of the entire process of argumentation, a stake 

which is publicly accountable. In the long run, such argumentative practice leads to 

reputation-building (provided that the outcomes of advocated decisions live up to their 

promise). This design presupposes that individual expertise and explicit advocacy may be 
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more efficient in solving problems than a choice from an impersonal pool of proposals 

based on a majority-rule voting.  

‘Issue-networking’ and ‘reputation’ are two distinct types of computer-mediated 

discussions designed for the purpose of facilitating group decision-making. In this basic 

sense they differ considerably from the informal political online discussions which, in the 

first place, are not tools for decision-making (in any direct and explicit sense) and, 

consequently, do not have many of the precise design features of ‘issue-networking,’ 

‘reputation,’ or ‘funelling,’ such as labelling of the messages into various categories. 

Nevertheless, there are also some noteworthy similarities: the extensive openness of ‘issue-

networking’ discussions which allows to ‘optimize the clash of claims’ but also leads to 

certain problems of orderliness of disputes, as well as some aspects of ‘reputation’ 

dialogues are all features also characteristic of the casual online discussions studied in this 

dissertation. 

 

3.3 Informal Internet discussions as argumentation designs 

 

Apart from the general theoretical reflection on the issue of argumentation design, and the 

practical task of methodically examining and developing some specialised designs for 

argumentation, Jackson and Aakhus also analysed some of the commonly used computer-

mediated discussion formats. These analyses are more directly pertinent to the empirical 

investigations of this study, as they point to some important argumentative qualities of 

casual online discussions.  

Unfortunately, the most detailed study of such discussions takes into scrutiny a 

format different than online forums, namely, synchronous chat rooms, where online users 

exchange short messages in real-time. Weger and Aakhus (2003) set out to critically 

analyse the recurrent argumentative patterns exhibited in actual discussions on public 

issues in relation to the technological features of the design of chat rooms offered by 

America Online. In agreement with the general method depicted above, they see the 

troublesome patterns of argumentation as fundamentally influenced by the critical 

deficiencies of the technical affordances of Internet chat rooms: 

New media become accessible to argumentation criticism in the way the design of these affordances 

facilitate or inhibit ideal forms of argumentation. For example, in the present study we see how the 

design of the chat room contributes to the apparently incoherent and ad hominem quality of the 

argumentation. The quality of the argumentation in Internet chat is due in part to continuous 
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scrolling transcripts, contribution limits, and unidentified participants. Regardless of participants’ 

innate abilities or initial motivations for participating in chat room discussions, the affordances of 

the medium influence participants’ capacity to realize critical discussion in their deliberations. 

(Weger & Aakhus, 2003: 34; italics original)        

Even though Weger and Aakhus do not conceive of the influence of technology on 

argumentative practice as a simple one-way determination, but rather as a ‘reflexive 

relationship’ (2003: 24), they still conclude that argument practices in computer-mediated 

environments can be best seen as ‘adaptations to the technological setting that result from 

participants making do with the resources available to them for deliberating at a distance’ 

(2003: 34). Importantly, in chat rooms participants may be inclined to engage in a form of 

dialogue which is decidedly argumentative, yet does not revolve around the search for 

solutions to disagreements, but rather around ‘being provocative and engaging’ (Weger & 

Aakhus, 2003: 35). Weger and Aakhus call this dialogue ‘wit-testing’ and take it to be 

characterised by ‘hit and run strategies of argumentation,’ which may be interpreted as 

strategies of severe criticism of other opinions (‘hit’) coupled with evasion of burden of 

proof regarding one’s own opinions (‘run’).  

 Weger and Aakhus’ empirical observations reveal the important link between the 

features of actual argumentation and the technological conditions of chat rooms. Yet, these 

researchers do not stop at that and engage in a theoretical speculation over ‘whether these 

forms of argumentative activity are grounded in variations on critical discussion or whether 

such forms of argumentative activity orient toward different models of argumentation 

altogether’ (2003: 35). These ‘different models of argumentation’ are considered in 

Walton’s terms—in particular, ‘wit-testing’ is regarded as a benign form of a quarrel (or 

eristic dialogue)—hence all the caveats against Walton’s approach can by extension be 

applied here. Even if Weger and Aakhus correctly suggest that studying conditions of 

design from the perspective of the ideal model of a critical discussion is different from 

studying actual patterns of argumentation performed under these conditions,5 the addition 

of the third category of ‘argumentation models,’ such as wit-testing, lying somewhere 

between actual technical designs (Internet chat room discussion) and ideal models (critical 

discussion), seems to be redundant for an argumentation analyst – including an analyst 

applying the general ‘design methodology.’ Why simply not take the activity of chat rooms 

as an empirical ‘model’ and describe the model in terms of technologically conditioned 

                                                            
5 A distinction hardly possible in Walton’s framework where analysis of types of dialogue and actual 
discourse is merged together. 
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and culturally developed practices of argumentation, which exhibit certain regular 

patterns? Further, if one is aiming at argumentation critique, these patterns can be critically 

evaluated from the perspective of an ideal model for testing standpoints and arguments, 

rather than testing wits. Interestingly, this is exactly what Jackson and Aakhus do when 

they study asynchronous online discussion forums. Their analyses, however, are less 

precise than Weger and Aakhus’ and focus only on a few selected features of the forum 

designs illustrated by two short exhibits of Usenet discussions over UFO sightings 

(Jackson) and an episode of an online discussion on a forum set up by a TV station and 

regarding a news story presenting dangers of mobile telephony (Aakhus). 

Jackson (1998) starts from the assumption that despite their simple structure, not 

nearly as sophisticated as some of the discussion-facilitating tools described by Aakhus 

(see above), and enormous popularity, which may make them seem ‘natural’ rather than 

conceived (designed), online discussion forums should be considered as designs which 

condition argumentation in some peculiar ways. As she contends, ‘an online discussion is 

not just an electronic conversation but a form of discourse with its own distinctive design 

features and its own distinctive interactional difficulties’ (Jackson, 1998: 192). In her 

attempt to demonstrate  the influence of the design features of online discussions on the 

quality of argumentation, Jackson briefly examines three such ‘interactional difficulties’: 

(1) the lack of clear argumentative structure developing in the course of discussion; (2) ‘the 

receptivity to abusive content’; and (3) ‘the lack of differentiation between important and 

inconsequential objections’ (Jackson, 1998: 192).  

In line with the basic principles of the ‘design stance’ in the study of 

argumentation, Jackson uses the analysis of such difficulties as a basis for proposing to 

introduce to the format of the discussions some innovations which have the potential of 

improving the quality of argumentation. To this end, she diagnoses as the source of the 

first difficulty ‘the imposition of a simple sequential ordering on an asynchronously 

produced text’ (1998: 192). A remedy to this problem that she proposes is a replacement of 

the system of a chronological organisation of discussions by a hierarchical structure in 

which developing arguments would have their exact place depending on their pertinence to 

the central standpoint at issue. As she argues: 

[…] if the purpose of the discussion is either to come to a resolution of disagreement or to refine 

participants’ thinking through critical engagement, it does not matter who said what but only how 

each proposition figures in an overall case for or against some proposition. (Jackson, 1998: 192) 
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Designing a system in which arguers would have to precisely place their arguments and 

criticisms in the structure of a developing case, rather than time-wise, seems like a simple 

technical solution to difficulty (1). Jackson admits, though, that difficulties (2) and (3) are 

much less easy to cope with. This is because they can be seen as symptoms of a general 

trade-off between openness and quality in real-life argumentation.6 Jackson argues that this 

possible trade-off may lead to a tension whenever actual arguers want to implement the 

norms for an ideal critical discussion under less than ideal conditions: on the one hand, as 

the ideal model stipulates, ‘every participant in a discussion must have full and free 

opportunity to raise objections’ but, on the other hand, ‘every participant must stand ready 

to defend any statement in his or her commitment set’ (1998: 189). The conditions under 

which argumentation takes place in online public discussions may, according to Jackson, 

exacerbate this tension:  

The unrestricted openness of public discussion on the web presents a challenge to argumentation 

theory, to find a balance between a commitment to ‘first-order conditions’ for critical discussion 

such as the unrestricted right to raise questions and make claims, and a basic practical recognition 

that the exercise of this right by very many people produces discourse that is essentially unexamined 

and unproductive. Letting everyone ‘have their say’ means accepting and archiving false assertions, 

irrelevant objections, repetitions, blatant abuses such as argument ad hominem, and other 

argumentative missteps. (Jackson, 1998: 190) 

Following Jackson’s reasoning, one may argue that, characteristically, participants to 

anonymous, open, and open-ended online discussions may find it much easier to exercise 

the right to criticise opinions of others than to follow the obligation to the defend one’s 

own position. In short, it is easy to raise objections, but it is also easy to evade 

commitments. Moreover, because their performance is not clearly regulated, both 

objections and arguments are prone to various forms of fallacies, notably the fallacy of 

irrelevance. To solve this unwelcome situation, Jackson proposes an introduction of an 

‘automated interlocutor’ which would ask discussants basic questions about the relevance 

of their arguments before they get published online (Jackson, 1998: 193).   

Regardless of the practical applicability of Jackson’s solutions to the problems of 

online argumentation, the very recognition of the problems reveals some important 

argumentative qualities of online discussion forums. Most importantly, they may be 

                                                            
6 Jacobs (2003) analyzes the tension that may arise in argumentative discussions between ‘freedom of 
participation’ (that is, access to forums of public argumentation) and ‘freedom of inquiry’ (that is, 
opportunity to involve in argumentation of high epistemic value). 
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plagued by ‘inconsequential objections’ – argumentative moves which bear only a seeming 

semblance to valuable critical reactions aimed at testing opinions.     

A similar normative stance is taken by Aakhus, who, as noted above, sees online 

discussions (both synchronous and asynchronous) are permeated by arguer’s ‘dumping’ 

opinions and objections and ‘running’ away from defending their position to proposing 

another (unrelated) opinion or objection (Aakhus, 2002b: 148). His general assessment of 

online discussions relative to the ideal standard is thus very critical:    

If a technological intervention were designed to promote a critical discussion then the procedures 

available to participants to construct a dialogue would help participants determine the points at 

issue, recognize the positions that parties adopt, identify explicit/implicit arguments, analyze the 

argumentative structure, solicit evidence, reasoning, and counterarguments in the ongoing discourse. 

  These pragma-dialectical qualities are not evident in this case. (Aakhus, 2002b: 148)     

 A different, decidedly descriptive approach to getting at design features is taken in 

a recent study of conflict in online support group for cancer victims. Aakhus and Rumsey 

(2010) move from analysing mainly, or even exclusively, technological determinations of 

online discourse towards a more comprehensive view in which the focus of attention shifts 

to ‘interactional norms’ that develop in online communities. In other words, they move 

from approaching designs as sets of fixed conditions surrounding interactions and provided 

by the designers of technology, to analysing them as dynamic, emergent entities created by 

the discussants themselves through interaction: 

Communication design happens as participants jointly coordinate their interaction in making 

contributions and, intentionally or not, craft a particular kind of communication (and avoid other 

kinds) with each other […] (Aakhus & Rumsey, 2010: 68)      

What is important in Aakhus and Rumsey’s study—otherwise dealing with a different 

technology (e-mailing list) in a different domain (medical communication) from these 

examined in this dissertation—is an analysis of how implicit norms of interaction are made 

objects of discussion through argumentative meta-communication. Since interactional 

norms can be understood ‘both in the sense of patterns of communication and normative 

preferences for interaction’ (Aakhus & Rumsey, 2010: 80), they make up another source of 

constraints on how arguments and criticisms can be performed in online discussion groups. 

Therefore, their analysis allows for a more comprehensive appreciation of the contextual 

conditions of online discussions.    
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In conclusion, when assessed against the three criteria set in section 2.1, Jackson, Jacobs 

and Aakhus’ approach to the study of contexts of argumentation fares better than Walton’s 

theoretically and methodologically unclear as well as empirically deficient position. 

Nevertheless, with some reservations, their approach fulfils only two out of the three 

criteria proposed above. Therefore, it is still not the theory that is needed for a thorough 

and systematic examination of the actual conditions of online political discussion forums. 

 Firstly, their general ‘design methodology’ clearly distinguishes between the 

normative and the descriptive models of argumentative discussion, therefore both the 

‘critical’ and the ‘descriptive’ element in the design enterprise seem theoretically well-

justified and consistent. At the same time, in some of their studies Jacobs and Aakhus 

speak of argumentation designs not as being descriptive models analysed from a normative 

perspective but rather as ‘something in between,’ that is, a new category of models which 

are amenable to ‘neither naïve nor critical reconstruction’ (Aakhus, 2003; Jacobs & 

Aakhus, 2002a, 2002b). In this sense, as mentioned above, these models, such as ‘wit-

testing,’ ‘bargaining’ or ‘therapeutic discussion’ approximate Walton’s dialogue types, and 

thus considerably obscure the theoretical picture.7      

 Secondly—in contrast to Walton—Jackson, Jacobs and Aakhus start from a 

decidedly empirical perspective. Because of that their approach is well-grounded in the 

study of actual situated discourse. Their method of analysis, however, is deeply embedded 

in the tradition of speech act theory and conversation analysis and thus does not fully cover 

everything what an all-out argumentative method of analysing discourse would include: 

the tools to grasp the global structure of argumentation, to reconstruct detailed argument 

schemes and, most importantly, to distinguish between and closely analyse various kinds 

of critical reactions actually performed seem to missing.      

 Thirdly, the weightiest caveat from the perspective of the goals of this study is that 

Jackson, Jacobs and Aakhus’s conception is primarily geared toward practical intervention. 

Their interest in online discussions is premised on the assumption that ‘new 

communication contexts often present dilemmas for which theoretically informed solutions 

are needed’ (Jackson, 1998: 192). Such an intervention-based approach, fruitful in 

revealing some vital features of online argumentation from the perspective of their 

designability, is not, however, fully parsimonious in the task of a detailed analysis of the 
                                                            
7 Jacobs and Aakhus (2002b), distinguish ‘three models of rationality’ that can be realised within the 
institutional practice of third-party mediation: critical discussion, bargaining, and therapeutic discussion. This 
approach closely resembles Walton’s concept of dialogue types, even if it is clear in Jacobs and Aakhus’ case 
that the models are described as certain empirically grounded entities (including critical discussion!). 
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argumentative qualities of online discussion formats ‘as they are.’ This is, in the first place, 

because the assumption of the malleability of argumentation designs, especially those 

existing in computer-mediated environment, is not completely justified. Some contexts of 

online argumentation, such as Usenet or Web-forum discussions, have gained enormous 

popularity the way they are designed, and thus have become well established in the present 

communicative milieu. Proposals to (sometimes radically) re-design them seem thus as 

sheer speculations, rather than genuine attempts to effectively introduce changes. 

Moreover, the drive to come up with innovations may blind analysts to certain important 

characteristics of online context. Take, for instance, Jackson’s idea that simple turn-based 

organisation of discussions in the Usenet should be abandoned in place of a case-based 

structure, which would have the capacity of rendering the development of pro and contra 

argumentation in a more transparent and relevant way. This innovation is based on the 

presumption that in a critical argumentative discussion ‘it does not matter who said what’ 

(Jackson, 1998: 193). Such an idea, apart from being theoretically contestable, misses an 

important point of online discussions: their popularity seems to be strongly motivated by a 

contentious dynamics in which (pseudonymous) identities do play role.8 An attempt to 

forsake this quality for some putative critical gains seems rather suspicious.  

 

                                                            
8 Online identity and reputation are certainly an important motivation behind some of the discussions, 
especially in established groups where participants get to know each other well (see, e.g., Smith & Kollock 
(Eds.), 1999). (Interestingly, the case adduced by Jackson herself contains a peculiar argument from authority 
in which expertise of ‘a frequent poster’ is brought to bear). Yet, revealing of one’s identity is often just an 
option, but not a requirement, as it can be avoided by remaining purely anonymous (some discussion forums 
allow to log in and contribute as an ‘anonymous’ or a ‘guest’). In this sense, online discussion forums may 
combine some of the features of the ‘issue-networking’ and ‘reputation’ models discussed above.   
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 Chapter 4 
  

Argumentative activity types in the pragma-dialectical 

theory of argumentation 
 

 

 

 

4.1 Deepening the analysis of contextualised argumentation 

 

The goal of this chapter is to complete the critical investigation of the theoretical 

approaches to the study of contextualised argumentation. To this end, I examine the 

conception of argumentative activity types in the pragma-dialectical theory of 

argumentation. By judging the merits of the pragma-dialectical approach in comparison 

with the two approaches discussed in the previous chapters, I will provide an answer to the 

theoretical question of the dissertation: which approach to studying argumentation in 

context can best serve as a framework for analysis and evaluation of everyday 

argumentation taking place in the context of online political forum discussions? 

 Each of the two approaches to analysing contexts of argumentative discussions 

presented above can be shortly characterised by a distinctive line of development. On the 

one hand, Walton and Krabbe start from a normative theorising about various ‘systems of 

dialogue rules’ and then seek to integrate it with the descriptive study of ‘conventionalized 

conversational settings’ in their conception of dialogue types. On the other hand, Jackson, 

Jacobs and Aakhus’ approach is rooted in pragmatic discourse analysis which is later 

enhanced by normative concerns (‘normative pragmatics’) and oriented towards practical 

‘engineering’ of different argumentation designs. Thus, in their own, opposite ways, both 

these approaches take the important step towards assimilating the normative and 

descriptive perspectives to the study of argumentation in context. 

For pragma-dialectics, the integration of the normative and the descriptive is not a 

result achieved later in the process of a reasoned development of a theory, but rather the 

very point of departure. The normative aspect of the theory rests on its dialectical basis, 

while the descriptive aspect lies in its pragmatic orientation (further refined by an 

incorporation of rhetorical considerations). This systematic combination allows pragma-
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dialectics to be a comprehensive theory created with the goal of analysing and evaluating 

ordinary argumentative discussions, such as these held on Internet forums. 

 In order to fully examine the theoretical concepts of pragma-dialectics and its 

methodological tools useful in analysing online discussions, similarly to the approaches 

discussed above, I start from presenting the main conceptual underpinnings of pragma-

dialectics (section 4.2); then I discuss the pragma-dialectical take on the contextuality of 

argumentation, based on the concept of argumentative activity types (section 4.3); finally, I 

assess the pragma-dialectical approach by applying the criteria of (theoretical) efficacy, 

(empirical) well-groundedness, and (methodological) parsimony (section 4.4). 

 

4.2 Using the ideal model of a critical discussion 

 

The normative edge of pragma-dialectics finds its philosophical justification, in the first 

place, in the critical rationalism propounded by Popper and Albert (van Eemeren & 

Grootendorst, 1988). Pragma-dialectics adopts the basic principle of Popper’s 

falsificationism: rationality of theses is measured in an ongoing exchange of ‘conjectures 

and refutations,’ rather than in a finite process of justification through unshakeable facts 

and proofs. In other words, rational theses (or opinions) are those that are in principle 

disputable and falsifiable, but endure attempts at being refuted in a regulated procedure of 

critical testing. Necessary in pursuing reasonableness is thus securing the best possible 

conditions for externalising criticisms and thoroughly testing the tenability of disputed 

opinions. 

Van Eemeren and Grootendorst embodied this general philosophical ideal in terms 

of argumentation theory in the normative model of an ideal critical discussion (1984, 

1992a, 2004). A critical discussion is a rule-governed dialectical procedure aimed at 

resolving differences of opinion on the merit by critical testing of standpoints advanced. 

The basic assumption of the model is that argumentation is meaningfully advanced only in 

response to (actual, potential, or merely anticipated) doubt regarding a certain standpoint. 

The point of departure for a critical discussion is thus an externalisation of a difference of 

opinion (in the ‘confrontation stage’) which can be subsequently resolved if those in 

disagreement set to do so and decide on their roles and common starting points for 

discussion (in the ‘opening stage’). The rules of the model clearly specify the rights and 

obligations of both parties to a discussion: the protagonist and the antagonist. In the central 

stage of a critical discussion—the ‘argumentation stage’—it is the protagonist who argues 
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for, or against, a certain standpoint, while the antagonist acts as a pure critic, who does not 

assume any positive or negative position, but solely casts doubt on protagonist’s 

argumentation. According to critical standards of reasonableness, in a critical discussion 

the acceptability of standpoints is tested in terms of the degree to which the protagonist’s 

argumentation supporting a given standpoint addresses all relevant criticisms by the 

antagonist. If the protagonist is able to successfully deal with all the critical reactions, then 

the difference of opinion is resolved (in the ‘concluding stage’) in his favour and his 

standpoint holds.1 If he fails to do so, it is the antagonist who can claim the victory, that is, 

uphold his doubt concerning the standpoint.2    

This concise presentation should suffice to understand why the ideal argumentative 

discussion developed in pragma-dialectics is ‘critical’ – it is a conceptual model meant to 

stipulate the process of a reasonable resolution of differences of opinion in a way which 

optimises the testing of standpoints and arguments by optimising the possibilities for 

critical reactions. As van Eemeren and Grootendorst put it:   

Critical reactions and argumentation play a crucial role in the resolution of a dispute. To really 

resolve a dispute, the points that are being disputed have to be made the issue of a critical discussion 

that is aimed at reaching agreement about the acceptability or unacceptability of the standpoints at 

issue by finding out whether or not they can be adequately defended by means of argumentation 

against doubt or criticism. (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992a: 34)  

In short, pragma-dialectics, in its normative functional approach, makes it clear that every 

argumentation is a means of overcoming doubt or criticism. 

 It is worth stressing that the model of a critical discussion is developed as a 

regulative ideal, rather than as a descriptive model: the model defines a perfectly 

reasonable procedure of dialectical argumentation under optimal conditions, aimed 

exclusively at resolving differences of opinion on the merits. Therefore, it is not meant to 

reflect the norms of some actual (even privileged) contexts for holding argumentative 

discussion.3 Apart from the basic fact that a critical discussion is a theoretical construction 

unknown to ordinary arguers, there are at least two factors which lead to complications in 

implementing in reality the ideal forms of argumentation stipulated in a critical discussion: 
                                                            
1 Although only tentatively, as the standpoint can always be subjected to further critical testing in another 
critical discussion. 
2 Which is different from claiming that the opposite standpoint holds. 
3 Even though ordinary arguers can, and indeed do, recognise and accept norms embodied in the model of a 
critical discussion. This means that the norms of a critical discussion created as problem-valid, have the 
intersubjective validity and may also acquire the conventional validity. For an empirical study of this relation 
see van Eemeren, Garssen & Meuffels, 2009.  
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1) discussants—whether deliberately or inadvertently—may violate the rules of the ideal 

procedure; such violations amount to making foul argumentative moves traditionally 

conceptualised as fallacies; 2) actual contexts of argumentation fulfil to a limited degree 

the ideal conditions, either those stipulated in the very rules of a critical discussion (first-

order conditions) or those presupposed by the model for actual discussions to succeed in 

resolving differences of opinion (higher-order conditions).4  

 The ideal status of a critical discussion reflects the idea that its function is, first and 

foremost, normative. Having a precisely formulated model allows argumentation critics to: 

1) systematically detect departures from the ideal in ordinary argumentative discourse and 

analyse these departures as fallacies (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1987, 1992a); 2) to 

grasp in a consistent manner various deficiencies of actual contexts of argumentative 

discussions and critique them as inefficient procedures for dialectical resolution of 

conflicts (van Eemeren, Grootendorst, Jackson & Jacobs, 1993).5 

 The applicability of the model of a critical discussion to analysis and evaluation of 

real-life cases of argumentative discourse is significantly enhanced thanks to the rules of 

the model being formulated in the terminology of linguistic pragmatics, i.e., in terms of 

rights and obligations pertaining to the performance of conventionally recognisable speech 

acts (Austin, 1975 [1962]; Searle, 1969).6 The procedure for a critical discussion is thus 

composed of various types of speech acts used by arguers in daily verbal communication: 

advancing a standpoint, accepting or not accepting a standpoint (confrontation stage), 

challenging the protagonist to defend a standpoint, agreeing on some starting points 

(opening stage), arguing, casting doubt on arguments, counter-arguing (argumentation 

stage), requesting for clarification, defining (all the stages), agreeing on the outcome 

                                                            
4 The most recent formulation of the 15 rules for a critical discussion in a speech act terminology can be 
found in: van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004: Ch. 6. Their abridged version as ‘10 commandments’ 
instrumental in detecting fallacies is updated in: van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004: Ch. 8. The second- and 
third-order conditions for argumentative discourse are discussed in van Eemeren, Grootendorst, Jackson & 
Jacobs (1993: 30-34). The second-order conditions pertain to the attitudes and predispositions of the arguers; 
notably, for an ideally reasonable argumentation to proceed the arguers have to be resolution-minded, that is, 
they need to be ready to accept the resolution of a difference of opinion reached on the sole basis of the force 
of better argument, even if that implies admitting being wrong. The third-order conditions refer to the socio-
political surroundings of argumentative discourse; ideally, arguers are peers openly defending or criticising 
all kinds of issues in a pluralistic environment free of hierarchical dependencies and ideological bias. 
Moreover, in the case of political disputes, they have equal and unlimited access to forums of public debate 
and deliberation.  
5 The possibility of the pragma-dialectical model to serve as a basis for a critique of contexts has been, as 
described above, taken up especially by Jackson, Jacobs and Aakhus. 
6 Thanks to this pragmatic aspect, the pragma-dialectical model departs from the conceptualisation of 
argumentative discussions as formal dialectical games, whose rules are defined in terms of symbolised 
exchanges of logical propositions (cf. Barth & Krabbe, 1982; Hamblin, 1970; Walton, 1984).  
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(concluding stage), etc. In particular, argumentation itself is given a precise definition as a 

speech act complex with special conditions for a felicitous performance (van Eemeren & 

Grootendorst, 1982, 1984). The pragmatic element of a critical discussion facilitates the 

usefulness of the model for heuristic purposes. Similarly to the normative role, the model 

can serve a heuristic function in two distinctive (even if interrelated) ways. 

 Firstly, it enables a principled process of argumentative reconstruction in which the 

analysis of discourse is limited to and focused on the study of analytically relevant 

argumentative moves (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992b, 2004: Ch. 4). Analytically 

relevant moves are those speech acts that may (at least potentially) play a role in the 

process of resolving a difference of opinion. Therefore, from all speech acts performed in a 

given piece of discourse those with a potential argumentative function (including those 

which are finally found to be hindrances to the process of a resolution) are selected as 

relevant objects of close argumentative analysis. Such a process is by no means 

mechanical, as it requires detailed, qualitative examination of contextualised discourse, in 

which complex issues of indirectness, implicitness, and multi-functionality of language-in-

use have to be taken into account (van Eemeren et al., 1993).  

Secondly, a critical discussion—the ideal context for argumentative discussions—

allows to approach a great variety of actual contexts of communicative activity from the 

perspective of their argumentative functions. Such ordinary contexts of discussion can be, 

as Walton and Krabbe correctly observed, ‘grouped according to various differences and 

resemblances’ (1995: 66) but, as pragma-dialecticians contend, a consistent and systematic 

argumentative analysis and classification of contexts should be undertaken from a clearly 

specified argumentative point of view. A critical discussion, with its specification of the 

dialectical functions of discourse in the four stages of the process of resolving differences 

of opinion, provides the heuristic tools for ‘grouping’ various types of communicative 

activity according to argumentative ‘differences and resemblances.’ Shortly, it provides a 

unified framework for analysing the contextual conditions in many types of everyday 

discourse.     

 

4.3 Strategic manoeuvring in various argumentative activity types  

 

Pragma-dialectics, from the very outset, has considered the pragmatic analysis of the 

details of argumentative discourse as a prerequisite for a well-justified evaluation of 

argumentation. The evaluative (or normative) function can be seen as central to 
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argumentation theory. Disciplines such as logic (both formal and informal) and formal 

dialectics have been predominantly (if not exclusively) focused on developing standards 

for ‘valid’ argumentation, largely in detachment from problems of ordinary language. In 

effect, they are wanting when it comes to providing a cogent method for analysing 

naturally occurring, contextualised discourse (rather than invented individual cases).7 This 

is a rather serious shortcoming if one correctly assumes that the evaluation of 

argumentation is always quite directly dependent on its analysis: the more sophisticated, 

fine-tuned the tools for analysis are, the more accurate, true to life the evaluation can be 

offered. Methodology developed within the tradition of the pragmatic study of language 

use provides many of such useful tools. Pragma-dialectics has always applied pragmatic 

concepts, including these facilitating a context-sensitive approach to ordinary discourse. 

Therefore, it has consistently resorted to ‘deep-background analyses of situation and 

purpose’ in its method of reconstructing argumentative discourse (van Eemeren et al., 

1993: 93).8 In the pragma-dialectical view, without due consideration of contextual 

conditions, many qualities of actual argumentation may remain obscure to an analyst: 

The pragmatic grounding of argumentation in broader conversational activities is quite common. 

Arguments are frequently performed through speech acts other than simple assertives, and the 

argumentative force they have depends on the characteristics of the speech events in which they 

occur. Likewise, the standpoints that get expressed and taken up for argument have their sense and 

relevance established by the purposes of the activity in which they occur. (van Eemeren et al., 1993: 

94) 

In short: sense, force, and relevance of both arguments and standpoints are determined by 

the context of practical activity. This includes indirect and implicit features of 

argumentative discourse, such as unexpressed standpoints and premises, which can be 

properly reconstructed only with the help of a contextualised pragmatic analysis of 

discourse.  

These are all important insights regarding contextual considerations in the study of 

argumentation, but, as pragma-dialecticians have lately proposed, argumentative analysis 

and evaluation of ‘broader conversational activities’ can be further enriched by an 

incorporation of a rhetorical dimension to analyses of actual discussions.  
                                                            
7 In this regard, the approaches within the Informal Logic, as well as theories of Toulmin and Perelman can 
be criticised: ‘By dealing with isolated arguments, and neglecting the pragmatic aspect of the verbal and 
nonverbal context of the speech event in which they occur, as for an alternative to formal logic Toulmin and 
Perelman have less to offer for the study of argumentation than they claim’ (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 
1992a: 4). 
8 Impossible, by the way, in in-principle de-contextualising methods of studying text such as content analysis.   
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The point of departure for the pragma-dialectical interest in the rhetorical aspect of 

discourse is a recognition of a special predicament that ordinary language users face in 

their day-to-day argumentation. On the one hand, every serious argumentation by 

definition involves certain commitment to reasonableness.9 It means that those who 

advance a certain standpoint and argue for it in order to convince critics—rather than to 

win them over by various tricks and stratagems, including manipulation, threat and 

ridicule—make claim to certain standards of reasonableness. These standards, in the 

pragma-dialectical theory, are embodied in the model of a critical discussion whose norms 

exactly prescribe what it means to convince a ‘reasonable critic’ by the force of better 

argument. On the other hand, also by definition, argumentation is meaningfully advanced 

only under conditions of a difference of opinion – and resolving this difference in one’s 

own favour is a goal of every genuine arguer. Taking this element into account means that 

ordinary arguers are most faithfully approached if seen as involved in an agonistic struggle 

in which victory or defeat are at stake, rather than as purely rational minds aimed at a 

disinterested quest for truth. What is at stake in ordinary argumentative discussions is thus 

a skilful reconciliation of one’s desire to win a discussion by getting one’s standpoint 

accepted by the opponent with the public expectation to do it in a reasonable way. These 

two distinct considerations may at times be conflicting, thus putting arguers in a 

predicament.   

In order to grasp this predicament, pragma-dialectics understands ordinary 

argumentation as characteristically shaped by an interplay of two argumentative goals: the 

goal of being reasonable and the goal of being successful (persuasive). Traditionally, the 

study of reasonable argumentative discussions falls into the domain of dialectics, while the 

study of successful persuasiveness belongs to rhetoric. Pragma-dialectics, in its recent 

developments, tries to bring these two traditions together by incorporating rhetorical 

considerations into the dialectical framework of a critical discussion. 

The basic assumption underlying the integrated pragma-dialectical perspective is 

that the dialectical and rhetorical goals may be neatly reconcilable (after all, there is 

nothing intrinsically wrong in being successful), but they may also diverge – in which case 

                                                            
9 I adopt the following definition of argumentation: ‘Argumentation is a verbal, social, and rational activity 
aimed at convincing a reasonable critic of the acceptability of a standpoint by putting forward a constellation 
of propositions justifying or refuting the proposition expressed in the standpoint’ (van Eemeren & 
Grootendorst, 2004: 1). Functionally speaking, crucial in this definition is the formulation of the goal of 
argumentation as convincing someone who is necessarily ‘reasonable’ and, at the same, is a ‘critic’ which, 
until convinced, remains in disagreement over the standpoint proffered.    
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a certain tension in pursuing both goals simultaneously may arise. Ordinary arguers’ 

attempts at diminishing the possible tension between the claim to be reasonable and the 

desire to win are conceptualised in pragma-dialectics in terms of strategic manoeuvring 

(van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 1999, 2000, 2002a). Strategic manoeuvres are defined as: 

[…] methodical designs of moves, or ‘blue-prints’, for influencing the result of a particular 

dialectical stage to one’s own advantage, which manifest themselves in a systematic, co-ordinated 

and simultaneous exploitation of the opportunities afforded by the stage. (van Eemeren & 

Houtlosser, 1999: 485-486)10  

Analysis of such manoeuvres is thus embedded in the model of a critical discussion which 

clearly spells out the argumentative functions of different stages of a rational dialectical 

procedure: the difference of opinion has to be clearly and fully externalised (in the 

confrontation stage), the starting points for discussion have to be unambiguously 

established (in the opening stage), the exchange of arguments and critical reactions has to 

take place (in the argumentation stage) to test the acceptability of a relevant standpoint on 

the basis of prior intersubjective agreements on starting points and, finally, the outcome of 

the discussion has to be decided (in the concluding stage) solely ‘on the merits’ of 

preceding argumentation. In short, according to pragma-dialectics, if arguers want be 

reasonable, they should aim at realising overt goals of all the stages of a dialectical 

procedure instrumental in resolving differences of opinion by the force of better argument. 

Thanks to such systematic division, the agonistic, rhetorical quality of actual 

argumentative discussions can be orderly grasped by recognising that the dialectical 

objective of each of the stages has, as it were, its ‘rhetorical analogue’: arguers who want 

to be efficient in convincing opponents will attempt to, in the first place, frame the 

difference of opinion in an advantageous way, then establish these starting points that may 

be most useful in getting their point accepted, employ arguments or critical reactions that 

efficiently lead to an outcome they are after, and finally frame the outcome in terms of 

their argumentative victory (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2002a: 138-139). In this way, the 

rhetorical goals of argumentative discussions are analytically grafted upon the dialectical 

goals distinguished in the model.  

The delicate balancing of the dialectical and rhetorical goals of argumentation takes 

place by means of ‘a systematic, co-ordinated and simultaneous’ management of ‘three 

inseparable aspects of strategic manoeuvring’: the adaptation to the demand of audience to 

                                                            
10 In the early work on strategic manoeuvring van Eemeren and Houtlosser sometimes also use the term 
‘rhetorical strategy.’ 
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which argumentation is directed, the selection from the topical potential of argumentation, 

and the choice of stylistic devices in the presentation of argumentation (van Eemeren & 

Houtlosser, 1999: 484-486, van Eemeren, 2010: Ch. 4). Each argumentative move—

whether performed by the protagonist to support his case or by the antagonist to criticise 

the protagonist’s case—is thus imbued with strategic choices made in three different 

respects. For example, when it comes to the argumentation stage, the protagonist may 

address his audience in the way that he considers most in line with audience demand, 

expediently choose to advance the arguments he finds most convincing, and phrase them in 

the most appealing fashion. The antagonist, in turn, may resort to these criticisms that he 

thinks the audience finds decisive, choose to target these elements of the protagonist’s 

argumentation he finds weakest, and formulate his critical reactions and re-formulate the 

protagonist’s arguments in the way which is least charitable to the protagonist.   

This simultaneous management of the three aspects of strategic manoeuvring, even 

if often implemented by the arguers without a full consideration of their detailed dialectical 

and rhetorical functions, can be assumed to be motivated by the protagonist’s aim to build 

the most successful case possible and, conversely, by the antagonist’s aim to launch the 

severest possible criticism (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2002a, 2002b). In general, by 

manoeuvring strategically arguers try to make an advantageous use of the many options 

open to them at various junctures of a reasonable dialectical discussion.      

The key idea is that strategic manoeuvring is a phenomenon of argumentative 

reality: it always occurs in concrete situations under specific contextual conditions. 

Moreover, since many types of regularly occurring contexts of ordinary argumentation 

have become socially recognisable together with their conventionally established 

communicative practices, one can say that strategic manoeuvring routinely takes place in 

various types of communicative activity. Such activities are characterised by recurring 

patterns of communicative behaviour which are often underlain by certain fixed 

expectations or even norms of communication. In this sense, they may be seen as 

institutionalised in a given communicative community. A great many types of such 

communicative activities can be distinguished, yet the focus of argumentation analysis is 

on these types which exhibit a clear argumentative aspect, that is, on argumentative 

activity types. As van Eemeren and Houtlosser explain:     

[…] argumentative activity types are conventionalised entities that can be distinguished by 

‘external’ empirical observations of the communicative practices in the various domains – or, as 

Thomas Goodnight would have it, ‘spheres’ – of discourse. Argumentative activity types manifest 
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themselves in various institutionalised variants, some of which are culturally established forms of 

communication with a more or less fixed format, such as political debates, legal defences, and 

scientific essays. (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2005: 76) 

In accordance with this description, a comprehensive pragma-dialectical analysis of 

various types of argumentative activity takes into account a few important factors 

influencing actual, contextually situated performance of argumentation. The first of them 

are the domains of discourse in which different activities belong. Domains of discourse are 

the broad spheres of ‘communicative practice’ primarily defined by the function, or 

‘institutional point,’ that activities within the domain aim to realise in society. Recently, 

van Eemeren (2010) distinguished legal, political, problem-solving, diplomatic, medical, 

scholarly, commercial, and interpersonal domain of communication. In realising the 

institutional point of each of these domains some ‘genres of communicative activity’ are 

‘prototypically implemented’ (van Eemeren, 2010: Ch. 5; see table 4.1).    

Another important factor are the institutions in which particular activities take 

place. Pragma-dialectics understands institutions as systems of socially constructed rules 

with their associated sanctions. In such a broad view, anything from court hearings to pub 

chats are institutions; therefore, these types of communicative activity which are informal, 

yet clearly recognisable and thus subject to participants’ expectations, are not excluded 

from systematic analyses. At the same time, one can speak of institutions in the strong 

sense, i.e., those constituted by formal written rules and explicitly connected to functioning 

of the state or business (parliament, court of law, bank), and institutions in the weak sense, 

i.e., those built up of informal, largely unwritten conventions without any explicit 

connection to the functioning of the state or corporate administration (family dinner, 

playground, pub).       

Furthermore, all the institutional restrictions and opportunities prevalent in a given 

type of argumentative activity are construed as conventional. Conventions, thus, spread on 

a continuum from explicitly stated and strictly enforced rules (characteristic of, but not 

limited to, the institutions in the strong sense) to unwritten expectations of a ‘proper 

behaviour’ (characteristic of, but not limited to, the institutions in the weak sense). Such 

conventions, whether explicit or implicit, are assumed to be functional in achieving the 

institutional goals of the argumentative activity type. An ‘institutional goal’ is the aim of 

communication which is conventionally assigned to each particular activity type within a 

given institution and conducive to realising the broader institutional point of a given 

domain of communication (van Eemeren, 2010: Ch. 5).   



ARGUMENTATIVE ACTIVITY TYPES IN THE PRAGMA-DIALECTICAL THEORY OF ARGUMENTATION 

   57

Table 4.1 Argumentative characterisation of some genres of communicative activity (from: van 
Eemeren, 2010: Ch. 5) 
 

critical 
discussion 
 

confrontation 
stage 
 

opening stage argumentation 
stage 

concluding stage 

genres of 
communicative 
activity 
 

initial situation procedural and 
material starting 
points 

argumentative 
means and 
criticism 

possible outcome  

adjudication dispute; 3rd party 
with jurisdiction 
to decide 

largely explicit 
codified rules; 
explicitly 
established 
concessions 

argumentation 
from facts and 
concessions 
interpreted in 
terms of 
conditions for the 
application of a 
legal rule 

settlement of the 
dispute by 
sustained decision 
3rd party (no 
return to initial 
situation) 
 

deliberation 
 
 

Mixed 
disagreement; 
decision up to a 
non-interactive 3rd 
party audience 

largely implicit 
intersubjective 
rules; explicit and 
implicit 
concessions on 
both sides 

argumentation 
defending 
incompatible 
standpoints in 
critical exchanges 

resolution 
difference of 
opinion for (part 
of) 3rd party 
audience (or 
confirmed return 
to initial situation) 
 

mediation conflict at 
deadlock; 3rd 
party intervening 
without 
jurisdiction to 
decide parties 
conflict 

implicitly 
enforced 
regulative rules; 
no explicitly 
recognized 
concessions 

argumentation 
conveyed in 
would-be 
spontaneous 
conversational 
exchanges 

mutually accepted 
conclusion by 
mediated 
arrangement 
between 
conflicting parties 
(or provisional 
return to initial 
situation) 
 

negotiation conflict of 
interests; decision 
up to the parties 

semi-explicit 
constitutive rules; 
sets of conditional 
and changeable 
explicit 
concessions 

argumentation 
incorporated in 
exchanges of 
offers, 
counteroffers and 
other 
commissives 

conclusion by 
compromise 
parties as 
mutually  
accepted 
agreement (or 
return to initial 
situation) 

 

What is of special importance here is that pragma-dialectical analyses of particular 

institutional goals and conventions of different argumentative activity types are clearly 

based on ‘empirical observations’ (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2005: 76). That is because, 

by definition, the concept of activity types pertains to actually exercised communicative 

practices, rather than to some theoretical constructs, as is the case with Walton’s ‘dialogue 

types.’ All the same, the study of varied argumentative activity types can be carried in a 

consistent and systematic way thanks to its grounding in the pragma-dialectical theory of 

argumentation, which developed a normative model of an ideal argumentative discussion. 
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It means, precisely, that argumentative activity types are characterised along four 

parameters which mirror the division of a critical discussion into four stages: the initial 

situation (confrontation stage), starting points (opening stage), argumentative means 

(argumentation stage) and the outcome (concluding) (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2005; 

see table 4.1). A critical discussion is thus used as a heuristic tool for analysing all 

recognisable argumentative activity types, but is never considered as one of them. 

The fact that the model for a critical discussion can be applied to the full plurality 

of argumentative activity types that can be discerned, does not imply that all these 

argumentative activity types have as their purpose an ideally reasonable resolution of a 

difference of opinion on the merits. Rather, this purpose can be ascribed analytically only 

to the argumentative exchanges occurring within these activities. At the same time, a clear 

grasp of the particular institutional goals that characterise each of the various 

argumentative activity types is a prerequisite for explaining the specific ways in which 

argumentation is disciplined in each particular activity type. In the pragma-dialectical 

view, the conventions of a given activity type instrumental in achieving its goal are best 

understood for the purpose of argumentation theory as context-specific restrictions and 

opportunities regarding particular modes of strategic manoeuvring. This is most evident in 

highly institutionalised contexts such as Prime Minister’s question time in British House of 

Commons (Mohammed, 2009). The institutional goal of this type of argumentative activity 

is formulated as: holding the Government to account concerning its general performance. 

In realising this goal, various conventions of proper parliamentary behaviour are in force. 

One can clearly see how some of these conventions affect the three aspects of strategic 

manoeuvring mentioned above: (1) in adapting to the audience demand, arguers have the 

opportunity to manoeuvre between three different audiences: first, by a parliamentary 

convention, every speaker officially addresses the Speaker of the House of Commons; 

second, quite obviously, the Prime Minister addresses his defences to the members of the 

Opposition who, in turn, address their criticisms to the Prime Minister; however, third, the 

primary audience that the politicians on both sides seek to satisfy in their (televised) 

argumentative exchanges is the broad electorate that decides during elections which of the 

parties is fitter to govern the country (Mohammed, 2009: Ch. 3); (2) when it comes to the 

topical potential of argumentation, question time is limited to arguing for and against the 

policies of the British government; (3) in terms of appropriate presentational devices, the 

members of the Opposition are restricted to exclusively ask questions: therefore, all their 

opinions and criticisms have to be veiled in the form of a question (Mohammed, 2009).   
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The impact of institutional constraints on the way arguers make strategic choices in 

their discussions is clearly distinguishable in well-formatted types of activity. However, it 

also plays a role in ordinary, informal activities such as online political forum discussions. 

The pragma-dialectical framework allows for a comprehensive, methodical study of 

specific constraints in this informal type of activity.    

 

4.4 Conclusion concerning the required analytic approach 

 

As befits ‘a systematic theory of argumentation’ (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004), 

pragma-dialectics has been developing over the last thirty years in accordance with a 

clearly delineated research programme. The question relevant here is how the pragma-

dialectical systematicity affects the study of contextual conditions for argumentation in 

online political forum discussions compared to other theoretical approaches, namely, these 

of Walton and Krabbe, as well as Jackson, Jacobs, and Aakhus. In order to fully answer 

this question, and thus to conclude theoretical investigations regarding the contextuality of 

argumentation, pragma-dialectical concept of argumentative activity types is briefly 

assessed along the criteria set out in section 2.1: (theoretical) efficacy, (empirical) well-

groundedness, and (methodological) parsimony.     

 First, pragma-dialectics offers a comprehensive theoretical framework with clear 

distinctions regarding the status of contextual considerations in the study of argumentation. 

Contrary to both Walton and Krabbe and Jackson, Jacobs and Aakhus, it recognises only 

one model of argumentation, i.e., the ideal model of a critical discussion. This model is not 

a context of argumentation, not even a privileged one; it is, rather, a normative theoretical 

construction indispensable in a systematic study of ordinary argumentation. To this end it 

plays, in the first place, a heuristic function – it allows for a methodical research into the 

various, actually practised types of argumentative activity. The results of such research 

give us knowledge of fixed conventional preconditions that influence the patterns of 

strategic manoeuvring in a given type of context. This is crucial to analysing the patterns of 

reacting critically in the activity type of online political forum discussions. In the second 

place, the model of a critical discussion plays a normative function – for various activity 

types, specific contextual criteria can be established for the application of the generally 
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formulated rules for a critical discussion (see: van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2007; van 

Eemeren, Houtlosser, Ihnen & Lewiński, forthcoming).11  

 In short, pragma-dialectical activity types are empirically recognisable types of 

communicative practices approached from the perspective of a normative model. In this 

way, a conceptual confusion of what constitutes a normative model and what a description 

of a conventionally regulated contextualised practice is avoided. As a result, the pragma-

dialectical approach is theoretically efficacious to the task of a methodical investigation of 

specificities of argumentative activity types, such as online discussion forums.  

 Second, an empirical study of various contexts of argumentative discourse across 

distinct domains of communication is an inherent part of the pragma-dialectical research 

programme. Contrary to the approach of Jackson, Jacobs and Aakhus, pragma-dialectical 

concepts have not been developed in direct correspondence with empirical analyses of 

varied designs for computer-mediated communication. However, the theoretical and 

methodological tools are suitable for undertaking such research: Internet-specific 

restrictions on and opportunities for reacting critically can be examined in terms of 

conventional constraints of the argumentative activity type of online discussions, 

constraints that affect online arguers’ strategic manoeuvring. The results of empirical 

observations of Jackson, Jacobs and Aakhus may be of help in pragma-dialectical research 

– in the end, both these approaches share a great many similarities, especially when it 

comes to the methods of analysing actual discourse occurring ‘in the context of practical 

activities’ (van Eemeren, Grootendorst, Jackson & Jacobs, 1993, 1997).   

 This brings us to the final criterion, that is, the methodological adequacy of the 

approach to the study of the relation between the conditions prevalent in the context of 

online discussions on the patterns of reacting critically. What pragma-dialectics offers in 

this respect is a well-organised framework for analysis and evaluation of contextualised 

argumentation in which, among other things: the four parameters (initial situation, starting 

points, means of argumentation and criticism, possible outcome) of an activity type can be 

clearly distinguished and examined; actually performed moves can be reconstructed as 

being affected by one (or a combination) of these parameters; specific types of moves, 

such as critical reactions, can be elucidated in terms of their dialectical and rhetorical 

                                                            
11 As discussed in Chapter 2, both these issues are problematic in Walton’s theory: first, in his account every 
actual context of argument is treated as emergent, rather than fixed, and thus amenable to ‘admixtures’ of and 
‘shifts’ to and from various ‘dialogue types’ depending on how exchanges actually develop; second, the 
contextual criteria for applying a certain standard of reasonableness come together with contextual criteria for 
the choice of the very standard, and thus cannot be distinguished (both practically and analytically).  
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functions. In all these tasks, pragma-dialectics makes use of pragmatic and rhetorical 

insights which allow for catching verbal nuances of ordinary language in use, such as 

indirectness and implicitness, which are central to a sensitive, contextualised 

reconstruction of argumentation.    

 When it comes to the evaluation of arguments and criticisms, pragma-dialectics 

universally, regardless of the context, relies on the rules of an abstract normative model of 

a critical discussion. However, it resorts to contextual cues in applying these rules: specific 

criteria for deciding whether a norm of reasonableness has been violated or not may 

considerably differ from one context to another. In such a framework, actual argumentative 

discourse can be evaluated in a way which is at the same sensitive to contextual 

peculiarities and consistently grounded in one normative model of a critical discussion. 

This is in sharp contrast to Walton’s concept of dialogue types in which the risk of 

following confusing, or even patently inconsistent, evaluative procedures concerning 

actual discussions sometimes cannot be avoided.  

 All in all, if the decisive factor in evaluating approaches to analysing contexts for 

argumentation reviewed here is their functionality in empirically strong and theoretically 

consistent analysis and evaluation of the patterns of discourse characteristic of online 

political forum discussions, then the pragma-dialectical approach is a better choice than the 

conceptions of Walton and Krabbe, as well as Jackson, Jacobs and Aakhus. Therefore, it 

serves as a basis for the empirical studies conducted in the following chapters.   
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 Chapter 5 
 

Internet discussion forums as a technology for informal 

political deliberation  
 

 

 

 

5.1 Characterising Internet political discussion forums 

 

This chapter opens the analytic part of the study, in which online political discussions 

accessible in the system of Google Groups are analysed as a special context for 

argumentation. The goal of this chapter is to lay grounds for a detailed and theoretically 

satisfying pragma-dialectical analysis of online political discussion forums as an 

argumentative activity type (Chapter 6). To reach this goal, two steps are taken. 

First, section 5.2 provides a non-theoretical description of the details of the 

technological design of online political discussions offered by Google Groups. Such a 

preliminary description is a precondition for a pragma-dialectical analysis of online 

discussions as an argumentative activity type, because the technological properties of the 

computer-mediated forums have a bearing on the way argumentation is regimented in this 

type of argumentative activity. The way Internet users can start discussions, develop the 

topics, (critically) react to others’ messages, and close discussions, are all conversational 

features that are to a large extent determined by the design of the forum used for 

argumentation. Therefore, a well-founded analysis of computer-mediated argumentation 

requires, in the first place, a thorough insight into the specifics of the format of online 

discussions.  

Second, the ‘institutional goal’ of online discussions belonging to the domain of 

political argumentation is specified in section 5.3. Within the pragma-dialectical approach, 

a comprehensive analysis of argumentative activity types starts with a characterisation of 

the relevant domain of communication and the genre of communicative activity typically 

associated with that domain. The broadest ‘institutional point’ of deliberation—the genre 

of communicative activity characteristically employed in the domain of democratic 

politics—is to preserve a democratic culture (van Eemeren, 2010: Ch. 5). This point can be 
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realised by performing specific activities of deliberation aimed either at decision-making 

or (solely) at opinion-formation. Pinning down the ‘institutional goal’ of online discussions 

analysed here as ‘informal opinion-formation’ provides the appropriate institutional 

background for a more precise characterisation of such discussions as a type of 

argumentative activity.     

In this way, this chapter provides the first part of the answer to the primary analytic 

question of the dissertation: what kind of conditions for argumentation does the context of 

online political discussion forums create? A detailed analysis of these conditions in terms 

of the restrictions and opportunities that are characteristic of this argumentative activity 

type follows in the next two chapters. 

 

5.2 The design of Internet discussion forums in Google Groups 

 

Taking the non-theoretical perspective of an ordinary Internet user, one can say that a 

‘forum’ where people meet to discuss issues is a particular Web-page that the user chooses 

to enter. In systems such as Google Groups (http://groups.google.com/) the choice of an 

appropriate forum for discussion is facilitated by a net of categories of topics. A great 

many of the current hierarchies of topics are still based on the old Usenet system, which 

distinguishes between the following nine categories (the so called ‘Big Eight’ + alt) 

labelled with the following commonly used prefixes: 

• comp – computer science    
• humanities – humanities    
• misc – miscellaneous   
• news – news   
• rec – recreational    
• sci – science     
• soc – sociological    
• talk – controversial  
• alt – alternative  

It is striking that politics is not singled out as an independent category of discussion 

subjects. In fact, political scholars analysing Internet have observed that among the 

thousands of discussion groups (or ‘newsgroups’) ‘relatively few are explicitly political’, 

and that those that are political ‘are most often found under the designations “soc,” “talk,” 

“misc,” and “alt”’ (Davis, 1999: 151). Google Groups use the following topical categories 

(numbers of groups under each class are given in brackets): computers (96033), society 

(90806), schools and universities (90668), recreation (80090), arts and entertainment 

http://groups.google.com/�
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(79844), business and finance (58635), people (51789), science and technology (44784), 

health (34706), other (32715), home (19062), news (17666), adult (630).1  

To find a particular political discussion group one can also use Google’s search 

engine (that is, one can ‘google’ them), for example, by typing a key-word such as 

‘politics.’ However, one can also use the net of categories and sieve out the sought-for 

group by specifying the criteria of search. For example, if one chooses to “browse all 

group categories…”, and then selects the category of “News”, and further “English” as a 

language filtering option, the web-browser will return a list of the most popular results 

fulfilling these criteria (popularity is measured by the number of members subscribing to a 

given discussion group and the number of messages they send to a group per month). 

Among the most popular groups discussing news in English are: Political Forum (mind the 

space between ‘Political’ and ‘Forum’), ‘a comfortable place for adults to talk about issues, 

finish topics, and talk about the news without moderators being so strict nothing can be 

said..’, and PoliticalForum, ‘a non-biased, non-partisan political forum, the Group [that] 

treats each and every member’s position and viewpoint equally. All members are 

encouraged to share and discuss their viewpoints on a broad spectrum of subject matter!’  

These two popular groups are not part of the Usenet, but are established in the 

Google Groups system. Using Google Groups’ Web-page, however, one can easily access 

one of the most popular Usenet group devoted to politics, that is, alt.politics.2 The analyses 

conducted in this dissertation will largely pertain to these three groups. In terms of the 

interface provided by Google, Usenet groups and Web-forums, such as Political Forum 

and PoliticalForum, do not differ. The difference lies in the origin and administration of 

both types of forums. Usenet groups do not ‘belong to’ any commercial organisation such 

as Google, but are freely distributed among many independent servers. Therefore, they 

have been seen as part of the grass-roots online subculture in a stronger sense than Web-

forums (see Hauben & Hauben, 1997; Linaa Jensen, 2003; Rheingold, 1993; Smith, 1999).    

 

When entering a specific discussion group available through Google Groups, whether a 

Usenet group or Web-forum, a user sees the following screen (figure 5.1): 

                                                            
1 http://groups.google.com/groups/dir (consulted 01-05-2010).  
2 In the ‘Top 100 text newsgroups by postings’ alt.politics ranks 12, highest among the English political 
groups: http://www.newsadmin.com/top100tmsgs.asp (consulted 29-04-2010). Other groups labelled as 
explicitly political in the top 20 include it.politica (Italian, #4), pl.soc.polityka (Polish, #10), and 
fr.soc.politique (French, #16).   
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Figure 5.1 List of topics for discussion in a political discussion forum in Google Groups3  
 

 
 

A typical Google Groups Web-page, such as the one pictured in figure 5.1, contains a very 

brief ‘description’ of the group (top of the page), and the navigation panel (on the right) 

where more information ‘about this group’ (such as statistics regarding the messages and 

users, the rules of the group), as well as ‘join this group’ option are available. Most 

important, however, is the list of currently discussed topics. Discussion topics are ordered 

chronologically, i.e., the topical thread to which the most recent contribution has been 

made is displayed at the top of the screen (see the ‘Date’ column in figure 5.1). 

Discussions develop under the ‘Topics.’ A user who wants to initiate a new discussion (by 

sending a ‘new post’) is free to formulate its topic in any way he finds interesting. Being 

the most important element of this part of the discussion forum, the recently proposed / 

discussed topics are listed in the first column. The ‘Rating’ column displays the results of a 

users’ assessment of the quality of discussion (1-5 scale). Such rating is optional, so many 

of the topics remain unrated.  

The middle column—‘Messages’—shows the number of contributions to the topic. 

In some cases, displayed as ‘1 new of 1,’ the only message sent is the initiating post by the 

user who proposed to start a new discussion thread (topic). (In the list of topics in figure 

5.1, topics entitled ‘Multiculturalism At It’s Finest!!!’ and ‘For PNY’ are examples of 

                                                            
3 Using the optional functions ‘View:’ and ‘Sort by:’ (top left of the screen) one can choose a slightly 
different visual organisation of the data. These differences are, however, inconsequential as regards the 
description of the discussion forums in terms of argumentative activity types.  
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that). It means that this post has, up to now, attracted no responses whatsoever. If this 

remains to be the case, the topic moves lower and lower on the list, and finally disappears 

from the first screen (it can still, though, be accessed in the bulk of ‘older topics’ but the 

chances that someone will still be willing to reply to it are minimal). Conversely, whenever 

there is more than ‘1 new of 1’ messages, then it means that the topic proposed and the 

first message posted indeed initiated a discussion. (For example, in the Political Forum in 

figure 5.1 the discussion under the topic ‘The books Palin wanted to ban’ consists of 37 

new messages out of 37 sent in total.) In sum, in every case where a new topic is proposed, 

the discussion is only potential, because there is no obligation to argue if no one finds the 

topic, content, or form of the first message (which is supposed to start a new discussion) 

interesting enough for sending a reply and thus beginning a discussion. 

The last column to be described—‘Author’—gives the nickname of the author of 

the most recent contribution to the discussion, as well as the total number of authors who 

have already taken part in this very topical thread. The number of authors is different from 

the number of messages sent, whenever one author contributes more than just one message 

(which is usually the case). 

The user of the Web-page who wants to take part in the discussion on the forum has 

basically two options: he can propose a new topic by using the ‘+new post’ option (top-

right of the screen in figure 5.1) or he can read one of the already existing topics by 

clicking on it. If he chooses the latter, the following type of Web-page opens (figure 5.2): 

Figure 5.2 Topical thread in a political discussion forum in Google Groups  
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On the left side of this page one can see the ‘discussion thread’ (also called ‘topical thread’ 

or ‘discussion tree’) that has developed under the given topic (the topic headlines both the 

page at large, and the thread).4 Contributions are numbered, and labelled with the name of 

the author and the date. After clicking on the name of the author in the topical thread on 

the left, the system returns in the central window the relevant message posted. (In figure 

5.2 it is message, or ‘post,’ no 2 by mike532.)  

 Each message consists of a header (nickname, link to ‘view profile’ and ‘more 

options,’ date5), the text of the message, the text of the message to which it is a response 

(save for the initiating message no 1), and the ‘Reply,’ ‘Reply to author,’ and ‘Forward’ 

functions. In short, in terms of technological design the posts in discussion forums are 

structured in a way analogous to e-mail messages. Crucial to discussion forums is the 

‘Reply’ function.6 A discussion starts when someone replies to the initiating message (no. 

1).7 Such an initial exchange can develop into a long, complicated discussion ‘thread,’ or 

‘tree,’ which may fork-out into many simultaneously held sub-discussions.  

Apart from the tree-like organisation, in which every contribution is numbered and 

precisely connected to the message it is a reply to, Google Groups forums do not structure 

disputes in any more precise manner. Features of many well-formatted communicative 

activity types—assignment of turns to particular discussants, types of turns they take, 

sequential division of discussions into stages—are not regulated by means of the 

technology. This is to say that online discussions develop with the use of a very minimal 

conversational design consisting of replies, replies to replies, etc. Notably, no tools exist in 

the system that allow discussants to explicitly mark their posts in terms of argumentative 

turn-types such as, for example, ‘argue for/agree with’ or ‘argue against/criticise’ the 

opinions expressed in the previous message. 

                                                            
4 One may notice in figure 5.2 (top-left), that the discussion can be sorted ‘by reply’ or ‘by date.’ Only in the 
former case it creates a proper ‘topical thread.’ In the latter case it is simply a chronologically-ordered 
collection of messages.   
5 ‘View profile’ contains the basic information about the author (e-mail address, personal website address, 
links to his/her most recent messages, and statistics of his/her contributions). ‘More options’ include ‘Report 
this message’ (as an abuse of rules) or ‘Find messages by the same author.’ 
6 The difference between ‘Reply’ and ‘Reply to author’ is that in the former case the message gets publicly 
posted on the forum, whereas in the latter it takes the form of a private e-mail to the author, which may 
develop into an e-mail discussion. It is not, then, a discussion in a public forum.    
7 Technically, it is possible that someone replies to his own message. This happens, however rarely, when 
someone wants to immediately amend, or add a comment to, his own message just posted (or wants to 
complain that no one has yet responded to the message). 
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 Over the course of discussions, some of the groups are moderated, which is clearly 

indicated in the description of a given group. Internet researchers distinguish between 

various kinds of moderation and generally stress the positive impact that moderators have 

on the orderliness and quality of discussions (e.g., Dutton, 1996; Edwards, 2002; Poor, 

2005). Edwards, in his comprehensive approach to online moderation, differentiates 

between its three basic functions: strategic (‘establishing the boundaries of the discussion 

and embedding it in the political and organizational environment’), conditioning (‘taking 

care of conditions and provisions for the discussion’), and process (‘managing the 

discussion process as a collective, purposeful activity’) (2002: 6-7, 16). He concludes that 

‘the intermediary role that is played by the moderator has the potential to enhance the 

quality of Internet discussions as forms of deliberative democracy’ (Edwards, 2002: 18). 

Edward’s study of moderation, however, pertains to government-initiated political 

discussions, while this dissertation is focused on the grassroots, ‘anarchic’ discussion 

forums set up by the citizens themselves.8 In these two kinds of forums, the ‘moderation 

versus freedom of speech’ dilemma (Edwards, 2002: 5; see also Dutton, 1996: 277) is 

typically solved in two opposite ways: in favour of moderation in more institutionalised 

discussions and in favour of freedom of speech in informal, citizen-run forums. In any 

case, there is a certain trade-off involved in moderation – as Jackson remarks, human 

moderators ‘eliminate the problem [of the quality of discussions – ML] by eliminating 

openness’ (1998: 193). 

 Since the forums studied here belong to the grassroots activities underlain by the 

ideas of a free, and free-wheeling, Internet communication, they are, in principle, not 

moderated.9 Sometimes, this lack of moderation even becomes a kind of a group’s credo, 

as is the case with the Political Forum (‘A comfortable place for adults to talk about 

issues, finish topics, and talk about the news without moderators being so strict nothing can 

be said..’).    

Finally, it is vital to note that the system described here offers no tools to explicitly 

‘finish topics,’ that is, to conclude argumentative exchanges. There is no technical 

affordance—such as voting, relying on the moderator’s arbitration, or otherwise balancing 

the pros and cons of the points discussed—that would close the discussion in some limited 

                                                            
8 For a comparative study of ‘government-sponsored’ and ‘anarchic’ online forums, see Linaa Jensen, 2003. 
9 As mentioned in section 6.3.1, even though the forums analysed here are in principle moderation-free, their 
administrators may stipulate that in cases of rampant abuses of the forum’s norms the offenders ‘will be 
subject to moderation at the discretion of the moderators.’  
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time. Rather, in a fashion similar to many ordinary conversations, discussions dry out when 

participants lose interest in the current topic and do not produce any new replies to the 

dispute.   

 

5.3 Internet political discussions as deliberative activities aimed at opinion-formation  

   

The aim of this section is to situate the online political discussions available through 

Google Groups more precisely in the general domain of political discourse. To this end, the 

main function, or ‘institutional goal,’ of this kind of online exchanges within the political 

domain has to be explicitly specified. This means that having described how the 

technology of online discussions works in practice, I turn in this section to the question of 

what institutional functions the (use of) technology can fulfil. This question is central to 

the analysis of daily argumentative activities from the perspective of pragma-dialectics – a 

theory governed by the meta-theoretical principle of functionalization. According to this 

principle, argumentation should always be understood as a ‘purposive verbal activity,’ that 

is, as a form of language use instrumental in achieving the distinctive aims pursued in 

different contexts of social life (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984: 7-9; 1992a: 10).  

While the pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation does not aspire to be a theory 

of politics, it shares an increasingly influential view propounded most forcefully by the 

advocates of the concept of ‘deliberative democracy’ that politics is largely a discursive 

activity and thus should be treated as a ‘distinct communicative domain’ (Dryzek, 1987: 

662; van Eemeren, 2002; 2010: Ch. 5). Approaching politics as such a domain requires 

fine-tuned tools for analysis of political communication, and argumentation in particular – 

after all, ‘argument always has to be central to deliberative democracy’ (Dryzek, 2000: 72). 

Pragma-dialectics provides such tools, grossly underdeveloped in political theory, and 

therefore can give a useful insight into the working of actual political discourse in various 

types of communicative activity, such as online political discussions. In the empirical task 

of analysing actual political argumentation, the relevance of the theory of deliberative 

democracy—largely a normative enterprise—lies in the special attention it pays to real-

world ‘discursive designs’ in which political argumentation is actually practiced.  

A comprehensive pragma-dialectical analysis of political argumentation starts from 

a general characterisation of the domain of political communication. Taking a 

communicative perspective means that domains are analysed from the viewpoint of broad 

‘genres of communicative activity’ which are typically employed in realising the 
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institutional mission of the domain at large. Such genres are defined by the general 

function, or ‘institutional point,’ that particular types of activities belonging to the genre 

realise in the relevant domain. Pragma-dialectics, in agreement with the contemporary 

developments within political theory, indentifies the primary genre of political 

communicative activity as ‘deliberation’ and defines its institutional point as ‘to preserve a 

democratic political culture by deliberation’ (van Eemeren, 2010: Ch. 5). This broadly 

defined point is in the practice of the ‘deliberative system’ (Mansbridge, 1999) realised 

through many specific activities, characterised by their more concrete ‘institutional goals’ 

and special institutionally based conventions. These activities are the macro-contexts in 

which argumentative political discussions take place. Therefore, in the following, the focus 

is on the goals of political argumentation in online discussions on politically relevant 

issues carried among the users of Google Groups.  

 To start with, the question of the ways in which deliberation ‘preserves a 

democratic political culture’ needs to be addressed. It is an established practice among 

political theorists to distinguish between two basic goals and, in effect, two general kinds 

of deliberation: decision-making and opinion-formation.10  

Deliberation aimed at decision-making is embodied in the ‘institutional procedures 

and practices for attaining decisions on matters that would be binding on all’ (Benhabib, 

1994: 34). In the normative account of Habermas and his followers, binding decisions—the 

primary outcomes of deliberation in various institutional bodies—are democratic and 

rational as long as they are taken on the basis of (in the strongest formulation) ‘complete 

and rational consensus’ among the deliberating parties concerning the matter discussed 

(Niemeyer & Dryzek, 2007: 499). Further, consensus can be ‘complete and rational’ only 

if it is an outcome of a critical argumentative discussion in which opinions are tested 

                                                            
10 Many theoretical concepts have been offered to render this distinction. Habermas (1996 [1992]: Ch. 7) 
opposes ‘will-formation,’ resulting in formally approved decisions of state institutions, to informal ‘opinion-
formation’ taking place in the autonomous ‘public spheres.’ Rawls (1993: Ch. 6) talks about ‘public reason,’ 
best exercised in strongly institutionalised and strictly regimented legal procedures resulting in official 
decisions, and the ‘background culture’ of weakly institutionalised discussions among citizens who are not 
directly related to the state apparatus. Fraser (1990 [1992]: 75) distinguishes between ‘strong publics,’ such 
as parliaments, which serve ‘as a locus of public deliberation culminating in legally binding decisions’ and 
‘weak publics,’ active in various nongovernmental forums for political discourse, ‘whose deliberative 
practice consists exclusively in opinion-formation and does not also encompass decision-making.’ Yet others 
speak simply of ‘“constitutional” [high] politics’ and ‘“ordinary” [low] politics’ (see Benhabib, 1994: 47, n. 
16). Taking the distinction to a meta-theoretical level, Hendriks (2006) analyses ‘micro conceptions of 
deliberative democracy’ which are primarily aimed at ‘providing ideal models for deliberation in public 
institutions’ and ‘macro conceptions of deliberative democracy’ preoccupied with ‘deliberation [that] takes 
place in the informal and “wild” spaces in society where communication is unconstrained and spontaneous.’ 
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(exclusively) according to the principle of ‘the forceless force of the better argument’ 

(Dryzek, 2000: 70).11  

The question remains what kind of actually practiced procedures of political system 

can best approximate this theoretical and, as many critics point out (see, e.g., Fraser, 1990 

[1992]; Niemeyer & Dryzek, 2007), unattainable ideal of a purely rational discussion 

leading to ‘complete consensus.’ For both Habermas and Rawls, the rationality of public 

decision-making is most closely embodied in the argumentative practices of public courts, 

especially the Supreme Court (Habermas, 1996; Rawls, 1993: Ch. 6; see also Feteris, 

2003). In an argumentative perspective of pragma-dialectics, however, forensic 

argumentation is taken to be realised in the communicative genre of legal adjudication, 

rather than political deliberation. In adjudication, different institutional rules and 

conventions are brought to bear on argumentative exchanges (van Eemeren, 2010: Ch. 5; 

Feteris, 1999: Ch. 11-12). Pragma-dialectical analyses of types of communicative activity 

which can be unquestionably classified as instances of deliberation aimed at decision-

making include, most notably, various procedures within parliaments (plenary sessions, 

committee sessions, question time).12   

Apart from these practices of political argumentation established in the institutions 

of the state, analysts of deliberation have pointed to a wide array of other types of 

argumentative activity which facilitate rational public decision-making, which they 

conceptualise as ‘discursive’ or ‘deliberative designs’ (Dryzek, 1987; Hendriks, 2006).13 

Instantiations of such designs include international conflict resolution, mediation, 

regulatory negotiation, citizens’ jury and deliberative poll (Ibidem). Despite a great many 

differences among such ‘deliberative designs’ they all share one fundamental quality – 

their institutional rules and conventions are clearly specified with the aim of ‘the 

production of collective outcomes in problem-solving contexts’ (Dryzek, 2000: 73).14 This 

                                                            
11 More recently, analysts of deliberation such as Dryzek and Parkinson have recognised the legitimacy of 
supplementing ‘purely rational argument’ with some ‘additional modes of communication’ in actual political 
deliberations. Rhetoric is considered to be the most important of these ‘additional modes.’ As these theorists 
claim, because a certain ‘tension between reason and persuasion’ may occur, thereby putting the rationality 
of the outcomes of actual deliberation in peril, a principle of ‘holding [the rhetorical modes of 
communication] to critical standards’ should be followed. See Dryzek, 2000: esp. 4-5, 69-72, and Parkinson, 
2006: Ch. 6. Unfortunately, no exact criteria or guidelines on how to implement this general principle in 
practice are provided.    
12 For pragma-dialectical studies regarding various aspects of parliamentary debates, see: van Eemeren & 
Garssen, 2010; Mohammed, 2009; Plug, 2010; Tonnard, 2010.  
13 According to Hendriks (2006), such designs constitute a mix of formal state deliberations and activities in 
informal public spheres. 
14 For an analysis of argumentative conditions for rational problem-solving, see van Rees, 1992.   
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approach evokes the image of deliberation painted by Aristotle: the deliberative procedure 

starts with a certain publicly experienced exigency which calls for a political solution, 

regarding which there is a difference of opinion between parties; on the way to deciding on 

the course of action commonly accepted as the most expedient (and thus resolving the 

difference of opinion) disputants employ, among other types of arguments, pragmatic 

argumentation in which various solutions are critically assessed as to their efficiency in 

addressing the exigency (Aristotle, 1991; see also Nieuwenburg, 2004; Walton, 1998: Ch. 

6; Yack, 2006).15 What is particularly important to contemporary theorists of deliberation 

is that the outcome of such a procedure—a collectively binding decision—should not be 

based on a majority voting rule in which preferences of participants are simply aggregated, 

but rather on a mutually agreed, reasonable resolution reached as a result of an 

argumentative discussion. In this way, deliberative procedures are meant to further the aim 

of reaching timely decisions which are both democratically legitimate and deliberatively 

rational (Benhabib, 1994).    

Deliberation aimed at decision-making is also possible online. Political scholars 

distinguish a particular sub-type of online discussion named ‘e-consultation’ or ‘policy 

forums’ (Janssen & Kies, 2005; Wright & Street, 2007). Such forums are described as ‘the 

most institutionalized procedures to allow online participation of citizens in the political 

process’ (Janssen & Kies, 2005: 319), that is, designs for online discussions through which 

‘input is made directly to the policymaking process’ (Wright & Street, 2007: 854). Policy 

forums have been used to involve citizens in discussing prospective bills in British 

Parliament and local policies of UK government (Ferguson, 2008), and various decisions 

to be taken at the three levels of Dutch government: national, provincial or municipal 

(Edwards, 2002). Such forums, in order to effectively facilitate ‘interactive decision 

making’ (Edwards, 2002: 12), are regulated by respective institutions. This regulation 

pertains to certain technological choices (for example, the preference for threaded 

discussions over chronologically ordered discussions; see Wright, 2006). Most of all, 

however, it involves a careful, multifaceted moderation of the disputes. As argued by 

Edwards (2002), moderators serve as ‘democratic intermediaries’ between the opinions of 

ordinary citizens and the institutional decision-making. In the cases he studied, moderators 

do not only overlook discussions to eliminate abusive or irrelevant messages, but they also 

set the agenda for discussion, provide discussants with relevant information, encourage 
                                                            
15 Apart from these similarities, there are also important differences between Aristotelian account of 
deliberation and contemporary theories of deliberation. See, e.g., Nieuwenburg (2004) and Yack (2006). 
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participation of public officials, and feed the results of disputes back to the institutional 

bodies which commissioned the forum. 

A good illustration of such an online procedure which involves citizens in the 

decision-making is a discussion of spatial policy in the Dutch province of North-Brabant, 

held in November 1996 (Edwards, 2002: 12-13). The discussion procedure, as briefly 

described by Edwards, is clearly geared towards reaching tangible results, which later 

‘would be used in the long term spatial policy making’: 

The interactional goal of the province was to get new ideas out of the discussion. The discussion was 

structured in three phases. The first phase was meant to discuss the problem. The central question of 

this phase was: “Is the province running short of space?” In the second phase, possible solutions 

were to be discussed. In the third phase, the discussion was to be concluded by an opinion poll. In 

practice, the discussions about problem and solutions ran parallel. (Edwards, 2002: 12)       

 

Decision-making is, however, just part of the story of ‘preserving a democratic political 

culture by deliberation.’ The other part lies in deliberation aimed (solely) at opinion-

formation, that is, in political ‘discourse [that] does not eventuate in binding, sovereign 

decisions authorizing the use of state power; [but] on the contrary, […] eventuates in 

“public opinion,” critical commentary on authorized decision-making that transpires 

elsewhere’ (Fraser, 1990 [1992]: 74-75). As argued in the following, it is this kind of 

deliberation that the online discussions studied here belong to.  

Political theorists, inspired by the works of such advocates of the concept of 

‘deliberative democracy’ as Habermas (1989 [1962]; 1996 [1992]) and Dryzek (2000), 

have been growing in their recognition of the importance of informal communication 

among ordinary citizens to the functioning of a democratic political system. For Habermas, 

the existence of informal, ‘widely expanded and differentiated public spheres,’ where 

unregulated and unrestricted daily communication among citizens takes place, is not only 

as important to rational democratic politics as ‘legally institutionalized procedures of 

democratic deliberation and decision-making’ but also, in a sense, fundamental to 

democracy as a source of ‘informal public opinion-formation’ (Habermas, 1994: 8; 1996 

[1992]: 307-308). The venue for such deliberation is commonly termed the ‘public sphere’ 

(or ‘public spheres’): the area of politically pertinent communication located between the 

discourse of private individuals and the institutions of the state (Habermas, 1989 [1962]). 

Examples of actually existing political activities aimed (chiefly or solely) at ‘informal 

public opinion-formation’ adduced by political scholars stretch from disputes in various 
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grassroots associations, such as feminist, environmental or civil rights groups (Fraser, 1990 

[1992]) and ‘letters to the editor’ (Conover & Searing, 2005), to the most informal political 

talks in coffeehouses and over family dinner tables (Habermas, 1989 [1962]; Mansbridge, 

1999).  

The traditional newspaper genre of letters to the editor has often been used to 

understand the novel qualities of Internet forums (see, e.g., Linaa Jensen, 2003) – after all, 

both these activity types offer possibilities for public, written, mediated and to a certain 

extent interactive everyday argumentative exchanges on political issues. However, it is the 

unique possibilities of online technologies that are often taken to herald a new 

transformation of the public sphere in which everyday political discourse can be 

significantly reinvigorated. This pertains especially to a great variety of Usenet groups – 

forums for discussion hosted and managed by ‘ordinary’ citizens without any clear 

institutional affiliation and thus, apparently, without a clearly specified institutional goal.16  

In contrast to various forms of decision-making procedures, deliberative forums for 

opinion-formation (both off- and on-line) may be seen as lacking clear and tangible 

institutional goals. Consequently, a precise analysis of the constraints that explicitly 

operate on argumentative discourse in such forums may be impossible.17 Froomkin, for 

example, characterises Slashdot.org—a Web-site usually praised for its overall quality of 

discussion, and in particular its sophisticated system of moderation, but otherwise similar 

to open, grassroots Usenet newsgroups—in the following way: 

While Slashdot is a very useful tool for enabling an interesting and useful community discussion, 

there are important ways in which it is not, and standing alone cannot be, the sort of best practical 

discourse that produces decisions entitled to our respect. Slashdot is not really a decision-making 

tool at all; it is a discussion tool. (Froomkin, 2004: 14) 

The task relevant to this study is to grasp the ostensibly autotelic character of the most 

open online discussions in the pragma-dialectical terms as goal of a conventionalised, 

weakly institutionalised argumentative activity.  

                                                            
16 Studies of various aspects of online political discussions taking place in Usenet, or similar open forums, 
include: Benson, 1996; Chaput & Campos, 2007; Dahlberg, 2001a, 2001b; Davis, 1999; Gurak, 1999; Hill & 
Hughes, 1997; Janssen & Kies, 2005; Linaa Jensen, 2003; Papacharissi, 2004; Robinson, 2005; Tanner, 
2001; Wilhelm, 1998, 2000; Witschge, 2007. For a discussion on the democratising potential of Usenet, see 
Hauben & Hauben, 1997 and Rheingold, 1993. 
17 Hendriks (2006), seems to be of the opinion that deliberative forums are either precisely regulated 
procedures for decision-making or unconstrained and ‘wild’ venues for informal opinion-formation. There is 
a tinge of a false dilemma in such an account: forums for opinion-formation, even though allowing for open 
and spontaneous argumentative exchanges, can be carefully designed to achieve just that.     
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 Political theorists interested in the functions of the most informal ‘everyday 

political talk,’ such as Mansbridge, admit that in contradistinction to institutionalised 

discussions in decision-making assemblies ‘everyday talk is not necessarily aimed at any 

action other than talk itself.’18 Yet, they also argue that, in fact, ‘often everyday talk 

produces collective results the way a market produces collective results, through the 

combined and interactive effects of relatively isolated individual actions’  (Mansbridge, 

1999: 212). In such a perspective, the primary role of informal deliberation lies in its 

impact on the functioning of a democratic political system, mostly through the channel of 

elections.19 Unfortunately, such an account shifts the problem of the aims of informal 

deliberations to the sphere of political institutions, without addressing the argumentative 

import of these deliberations. The difficult problem of how deliberation oriented to 

opinion-formation exactly co-functions with the more institutionalised decision-making in 

the democratic polity is best left to political theorists.20 The question to be addressed here 

is how the opinion-formation is reached by argumentative means and how it can contribute 

to ‘preserving a democratic culture by deliberation.’  

 As described in Chapter 4, the aim of the ideal argumentative procedure—critical 

discussion—is stipulated as the resolution of an initial difference of opinion on the merits 

(by critical testing of the standpoints advanced). A purely rational resolution of disputes on 

the merits, a resolution explicitly agreed by both parties to a dispute, is hardly attainable in 

real-life. This is partly because argumentative exchanges function as parts of larger 

activities, such as informal deliberation, and thus are oriented to reaching goals which are 

different than a reasonable resolution. However, participants in an informal deliberation (or 

even passive observers21) can, at a certain point, perceive the difference of opinion as 

resolved. (An actual outcome of informal deliberations does not have to be, and usually 

will not be, explicitly established, simply because no binding decisions which would 

                                                            
18 Mansbridge, on charitable interpretation, means that everyday talk does not necessarily lead to any direct, 
political action. This does not mean, however, that it amounts to a mere, functionless talking for the sake of 
talking. In contemporary linguistics, influenced by the works of Karl Bühler and Roman Jakobson, 
communication is seen as always involving a realisation of many social and communicative functions 
(referential, emotive, conative, phatic, etc.), some of them simultaneously.   
19 The simplest description of the working of such a mechanism of ‘informal opinion-formation’ (in ideal 
conditions) is provided by Habermas (1994: 8): ‘Informal public opinion-formation generates “influence”; 
influence is transformed into “communicative power” through the channels of political elections; and 
communicative power is again transformed into “administrative power” through legislation.’  
20 See Habermas (1996 [1992]: Ch. 7) and Hendriks (2006) for a discussion of this issue.  
21 In the contexts of online discussions, those who only read but do not contribute to the argumentative 
exchanges are called ‘lurkers.’   
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conclude them are made.) Such a perceived resolution can lead to a reinforcement, 

adjustment, or a significant change of the beliefs previously held by a deliberator.22 In any 

case, opinions are formed. And thus the institutional aim of the deliberation is reached. 

 Even if such an account is correct, however, in terms of the pragma-dialectical 

theory of argumentation opinion-formation should not be understood as just a change in 

privately held beliefs. Pragma-dialectics is guided by the meta-theoretical principles of 

externalisation and socialisation and approaches beliefs as ‘expressed opinions’ for which 

a discussant can be held publicly accountable (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984: Ch. 1). 

This public accountability means that once a standpoint advanced in respect of an 

expressed opinion is challenged, its proponent has the burden of proof and is obliged to 

defend the standpoint by means of argumentation. In such a perspective, a change of 

opinion amounts to a change in publicly accountable commitments attached to one’s 

position. This pertains to both standpoints and arguments: pragmatically speaking, 

advancing a standpoint or an argument implies that a discussant believes in the opinion 

expressed in the standpoint or argument; conversely, a discussant cannot reasonably 

believe in a standpoint that has been successfully defeated or in arguments that have been 

refuted.23 Simply put, for a pragma-dialectical study of argumentative discourse 

commitments incurred in the process of public argumentation are more important than 

impenetrable, ‘real’ beliefs.  

In the pragma-dialectical account, thus, the process of informal deliberation can be 

seen as a process of externalising political opinions and submitting them to argumentative 

discussions. In the course of this process, opinions are formed exactly because standpoints 

and arguments are formed, that is, advanced, challenged, defended and criticised. Such an 

understanding of informal opinion-formation, deeply rooted in the pragmatic philosophy of 

language, is in line with results of recent empirical research on the impact of argumentative 

(that is, characterised by disagreement) political discussion on the quality of ‘deliberative 

opinion.’ According to a study by Price et al. based on an open-ended survey measuring 

‘argument repertoire’ of American public during the US elections of 2000:  

[…] encountering disagreement in political conversation contributes to more deliberative opinion. 

By deliberative opinion, we mean the ability to ground one’s viewpoints, not only in supportive 

                                                            
22 How exactly this happens is, of course, an object of psychological, rather than argumentative, research.  
23 Since ‘our word is our bond,’ as Austin famously argued, ‘we cannot say “the cat is on the mat but I do not 
believe it is”’ (Austin, 1975 [1962]: 10, 48-49).  
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arguments but also in an understanding of the kinds of arguments that others might make in taking 

an opposite stand. (Price, Capella & Nir, 2002: 107)  

In a follow-up to this general study, the same authors provide a more detailed account of 

the process of opinion-formation in online informal deliberation. In a study based not only 

on opinion-surveys but also on a content analysis of contributions to online political 

discussions held among ordinary citizens during the same 2000 elections, they conclude 

the following: 

[…] the argumentative “climate” of group opinion affected postdiscussion opinion change 

indirectly, by shaping the character of individual participants’ own expressed opinions and 

arguments during the online deliberations. There appears to be a process of collective elicitation of 

arguments and mere opinion statements (perhaps a form of group “contagion”), in which 

individuals’ behaviors mimic the general tenor of the group. Such behaviors—particularly the 

arguments each individual made—then contributed to individual shifts of opinion. (Price, Nir & 

Capella, 2006: 62; italics original)  

Based on both pragma-dialectic theorising and empirical analyses, the role of 

argumentation in forming political opinions, and thus in achieving the institutional goal of 

informal (online) deliberation, can be clearly grasped: it is the process of argumentation 

that sustains, so to speak, the constant formation of public opinions. In other words, it is ‘a 

process of collective elicitation of arguments and mere opinion statements’ that contributes 

to ‘to individual shifts of opinion.’ That means that the product of informal deliberation is 

realised in the very process of deliberation, since as long as a deliberative exchange 

continues opinions are being publicly formed, that is, made an object of an argumentative 

discussion in which they are critically tested.24  

In this way, contrary to critics, two important characteristics of informal online 

forums for political argumentation can be seen as conducive, rather than obstructive, to 

reaching their institutional goal. The first of them is the autotelic quality of online 

discussions, which are seen by some as futile discussions for the sake of discussing. From 

the pragma-dialectical perspective, the very process of argumentation, even if it does not 

lead to any concrete outcomes in the sense of an explicitly reached resolution or a 

settlement of a dispute, is still a valuable exercise of critical reasonableness. That is 

because as long as standpoints and arguments are advanced and tested in a reasonable way, 

highly valued critical exchanges that may more or less directly increase the quality of 
                                                            
24 For a discussion of the so called ‘process-product ambiguity’ in the study of argumentation, see van 
Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984: 7-9. 
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‘deliberative opinion’ are under way. Related to this is a second quality, that is, the open-

endedness of informal deliberations. For critics, open-endedness means that discussions 

may be endless and, as a result, fruitless (see, e.g., Linaa Jensen, 2003: 364). This quality, 

however, may also be of critical value: since online discussions are open to a continuous 

process of submitting opinions to critical testing without the limitations of a time-

constrained decision-making procedure, they allow for opinion-formation that is 

independent from institutional exigencies and hence possibly more critical and thorough 

than in the case of carefully regimented institutional discourse.25  

 

In conclusion: in this chapter I have provided a preliminary answer to the first research 

question of the dissertation: what kind of conditions for argumentation does the context of 

online political discussion forums create? I have done so by analysing the technological 

basics and the institutional goal of informal political online discussion fora. Such fora are 

grassroots, bottom-up venues for public discourse initiated by Internet users who want to 

discuss political topics. Because of the way they are established and administrated and, 

notably, because of the way they are designed, online fora function as vehicles for informal 

political discussion that can (exclusively) realise the goal of critical opinion-formation. In 

this sense, online discussion fora can be understood as examples of everyday political 

deliberation taking place in the virtual ‘public sphere.’ The type of deliberation that 

informal online political discussions support is not, however, identical with deliberation in 

the strict sense of the word, that is, with institutionalised deliberation consisting of well-

regimented procedures for effective decision-making. In particular, online discussants are 

not Aristotelian deliberators who decide on the most expedient course of action in an 

official public assembly. Rather, the institutional goal of informal online political 

discussion can be formulated as formation of political opinions expressed publicly on the 

Internet. The results of such process of opinion-formation may later serve in the 

‘deliberative system’ as materials for deliberation in the sense of institutionalised decision-

making. What is crucial from an argumentative perspective, however, is that the process of 

opinion-formation is based on public argumentative exchanges, in which opinions are 

expressed, criticised and defended. Specific conditions that such fora create for the process 

of critical testing of expressed political opinions are scrutinised in the next chapter.  

 
                                                            
25 In both cases, a trade-off between openness and quality may come into play. See Jackson (1998: 190), and 
above, section 3.3. 
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 Chapter 6 
 

Internet discussion forums as an argumentative activity 

type 
 

 

 

 

6.1 The role of argumentation in online political forum discussions  

 

The goal of this chapter is to provide a pragma-dialectical analysis of online political 

forum discussions as an argumentative activity type. The results of this analysis, together 

with the preliminary description of online discussions provided in Chapter 5, are meant to 

give an answer to the basic research question of the study (Question 1): What kind of 

conditions for argumentation does the context of online political discussion forums create? 

 As discussed in Chapters 3 and 4, it is a basic assumption of pragmatic approaches 

to the study of argumentation that different ‘designs’ or formats for argumentative 

discussion are efficient in realising different (institutional) goals. In Chapter 5 I have 

argued that the online political discussions studied here are designed in such a way that 

they are conducive to realising the goal of informal opinion-formation rather than efficient 

decision-making. Still, next to opinion-formation in the political domain, the same design 

of online discussions can also support the realisation of other institutional goals, in other 

domains of communication. Attempts have been made to give an orderly account of the 

various goals that online discussions can serve. For example, Fisher, Smith and Welser 

(2006) proposed to divide Usenet newsgroups into four basic functional sub-types: 

‘question and answer,’ ‘conversational,’ ‘social support’ and ‘flame’ newsgroups. 

Himelboim (2008) distinguished even more basically between ‘conversation-based groups’ 

and ‘information-based groups.’ According to him, the specimen of the conversation-based 

groups are online venues for ‘political, philosophical and ideological discussions’ in which 

opinions are defended and critiqued from a variety of perspectives (Himelboim, 2008: 

164). Thus, such groups typically have a clear argumentative aspect.1 By contrast, the goal 

                                                            
1 Himelboim’s (2008: 164) general characterisation of the conversation-based groups, including political 
ones, is in line with the discussion in Chapter 5 of this study: ‘The goal of participants in conversation-based 
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of information-based groups is often ‘to provide participants with a set of facts regarding a 

topic’ (Himelboim, 2008: 165). Himelboim mentions ‘health-related groups’ as a clear 

example of forums for discussion in which informative questions and advice solicitations 

are responded to by individuals aspiring to be online experts by means of providing facts 

and proposing solutions (Ibidem).  

The distinction between conversation- and information-based online forums is not 

equivalent to a distinction between argumentative and non-argumentative discussions (if 

only because facts too can be disputed). However, online political discussions can be 

expected to be more emphatically argumentative than, say, (information-based) online 

medical discussions, even if both these types of discussion are supported by the same 

technology. As argued in this study, the technology of online forums is likely to engender a 

more confrontational, argumentative type of discussion if used in the political domain. As 

a result, certain conventions and patterns of use of the technology of online discussions 

analysed below can be different from other, non-political uses of online discussions.2  

As discussed in Chapter 4, the theoretical consistency of a pragma-dialectical 

analysis of argumentative activity types, such as online political forum discussions, is 

based on grasping their main argumentative qualities in terms of four parameters: the 

initial situation, starting points (rules of discussion, shared premises), means of 

argumentation and criticism, and the outcome (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2005). These 

parameters mirror the analytic division of the ideal model of a critical discussion into four 

stages: confrontation, opening, argumentation, and concluding.  

In this chapter a general analysis is provided of how institutional constraints of 

online political discussion forums impose typical restrictions and create opportunities for 

the realisation of each of the stages/parameters of argumentative exchanges that can be 

reconstructed from online discussions. Accordingly, the analysis is divided into four parts, 

pertaining to the initial situation (6.2), starting points (6.3), means of argumentation and 

criticism (6.4), and the possible outcome (6.5) of the argumentative activity type of online 

political discussions. In each part, the analysis is based directly on an argumentative 

reconstruction of fragments of online discussions and indirectly on other, often 

                                                                                                                                                                                    
groups […] is to exchange ideas, to voice and be heard, to convince and, sometimes, to be convinced. 
Typically, the longer and the more diverse a discussion, the better.’ 
2 Himelboim (2008: 172), for one, has demonstrated that, in comparison with the ‘information-based’ health 
groups, opinion-based ‘[p]olitical groups showed a disproportional distribution of replies, but to a lesser 
extent. The opinion-based messages, where no one is expected to hold the “correct” piece of information, 
showed less concentration of replies around the few highly replied individuals.’  
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quantitative, research results which shed light on argumentatively relevant qualities of 

online discussions. The results of the analysis of each of the parameters of the 

argumentative activity type of online political discussions will be summarised at the end of 

the chapter in table 6.1. 

   

6.2 The initial situation 

 

6.2.1 Disagreement as a necessary condition for an argumentative discussion 

 

Confrontation, in which disagreement regarding a certain standpoint is externalised in a 

discursive exchange or anticipated by the speaker (or writer), is fundamental to the 

pragma-dialectical grasp of argumentation for two basic reasons.  

The first reason is pragmatic: as defined by van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1982: 

8-11; 1984: 42-46) the performance of a complex speech act of argumentation is 

superfluous if an expressed opinion of a speaker is not confronted with a doubt or an 

opposite opinion by another speaker. That is because the speech act of argumentation is 

meaningfully performed only as an attempt to convince the listener of the acceptability of a 

given expressed opinion (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984: 43). If the listener already 

accepts the opinion, then—pragmatically speaking—the speaker is doing something that 

does not have to be done and therefore is completely superfluous. That is to say that from a 

pragmatic point of view opinions that are shared between the speaker (or writer) and his 

fellow discussants (or audience) can be meaningfully explained, elucidated, or perhaps 

preached about, but they cannot be ‘argued for’ among the members of this group of 

discussants.3  

The second reason is dialectical: pragma-dialectics follows the crucial dialectical 

principle stipulating that there is no argumentation without confrontation. In dialectical 

models of argumentation the presence of disagreement is a necessary condition for a 

dialectical discussion (or game) to begin: ‘Without a real or presumed confrontation, there 

is no need for a critical discussion’ (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004: 60; see also Barth 

& Krabbe, 1982; Walton, 1984; Walton & Krabbe, 1995). Therefore, an ideal 

argumentative discussion, such as the one proposed in the pragma-dialectical model of a 

critical discussion, starts with a confrontation where the form of disagreement is 
                                                            
3 Of course, if the group tries to defend their in-group opinions against criticisms of some other group, then 
argumentation is possible, exactly because the condition of disagreement is fulfilled.    
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determined.4 This, ideally, happens in but two simple steps: 1) the speaker advances his 

standpoint and 2) the listener casts doubts on, or directly attacks, the standpoint (van 

Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984: 85).5 

In real discussions, such basic confrontational structure (advancing standpoint 

followed by an expression of doubt or attack) may take many forms. As described in 

Chapter 4, one of the distinguishing features of different argumentative activity types is 

their initial situation, that is, the way in which the confrontation is shaped. Many activities, 

such as legal proceedings or mediation sessions, presuppose a specific form of 

disagreement, i.e., they define the necessary conditions (such as the object and type of 

dispute) under which an argumentative discussion in these institutions can start. If the 

conditions are not met, that is, if the initial situation does not contain a particular form of 

disagreement, a speech event (i.e., an individual occurrence of an activity type) cannot be 

commenced.6     

The design of online discussion forums studied here does not predefine any special 

kind of argumentative confrontation in the sense of conditions needed to initiate the online 

discussion. Moreover, the elements necessary for an argumentative discussion to begin, 

that is, discursive moves leading to a clear establishment of dispute, are not explicitly 

imposed by the system of online discussions. This is in sharp contrast to many computer-

mediated designs for holding argumentative discussions (the so called groupware systems) 

described by Aakhus (see section 3.2). In particular, contrary to the ‘issue-networking’ 

systems, online forums studied here are not explicitly designed in a way that would enforce 

‘optimizing disagreement through the clash of claims’ (Aakhus, 2002a: 124-125). Hence, 

at least theoretically, they can be carried out in an amicable, supportive atmosphere, where 

agreements abound and confrontations never emerge. This, however, would be a highly 

surprising incidence, especially when political topics are discussed. 

                                                            
4 This involves making clear the sense and force of the disputed standpoint and the type of a difference of 
opinion (dispute) that is at stake in respect of the standpoint. There are four basic types of disputes. In the 
first place, disputes can be single or multiple, depending on the number of propositions that are included in 
the standpoint. Moreover, every dispute is either non-mixed (when the listener only casts doubt on the 
standpoint of the speaker without assuming a standpoint of his own) or mixed (when the listener disagrees 
with the standpoint of the speaker and advances an opposite position) (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992a: 
15-22). 
5 In a fully externalised ideal discussion one can distinguish two more basic moves necessary to complete the 
confrontation stage: 3) the protagonist upholds his standpoint in face of the expressed doubts or criticisms, 
and 4) the antagonist upholds his doubt or criticism (or moves from criticism to doubt, or vice versa). See van 
Eemeren, Houtlosser & Snoeck Henkemans, 2007: 24-28.  
6 This is most explicitly clear in the case of judicial trials where a judge can refuse to open proceedings on 
the basis of the suit brought to the court not qualifying as a legal dispute.  
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In fact, as the results of quantitative content analyses show, differences of opinion 

are externalised in online political discussions. Political scientists analysing various 

samples of online discussions discovered that anything from 10.6% to 76% of messages in 

online political discussions contain some forms of disagreement, categorised as ‘debate’ or 

‘attack on poster’ (Davis, 1999: 157; Hill & Hughes, 1998: 58; Wilhelm, 1998: 327-333).7 

Especially interesting are the meticulous analyses of Hill and Hughes (1998), who 

hypothesise that the Usenet political discussions will be confrontational (or ‘debate-

oriented’), and define a confrontation as a situation in which ‘people with different 

opinions will clash in a battle of ideas’ (Hill & Hughes, 1998: 49-50). Their initial result is 

that merely 30% of the discussion threads are argumentative debates. However, after 

excluding the ‘discussion’ threads consisting of just one message (that is, those which are 

limited to just the initial message which never really instigated a discussion) from the 

mechanical quantitative coding, they discover that the proper, multi-message discussions 

containing argumentative confrontation cover 76% of all the messages posted to the Usenet 

political groups they studied (Hill & Hughes, 1998: 58).     

Similarly, an argumentative analysis of online discourse supports the view that the 

freedom the design of online discussion forums offers is, notably in the political context, 

exercised by Internet users as an opportunity for disagreement, rather than agreement. 

Interestingly, even in cases where agreement seems to prevail, there is some room for 

dissent which, even though delayed, may still trigger an argumentative discussion: 

 
(6.1) 8 Years of Dick 8 
http://groups.google.com/group/abc_politics_forum/browse_frm/thread/3e367eac10ed1d02?hl=en#  
 
1. DOC828NDF     May 15 2009, 8:57 pm 
We have had to put up with that Dick Cheney for 8 long and miserable  
years. Why doesn't the man shut up and keep his opinions to him self?  
And better yet, why does the media torture us with these opinions. The  
only thing I want to hear about him or Bush from now on is when  
they'll be prosecuted 
                                                            
7 Quite oddly, Davis (1999: 157) defines the category of ‘attack on poster’ as: ‘verbal adverse criticism of a 
previous poster’s ideas, affiliations, background, or personal characteristics.’ From a point of view of 
argumentation theory, this is truly nothing more than a rag-bag category: it includes all sorts of critical 
reactions, from confrontational expressions of disagreement in respect of a standpoint, to reasonable 
criticisms of arguments, to overtly fallacious ad hominem attacks.  
8 All the excerpts of online discussions are presented in this study in the following order: topic of the 
discussion (created by the author of message no 1), Web-address, number of a message (or ‘post’) as appears 
on the forum, name of the author (‘poster’), date and time of a message (in the format provided by the 
Google Groups system), and the text of a message. Note that, due to the topical rather than purely 
chronological structuring of the conversations, even posts far removed in the numbered sequence can be 
direct responses to some previous posts. All the messages are quoted verbatim, without any editorial 
corrections (save for some occasional shortenings clearly indicated by squared brackets: […]).  

http://groups.google.com/group/abc_politics_forum/browse_frm/thread/3e367eac10ed1d02?hl=en�
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2. Rebel      May 15 2009, 10:16 pm 
That is the problem Doc, No one has ever seen Cheney before, its all  
new to the population to see the republican asshole VP. 
 
3. SgtUSMC     [not available – message removed] 
Yeah, it's strange that we've seen more of him since he left office  
than we did in 8 whole years of his vice precedency. 
 
4. Rebel      May 15 2009, 10:21 pm 
Yeah, he is on the defense, he knows we are going to get him one way  
or another..this evil bastard will pay eventually. 
 
5. Pajasu     May 21 2009, 6:33 pm 
Are you going after Obama when he does the same thing the Republicans  
did? 
 
6. Rebel      May 21 2009, 10:31 pm 
P.J. When he messes up, I will go after him, if you had read my posts,  
you would see there is some things I do not like about Obama, But I am  
going to give him a chance. I read his story in NewsWeek, and He is an  
impressive person, unlike the SOB 's that you support. 
 

In discussion (6.1), participants (Rebel and SgtUSMC) are up to turn 4 in full agreement 

with the initial standpoint advanced by DOC828NDF (in the form of a rhetorical question): 

‘Dick Cheney should shut up and keep his opinions to himself.’ When it seems that 

reinforcement of ideas is strongly set up and explicitly indicated (‘That is the problem,’ 

‘Yeah’), in turn 5 Pajasu asks a dissenting question: ‘Are you going after Obama when he 

does the same thing the Republicans did?’9 Typically for starkly bi-polar discussions over 

American politics, Pajasu’s question does not directly address the issue of Cheney’s 

current performance, but rather turns against Obama’s performance. It is clear from 

Rebel’s response (turn 6) that this indeed leads to a full-fledged, qualitative multiple 

dispute:10 ‘He [Obama – ML] is an impressive person, unlike the SOB’s that you 

support.’11 

                                                            
9 This question, if taken to be rhetorical, can be reconstructed as an accusation of inconsistency in the 
confrontation stage of a discussion: ‘[You are going after the Republican Cheney, but] you are not going after 
Obama when he does the same thing the Republicans did.’ As argued by Andone (2009) and Mohammed 
(2009), such an accusation amounts to an expression of doubt whether the standpoint can be upheld by the 
protagonist.   
10 A qualitative multiple dispute arises when an ‘alternative standpoint’ advanced by one of the arguers 
‘implies a standpoint that is opposite’ to the standpoint advanced by the other arguer (van Eemeren, 
Houtlosser & Snoeck Henkemans, 2007: 27). 
11 The use of acronyms, such as SOB (son of a bitch), LOL (laughing out loud) or STFU (shut the fuck up), is 
characteristic of online discussions – it not only facilitates typing, but also veils some very explicit 
comments. See Crystal (2001: 85-86) for an extensive list of such acronyms.    
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In the following two sub-sections, I will argue that due to the special features of 

online political discussion forums there is some kind of an accountable typicality to initial 

disagreements occurring in this type of argumentative activity.  

 

6.2.2 Conditions for expressing disagreements in Internet discussions  

 

It is a fact well-established by discourse and conversation analysts that many of our daily 

interactions are permeated by the ‘preference for agreement.’ In the simplest formulation, 

it means that subsequently to someone else’s speech acts, such as compliments or 

assessments (Pomerantz, 1978, 1984), we tend to respond with agreements. The prevalence 

of such a preference means that there are more agreements than disagreements, that they 

are performed faster, and more explicitly. By contrast, disagreements are not only usually 

avoided or withheld but, if they occur, they are very often delayed and become subject to 

many strategies of implicitness (prefaces, partial or token agreements, indicated, e.g., by 

‘Well…’ or ‘Yes…but…’) (Pomerantz, 1984: 64).12 Pomerantz, in an attempt to account 

for such an observable fact, suggests that ‘across a variety of situations conversants orient 

to their disagreeing with one another as uncomfortable, unpleasant, difficult, risking threat, 

insult, or offense’ (Pomerantz, 1984: 77).13 For similar reasons, as has been argued by 

political scientists, avoidance of contestation may lead to situations in which everyday 

political talk is limited, stifled, or even does not occur at all (Witschge, 2004: 111-113).  

 All the same, disagreements do occur in everyday conversations, notably in 

political discussions. Moreover, disagreement is often not an unusual, unexpected and thus 

marked form of conduct, but rather an expected, preferred and even ‘default’ behaviour. In 

order to account for this fact, one may start from emphasising that the idea of the 

‘preference organization,’ as construed by conversation analysts, is based on the 

‘institutional ranking of alternatives’ (Atkinson & Heritage, 1984: 53).14 Having this in 

                                                            
12 As two important exceptions to this general rule, Pomerantz mentions responses to some overt 
compliments directed towards the listener (1978: 98-106) and self-depreciations (1984: 77-95). In such cases, 
for reasons of, respectively, self-praise avoidance and supportiveness towards others, disagreements are 
preferred.    
13 Based on such considerations, Jackson and Jacobs developed in their early work a concept of argument as 
a ‘repair mechanism’ used in the situation of ‘interactional trouble,’ i.e., in case of ‘the occurrence of 
disagreement in a rule system built to prefer agreement’ (Jackson & Jacobs, 1980: 251; see also Jacobs & 
Jackson, 1982). 
14 These concepts are defined in the following way: ‘The term “preference” refers to a range of phenomena 
associated with the fact that choices among nonequivalent courses of action are routinely implemented in 
ways that reflect an institutional ranking of alternatives. Despite its connotations, the term is not intended to 
reference personal, subjective, or “psychological” desires or dispositions’ (Atkinson & Heritage, 1984: 53; 
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mind, it is noticeable that the types of activity that Pomerantz mentions in her analyses can 

be briefly characterised as ‘a context of unspecified, friendly conversation’ (Kotthoff, 

1993: 195, 213). Therefore, the features that Pomerantz seems to be treating as universal, 

should be carefully studied in different institutionalised situations, as some variations of 

the preference structure may surface. Kotthoff, interested in this very problem, makes two 

claims on the basis of her study of preference structures in the context of a dispute or, as 

she calls it, ‘the activity type of argumentation’ (1993: 205).  

First, whenever the dynamics of a conversation leads to a situation in which dissent 

and argumentation emerges, then ‘the disagreement activities appear less and less 

modulated. There is no preference for agreement any more. On the contrary, disagreement 

is stressed and oriented to’ (Kotthoff, 1993: 201). One of her accounts of such a ‘reverse’ 

preference structure is that if a disputant (in her examples – a student facing opposition 

from a professor) ‘wants to present herself as a rational human being who is responsible 

for her actions, she has to defend herself and disagree’ (1993: 199). Apparently, then, the 

preference for disagreement is in some cases driven by requirements of reasonableness, 

such as the burden of proof. 

Second, in some situations certain fixed institutional conditions which stimulate 

disagreements are in place throughout the discursive activity. Evident examples of such 

institutional situations are legal trials as well as, in general, all activities based on 

argumentation: ‘the dispute’, Kotthoff claims, ‘is even typically staged by suspending the 

“normal consensus expectations”’ (1993: 195). Thus Kotthoff seems to suggest that there 

are institutional contexts in which the situation is ‘typically’ reversed and the preference 

for disagreement prevails. 

Such, I would like to argue, is the case with online political forum discussions. 

Simply put, disagreement seems to be a preferred form of discursive behaviour in this type 

of argumentative activity.15 In this respect, online political discussion forums resemble, in 

general, ‘aggravated debates’ in which ‘speakers orient themselves to quick opposition’ 

(Kotthoff, 1993: 205). Apart from an extensive impact on reacting critically in the course 

                                                                                                                                                                                    
italics original). As Kotthoff remarks regarding Atkinson & Heritage’s notion of  ‘institutional ranking of 
alternatives’: ‘They do not elaborate on that understanding, but it points to a context orientation’ (1993: 214, 
n. 1). 
15 And, indeed, in any other type of activity that is inherently or predominantly argumentative (van Eemeren, 
2010: Ch. 5). Van Eemeren (Ibidem) distinguishes between communicative activity types that are ‘inherently 
or “essentially” argumentative’ (e.g. parliamentary debates), ‘predominantly argumentative’ (e.g. political 
interviews), ‘coincidentally argumentative’ (e.g. ‘prayers in which a claim that is made is supported by 
arguments’), and ‘not argumentative at all’ (e.g. ‘short news bulletins broadcast on the radio’). 
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of argumentation (see Chapters 7, 8 and 9), such preference for disagreement means, first 

of all, that confrontational moves regarding others’ standpoints can be freely performed. 

Examples of research carried out in the early days of computer-mediated 

communication already showed that some special qualities of such communication, 

especially anonymity, make discussants more prone to an uninhibited, assertive and critical 

style of conversation (Connolly, Jessup & Valacich, 1990; Kiesler, Siegel & McGuire, 

1984). As the authors of these studies argue, anonymous computer-mediated environments 

eliminate many social cues and status dependencies that typically prevent people from 

‘speaking up,’ notably, from defying the authority. They also limit the evaluation 

apprehension, one of the major sources of socially-driven inhibitions to free expression of 

one’s ideas. ‘Uninhibited,’ however, may not only mean free and open—two most 

important values in political argumentation—but also free of accountability and open to 

abuses leading to lack of civility in discussions.16 An extensive use of derogatory, abusive 

language in online discussions (so called flaming) has been seen as an inhibiting factor in 

itself, since many would-be arguers may be discouraged to participate in vehemently 

confrontational activities (Benson, 1996; Dahlberg, 2001a; Papacharissi, 2004). Without 

judging the impact of reduced inhibitions in voicing one’s opinions on the overall quality 

of discussions, one can agree that, among other factors, anonymity makes ‘dissenters feel 

more liberated to express their views online than offline’ (Witschge, 2004: 115).17  

Other factors that may facilitate occurrence of argumentative confrontations 

include: a heterogeneity of often diverging views available online, which makes meeting 

‘the other’—a possible antagonist—much easier than in the limited circle of our daily 

encountered like-minded friends (Stromer-Galley, 2003); the spoken/written character of 

online discourse which allows for actual interactions (and thus quick rejoinders) but 

eliminates the elementary features of face-to-face encounters, that is, physical co-presence 

and non-verbal communication cues, which often provide ‘back-channels’ for immediate 

(positive or negative) feedback to one’s opinions (Baym, 1996; Collot & Belmore, 1996; 

Crystal, 2001; Ferrara, Brunner & Whittemore, 1991; Herring, 1999, 2001); norms of 

                                                            
16 Papacharissi (2004) states that civility should not be confused with politeness. As she argues, online 
political discussions which may be seen as rather ‘impolite’ from the perspective of certain socially preferred 
conventions of a gentlemanly use of language can still remain civil in terms of ‘the democratic merit of 
robust and heated discussion’ characterised by open expression of disagreements.     
17 A distinction is sometimes made between ‘pure anonymity’ and ‘pseudonymity’ (Donath, 1999: 53-54; see 
section 7.3.1). In pseudonymous contexts arguers are not fully accountable as persons with ‘real’ identities. 
Yet, for the sake of building reputation around a consistently used pseudonym, they may tend to conform to 
social norms, such as avoidance of contestation, in a more pronounced way than ‘purely anonymous’ arguers.       
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netiquette which ‘contains a bias towards particular, agonistic forms of discourse’ 

(Dahlberg, 2001a: online; see also: Baym, 1996; Mandelcwajg & Marcoccia, 2007).  

The last but certainly not the least factor is the very type of discussions studied here 

– as some claim, ‘political discussion is inherently confrontational as people discuss 

policies from vastly divergent points of view’ (Hill & Hughes, 1998: 22-23). This 

characteristic of the topic of discussions can, of course, be only put to work if a political 

discussion sets off at all – as mentioned above, people may have plenty of reasons not to 

start political discussions in the first place. As soon as they start, however, disagreements 

are likely to surface.   

All in all, it seems quite safe to claim that—owing to the qualities of online 

political discussions—argumentative confrontations can be typically expected in this very 

type of activity.  

 

6.2.3 Ways of expressing disagreements in Internet discussions  

 

Knowing that disagreements are likely to occur in online political discussion forums, it is 

worthwhile to briefly illustrate how they actually come about.  

As examined by van Eemeren, Houtlosser and Snoeck Henkemans (2007: Ch. 3), 

actual argumentative discourse contains many linguistic indicators of confrontation, which 

can be basically grouped into the indicators of standpoints and indicators of (various kinds 

of) disputes. However, apart from linguistic clues one can also draw on ‘clues in the 

context’ (Houtlosser, 2001: 43; Johnson & Blair, 1994: 13-15): in some activity types such 

as letters to the editor or—as I will try to show presently—online discussions, putting 

forward any assertive can be readily taken as expressing a standpoint. That means that 

proposed assertives can be quickly made disputable – as argued by Houtlosser (2001: 32), 

it is one of the preparatory conditions for the speech act of advancing a (positive) 

standpoint that the ‘speaker S believes that the listener L does not (already, at face value, 

completely) accept [opinion] O [in respect to which the speaker has advanced a positive 

standpoint and thus has assumed an obligation to defend].’  

 The most explicit indicators of confrontation, such as ‘I believe’ (standpoint), ‘I am 

not so sure about it’ (doubt leading to a non-mixed dispute), or ‘I disagree’ (criticism 

leading to a mixed dispute) certainly do appear in online discussions. At the same time, 

online discussions exhibit some special ways of starting argumentative confrontation, 

notably, of advancing standpoints. One of such ways is putting forward the standpoint in 
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the topic of the discussion thread, while the body of the message contains nothing more 

than a copy-paste quotation of facts from an online news report: 

 
(6.2)  =======> YET ANOTHER THING OBAMA IS DOING RIGHT...AND THAT SHOULD HAVE 
BEEN DONE YEARS AGO! <======= 
http://groups.google.com/group/alt.politics/browse_frm/thread/24cc450e5eee39c6#  
 
1. ChasNemo     May 20 2009, 1:26 am 
=======> YET ANOTHER THING OBAMA IS DOING RIGHT...AND THAT SHOULD HAVE BEEN 
DONE YEARS AGO! <=======  
 
http://www.usatoday.com/money/autos/2009-05-18-auto-emissions_N.htm?l...  
 
Obama drives up miles-per-gallon requirements  
By James R. Healey, USA TODAY  
The Obama administration announced Tuesday what amounts to a sweeping  
revision to auto-emission and fuel-economy standards, putting them in  
the same package for the first time.  
The plan would require cars and trucks to average 35.5 miles per  
gallon by 2016, […] 
 
2. MEG      May 20 2009, 1:39 am 
I hope you like riding in a beer can with wheels, that is what gets 35 mpg 
 

Another, even more minimalistic, way of advancing standpoints is proposing only a 

quotation from some media reports, without any comment or, indeed, any text added by the 

initiator of the thread:  

 
(6.3) McCain Was Not Tortured, POW Guard Claims 
http://groups.google.com/group/PoliticalForum/browse_frm/thread/c3c3b5b8a589c9e5  
 
1. [ the last patriotic republican ]   Oct 17 2008, 11:44 am 
McCain Was Not Tortured, POW Guard Claims  
http://www.alternet.org/election08/103233/  
An interview with the chief prison guard of the North Vietnamese jail  
in which McCain was held claims, "We never tortured  
McCain." […] 
 
2. mark      Oct 17 2008, 11:52 am 
bwahahahahahahahahahaha God murky, where do you find these comic posts  
of yours.  what a crock of shit. 
 
 
(6.4) Al-Qaida backs McCain  
http://groups.google.com/group/abc_politics_forum/browse_frm/thread/530778eaf3cf69ec?hl=en 
 
1. ImStillMags     Oct 22 2008, 9:17 pm 
Al-Qaida-linked Web site backs McCain as president  
By PAMELA HESS – 16 hours ago  
WASHINGTON (AP) — Al-Qaida supporters suggested in a Web site message  
this week they would welcome a pre-election terror attack on the U.S.  
as a way to usher in a McCain presidency.  
[…] 
http://ap.google.com/article/ALeqM5iFK9c9KTpdbjhYyuWIlZyAuyqeJgD93VA3B80  
 

http://groups.google.com/group/alt.politics/browse_frm/thread/24cc450e5eee39c6�
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http://www.alternet.org/election08/103233/�
http://groups.google.com/group/abc_politics_forum/browse_frm/thread/530778eaf3cf69ec?hl=en�
http://ap.google.com/article/ALeqM5iFK9c9KTpdbjhYyuWIlZyAuyqeJgD93VA3B80�


CHAPTER 6 

 92

34. Zebnick     Oct 22 2008, 9:23 pm 
LOL! Nice try jack offs. Everyone knows Al Queda backs one of their  
own, Hussein Obama. 

 

As examples (6.3) and (6.4) illustrate, even if the initial message of an online 

political discussion consists exclusively of cited content, it is taken to be containing a more 

or less direct expression of a certain standpoint on the issue referred to.18 That such 

messages function as expressions of a standpoint is made clear by other discussants who 

respond with doubt or more or less direct disagreement to all kinds of initiating messages, 

including those where the author’s own externalised opinions are apparently missing. If 

this is indeed the case, it is not necessary to indicate explicitly in some standard way that 

one advances a standpoint. Instead, the context of the activity type alone may suggest that 

‘Anything you say can (and will) be used against you.’ Moreover, since online discussions 

studied here are political discussions, the type of standpoints that arguers orient to are 

standpoints in which political opinions are expressed. Therefore, even citing ‘objective’ 

news reports, especially in the first message of a thread, is responded to as advancing a 

standpoint with respect to a certain political opinion that is implicitly conveyed in the 

quoted material.          

Quite apart from that, every message containing a standpoint may in fact prompt 

many expressions of disagreement. In this way, the whole discussion is liable to forking 

out into many simultaneously held sub-disputes (provided that the expression of 

disagreement is followed by an exchange of arguments and criticisms). Such an 

opportunity for multiple confrontation may be a serious impediment to the process of 

decision-making, but is conducive to a thorough testing of expressed opinion from as many 

angles as possible.    

 To summarise – unlike legal trials or negotiations, online discussion forums contain 

argumentative confrontation not as a precondition of their very performance, but as an 

expected or even favoured situation: those who decide to participate should know that they 

will be taken as advancing a standpoint regarding a political opinion under the conditions 
                                                            
18 The astonishing brevity in externalising opinions in the initiating (or ‘root’) messages has been noted in the 
extensive content analysis of 20 political Usenet newsgroups carried out by Himelboim, Gleave and Smith 
(2009). In a randomly selected sample of 325 ‘root messages’ posted by ‘discussion catalysts’ (that is, online 
discussants who received a disproportionally high number of replies), only 4,6% of messages were original 
contributions of the posters without any quoted content, while 95,4% included some imported content. Of the 
latter messages, 65% ‘contained a brief comment (up to two sentences) by the author, such as “[t]he guy’s 
definitely gettin’ to be very unpopular” and “stupid”,’ mere 7% ‘included both imported content and 
substantial contribution (more than two sentences) by authors, while the rest [28% - ML] had no personal 
comments’ (Himelboim, Gleave & Smith, 2009: 783-784). Shortly: ‘Of all analyzed root messages, only 12 
percent included a substantial contribution by the authors that was apparently original content’ (Ibidem).      
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of open and expected criticism. This criticism may lead to both non-mixed and mixed 

differences of opinion. For all these reasons, one can formulate the initial situation of the 

argumentative activity type of online political discussion forums as an expected non-mixed 

or mixed difference of opinion regarding issues of politics (see table 6.1).   

 

6.3 Starting points 

 

In real-life argumentation the opening stage is seldom explicitly and fully performed – the 

negotiation of common starting points (whether procedural or material) is usually largely 

implicit and often spread over the whole speech event. The concept of argumentative 

activity types brings more clarity as to the position and status of the opening stage in actual 

argumentation: the guiding principle is that participants in a given argumentative activity 

type may be taken to be explicitly agreeing on the special rules of this activity by virtue of 

entering the activity. In other words, they are expected to follow the rules which they are 

supposed to become familiar with before entering the activity. In many institutionalised 

activity types, upon starting the activity discussants have to certify they are aware of the 

‘rules and conditions’ of this given activity.  

 

6.3.1 Procedural starting points 

 

All users of the ‘Google Groups’ service, just like many other public systems for online 

discussion, before posting any message have to confirm they have read and understood the 

current ‘Terms of Service.’19 ‘Terms of Service’ are primarily a legal act, which stipulates 

obligations and rights of the ‘Google Groups’ owners and users. It specifies many legal 

aspects of use of discussion groups which are not directly relevant to argumentation, such 

as copyrights or privacy policy. Some of its rules are, however, argumentatively relevant. 

This applies to the following three rules (included in point 6 of ‘Terms of Service’: 

‘Appropriate Conduct’) which are supposed to guarantee an uninhibited freedom of 

expression, and thus may be seen as real-life specifications of the pragma-dialectical 

‘freedom rule’ of the model of critical discussion: 

 

 

                                                            
19 Available and updated online: http://groups.google.com/intl/en/googlegroups/terms_of_service3.html.  
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By way of example, and not as a limitation, you agree that when using the Service, you will not: 

- defame, abuse, harass, stalk, threaten or otherwise violate the legal rights (such as rights of privacy 

and publicity) of others;  

- post any inappropriate, defamatory, infringing, obscene, or unlawful Content; 

- restrict or inhibit any other user from using and enjoying the Service; 

The fact that general legal rules of ‘Terms of Service’ do not cover much of 

communicative behaviour of online discussants is counterbalanced by the stipulation of 

more specific rules in particular forums. Such a forum-specific formulation of rules is at 

the discretion of those who are in charge of establishing and running a given forum (group 

owners, administrators, moderators).    

 One of the discussion forums under study—PoliticalForum—welcomes users with 

the following information: ‘In addition to Google TOS [Terms Of Service], please read our 

forum rules: http://tinyurl.com/3ytd72.’ Under the link, one can find the following list: 

   POLITICALFORUM RULES 

1) Members must be at least 18 years of Age. 

2) No spam, ads, solicitations, pornography or posts in any language other than English will be 

permitted. 

3) Posts that are made only to insult, defame, attack or threaten another member of the forum will 

not be tolerated and may be removed. 

4) Posts that contain personal/private information about another poster, who wishes to remain 

anonymous, will be removed and may lead to other moderation up to and including banning from 

the forum. 

5) Behavior that is disruptive to the forum, including but not limited to changing thread titles and the 

like, will not be tolerated. The only exception to thread title changes is that the originator of the 

thread may change the title at their discretion. 

6) Any member breaking any of these rules will be subject to moderation at the discretion of the 

moderators. A member who is placed on moderation will remain on moderation for at least 48 

Hours. Any attempts to continue to break the rules while on moderation will result in a longer period 

of moderation. 

7) Repeated violations of the above rules may result in removal from the forum at the discretion of 

the moderators. 

Banning slanderous or defamatory attacks, as well as threats, infringements of anonymity, 

and any other ‘behavior that is disruptive to the forum’ is a means to securing the smooth 

running of the forum. Sanctions such as temporary moderation or permanent banning of a 

violent user are put in place. 

http://tinyurl.com/3ytd72�
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It is not difficult to see how these rules correspond to argumentative norms, even if 

this correspondence is purely coincidental (after all, the authors of the rules may be 

motivated by concerns different than argumentative reasonableness). According to the 

rules of the PoliticalForum, ad hominem and ad baculum attacks are forbidden (point 3). 

Strict anonymity can be seen as a condition facilitating resolving disputes on the merits, 

rather than on the basis of someone’s actual social role or position (point 4). Some general 

topical relevance is also required – changing the topic of a thread is seen as a serious 

infraction (point 5). 

 Apart from the explicitly stated general ‘Terms of Service’ and rules of particular 

forums, users are expected to (1) follow some basic rules of netiquette, and (2) master the 

details of technological design of the forums: sloppy, inexperienced newcomers making 

basic mistakes (such as posting personal replies using the general ‘Reply,’ rather than 

‘Reply to author’ functions) are swiftly reproached (Smith, McLaughlin & Osborne, 1998). 

Since the details of the technological set-up of online discussions have already been 

discussed in section 5.2, a short description of the netiquette will suffice.20 The norms of a 

general net etiquette are the norms of a proper online behaviour set in the early days of ‘the 

virtual community.’ Even though the often repeated argument holds that the rules of 

netiquette are notoriously breached, they remain a point of reference for both 

administrators of different forums, who often rely on them in stipulating the rules of the 

forums they are in charge of, and ordinary users alike. The relevance of the rules of 

netiquette transpires in arguers’ ‘meta-communication,’ i.e., their discussions regarding 

breaches of the norms of online communication. Such discussions are usually composed, 

on the one side (the offended), of reproaches, accusations, and other forms of criticism, 

and, on the other side (the offender), of excuses, justifications, apologies, concessions or 

denials (Doury, 2005; Korenman & Wyatt, 1996; Smith, McLaughlin & Osborne, 1998). 

Such ‘meta-communication’ provides an extra insight into the conventional conditions in 

which political online discussions take place. Davis, for example, notices that the 

requirement that the arguments given be supported by some external sources of data is 

rarely met in the discussions he studied. Still, the norm, even if not universally observed, 

seems to hold, as it is often referred to by the arguers: ‘this lack of supporting evidence 

became a frequent source of criticism of other posters’ (Davis, 1999: 161). 

                                                            
20 See Mandelcwajg and Marcoccia (2007) for a broader discussion on the rules of the netiquette from the 
perspective of argumentation theory. 
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 To mention just a few such norms of netiquette formulated in Netiquette guidelines 

(http://www.dtcc.edu/cs/rfc1855.html), pertinent to the argumentative issues discussed in 

this dissertation:  

Take care in what you write. Messages and articles should be brief and to the point. Don't wander 

off-topic, don't ramble… […] If you are sending a reply to a message or a posting be sure you 

summarize the original at the top of the message, or include just enough text of the original to give a 

context. This will make sure readers understand, when they start to read your response. […] Read all 

of a discussion in progress (we call this a thread) before posting replies. […] Avoid posting "Me 

Too" messages, where content is limited to agreement with previous posts […]. 

It is clear from this excerpt that netiquette guidelines embody some well-known maxims of 

cooperative communication, such as those formulated by Grice (1975): brevity, clarity and 

relevance (which correspond to Grice’s quantity, manner and relevance maxims) are 

explicitly advised. Moreover, demonstrable familiarity with the whole text of unfolding 

discussion is recommended. At the same time, by discouraging ‘“Me Too” messages,’ the 

guidelines promote a rather contentious style of conversation. Therefore, as already 

mentioned, it had been claimed that—despite cooperative elements—in general the rules of 

netiquette exhibit a certain ‘bias towards particular, agonistic forms of discourse’ 

(Dahlberg, 2001a: online; see also: Baym, 1996; Mandelcwajg & Marcoccia, 2007).  

  To sum up, the procedural starting points of online discussion forums are a 

combination of explicit constitutive rules of technology, explicit regulative rules of ‘Terms 

of Service’ and rules of particular forums, and the implicit regulative rules of general 

netiquette (see table 6.1).   

 

6.3.2 Material starting points  

 

Similarly to other informal contexts of communication, online political discussions studied 

here are characterised by lack of institutionally established material starting points for 

argumentative discussion. This is to say that arguers cannot employ as unshakeable shared 

premises propositions found in, for instance, law books (as is the case in judicial disputes) 

or textbooks (as is the case in classroom discussions). Naturally, certain ordinary 

requirements of common knowledge of the world are in place, hence many facts and value 

judgments cannot but be accepted as premises in online discussions. Still, arguers are by no 

means officially obligated to treat certain arguments as incontestable starting points on 

http://www.dtcc.edu/cs/rfc1855.html�
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which a strong case can be built. Other conditions of online discussions may however 

affect the way shared premises are negotiated in this activity type. 

The most important of the conditions of online discussions regarding the material 

starting points is such forums’ being a part of the World Wide Web, in which every text 

may become a ‘hypertext,’ i.e., a text which contains cross-references (or ‘hyperlinks’) to 

other texts published on the Web. Online discussion forums as interactive discussions, 

which are still asynchronous and written, resemble in this respect many other types of 

online texts. Hyperlinks provide not only for intra-forum structuring and coherence (every 

message posted can be separately linked to), but also for extra-forum backing of data 

adduced. This means that arguers can easily prop up their argumentative statements by any 

online sources of data they find suitable: usually by posting a link (that is, a URL address) 

to a specific Web-page, or by copy-pasting some texts, or by doing both at the same time. 

In the case of general political discussions, often focused on current news events, the 

sources of data are usually news reports from numerous online newspapers (or any other 

media outlets accessible online). However, official documents, scientific articles, or indeed 

any other means of corroborating one’s own words can be linked to, if only available 

online.   

The possibility of linking one’s argumentation to some online evidence may have a 

strong bearing on the shape of argumentative exchanges. It seems that thanks to its 

prevalence, linking has permeated online culture – information which is not substantiated 

by some links may be considered as somewhat defective and can certainly become a target 

of tenability criticism (that is, criticism regarding the acceptability of the propositional 

content of the premises used). As content analysis of Hill and Hughes (1998: 57) shows, 

63.4% of all the discussion threads they studied provide (reference to) ‘sourced 

information,’ such as press releases of the White House. Hill and Hughes note, however, 

that ‘the number of informational threads drops to 53% for multi-message threads.’ Yet, as 

they claim, ‘[i]nformation is lower but still remains the norm or majority of all threads’ 

(Hill & Hughes, 1998: 58). 

Even more striking are numbers given by Himelboim, Gleave and Smith (2009). As 

mentioned above (section 6.2.3), these researchers analysed the content of 325 initial 

(‘root’) messages posted to 20 political newsgroups on the Usenet (accessed through 

Google Groups) by the posters most frequently replied to, who are thus the most successful 

posters (the so-called ‘discussion catalysts’). The results are as follows: 
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Of these root messages, 95.4 per cent (310 messages) included imported content from sources on the 

WorldWideWeb as pasted raw articles or URLs and 4.6 per cent (15 messages) included only 

original content. Of all 325 root messages, 60 percent included linked to or pasted content from 

traditional media websites. The leading news organizations were Associated Press (24 times), the 

Washington Post (23), and the New York Times (11). Other major sources were online-only news 

sites, such as Salon.com (15 percent), blogs and personal websites, such as Capitol Hill Blue (8 

percent), and government, such as the White House, and nonprofit organizations, such as Citizens 

for Legitimate Government (six percent). (Himelboim, Gleave & Smith, 2009: 783) 

In short, the potential to copy-paste from and link to online sources of data is abundantly 

made use of by online discussants. When it comes to argumentation, this means that online 

discussants make attempts to ground their opinions in premises provided by some external 

sources, rather than exclusively in arguments created by themselves. 

Of course, ‘including imported content’ by providing a link to a ‘sourced 

information’ is quite different from including acceptable content. The search for common 

ground among online arguers may be actually more difficult than in many other contexts: 

on the Internet, right-wingers will always have their own news reports, opinion pages, 

blogs, and even opinion polls to support certain viewpoints. And leftists will have their 

own sources too (see: Davis, 1999; Hill & Hughes, 1998). Linking, thus, is by no means a 

remedy that always solves epistemological problems of disputants. That is not to say, 

however, that online discussions are doomed to be permeated by ‘deep disagreements’ 

which can only engender argumentative discussions that are necessarily futile because 

agreements on some common starting points can never be reached (Fogelin, 1985). Indeed, 

ideological divisions and hence the contestation of premises for argumentation may be 

quite persistent, yet some sources of data due to their status in the online community such 

as the ‘free’ online encyclopaedia—Wikipedia—may be considered a reliable reference 

and thus serve as a repository of acceptable material starting points (see, e.g., Anthony, 

Smith & Williamson, 2009; Goodwin, 2009).21    

 In short, even if the possibility to link one’s arguments to external sources of data is 

not a means of securing the resolution of disputes by the arguers’ arriving at an agreement 

(based on mutually acceptable starting points), at least it may increase the quality of 

disagreements. In the situation of deep ideological divisions often permeating online 

political discussions, the online availability of material starting points gives an opportunity 

                                                            
21 The ‘Wikipedia’ entry in Wikipedia informs us, using external links, that Wikipedia ‘is currently the 
largest and most popular general reference work on the Internet.’ See: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia 
(retrieved: 2 May 2010).   
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to raise the level of disputes to a discussion on the accuracy or reliability of facts, rather 

than on the availability of fact altogether.   

 To conclude – in terms of conditions for negotiating material starting points (shared 

premises), online political discussions offer possibilities to draw premises from the open 

resources of the World Wide Web. At the same time, however, political discussions are 

characterised by marked ideological divisions which drastically limit the scope of common 

ground on which mutually acceptable argumentation can be built (see table 6.1). 

 

6.4 Means of argumentation and criticism 

 

Compared to many institutionalised activity types online discussion forums contain hardly 

any explicit regulations regarding the procedure for the exchange of arguments and 

criticisms in what can be reconstructed as the argumentation stage of a critical discussion. 

No clear ‘rules of order’—known in many highly formalised institutions, such as 

parliaments—which would clearly specify the sequential organisation of the argumentative 

discussion are stated for online political discussions. Therefore, elements such as the order 

of speakers, the length and the shape of their contributions (type of allowed, or even 

required, arguments and criticisms), the possibilities to address criticisms and develop 

arguments, the overall length of discussion, etc., are not prescribed, but rather are left to be 

decided by the discussants themselves. Online discussions are thus not carefully regulated, 

highly institutionalised activities with a fixed format manifestly and methodically 

regimenting the argumentation stage of a discussion. Instead, they are open, emergent 

activities in which exchanges of arguments and critical reactions develop freely in 

accordance with the direction a discussion takes depending on the online arguers’ ongoing 

participation (or lack thereof). Assessed from the perspective of an ideal critical discussion 

this may be disadvantageous, for discussions may degenerate into chaos, but also 

advantageous, for the lines of criticisms and defences may develop in an uninhibited way.  

This dual impact of the lack of regulation of online forums on the progress of 

argumentative exchanges is further reinforced by the fact that discussions analysed here are 

open for almost anybody to participate. They are thus not only open-ended in terms of lack 

of limits on a timely decision to be taken, but also open in terms of active participation 

(and not only passive participation, that is, freedom to stand by and listen). For this reason 

online discussions have been analysed as ‘on-line polylogues’ with a ‘fuzzy participation 

framework’ (Marcoccia, 2004) which are difficult to grasp in the regular framework for 
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analysing (argumentative) conversations, especially when compared to tightly regulated 

one-to-one dialogic exchanges. Discourse analysts studying conversational dynamics of 

computer-mediated discussions observed general problems with their interactional 

coherence, stemming largely from difficulties in maintaining global topical relevance and 

local turn-to-turn adjacency (Herring, 1999). Notably, the patterns of responding in multi-

party asynchronous online discussions are quite peculiar:    

…there is not a one-to-one correspondence between an initiation and its response. Multiple 

responses are often directed at a single initiating message, and single messages may respond to more 

than one initiating message, especially in asynchronous CMC [Computer-Mediated Communication 

– ML], where longer messages tend to contain multiple conversational moves (…). Moreover, many 

initiations receive no response. (Herring, 1999: online) 

Lack of clear regulation of conversational, and—in particular—argumentative, procedures 

for online discussions may in fact lead to quite convoluted conversation structures. This is 

further magnified by the fluidity of participation: 

Finally, the conversation structure and the participation framework of an on-line polylogue appear 

so fuzzy and complex that the schematic organization provided by the computer system cannot 

completely accommodate them. In fact, it is indubitable that polylogal conversations in general can 

neither be suitably schematized nor totally serve as a basis for a general model. Perhaps a 

methodological lesson can be drawn from the analysis of newsgroups: the dynamics of any 

conversation are a challenge to all methods of formal analysis. (Marcoccia, 2004: 144) 

In contrast, Herring, in her more balanced assessment of online discussions, notices that 

their conversational problems, at least from the users’ perspective, are counterbalanced by 

other possibilities inherent in the special design of such discussions:  

Users are able to participate in simultaneous multiple interactions without getting hopelessly lost or 

confused, because there is a typed record to which they can refer to keep track of what is going on. 

(Herring, 1999: online) 

The organisation of argumentative discussion in online discussion forums is thus 

problematic on two distinct levels. First, arguers themselves have to find their way to 

orderly interact in the ‘fuzzy and complex’ online discussions, which can be a very 

difficult task taking into account the convolutions of many discussions. However, what 

may help online discussants in their handling of ‘simultaneous multiple interactions,’ as 

Herring claims, is the record of the entire discussion. Moreover, as Marcoccia suggests, 

discussants can focus on specific parts of interaction, for example by participating 
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exclusively in selected sub-discussions. As a result, online polylogues are, on the one hand, 

characterised by ‘lack of collective focusing’ and, on the other, by ‘the existence of varied 

focuses’ (Marcoccia, 2004: 118).  

Second, analysts of online discussions may find their methods of analysis 

inadequate to the task of orderly rendering the fuzzy nebulae of simultaneously held, 

fragmented conversations. However, when it comes to the argumentation structure of 

online discussions, the conclusion that ‘the dynamics of any conversation are a challenge 

to all methods of formal analysis’ (Marcoccia, 2004: 144) may be too pessimistic. Indeed, 

‘the dynamics of conversation,’ ordinarily built of chains of adjacency pairs such as 

question-answer or critical reaction-argument may be seriously disrupted in computer-

mediated discussions (Herring, 1999: online). Yet, conversationally messy discussions may 

still be characterised by a more or less neat, and easily reconstructible, overall 

argumentation structure.  

This is especially evident when users themselves clearly orient to the argumentative 

dimension of discourse. Such argumentative orientation is particularly easy in 

asynchronous and threaded discussions, where the pressure of turn-by-turn conversational 

dynamics is the weakest and the constantly available record of a developing discussion 

gives a clear overview of the relevant points. This kind of discussions, even if vulnerable 

to deviations from a neat conversation structure consisting of one-to-one adjacency, may 

be orderly expanding along argumentative lines. Therefore, a certain pattern can be 

distinguished with the application of the tools of argumentation theory, such as the 

pragma-dialectical analytic overview.    

The following discussion (6.5) is a clear illustration of how arguments and 

criticisms can develop quite orderly in an otherwise convoluted polylogue. Discussion 

(6.5) took place in the last weeks of the 2008 presidential campaign in the United States. It 

was sparked by a campaign event in which Barack Obama during a meeting with residents 

of a neighbourhood in Ohio on 12 October 2008 (only three days before the final 

presidential debate) was asked by ‘Joe the Plumber’ about his tax plans as a future 

president. The ‘plumber’ suggested that the new tax proposals would negatively affect his 

plans to expand the small plumbing business he was working in. In response, among other 

things, Obama explained that tax will only be levied on businesses bringing more than 

$250.000 a year in revenue and added: ‘I think when you spread the wealth around, it’s 
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good for everybody.’22 The event quickly became a hotly debated campaign topic, and was 

mentioned a number of times during the last presidential debate by Obama’s Republican 

opponent John McCain.    
 
(6.5) nobama thinks he is robin hood 
http://groups.google.com/group/PoliticalForum/browse_frm/thread/e33251a56f53930f/d7781d4f78961e69?t
vc=1#d7781d4f78961e69 
 
nobama thinks he is robin hood 

1 mark  Oct 15 2008 
  2 Travis  Oct 15 2008 
  3 jenius  Oct 15 2008 
   4 Lone Wolf  Oct 15 2008 
    5 mark  Oct 16 2008 
     6 Gaar  Oct 16 2008 [direct response to 5 mark – ML] 
         7 mark  Oct 16 2008 
       8 Gaar  Oct 16 2008 
       9 Hollywood  Oct 16 2008 
      10 rigsy03  Oct 16 2008 
     11 jenius  Oct 16 2008 [direct response to 5 mark – ML] 
      12 mark  Oct 16 2008 
       13 Hollywood  Oct 16 2008 
        14 mark  Oct 17 2008 
         15 Hollywood  Oct 17 2008 
         16 rigsy03  Oct 17 2008 
        17 Kamakazee  Oct 17 2008 
         18 Hollywood  Oct 17 2008 
          19 Kamakazee  Oct 17 2008 
           20 Hollywood  Oct 17 2008 
           21 Lone Wolf  Oct 21 2008 
            22 Lone Wolf  Oct 21 2008 
      23 Cold Water  Oct 16 2008 
     24 Hollywood  Oct 16 2008 [direct response to 5 mark – ML] 
      25 rigsy03  Oct 17 2008 
       26 Hollywood  Oct 17 2008 
        27 rigsy03  Oct 18 2008 
         28 Hollywood  Oct 21 2008 
     29 Lone Wolf  Oct 17 2008 [direct response to 5 mark – ML] 
      30 rigsy03  Oct 17 2008 
       31 rigsy03  Oct 17 2008 
   32 Zebnick  Oct 17 2008 
   33 MANOJ  Oct 21 2008 
    34 Lone Wolf  Oct 21 2008 
     35 MANOJ  Oct 21 2008 
      36 Lone Wolf  Oct 21 2008 
       37 gerard.flnnr@googlemail.com  Oct 21 2008 
        38 rigsy03  Oct 21 2008 
     39 Maax Well  Oct 21 2008 
      40 Lone Wolf  Oct 22 2008 
      41 Lone Wolf  Oct 22 2008 
       42 Maax Well  Oct 22 2008 
        43 Lone Wolf  Oct 22 2008 
        44 Lone Wolf  Oct 22 2008 
         45 Maax Well  Oct 22 2008 
  46 rigsy03  Oct 18 2008 

                                                            
22 See, e.g., http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joe_the_plumber.  
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1. mark      Oct 15 2008, 11:45 am 
when asked by a plumber if his was going to raise his taxes, barry  
said he had no problem taking his money to spread the wealth.  
socialism but we all know barry is indeed a socialist. 
 
2. Travis     Oct 15 2008, 12:48 pm 
Heis.  You just didn't spell it right.  Robbing Hoodwinking 
 
3. jenius     Oct 15 2008, 1:47 pm 
any one who knows anything know that Obama is only going to raise  
taxes on those who make more that$250,000 a year. to me thats a good  
plan.  I am disabled and living on a fixed income.  I bet thats  
agreeable to most people too. that is why same old Mccain is not going  
to win this election. vote for Obama,a vote to justice and equality  
for the poor and the middle class. Jenius 
 
4. Lone Wolf     Oct 15 2008, 2:29 pm 
The multimillionaire, that supported the bailout of corporate crooks  
with the funds of those they ripped off, and who receives more  
donations from Wall St than McCain. That Mr Equality. Wake up my  
friend, the Dems and the GOP are two sides of the same coin. Obama is  
an unmittigated lying low life reprobate. 
 
5. mark      Oct 16 2008, 0:20 am 
2/3 of those being taxed by barry are small businesses who will either  
be forced to reduce staff, or close their doors.  since the small  
business is the backbone of our economy, please tell me how this is a  
good thing.  
oh yeah and let us not forget that he will repeal the Bush taxcuts, so  
he is raising everyones taxes. 
 
6. Gaar      Oct 16 2008, 0:22 am 
On Oct 15, 4:20 pm, mark <marsupialm...@sbcglobal.net> wrote:  
> oh yeah and let us not forget that he will repeal the Bush taxcuts, so  
> he is raising everyones taxes.  
Actually, he now claims he won't do that. 
 
11. Jenius     Oct 16 2008, 11:56 am 
thats a complete falsehood, read the plan. anyway if your business is  
making that much you should be paying more taxes, and may not even  
qualify as a small business anymore. Jenius 
 
24. Hollywood     Oct 16 2008, 3:42 pm 
mark,  
Are you a complete idiot? What percentage of "small businesses" have a  
profit of $250,000.oo after all deductible expenses? WTF are you  
called "small business"?  
 
29. Lone Wolf     Oct 17 2008, 10:03 am 
The backbone of the US was heavy industry, steel smelting and car  
manufacturing to earn export dollars, not small business that operates  
within the domestic economy and does nothing to improve US trade  
deficit.  
Why do you bother listening to what Obama says, he is making it up as  
he goes along? He is craven populist, what do you expect him to say?  
BTW. The US is screwed  

 

Discussion (6.5) is initiated by mark’s comment regarding Obama’s meeting with ‘Joe the 

Plumber.’ In this very context (the last days of the election campaign), a statement that 
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‘barry [Barack Obama – ML] is a socialist’ or, more precisely, that Obama endorses a 

‘socialistic’ tax plan to ‘spread the wealth,’ can be directly reconstructed as an argument 

for a standpoint ‘One should not vote for Obama.’ After Travis’ affirmative remark in turn 

2, the main difference of opinion in this discussion is made explicit in Jenius’ message no 

3. Jenius advances a standpoint opposite to mark’s: one should ‘vote for Obama,’ because 

his policies promote ‘justice and equality for the poor and the middle class’ and, in 

particular, his tax proposal is ‘a good plan.’ Following Lone Wolf’s short and outspoken 

call for a third way in American politics (one should vote for neither Obama nor McCain, 

because ‘the Dems and the GOP are two sides of the same coin’) in turn 4, mark responds 

to Jenius’ challenge in message 5 by advancing arguments, thus opening the argumentation 

stage of the discussion (see figure 6.1).  
 
 
Figure 6.1 Argumentation structure of mark’s argumentation in turn 5 (what is above the line is the 
main standpoint and the main argument reconstructed from his initiating message in turn 1) 
 
 

(One should not vote for Obama) (-/ 3. Jenius) 
 
 

(Obama endorses bad ‘socialistic’ economic policies) (-/ 3. Jenius) 
 
 
 

1  Obama tax plan is not a good thing (-/ 3. Jenius) 
 
 
 
(1.1  It will destroy the backbone of our economy)               1.2  He is raising everyone’s taxes  

         
 
 
 
(1.1.1 It will destroy small business)  &  1.1.1’ Small business is the backbone of   
             our economy (-/ 29. Lone Wolf) 
  
  
      1.2.1a  2/3 of those being taxed     1.2.1b  He will repeal  
      by barry are small businesses         Bush’s tax cuts [for  
1.1.1.1  Small businesses will either be forced (-/ 11. Jenius)               the rich] (-/ 6. Gaar)  
to reduce staff, or close their doors 
 
 
1.1.1.1.1  2/3 of those being taxed by barry    &  (1.1.1.1.1’  If you tax businesses too much 
are small businesses (-/ 11. Jenius)         then they will be forced to reduce staff, or  

       close their doors) (-/ 11. Jenius) 
 
 
1.1.1.1.1.1  Obama is going to raise taxes on  &  (1.1.1.1.1.1’  2/3 of those earning more than 
those who make more than $250,000 a year        $250,000 a year are small businesses) (-/ 24. Hollywood) 
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As an analytic overview of mark’s arguments in figure 6.1 shows, his short message 

contains a rather complex argumentation structure. The bone of contention here is the sub-

standpoint (1) that Obama’s tax plan is not good, expressed by means of a rhetorical 

question of a sort (‘please tell me how this is a good thing’). This sub-standpoint is 

supported by a multiple structure consisting of two independent arguments: (1.1) Obama’s 

plan will lead to a collapse of the American economy and, apart from that, (1.2) it leads to 

a universal tax rise (an unexpressed premise for both of these arguments is that none of 

these is a good thing ). The former argument is further supported by a long subordinative 

structure, in which many premises are left unexpressed (but are justifiably reconstructible 

on the basis of the entire discussion or general background knowledge). The latter 

argument is supported by a fairly simple coordinative structure: Obama is planning to raise 

taxes for small businesses (1.2.1a) and rich people (1.2.1b), so ‘he is raising everyones 

taxes’ (1.2). 

As is clear from the discussion tree (p. 102), mark’s argumentation in post 5 is the 

focal point of the entire discussion. Mark’s post receives four direct responses: by Gaar 

(6), Jenius (11), Hollywood (24), and Lone Wolf (29). Each of these reactions opens a new 

sub-discussion: this is how discussion (6.5) splits into four simultaneously held sub-

disputes regarding four different elements of mark’s argumentation put forward in turn no 

5. Two of these sub-discussions (those triggered by Gaar and Jenius) include mark himself 

and other arguers. Two remaining ones are rather truncated dialogues with one single 

arguer (rigsy03).  

 Such a conversational situation may seem quite chaotic – it truly is a specimen of a 

polylogue characterised by fragmentation, and the resulting ‘lack of collective focusing 

and the existence of varied focuses’ (Marcoccia, 2004: 118). Yet, once reconstructed 

according to the pragma-dialectical method, the dispute can become more ordered than it 

superficially seems to be. Notably, all reactions to mark’s message are relevant 

argumentative criticisms.  

Of special importance here are the opportunities that online discussions create for 

the antagonists who want to react critically to such a short, yet quite complex, piece of 

argumentation as in mark’s post 5. Indeed, thanks to its polylogual character, the 

discussion gives a chance to an unlimited number of users to cast their doubt, or 

straightforwardly attack, different aspects of argumentation without being limited by the 

temporal conversational dynamics of ordinary discussions. This means that antagonists do 

not have to fight for taking the floor over, nor are they limited in what they are willing to 
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criticise, and how they can do it (for example, in terms of time/space constraints, types of 

criticisms, stylistic presentation of criticisms). If Internet users actually exercise their right 

to participate and react critically, as is the case in discussion (6.5), then the protagonist, in 

this case mark, finds himself confronted with a multiplied, quadrupled in this case, 

antagonist. And by extension this also multiplies the protagonist’s conditional burden of 

proof – each relevant criticism triggers an obligation for the protagonist to respond. 

The case of multiplied criticism seems to reveal an interesting characteristic of 

argumentative exchanges in polylogual online discussions. In online polylogues a 

collection of individual arguers can criticise distinct parts of complex argumentation 

advanced by another arguer, thereby forming what can be called ‘the collective antagonist.’ 

Individual arguers’ joining forces leading to a collective construction of argumentation is a 

well-known phenomenon in group discussion usually studied under the label of ‘tag-team 

argument’ (see Brashers & Meyers, 1989; Canary, Brossmann & Seibold, 1987). However, 

whereas the previous studies were focused on a joint production of complex argumentation 

structures in the context of group decision-making, what is evident in case (6.5) is a joint 

criticism of an argumentation structure in the context where decisions are not made. 

Moreover, while ‘tag-teams’ are analysed as neatly delineated groups with consistent, 

opposing standpoints to defend, ‘the collective antagonist’ here is collective only in the 

sense of the object of criticism. Gaar (turn 6), Jenius (turn 11), Hollywood (turn 24), and 

Lone Wolf (turn 29) team up to criticise mark’s argument advanced in turn 5, but otherwise 

they do not seem to be jointly defending any one consistent position. Gaar, in fact, 

similarly to Travis (turn 2) seems to be sympathetic with mark’s anti-Obama opinions; his 

criticism against the content of facts adduced by mark is thus more of a correction of the 

position he otherwise agrees with. By contrast, both Jenius and Hollywood are attacking 

mark from a pro-Obama point of view; in this sense, they create a regular ‘tag-team,’ 

which jointly produces complex argumentation (next to the complex criticism). Yet 

differently, Lone Wolf (as his online nickname suggests) argues both against pro- and anti-

Obama position (‘the Dems and the GOP are two sides of the same coin’),23 and thus 

stands alone, aligning with one of the main positions in the discussions only when 

criticisms are to be voiced. Despite such difficulties, there is some kind of regularity in the 

criticisms. What brings order to this rather complicated web of critical reactions is their 

target: the various elements of the same piece of complex argumentation. 

                                                            
23 ‘GOP’ stands for ‘Grand Old Party’ – a term commonly used to designate the Republican party.  
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‘The collective antagonist’ is thus not necessarily a ‘tag-team’ acting consistently 

towards one common purpose, but rather a certain strategic alliance that comes into being 

in a particular dialectical situation. However, even if this alliance is purely opportunistic 

and temporary (or even not strategic at all, but rather coincidental – the antagonists may be 

writing and publishing their varied criticisms online at the same time), it plays an 

important dialectical role. From the perspective of a critical discussion, such joint 

production of criticisms allows for the collectively ‘optimal use of the right to attack’ (van 

Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004: 151-152). That means that there are abundant 

opportunities to react critically to one’s argumentation in as many ways as possible by as 

many people as possible: factors such as lack of individual ingenuity in launching a 

comprehensive criticism are of lesser importance in such cases.     

Quite apart from the possibilities for collective criticism, in the course of online 

discussions it is quite easy for any (individual) antagonist to trace the whole discussion 

back and call into question any of the pieces of argumentation that might otherwise be 

accepted. Arguers can navigate through the discussion tree to see how exchanges of 

arguments and criticisms develop. Discussion trees (or threads), such as the one in 

discussion (6.5) (p. 102), are by no means equivalent to organised sequences of dialectical 

moves, that is, dialectical profiles (van Eemeren, Houtlosser & Snoeck Henkemans, 2007, 

2008). Yet, they anchor the discussion in a traceable structure.   

 In short, in terms of means of argumentation and criticism, online discussions 

develop in critical exchanges among many pseudonymous participants who may team up 

into collectives of arguers; argumentative exchanges are organised into topical threads that 

may fork out into simultaneous lines of discussion developing in an argumentatively 

relevant way (see table 6.1).  

 

6.5 Possible outcome 

 

The pragma-dialectical theory discusses two general types of concluding argumentative 

disputes: resolution and settlement. Resolution comes about when arguers follow the rules 

of a critical discussion in the course of their argumentative exchange and, after (all) 

relevant arguments and critical reactions on the matter have been advanced in the 

argumentation stage of a discussion, they reach a reasonable agreement on whether it is the 

protagonist’s standpoint or the antagonist’s doubt that should hold. Resolution is thus not 
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only a normatively privileged manner of concluding disputes but, indeed, an ideal manner: 

it requires that the rules for a critical discussion are observed and that the higher-order 

conditions for holding reasonable discussions are in place. Therefore, critical resolution is 

not always reached in ordinary circumstances.   

 However, even if arguers fail in their attempts to critically resolve the difference of 

opinion between them on the merits, they may still conclude an argumentative discussion 

by means of settlement. Many social institutions have developed more or less sophisticated 

forms of bringing argumentation to an end, which stretch on a continuum from an angry 

frown of the Supreme Leader, to a majority vote after a debate between advocates in a 

public assembly, to an informed decision of an independent judge, after a diligent and 

studious examination of pros and cons of the case. Any of such manners of terminating a 

dispute is seen by the pragma-dialectical theory as settlement, because a dispute is then not 

necessarily resolved by means of a reasonable, critical discussion, but settled by some 

external force which can be only partly influenced by the power of arguments (that is to 

say that in favourable circumstances a settlement may coincide with a critical resolution).  

 As described in Chapter 4, different ways of settling disputes come into the 

description of argumentative activity types as the outcome parameter. This parameter may 

be very precisely defined and explicitly established (as in a legal trial) or defined 

somewhat loosely and established only implicitly (as in a presidential debate where 

opinion polls are used to gauge who is the winner of a debate). In any case the outcome of 

a discussion should be conducive to realising the institutional goal of a given type of 

activity and, at a more general level, to realising the institutional point of the genre of 

communicative activity at large.  

 The rules of the online discussion fora do not support, let alone guarantee, any kind 

of a conclusion of discussions. This means that there is no institutionally prescribed way of 

settling disputes in this very type of argumentative activity. Rather, discussions simply 

fade away without any explicit conclusive results, as soon as users lose their interest in 

them – the principle of novelty is very important on the Internet. Moreover, since online 

discussions are open-ended, participants to these discussions are by no means obliged, or 

even expected, to come to any sort of explicitly pronounced decision or agreement on the 

matters discussed. Again, this is in sharp contrast to the computer-mediated Group 

Decision Support Systems analysed by Aakhus (1999, 2002a): the goal of one type of 

design of such systems is to ‘funnel’ the multi-party argumentative discussion ‘into a flow 

from broad differences toward an acceptable conclusion.’ Special functionalities—such as 
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evaluating arguments by voting—are available to users of GDSSs in order to facilitate an 

efficient, time-constrained collective decision-making.    

Neither such functionalities, nor even time constraints, are programmed into the 

online discussions analysed here. In result, there is always room for a new argument or a 

new critical reaction to an argument, and any form of coming to a final conclusion may be 

infinitely postponed. Of course, discussants may at a certain point explicitly terminate their 

line of argumentation one way or another, but this would be an empirical incidence rather 

than an institutional requirement. Moreover, some actually occurring ways of terminating 

(online) discussions, such as a unilateral withdrawal from conversation (which may be in 

certain cases understood as a tacit agreement), cannot be seen as an outcome in terms of a 

pragma-dialectical parameter of an argumentative activity type. An ‘outcome’ pertains to a 

conventionally expected (or even institutionally prescribed) and jointly reached, 

externalised (or at least externalisable) result of the main argumentative discussion in the 

entire activity (rather than a result of a sub-discussion affecting a part of an activity).   

This lack of a conventionally established outcome has been viewed as an 

unwelcome characteristic of online discussions. Critics have pointed out that political 

discussions which are not explicitly concluded, such as online discussions studied here, do 

not bring about any concrete institutional results and are thus futile and pointless. Analysts 

such as Davis (1999) and Wilhelm (1998, 2000) bemoaned online discussions’ incapacity 

to secure ‘intersubjective agreement’ leading to ‘collective action’ (Wilhelm, 1998: 316). 

However, these critics apply a decision-making paradigm or, as they call it, a ‘problem-

solving understanding of conversation […] geared towards articulation of common ends’ 

(Wilhelm, 1998: 329), as a model for evaluation. As the discussion in Chapter 5 shows, 

this model should not be applied to informal political online discussions, since they are not 

expected to facilitate decision-making but informal opinion-formation. In other words, 

many political scientists criticise this type of discussions for what they are not meant to be.  

From the perspective of the model for a critical discussion one may ask, however, if 

paradoxically the lack of external pressure on having the discussion ended in a prescribed 

way and limited time may enable a settlement that would be based mainly, or even solely, 

on argumentative considerations and thus approximate an ideal resolution.  

In order to answer the question regarding the outcome of online discussions, one 

may draw on empirical analyses of the ‘sequential organization of verbal conflict closings’ 

in other ordinary contexts of argumentation, which similarly leave it to participants to 

decide how to end an exchange of arguments. Vuchinich (1990), for example, studied an 
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activity type of a family dinner. His results are striking – 66% of the disputes over family 

dinner table ended in a stand-off, while only 9% are concluded with a compromise 

(Vuchinich, 1990: 135).24 To account for such a result, Vuchinich approaches verbal 

conflicts as activities consisting of two ‘layers of meaning’ – one of them being ‘the 

management of consensus,’ that is, the mutual attempts to bring the arguers into a state of 

‘agreement on matters of fact, judgement, obligation, rights, attitude, feeling and so on,’ 

and the other one being ‘the logic of winning and losing’ (Vuchinich, 1990: 119). The 

interplay between the two makes conflict-resolution a rather complicated affair: 

While the management of consensus is central to the organization of conflict terminations, such 

conflicts carry another layer of meaning which is equally important. That is the logic of winning and 

losing. […]  

Once a conflict is under way, the participants know that winners and losers may be established. In 

fact, participants usually strive to win conflicts and avoid losing them. Social standing as well as self 

esteem are at stake in verbal conflicts so there is much to be gained by winning. […] While the 

establishment of winners and losers is a possible ending for conflict it is by no means inevitable. 

Conflicts can end in a stand-off in which the conflict dissipates. (Vuchinich, 1990: 119-120)   

In an informal context of a family dinner discussion Vuchinich distinguishes five kinds of 

‘termination formats’: submission to opponent, dominant third-party intervention, 

compromise, stand-off, and withdrawal.25 Of these, compromise and submission are the 

ones most studied. Still, compromise is often difficult as it requires a careful balancing of 

concessions by both parties, whereas submission is socially uneasy as it may have serious 

negative consequences for the face of the submitting party (the loser of an argument). 

Therefore, in the situation where a third-party adjudicator is not present, the ‘easiest’ way 

of terminating argumentation in informal contexts is a stand-off (Vuchinich, 1990: 134-

135). A stand-off does not require the sophistication of reaching a compromise and, above 

all, it prevents one of the arguers from ‘submissively’ agreeing with the standpoint of the 

other, that is, from losing the argumentative exchange. Stand-offs arise when arguers, in 

                                                            
24 Vuchinich (1990: 130) defines a stand-off in the following way: ‘When a conflict terminates with 
participants continuing to maintain opposing positions, with neither submitting, we call it a stand-off.’ 
25 It is revealing to notice the analogy between these forms of informal conflict termination described by 
Vuchinich, and the basic types of settlement in various genres of communicative activity types: ‘dominant 
third-party intervention’ is constitutive of all the forms of adjudication as well as, in a quite different sense, in 
deliberation, where it is the vote of the third-party audience that ultimately decides on the winner of the 
dispute. ‘Compromise’ is of course a preferred outcome of ‘negotiation’, but also of various forms of 
‘facilitation’, which additionally requires the presence of the third party. ‘Submission to opponent’ may be a 
quite common means of settling disputes in argumentative activity types characterized by strong disparities in 
knowledge or social status, such as doctor-patient consultation.    
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order to avoid loss, persistently maintain their positions by constantly trying to get in the 

‘last word.’ Such a position of being the last to have something to tell ‘does not win a 

conflict but it does show that you haven’t given in or submitted’ (Vuchinich, 1990: 133). 

An undesirable consequence of aiming at such a possible strategic gain is that ‘stand-offs 

could continue indefinitely with opponents trying to get in the last word’ (Vuchinich, 1990: 

135). In normal circumstances, however, this cannot really happen because the parties to a 

dispute have to go on with their daily activities – hence they may simply terminate the 

(unresolved) dispute by changing the topic or moving to another activity, such as doing the 

dishes in the case of the activity type of a family dinner.  

 ‘The logic of winning and losing,’ so described in terms of conversational analysis, 

seems to apply to the contexts of online discussions. Some reservations are, however, in 

place. One of them is that face concerns and other predicaments of socially embedded 

arguers are to a large extent annulled in the anonymous context of online disputes: a win 

should thus be of lesser social magnitude, while a loss should not be so devastating. Yet, 

with online reputation being an important factor in many online discussion groups 

(Anthony, Smith & Williamson, 2009; Donath, 1999; Poor, 2005), pseudonymous arguers 

may still be unwilling to voluntarily admit their defeat. In this case, however, contrary to 

everyday offline discussions, ‘stand-offs could continue indefinitely with opponents trying 

to get in the last word,’ because time-constraints do not apply to online discussions – they 

may last for days or even weeks, as long as there is somebody who wants to ‘get in the last 

word.’ Moreover, discussants have nowhere else to go – it is the talking that constitutes the 

online group, so turning to some other activity in order to simply terminate a difficult 

dispute is no option. Even the strategy of changing the topic of a dispute, and thus 

abandoning the intractable discussion by shifting to a more comfortable one, may be 

unattainable – it is in the end one of the principles of online discussions that they develop 

in topical threads, and topical relevance seems to be one of the few seriously taken rules of 

the netiquette. At the same time, even if online arguers are willing to admit that arguments 

of the opposing party are overwhelming and that their position is untenable, they may be 

unable to conclude the discussion anyway. There are at least two reasons for that. 

The first reason is that online discussions often constitute complex polylogues, in 

which multiple arguers team up to take opposing sides or individually start new 

confrontations and thus open new lines of argument, etc. Establishing the result of such a 

polylogue may be a very difficult undertaking, especially when compared to a neat 

dialectical game between two clearly delineated parties. Yet, many types or activity, 
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especially those in a democratic political system, are in fact such polylogues—a 

parliamentary debate is a most obvious example—and participants to such activities do 

reach a stage at which outcomes are determined, usually by majority voting.  

The second reason is the lack of temporal linearity – another important feature of 

online polylogues. In the system of threaded asynchronous discussions no one can say for 

sure where the centre of a given discussion is at the moment. Since sub-threads may 

develop simultaneously, it may be the case that while some group of arguers is closing 

discussion on a given sub-standpoint, some other group is anywhere but close to a 

conclusion. This may happen especially when different sub-standpoints are discussed and 

different arguments and critical reactions are advanced. The lack of any moderator who 

links all developing sub-threads back to the main standpoint discussed makes it virtually 

impossible to have the entire discussion settled. 

To summarise – online discussions are activities with no institutionally prescribed 

concluding procedures. Therefore, no outcome of discussions has to be explicitly 

established. Moreover, an outcome may be difficult to establish, firstly, because of general 

problems in acknowledging an argumentative defeat and, secondly, because of special 

problems of the design of online discussions, related primarily to their in-principle open-

endedness, but also polylogicity, lack of temporal linearity and proper moderation. Still, as 

explained in Chapter 5, it may be assumed that active participants as well as—to a lesser 

degree—readers of such discussions confronted with a critically tested position may 

become more informed and critical on matters of public concern. Hence, the institutional 

goal of online political discussions is realised when the outcome amounts to tacit (privately 

held) resolution of a difference of opinion, as long as this outcome is further submitted to 

critical testing (see table 6.1).  
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Table 6.1 Characterisation of Internet political discussion forums as an argumentative activity type 

(see van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2005: 79; van Eemeren, 2010: Ch. 5)  

 
Critical 
discussion 

confrontation 
stage 
 

opening stage argumentation 
stage 

concluding stage 

genre of 
communicative 
activity types 

initial situation procedural and 
material starting 
points 

means of 
argumentation 
and criticism 

possible outcome  

 
Deliberation 

 
mixed 
disagreement; 
decision up to a 
non-interactive 
3rd party 
audience 

 
largely implicit 
intersubjective rules; 
explicit and implicit 
concessions on both 
sides 

 
argumentation 
defending 
incompatible 
standpoints in 
critical exchanges 

 
resolution 
difference of 
opinion for (part 
of) 3rd party 
audience (or 
confirmed return 
to initial situation) 
 

argumentative 
activity type 
 

    

Online political 
forum discussions  

expected mixed 
or non-mixed  
disagreement 
with respect to 
political 
opinions; 
no decision to 
be taken (open-
ended); 
 

special design of 
computer-mediated 
discourse; explicit 
regulative rules of a 
particular forum and 
implicit general 
netiquette; 
material starting 
points available 
online, characterised 
by ideological 
divisions   

argumentation 
defending 
incompatible 
standpoints in 
highly critical 
exchanges, among 
many pseudo- 
nymous 
participants, who 
may team up into 
collectives of 
arguers;   
organised into 
topical threads 

no outcome 
explicitly or 
necessarily 
established;  
tacit resolution of 
difference of 
opinion possible 
for (part of) 3rd 
party audience (or 
return to initial 
situation) 
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 Chapter 7 
 

Constraints on critical reactions in Internet political 

discussion forums 
 

 

 

 

7.1 Describing critical reactions in an ideal procedure and in actual discussions 

 

The goal of this chapter is to find out how the constraints of the argumentative activity type 

of online political discussion forums may affect arguers’ strategic manoeuvring in reacting 

critically to their opponents’ arguments. Taking the perspective of strategic manoeuvring 

means that what has to be examined are, on the one hand, the reasonable dialectical goals 

and means of reacting critically in an ideal critical discussion and, on the other hand, the 

rhetorical conditions under which critical reactions are actually performed in online 

discussions. By analysing the dialectical and rhetorical side of critical reactions, this 

chapter will provide an answer to the second analytic question of the study, that is, to 

Question 1.1: What kind of restrictions do online political discussion forums impose on 

and what kind of opportunities do they create for reacting critically to argumentation? 

 As described in Chapter 4, attention to the critical element of argumentation is one 

of the key features of the pragma-dialectical theory. The ideal dialectical discussion 

described by pragma-dialecticians is ‘critical,’ because it provides a specification of the 

ideas of critical rationalism in the domain of argumentation: according to the rules of the 

model, the overall structure of the protagonist’s argumentation depends directly on the type 

and thoroughness of the antagonist’s critical reactions. Hence, in the pragma-dialectical 

view, a clear overview of the exact functions and ways of reacting critically in a dialectical 

procedure is crucial to understanding argumentation at large.   

 At the same time, owing to the general institutional goal of online discussions and 

their specific constraints, the phenomenon of critical reactions is central to this 

argumentative activity type. Online political discussions studied here are, first and 

foremost, open-ended activities; this allows for an uninhibited performance of critical 

reactions, in both type and number. Open-endedness is directly tied to the institutional 
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goal—that is: informal political opinion-formation—that underlies the design of online 

discussion forums. In realising this goal there is no pressing need for achieving concrete 

results and thus curbing the criticisms for the sake of constructive movement towards a 

timely decision. Instead, an ongoing, open-ended process of critical argumentative 

exchanges is possible (see Chapter 5).  

 Related to the institutional goal of the activity type of online political forum 

discussions are their specific features (see Chapter 6). The highly confrontational character 

of the initial situation (section 6.2) and the lack of need for an explicitly established 

outcome (section 6.5) both are crucial to affording critical forms of argumentative 

behaviour. Most directly affecting the performance of critical reactions are, however, the 

features concerning the opening and argumentation stage of the activity type of online 

forum discussions (sections 6.3 and 6.4). These features—such as the presence of a 

multiple audience, a small number of explicit material and procedural starting points, 

availability of the record of exchanges—can be approached as having impact on the three 

aspects of strategic manoeuvring distinguished in pragma-dialectics: the adaptation to the 

audience demand, the selection from the topical potential of argumentation, and the choice 

of presentational devices.   

 The chapter will proceed in two steps. First, the concept of critical reactions in the 

pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation will be discussed with the help of notions such 

as felicity conditions for the speech act of argumentation and a dialectical profile of the 

argumentation stage of a critical discussion (section 7.2). In particular, basic types and 

dialectical functions of critical reactions in an ideal critical discussion will be examined. 

Second, the ways in which the constraints of online discussions may influence three 

aspects of the antagonist’s strategic manoeuvring in reacting critically will be analysed 

(section 7.3). 

 

7.2 Critical reactions in the pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation    

 

Pragma-dialectics provides a clear account of the role criticisms play in argumentative 

discussions. As an intrinsically dialectical theory it approaches argumentation as a part of a 

discursive procedure—a critical discussion—consisting, most crucially, of a series of 

attacks by an antagonist and defences by a protagonist pertaining to a certain disputed 

standpoint. In each of the stages a of a critical discussion the protagonist’s speech acts are 

met with doubts or criticisms of the antagonist (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984: 85-93; 
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2004: 57-68; see Chapter 4 and 6). In the first place (see section 6.2) the model stipulates 

that the protagonist can meaningfully argue for a certain standpoint only after the 

antagonist refuses to accept the standpoint in the confrontation stage,1 either by casting 

doubt on it or by advancing an opposite standpoint. Further, in the opening stage—apart 

from negotiating common starting points and discussion roles2—the arguer that becomes 

the antagonist challenges the protagonist to defend his standpoint. In the argumentation 

stage, the antagonist may refuse to accept arguments advanced by the protagonist in 

support of the disputed standpoint, and request further argumentation. In the concluding 

stage, the antagonist can express a non-acceptance of the result of a discussion proposed by 

the protagonist. Moreover, in all the stages, the antagonist can request a language usage 

declarative such as a definition, clarification, etc.  

In this chapter the analysis of the antagonist’s speech acts as critical reactions is 

focused on the argumentation stage because (the empirical counterpart of) this stage is 

crucial to voicing criticisms in actual argumentative discussions. The role of the antagonist 

as a ‘reasonable critic’ is to be fulfilled in the process of a critical testing of the 

protagonist’s argumentation supporting a disputed standpoint, and this process takes place 

at the argumentation stage. The confrontation and opening stage, however indispensible in 

the process of argumentation, are meant to provide a necessary backdrop against which the 

critical testing can proceed. In the concluding stage, arguers are merely expected to jointly 

confirm the result of critical exchanges taking place at the argumentation stage. 

In order to identify the types of critical reactions the antagonist may perform at the 

argumentation stage of a critical discussion, one has to examine on which grounds the 

antagonist may refuse to accept the protagonist’s argumentation. A natural point of 

departure for doing this is the definition of a speech act of argumentation – the basic 

complex move performed by the protagonist at the argumentation stage. As discussed in 

Chapter 4, the pragmatic core of pragma-dialectics lies in approaching argumentation as an 

‘illocutionary act complex,’ i.e., as a complex speech act with a set of unique, 

conventionally required ‘felicity conditions.’ According to van Eemeren and Grootendorst 

                                                            
1 In a strict sense, one cannot speak about the protagonist and the antagonist in the confrontation stage of a 
critical discussion. Arguers take on these roles only in the opening stage, after deciding to submit the 
standpoint to critical testing altogether (there is no obligation to argue). 
2 As well as deciding whether a reasonable argumentative discussion should, and indeed can, take place in 
the given circumstances.  
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(1982: 3-11; 1984: 42-46), the speech act of pro-argumentation can be defined in terms of 

felicity conditions in the following way:    
(1) The speaker has put forward a series of assertions S1, S2 (,…, Sn) in which propositions are 
expressed. (Propositional content condition) 

(2) Advancing S1, S2 (,…, Sn) counts as an attempt by the speaker to justify an expressed opinion O 
to the listener's satisfaction, i.e., to convince the listener of the acceptability of O. (Essential 
condition) 

(3) The speaker believes that: (a) the listener does not (or may not) accept O; (b) the listener does (or 
will) accept S1, S2 (,…, Sn); (c) the listener will accept S1, S2 (,…, Sn) as justification of O. 
(Preparatory conditions) 

(4) The speaker believes that: (a) O is acceptable; (b) S1, S2 (,…, Sn)  are acceptable; (c) S1, S2 (,…, 
Sn) justify O. (Sincerity conditions) 

For the purpose of distinguishing the basic types of critical reactions against the speech act 

of argumentation, the preparatory conditions (3a)-(3c) (and the mirror-view sincerity 

conditions (4a)-(4c)) are of special relevance.3 In terms of a critical discussion, the 

preliminary condition (3a) is established at the confrontation stage, whereas conditions 

(3b) and (3c) are to be tested at the argumentation stage through an exchange of arguments 

and criticisms (on the basis of the prior agreements made at the opening stage). The 

performance of the basic moves at the argumentation stage is regulated by rule 6 of the 

model for a critical discussion (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004: 144):  

Rule 6 

a. The protagonist may always defend the standpoint that he adopts in the initial difference of 
opinion or in a sub-difference of opinion by performing a complex speech act of argumentation, 
which then counts as a provisional defense of this standpoint. 

b. The antagonist may always attack a standpoint by calling into question the propositional content 
or the justificatory or refutatory force of the argumentation. 

c. The protagonist and the antagonist may not defend or attack standpoints in any other way. 

This rule—precisely, its point (b)—provides a very basic stipulation of the types of critical 

reactions available to the antagonist at the argumentation stage of a critical discussion. 

Based on the felicity conditions for the speech act of argumentation, one can distinguish 

                                                            
3 Van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1984: 40-42) distinguish between ‘recognition’ (identity) and ‘correctness’ 
conditions for the performance of speech acts. According to them, propositional content and essential 
condition can be seen as fundamental identity conditions since the given speech act cannot be conventionally 
identified as the act intended by the speaker if both these conditions are not jointly fulfilled. By contrast, the 
fulfillment of preparatory and sincerity conditions guarantees a conventionally correct performance of a 
speech act. This distinction is crucial here since critical reactions (in the sense propounded here) pertain to a 
situation when a speech act is identified as argumentation (through its propositional content and essential 
condition), but not (immediately) accepted. The refusal to accept the speech act is thus based on the listener’s 
reservations regarding preparatory or sincerity conditions.  



CONSTRAINTS ON CRITICAL REACTIONS IN INTERNET POLITICAL DISCUSSION FORUMS 

 

   119

two basic kinds of relevant critical reactions: the attack on the propositional content and on 

the justificatory (or refutatory) force of argumentation. The antagonist can, thus, refuse to 

accept the protagonist’s standpoint: (1) on the basis of the argumentation backing the 

standpoint containing intersubjectively unacceptable (wrong, inaccurate, unverified, or 

otherwise flawed) information or value judgments; or (2) on the basis of the argumentation 

inadequately supporting the standpoint by a wrong application of one of the informal 

argument schemes or formal patterns of a logical system used in a given dispute.   

Similar, but by no means identical, distinctions have been proposed by 

contemporary argumentation scholars from their own theoretical perspectives.4 None of 

these perspectives, however, consistently combines the pragmatic attentiveness to actual 

language use with the dialectical view on argumentation. At the same time, the integration 

of pragmatic and dialectical concerns has a distinctive advantage: it allows us to see the 

dynamics of critical reactions against the speech act of argumentation in a broader 

dialectical procedure, what provides an additional theoretical insight into a reasonable 

progress of criticisms. In particular, one can trace the dialectical objectives and routes that 

reasonable arguers can follow in their exchanges of arguments and critical reactions. This, 

further, makes it possible to clearly define the rhetorical counterparts of the dialectical 

objectives and to study the arguers’ efforts to balance these two objectives in their strategic 

manoeuvring in concrete types of argumentative activity, such as online discussion forums.      

To start with, the dialectical goal of the argumentation stage of a critical discussion 

is to critically test the argumentation supporting the protagonist’s standpoint by following 

the intersubjective procedures stipulated for this stage in accordance with the ideal norms 

of critical reasonableness. This general goal is realised by achieving two sub-goals to 

which the two main types of critical reactions distinguished above are related. The first 

dialectical sub-goal is to test the acceptability (tenability) of the propositional content of 

argumentation, that is, to check if the propositions expressed in arguments can be 

                                                            
4 To give just three different examples of conceptualising the abstract distinction between the criticisms 
against the content and the force of argumentation: in Toulmin’s model one may either attack ‘datum’ or 
‘warrant’ supporting the ‘claim’ (Toulmin, 2003 [1958]: Ch. 3); Krabbe, after Naess, distinguishes between 
‘tenability’ and ‘connection’ criticism (Krabbe, 1987, 1992); Johnson and Blair propose three basic kinds of 
critical reactions: those regarding acceptability, relevance, and sufficiency of arguments in respect of a given 
standpoint (see Blair, 2007, for an updated account, and Snoeck Henkemans, 1992, for a pragma-dialectical 
analysis). For the most recent theorising about the concept of argumentative objections see: Johnson, 2008; 
Krabbe, 2007a; van Laar, 2009; Walton, 2009. In these studies various more elaborate typologies of critical 
reactions in argumentative discussions are proposed. For example, Krabbe (2007a) distinguished between 
seven main types of critical reactions: request for clarification, pure challenge, bound challenge, exposure of 
flaws, rejection, charge of fallacy, personal attack.  
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legitimately used in the actual context of a discussion. The second dialectical sub-goal is to 

test the justificatory potential of the argumentation advanced in support of the standpoint, 

that is to examine the contextual correctness of the application of argument schemes.5 

 The best way to give a detailed account of how critical reactions function to realise 

these two sub-goals at the argumentation stage of a critical discussion, and of how they can 

be strategically manoeuvred with, is to consider them as particular steps in a dialectical 

profile. Dialectical profile, as defined by van Eemeren, Houtlosser and Snoeck Henkemans 

(2007: 18), is ‘a specification of the sequential pattern of the moves that the parties are 

allowed to make, or should make, in a particular stage or sub-stage of a critical discussion 

in order to realise a particular dialectical goal.’ Dialectical profiles for various (sub-)stages 

of a critical discussion are a useful elaboration of the general model. The model for a 

critical discussion does not define a reasonable dialectical procedure in an algorithmic, 

step-by-step manner. The rules of discussion are general: they prescribe certain reasonable 

dialectical moves that can (or must) be taken in the four stages and various sub-stages. 

These (sub-)stages comprise dialectical tasks and sub-tasks which may extend recursively 

and hence cannot be stipulated in a simple A-to-Z fashion.6 Moreover, some moves are 

optional: at many points it is up to the participants to decide which route to take. This gives 

arguers a chance to take these options which are strategically most beneficial to them. 

 The argumentation stage is particularly complex. Depending on the details of the 

protagonist’s argumentation and the thoroughness of the antagonist’s critical reacting, it 

can extend to prolonged dialectical exchanges in which various elements of the 

protagonist’s argumentation are tested. Therefore, the dialectical profile for the 

argumentation stage presented below is in fact a ‘core profile,’ that is, a profile that 

comprises the basic dialectically relevant moves, without specifying in all detail how the 

discussions can further develop (see van Eemeren, Houtlosser & Snoeck Henkemans, 

2007). In figure 7.1 all the moves and procedures stipulated for the argumentation stage in 

the rules of the model for a critical discussion are included.7  

                                                            
5 This, of course, applies only to informal argumentation which is not claimed to be formally valid in 
accordance with the standards stipulated in one of the logical systems. As defined by van Eemeren and 
Grootendorst (1992a: 96), an argument scheme is ‘a more or less conventionalized way of representing the 
relation between what is stated in the argument and what is stated in the standpoint.’    
6 Simple repetitions of the same speech acts are disallowed in a critical discussion (by rule 13, see van 
Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004: 153-154). Recursiveness means that, for instance at the argumentation stage, 
additions of new criticisms and new arguments may lead to opening new sub-discussions, sub-sub-
discussions, etc. 
7 The only exemption being the ‘intersubjective inference procedure’ aimed at testing the formal validity of 
logical patterns of reasoning (see van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004: 148). One of the reasons for this 
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P – Protagonist 
A – Antagonist 
ARG – argument 
AS – argument scheme 
ASAAT – argument scheme used in the given argumentative activity type 
Stp. – Standpoint 
S-Stp. – Sub-standpoint  
→ – implies 
? – doubt  
- – opposite 
/ – with regards to 
CS – commitment store (so: CS(ARG1) means: ARG1 belongs to your commitment store) 
RS – respectable source (so: RS(ARG1) means: ARG1 is provided by a respectable source)     
CA – correctly applied (so: ?/CA(ASAAT) means: is the argument scheme correctly applied in this 
argumentative activity type?)  
IIP – intersubjective identification procedure 
ANI – adding new information 
S-D – sub-discussion 
IEP – intersubjective explicitization procedure 
ITP – intersubjective testing procedure 

                                                                                                                                                                                    
exclusion is that such procedure would in general run similarly to the intersubjective testing procedure (steps 
3.4-etc. in figure 7.1), but the point of discussion would not be informal schemes but formal logical patterns.  
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For simplicity’s sake, all agreements (‘OK’ in the profile) are left out. That is because in each case:     
If the antagonist says ‘OK’ at any point – the argument is defended in the disputed aspect; the antagonist has 
to accept the standpoint (end of argumentation stage) or move to critical reactions against a different aspect.  
If the protagonist says ‘OK’ at any point – the disputed argument is refuted: the protagonist has to give up the 
standpoint (end of argumentation stage) or advance multiple argumentation.   
Apart from that, at every point, both the protagonist and the antagonist can request or provide a language 
usage declarative (definition, clarification, etc.)  
 
 
Using the following example,8 the working of this profile is described below.   

Stp.:    All Americans should be trained and fully armed, all the time.  

ARG1:   Every Swiss has a fully automatic “assault” weapon in home.  

(AS:  Switzerland is similar to the US.) 

In step (1.1) (a point of departure for the argumentation stage) the protagonist puts forward 

an argument (ARG1: ‘Every Swiss has a fully automatic “assault” weapon in home’) in 

support of his standpoint (Stp: ‘All Americans should be trained and fully armed, all the 

time’). To this, as discussed above, the antagonist can react in two basic ways: (2.1) he can 

ask about the propositional content of the argument ARG1 (is that so?), or (2.2) about the 

justificatory potential of the argument in relation to the standpoint (so what?). Depending 

on the antagonist’s first critical reaction two main dialectical routes may develop.  

 

The first main dialectical route starts at (2.1) and concerns the acceptability of the 

propositional content of the argument (ARG1). Responding to the criticism of the 

propositional content of his argument (2.1: ?/ARG1), the protagonist has three options, 

leading to three separate dialectical routes:  

(3.1) He can start the so called intersubjective identification procedure by claiming that the 

propositional content of the questioned argument actually belongs to the antagonist’s 

commitment store (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004: 145-146). The protagonist claims, 

in other words, that the antagonist himself accepted the argument as a material starting 

point (shared premise) earlier at the opening stage or conceded the content of the argument 

at the argumentation stage. This can be questioned by the antagonist further in 4.1 

(?/CS(ARG1)) – in result, a sub-discussion may develop in which the content of the 

commitment store has to be established. If it is to be reasonable in actual circumstances, 

this discussion requires access to the previous contributions of the arguers and a proper 

                                                            
8 The argumentation and critical reactions used in the examples in this section are based on an actual 
discussion held in Google Groups in November 2008 and entitled ‘Freedom to bear arms’: 
http://groups.google.com/group/abc_politics_forum/browse_frm/thread/a596b5ac9e87dc84?hl=en  
For the sake of clarity of illustration, some actual contributions have been simplified or adjusted.   
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reconstruction of them (otherwise, a stalemate stemming from futile ‘I never said that!’ – 

‘yes, you did!’ exchanges is possible).  

An example of this route may look like this: 

A: 2.1  Is that so? Is it really the case that the Swiss are armed to the teeth?       (?/ARG1) 

P: 3.1  Yes, you said it yourself!                    (CS(ARG1)) 

A: 4.1  Did I? Can you quote any of my posts on this forum in which I said something like this? 

(?/CS(ARG1)) 

(3.2) The protagonist can add new information to a discussion by claiming that the 

propositional content of the argument is confirmed by a certain respectable (reliable, 

recognised) source (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004: 146-147). A respectable source is 

a source agreed by the arguers upfront at the opening stage (see van Eemeren & 

Houtlosser, 2003b: 291) or a source accepted institutionally in a given argumentative 

activity type (rulings of the Supreme Court in a criminal trial, a textbook in a classroom 

discussion, etc.).9 To this, the antagonist can react in two ways: In the first place (4.2), he 

can ask if the source indeed contains the information in question (?/RS(ARG1)). In result, 

a sub-discussion may develop in which the content of the information included in the 

source has to be established. Similarly to above, for this sub-discussion to yield reasonable 

results in actual circumstances, access to the source and a proper reconstruction of its 

content are required (otherwise, it may end up in a futile dispute on the would-be 

pronouncements of the source). In the second place (4.3), the antagonist can contest the 

very acceptability of the source (which the protagonist presents as respectable) in the 

context of discussion (?/RS(ARG1) & → ARG1). Since this is in fact a criticism regarding 

the acceptability of the argument scheme from authority (a subtype of a symptomatic 

scheme), this question may lead to a sub-discussion which, if fully externalized, develops 

in general according to the route 2.2-3.4-4.4-etc. In this case, however, it is clear from the 

beginning that the discussion is a concrete substitution instance of the general route 

concerning a specific argument from authority. Therefore, for example, critical questions 

asked by the antagonist (8.1-etc.) will be critical questions tailored to the authority scheme 

(see, e.g., Walton, 1989: 60). 

Using the above example, the first three steps of this route are as follows: 

 

                                                            
9 See van Eemeren, 2010: Ch. 8 for the notion of ‘contextual commitments.’ 
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A: 2.1  Is that so? Is it really the case that the Swiss are armed to the teeth?       (?/ARG1) 

P: 3.2  Yes, Wikipedia says so!                       (RS(ARG1))  

A: 4.2  Can you give me a link to / quote the relevant article in Wikipedia?            (?/RS(ARG1)) 

or 

A: 4.3  Can Wikipedia be trusted on these matters?         (?/RS(ARG1) & → ARG1) 

(3.3) The protagonist can open a sub-discussion by advancing a sub-argument (ARG1.1) 

that supports the propositional content of the main argument (ARG1).10 In this case, the 

contested propositional content of ARG1 becomes a propositional content of a sub-

standpoint (S-Stp.), that has to be defended in a new critical sub-discussion. This 

discussion can develop recursively taking all the possible routes from the point 1.1.11   

Continuing our example: 

A: 2.1  Is that so? Is it really the case that the Swiss are armed to the teeth?       (?/ARG1) 

P: 3.3  Yes the Swiss are armed to the teeth because it is required by their laws.  

(ARG1.1 & → ARG1 (S-Stp.)) 

 In accordance with rule 7 for a critical discussion, if any of these three routes is  

completed in the protagonist’s favour, then ‘the protagonist has successfully defended the 

propositional content of a complex speech act of argumentation against an attack by the 

antagonist’ (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004: 147). However, if a certain procedure 

does not lead to a successful defence of the content of argumentation, the protagonist may 

attempt to still defend it by means of the other two procedures. That means that even 

though the three procedures are in principle alternative ways of completing the same task 

(checking the acceptability of the propositional content of argumentation), they can be also 

taken in a sequence. Only after all of the procedures are finished with the antagonist’s win, 

is the ARG1 defeated. Using our example: 

A: 2.1  Is that so? Is it really the case that the Swiss are armed to the teeth?       (?/ARG1) 

P: 3.1  Yes, you said it yourself!                     (CS(ARG1)) 

A: 4.1  Did I? Can you quote any of my posts on this forum in which I said something like this? 

(?/CS(ARG1)) 

                                                            
10 The intersubjective identification procedure and adding new information can also be seen as sub-
discussions. However, since they pertain to specific sub-tasks at the argumentation stage, they have a special 
status. In contrast to them, instead of relying on the antagonist’s commitments or an authoritative source, in 
the dialectical route starting from (3.3), the protagonist goes on with his own attempt to defend ARG1. This 
sub-discussion engenders a subordinative argumentation structure (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992a: 82-
85; Snoeck Henkemans, 1992: Ch. 4).  
11 As van Eemeren & Grootendorst (2004: 147) stipulate: ‘This sub-discussion has to be conducted in 
accordance with the same premises and the same discussion rules accepted in the original discussion.’ 
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P: 3.2  Well,  I can’t access your previous posts. But that doesn’t matter: Wikipedia says so!    (RS(ARG1)) 

A: 4.2  Can you give me a link to or quote the relevant article in Wikipedia?             (?/RS(ARG1)) 

P: 3.3 I cannot find a Wiki link… However, just think of it – the Swiss are armed to the teeth, because it is 

required by their laws. Every Swiss man has to go through military training after which he keeps a 

fully automatic “assault” weapon and sufficient ammunition in his home.  

(ARG1.1 & → ARG1 (S-Stp.)) 

In sum, when it comes to the acceptability of the propositional content of 

argumentation, the antagonist can, in the first place, question the content of the 

argumentation in general, and then (depending on the protagonist’s response to this first 

question) he can react critically in a specific manner by: (a) questioning the content of the 

commitment store attributed to him by the protagonist, (b) questioning the content of the 

source of information adduced by the protagonist, (c) questioning the reliability of the 

source, or (d) questioning the content of sub-argumentation in a sub-discussion.   

 

The second main dialectical route starts at point (2.2: ?/ARG1 & → Stp.), and it is taken to 

realise the task of testing the justificatory potential of argumentation. In a fully externalised 

discussion, whenever parts of the protagonist’s argumentation are unexpressed, it starts 

with the intersubjective explicitization procedure in which the argument scheme (AS) that 

connects the argument (ARG1) to the standpoint (Stp.) is made explicit (van Eemeren & 

Grootendorst, 2004: 148-149).12 After the protagonist reconstructs the (previously 

unexpressed) argument scheme (3.4: ARG1 & AS → Stp), the antagonist can react 

critically in two ways:  

First, he can doubt that the reconstruction is correct (4.4: ?/AS). In this case a sub-

discussion develops in which the correct reconstruction has to be jointly established by the 

protagonist and the antagonist. If the arguers cannot agree on a mutually acceptable 

reconstruction of the AS, then the ARG1 is (for the time being) irrelevant to the Stp.13 This 

has severe consequences for the protagonist, who either has to propose another 

reconstruction of a scheme (by coming back to (3.4)), or give up the argument altogether. 

If the arguers do agree on a scheme (thus completing the intersubjective explicitization 

                                                            
12 Even though either the standpoint itself or the argument may also be left unexpressed, while the argument 
scheme is made explicit, in ordinary argumentation it is usually the argument scheme that remains implicit. 
13 Blair (2007: 37), using different terminology, defines such lack of ‘probative’ relevance as a contextually 
determined situation in which ‘no defensible warrant [AS - ML] can be found linking the suspect premise 
[ARG - ML] to the conclusion [Stp – ML].’ See also Blair (1992).  
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procedure) they can move on to the step (4.5). An illustration of the first three steps in this 

route may look like this: 

A: 2.2  So what? Does Swiss reality have anything to do with American policies?   (?/ARG1 & → Stp.) 

P: 3.4  Yes, it does: Switzerland is similar to the US.                (ARG1 & AS → Stp.) 

A: 4.4  But doesn’t your argument imply something stronger, like ‘whatever Switzerland does is great and 

we Americans should follow it’?                 (?/AS) 

Second, the antagonist can agree on the reconstruction but doubt whether the 

argument scheme is admissible in the argumentative activity type in which the discussion 

takes place (4.5: OK but ?/ASAAT). In this case the antagonist opens the intersubjective 

testing procedure (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004: 149-150). After the protagonist 

confirms that the scheme is indeed admissible (5.1: ASAAT), the antagonist, similarly to 

above, can first challenge the contextual admissibility of the scheme (6.1: -/ASAAT) – and 

thus open a sub-discussion in which this is further established. If the scheme is deemed 

inadmissible in the given activity type then, again, ARG1 is irrelevant to the Stp. To keep 

defending the Stp., the protagonist has to move back all the way to (3.4) and propose 

another scheme (if this is possible regarding the ARG1 and Stp.). If the scheme is 

admissible, the arguers can move on to the route (6.2-etc.). Following the example: 

A: 2.2  So what? Does Swiss reality have anything to do with American policies?   (?/ARG1 & → Stp.) 

P: 3.4  Yes, it does: Switzerland is similar to the US.                (ARG1 & AS → Stp.) 

A: 4.5  I see what you mean, but can we rely on analogies here?         (OK but ?/ASAAT) 

P: 5.1  Yes we can. I haven’t heard it’s forbidden on this online forum.          (ASAAT) 

A: 6.1  Yes it is forbidden – first see the charter of the forum and then try to argue.14       (-/ASAAT) 

The second option for the antagonist after the protagonist’s response (5.1) is to concede the 

in-principle admissibility of the scheme in the activity type, and to question the correctness 

of its application in the given argumentative situation (6.2: OK but ?/CA(ASAAT)). In this 

case, after the protagonist’s confirmation of the correct application in (7.1: CA(ASAAT)), 

the antagonist can go on with his criticisms by asking critical questions relevant for the 

argument scheme that is applied by the protagonist.15 Depending on how the questions are 

                                                            
14 This example is hardly realistic – regulations of online forums do not ordinarily include any rules 
regarding the admissibility of argument schemes, as is the case, e.g., in legal discourse.   
15 According to van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1992a: 98): ‘In relying on a certain argumentation scheme, 
the arguer invokes a particular testing method in a dialectical procedure, in which certain critical reactions 
are relevant. Each argumentation scheme calls, as it were, for its own set of critical reactions. In conjunction 
with each other, these reactions constitute a well-rounded test for checking the soundness of an 
argumentation of the type concerned.’ 
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dealt with, the AS is tested: 1) as having enough justificatory potential (the protagonist 

defends the standpoint, provided that the propositional content of the ARG1 was defended 

too);16 2) as having insufficient justificatory potential (the protagonist has to retract the 

standpoint or put forward more arguments that would jointly support the standpoint in a 

coordinative argumentation structure)17; 3) as being incorrectly applied, and thus having no 

justificatory potential at all, which renders ARG1 irrelevant to the standpoint (the 

protagonist has to retract his standpoint, or put forward multiple arguments that would 

independently from ARG1 support the Stp.).18           

A: 2.2  So what? Does Swiss reality have anything to do with American policies?  (?/ARG1 & → Stp.) 

P: 3.4  Yes, it does: Switzerland is similar to the US.                (ARG1 & AS → Stp.) 

A: 4.5  I see what you mean, but can we rely on analogies here?         (OK but ?/ASAAT) 

P: 5.1  Yes we can. I haven’t heard it’s forbidden on this online forum.          (ASAAT) 

A: 6.2  OK, but is it really a correct analogy?                (OK but ?/CA(ASAAT)) 

P: 7.1  Yes, it is!                     (CA(ASAAT)) 

A: 8.1  Isn’t American society more diverse than Swiss?     (a critical reaction regarding 

analogy)   

In sum, in testing the justificatory potential of argumentation based on informal 

argument schemes, the antagonist can react critically by generally questioning the 

connection of the argument to the standpoint and, further, by: (a) doubting the correctness 

of the reconstruction of the argument scheme, (b) questioning the admissibility of the 

scheme in the given activity type, and (c) questioning the correctness of the application of 

the scheme in the given activity type by means of asking concrete critical questions 

relevant to the scheme used.   

    

In this way, all the ‘core’ dialectical routes of the argumentation stage, and thus all major 

types of dialectically relevant critical reactions are briefly described. Needless to say, this 

description pertains to a fully externalised and reasonable critical discussion. In actual 

argumentative discussions held in various activity types, arguers will manoeuvre 

                                                            
16 This is regulated by rules 8(a) and 9(a) of a critical discussion (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004: 150-
151).  
17 See van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1992a: 76-82) and Snoeck Henkemans (1992: Ch. 4). 
18 I exclude the possibility of supporting the argument scheme by further sub-arguments in a subordinative 
structure as a way of dealing with the relevance criticisms at this step of the procedure (see van Eemeren & 
Grootendorst, 1992a: 85-89 and Snoeck Henkemans, 1992: 90-91), since I assume that the chances of 
supporting the scheme are already exhausted by the protagonist in his answering the critical questions. 
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strategically with critical reactions and thus take critical routes that are at variance with 

these spelled out above. This does not imply, however, that actual arguers 

characteristically sidestep or neglect a reasonable progress of criticisms. Rather, they may 

skip certain steps depending on the particulars of the rhetorical situation and, notably, on 

the constraints of a given argumentative activity type. For example, in situations where the 

reconstruction of an argument scheme is uncontroversial, and no special conditions apply 

regarding the use of the argument scheme in the activity type, the antagonist can start 

reacting critically by immediately asking critical questions relevant to the argument 

scheme (implicitly) employed by the protagonist.19  

The important methodological point advocated here is that it is exactly thanks to a 

clearly laid out dialectical profile that actual critical reactions can be precisely analysed 

(and subsequently evaluated) in terms of the rhetorically motivated strategic choices 

arguers make in ordinary contexts of discourse. 

 

7.3 Three aspects of reacting critically in Internet discussion forums 

 

It is a basic recognition of extended pragma-dialectics that the dialectical goals are in 

actual discussions overlaid with rhetorically motivated objectives. In general, the rhetorical 

goal of the antagonist’s reacting critically to the protagonist’s argumentation may be 

formulated as: increasing the protagonist’s burden of proof regarding propositional content 

or the force of justification of arguments. Every critical attack—both rhetorically and 

dialectically speaking—requires some kind of defensive response.20 Hence, the more 

critical reactions are directed at the protagonist’s argumentation, the more ‘fixing jobs’ he 

is required to do, which, of course, increases his burden of proof, in terms of a procedural, 

probative obligation (van Eemeren, 2010: Ch. 8; van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2002b, 

2003a; Tseronis, 2009). Eventually, the unremitting criticism may lead to a situation in 

which the protagonist is unable to discharge his multiplied burden of proof, that is, to 

conclude all the intersubjective procedures of the argumentation stage in his favour and 

                                                            
19 The following example of argumentation may be illustrative: ‘Switzerland is a safe country because the 
Swiss are armed to the teeth.’ The unexpressed argument scheme used in this case is obviously causal, and 
can be easily reconstructed along the lines: ‘arms in the hands of civilians bring about safety.’ Assuming that 
no special restrictions regarding causal arguments are in force in the context of discussion, the antagonist can 
immediately respond with a critical question, e.g., ‘aren’t there other, more important reasons for 
Switzerland’s safety, such as the long-standing tradition of neutrality or the overall prosperity of population?’  
20 Note that this analysis pertains to non-mixed discussions in which only the protagonist has a positive (or 
negative) burden of proof regarding an expressed opinion. 
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thus successfully support the standpoint by employing shared premises and acceptable 

argument schemes, in which case he loses the discussion. And this is exactly the result the 

antagonist is after.  

In order to manage the realisation of rhetorical and dialectical goals of 

argumentation, actual arguers coordinate in every move of their real-life discussions three 

analytically distinguishable aspects of strategic manoeuvring: adaptation to audience 

demand, selection from the topical potential of argumentation, and choice of presentational 

devices (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 1999: 484-486, van Eemeren, 2010: Ch. 4; see 

section 4.3 above). Each of these aspects is dealt with differently depending on: the results 

that the arguer aims to achieve by performing a given move, the routes that can be taken in 

order to achieve the results (specified in a dialectical profile), the constraints of a given 

argumentative activity type, and the ‘argumentative situation’ in which the protagonist and 

the antagonist are manoeuvring (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2009).21 What is of interest 

here from the dialectical perspective, are the moves that can be reconstructed as the 

antagonist’s critical reactions at the argumentation stage of a critical discussion (whose 

dialectical results and routes are described above). The question to be addressed in the 

following three sections is how the constraints of the argumentative activity type of online 

political discussions are brought to bear on the management of the three aspects of 

strategic manoeuvring in reacting critically to the protagonist’s argumentation. 

 

7.3.1 Adaptation to audience demand 

  

According to van Eemeren (2010: Ch. 4), two issues are by definition crucial in adapting to 

audience demand: the identification of the audience and the identification of its demands. I 

start from the latter issue here, since it requires a short theoretical clarification.  

 

Critical reactions are a peculiar type of argumentative move when it comes to identifying 

and satisfying the audience demand, especially when we consider that it is a dialectical 

opponent—the protagonist—who is the direct addressee of critical reactions. Exactly 

because reactions of the antagonist are critical, their performance makes it explicit that the 

                                                            
21 The argumentative situation consists of the ‘dialectical situation’ defined by arguers’ commitments at a 
particular move in a particular stage of a discussion, and the ‘rhetorical situation,’ i.e., a context of discussion 
delineated by the unique circumstances surrounding a given discussion (van Eemeren, 2010: Ch. 6). See 
Bitzer (1968), Vatz (1973), and Jacobs (2002) for a discussion of the concept of the ‘rhetorical situation.’ 
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demand of the protagonist to accept his argumentation is not met, because certain 

conditions necessary to accept argumentation have not been fulfilled to the antagonist’s 

satisfaction. This function of critical reactions can be grasped in pragmatic terms:22 as 

described above, critical reactions are basically directed against two preparatory conditions 

of the complex speech act of argumentation, i.e., those concerning the propositional 

content and the justificatory force of the propositions expressed in argumentation. 

Therefore, critical reactions can be reconstructed as ‘negative commissives’: the antagonist 

refuses to accept the protagonist’s argumentation by signalling that he (the antagonist) 

cannot (immediately) adapt to the preparatory conditions of the protagonist’s speech act of 

argumentation. (This may be followed by an elicitation of more arguments that can fulfil 

the conditions in line with the antagonist’s critical reaction.)  

Considering this, the antagonist’s strategic manoeuvring in reacting critically can 

be seen as the converse of the protagonist’s beneficial adaptation to audience demand in 

advancing argumentation. The goal of the protagonist is to create a common ground 

between him and the audience that is as broad as possible, so that he can successfully build 

his argumentation from the concessions of the audience. To the contrary, the goal of the 

antagonist is to limit the common ground for discussion as far as possible, since this gives 

him more opportunities to refuse accepting the protagonist’s arguments and thus to 

continue his critical reactions.23 Of course, a reasonable argumentative discussion is 

impossible with an antagonist who does not commit himself to any material and procedural 

starting points – the protagonist would simply have nothing to base his argumentation on, 

which may result in a non-resolvable ‘deep disagreement,’ if other impediments to a 

reasonable discussion exist (Fogelin, 1985). Yet, within the bounds of reasonableness, the 

antagonist can still manoeuvre to avoid making too many concessions regarding both 

premises and argument schemes. For example, he may choose not to accept a certain 

                                                            
22 See van Eemeren (2010: Ch. 4): ‘In examining audience adaptation in the various discussion stages 
systematically, the best policy is to start from the preparatory conditions for performing the types of speech 
acts by which the various argumentative moves are made that play a constructive part in resolving a 
difference of opinion on the merits. These conditions indicate, among other things, which requirements 
regarding the addressee must be satisfied for a correct performance of these speech acts, so that audience 
adaptation can be realized by ensuring and emphasizing their fulfilment.’  
23 This analysis of the goal of the antagonist in non-mixed disputes applies equally well to mixed disputes: 
any arguer in his role of the protagonist will try to build up broad common ground that is conducive to 
making his case, and any arguer in his role of the antagonist will attempt to limit the scope of his concessions 
that may be beneficial to the opponent’s position. In short, every arguer can be expected to manoeuvre 
towards such a management of the common ground in which his premises and argument schemes are shared 
between him and the audience, while the opponent’s are not.  
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authority presented by the protagonist as respectable in the first instance, and instead 

attempt to critically test the reliability of the authority (see figure 7.1, steps 3.2-4.3-etc).  

 At the same time, to say that in his critical reactions the antagonist refuses to 

satisfy, rather than seeks to satisfy, the protagonist’s demands (to accept the speech act of 

argumentation and all its felicity conditions), is not to say that the antagonist cannot 

manoeuvre to adapt to the protagonist’s frame. In general, in realising his objective of 

launching the most successful attack, the antagonist can raise these objections that the 

protagonist may be most able, willing, or obliged to accept. This may happen, for example, 

by actively showing that the protagonist cannot believe the argument himself, because he 

already expressed commitment to a contradictory argument. In doing so, the antagonist 

resorts to an expedient selection of topics of attack and choice of presentational devices. 

Notwithstanding these theoretical nuances regarding adaptation to the audience 

demand in reacting critically, two characteristics of online discussion forums mentioned in 

Chapter 6 have their bearing on the identification of the audience demand.  

First, discussions studied here are anonymous (or rather ‘pseudonymous’), which 

gives arguers less resources than in ordinary discourse to get at the commitments of the 

audience. ‘The real,’ socially embedded members of audience with their life histories and 

publicly recognisable preferences are largely unknown. Moreover, written computer-

mediated discussions create a ‘lean’ context for communication, in which many non-verbal 

contextual cues (gesture, mimics) are not available to disputants (Crystal, 2001: 36-41; 

Herring, 1999: online). Nevertheless, as soon as online discussants start to use their 

pseudonyms (‘nicks’) consistently, they create recognisable online identities which, in the 

long run, may lead to the emergence of rich ‘virtual communities’ (Rheingold, 1993; Smith 

& Kollock, 1999).24 This is especially the case with the most active participants, i.e., those 

who contribute to the discussions most frequently.25 What is at stake for such participants 

is their online reputation built through a long record of reliable postings characterised, 

                                                            
24 As argued by Donath (1999: 53): ‘It is useful to distinguish between pseudonymity and pure anonymity. In 
the virtual world, many degrees of identification are possible. Full anonymity is one extreme of continuum 
that runs from the totally anonymous to the thoroughly named. A pseudonym, though it may be untraceable 
to a real-world person, may have a well-established reputation in the virtual domain; a pseudonymous 
message may thus come with a wealth of contextual information about the sender. A purely anonymous 
message, on the other hand, stands alone.’ According to Donath (Ibidem), this difference is crucial, since 
much of the discussion of the merits and demerits of online communication is ‘contingent on the distinction 
between anonymity and pseudonymity.’ 
25 In Marcoccia’s terminology such arguers are called ‘hosts’ (see 2004: 131-132). Himelboim, Gleave and 
Smith (2009) use the term ‘discussion catalysts’ to designate active online discussants successful in receiving 
‘a disproportionate number of replies’ (compared to other arguers).  
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among other things, by consistency and a successful discharge of the burden of proof 

(Aakhus, 2002a; Anthony, Smith & Williamson, 2009; Donath, 1999; Poor, 2005). 

Therefore, some well-known online discussants, even if hidden behind ‘nicks,’ have 

recognisable and easily accessible (discussions are archived by the system) sets of 

commitments. As a result, on the one hand, they cannot simply criticise everything and 

play pure sceptics regarding any position, since that would tarnish their record; on the 

other hand, their opponents can make use of well-known arguers’ online commitments, 

both in criticising them (pointing out inconsistencies, etc.) and in advancing their own 

argumentation. 

Second, the audience of many online discussions is both ‘multiple’ (i.e., the 

members of the audience have different positions regarding the issue under discussion) and 

‘mixed’ (they have different starting points) (see van Eemeren, 2010: Ch. 4). As argued by 

analysts of online deliberation, differences (including deep-seated ideological divisions) 

abound in many online fora, especially in these where political issues are debated (see 

Davies & Gangadharan, 2009). Such differences make the identification of audience 

demands a formidable task in most of the discussions. 

 

Online fora present a similar difficulty when it comes to the identification of the audience 

itself, that is, to recognising who is actually addressed in the exchanges of arguments and 

critical reactions. Because the fora studied here are open for anyone to join in and leave 

discussions at any point, ‘it is impossible to know who belongs to the conversational group 

at any moment. In fact, the discussion group is continuously under construction’ 

(Marcoccia, 2004: 140). Still, in spite of such a fluid participation framework, there are 

some identifiable levels of participation that correspond to different kinds of audience. 

Extending Marcoccia’s classification of three types of recipients of online messages,26 one 

can identify four kinds of audience in the online discussions analysed here:  

(1) The person to whom a message (whether critical or affirmative) is directly 

addressed. In the case of responses reconstructible as critical reactions in episodes 

of argumentative exchanges, that would be the protagonist. Hence, the beneficial 

adaptation to audience frame would generally work in the way depicted above.  

                                                            
26 Marcoccia (2004: 131-143), following Goffman, distinguishes between ‘hosts,’ ‘casual senders,’ and 
‘simple readers’ (eavesdroppers or ‘lurkers’).  
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(2) All the participants active in a given (polylogual) discussion thread. As described in 

section 6.4, strategic alliances of arguers acting in unison may emerge in online 

discussions, thus creating the ‘collective antagonist’ (and, possibly, the ‘collective 

protagonist’). In such a case, strategic manoeuvring in reacting critically amounts, 

on the one hand, to collectively refusing to fulfil the demands of the (collective) 

protagonist (acting against the other group) and, on the other hand, to satisfying the 

lack of satisfaction of the arguers making up the collective antagonist (acting with 

our group). Rhetorically speaking, it may be difficult to judge which of the 

audiences (out-group or in-group) is the primary and which the secondary 

audience.27  

(3) All the participants usually contributing to discussions on a given forum 

(newsgroup). In continuously existing forums, regular posters come to recognise 

one another, what often gives rise to an establishment of a ‘virtual community’ tied 

to a given forum. Such communities are the locus of the norms of interaction 

expected to be followed by all contributors (Aakhus & Rumsey, 2010; Smith & 

Kollock, 1999). In this case, satisfying the demand of audience would amount to 

abiding by the rules of the forum – avoiding abusive ad hominem attacks in critical 

reactions, not disturbing discussions by completely irrelevant reactions (so called 

‘trolling’), etc. 

(4) All the potential readers of the open forum, that is, anyone world-wide with access 

to the Internet. In Internet vernacular online eavesdroppers who read discussions 

without contributing to them are termed ‘lurkers.’ Because lurkers by definition do 

not feed back to online discussions, there is no direct way to judge what the 

demands of this, possibly multiple and mixed, audience are. Yet, the sole fact that 

discussions may be read by a large audience adds to them the quality of a public 

debate, where general rhetorical prowess, e.g. quick wits (see Weger & Aakhus, 

2003), is important. 

    

A thorough examination of the ways in which arguers, the antagonists in particular, adapt 

in their argumentative discourse to the demand of such multilayered, fluid, multiple, mixed 

                                                            
27 Van Eemeren (2010: Ch. 4) distinguishes between the primary and the secondary audience in the following 
way: ‘In cases where it is clear which audience the arguer considers the more important to reach, we call 
these people the primary audience and the person or persons instrumental in reaching them the secondary 
audience.’  
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and largely unknown online audience requires a separate study. However, while the 

question of how the adaptation to audience demand is exactly managed is indeed a difficult 

one, the answer to the question of if such adaptation is an important factor in online 

discussions seems more straightforward: taking into account the perspective of the 

audience (or audiences) seems crucial to online arguers who not only speak publicly, but 

also may be promptly challenged publicly.28 Therefore, even if not always explicit in 

actual discourse, the aspect of audience frame in strategic manoeuvring is a key factor 

underlying online exchanges analysed here.  

 

7.3.2 Selection from the topical potential  

 

Topical selection, in general, is rhetorically vital to both parties to an argumentative 

discussion: just as the protagonist can choose to construct his argumentation from the 

premises and argument schemes he finds strongest, the antagonist can target his critical 

reactions at the protagonist’s premises and argument schemes he finds weakest. In this 

way, the antagonist can realise his goal of ‘launching the most effective attack,’ that is, of 

putting the heaviest possible burden of proof on the protagonist (van Eemeren & 

Houtlosser, 2002a: 139; 2002b: 24). What the weakest premises and argument schemes are 

is largely contingent on a particular dialectical and rhetorical situation. However, 

conventional restrictions and opportunities of a given activity type can lead arguers 

towards certain recurring decisions regarding opportune topical selection in reacting 

critically. In getting at such activity-type-specific patterns of critical reactions, the 

dialectical profile presented in figure 7.1 can serve as a revealing heuristics. What can be 

gained by referring to the profile is a clear overview of the ways strategic manoeuvring can 

take place: by providing a sequential specification of all the reasonable ways of reacting 

critically the profile functions as a template against which the impact of the constraints of a 

given activity type on concrete dialectically relevant moves of the antagonist can be 

precisely distinguished. Notably, thanks to the profile it can be clearly seen how the 

parameters of the opening stage of online forum discussions (described in section 6.3) 

affect critical reactions in the empirical counterpart of the argumentation stage in online 

                                                            
28 Crystal (2001: 18) explains the significance of audience in online discussions in the following way: ‘[…] 
as the Internet is a medium almost entirely dependent on reactions to written messages, awareness of 
audience must hold a primary place in any discussion. The core feature of the Internet is its real or potential 
interactivity.’ 
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discussions. Three characteristics of online discussions regarding common (material and 

procedural) starting points are particularly relevant here. 

First, apart from generally acceptable facts and values, online discussions impose 

few, or none at all, contextual commitments in terms of fixed premises (either factual or 

normative) that ought to be accepted by arguers as material starting points for their 

discussions. Therefore, the intersubjective identification procedure (step 3.1-etc.) can 

hardly yield a conclusive result based on contextual commitments. Rather, it is the 

commitments incurred by arguers themselves during online discussions that count. A 

critical reaction of the sort: ‘Did I really agree on that before we started discussing?’ would 

thus be quite surprising in online discussions.29 Much more ‘natural’ in online discussions 

would be a question inquiring about the source of argument (‘how do you know?’) – which 

is related to the next point:  

Second, contrary to many academic, legal or religious disputes, in online political 

discussions there are no explicitly established respectable sources of knowledge, such as 

Fundamentals of Argumentation Theory, rulings of the Supreme Court, or Koran. Because 

of that, the protagonist may find it difficult to fully successfully (i.e. conclusively) respond 

to doubts and attacks regarding the propositional content of the premises by saying ‘it’s 

there, Chapter 9, p. 251’ (see step 3.2-etc.): even if this indeed is the case, the antagonist 

can continue his criticisms by questioning the reliability of the source itself (step 4.3-

etc.).30 However, thanks to the enormous online resources accessible through hyperlinks an 

exchange of critical reactions and arguments may focus on the antagonist’s asking the 

protagonist to prove that the information given is accurate (correctly selected and quoted) 

(see 4.2-etc.). 

Third, open online political discussions impose no special contextual limitations on 

the application of particular argument schemes. Since these discussions are informal, 

arguers may be simply expected to meet some general soundness conditions for arguing 

from analogies, causal relationships, and symptoms. That is to say that in the 

intersubjective testing procedure (see steps 4.5-5.1-etc.) no activity-type-specific 

                                                            
29 By contrast, such reaction would be completely natural in, say, an activity type of peace negotiations where 
often long lists of preconditions that all the parties to negotiations have to agree upon in advance are made.    
30 As with any other type of criticism this possibility is limited by certain requirements of reasonableness. 
The antagonist cannot question the source he himself agreed to respect (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2003b). 
Moreover, it is the antagonist who acquires the burden of proof by attacking some presumptively reliable 
sources (see van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2003a). Therefore, he has to successfully justify his critical reaction, 
before the protagonist is obliged to respond to such criticism (see Krabbe, 2007a).   
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soundness conditions regarding the use of argument schemes apply, and thus no activity-

type-specific sets of critical questions regarding specific schemes can be formulated. What 

is characteristic of Internet discussions, though, is the use of arguments from authority in 

establishing respectable sources of data: the non-hierarchical and open structure of the 

Internet defies the existence of ultimate authorities, yet some sources of data are preferable 

over others. For example, Web-sites created in line with the grassroots, open spirit of the 

Internet—Wikipedia, Slashdot.org, etc.—may be more readily acceptable than traditional 

media outlets. Moreover, the rapidity of the Internet means that sources which are newer 

may be perceived as more reliable. All such implicit conventions, on the one hand, may 

become a ground on which the antagonist’s critical questions regarding the application of 

argument schemes are based; on the other hand, such conventions are not decisive: the 

protagonist is not obliged to use the preferred sources in order to have his arguments 

accepted (as the case may be, for instance, in an academic paper). Quite apart from that, 

online discussions require general topical relevance. As argued below in Chapter 8, even 

though topical relevance is not directly related to the relevance of argument schemes, 

criticisms of topical relevance may be used in argumentative functions.  

Because of the general lack of fixed starting points regarding premises and 

argument schemes, the antagonist in online discussions may extensively exploit the topical 

potential by coming up with as many critical reactions as possible. In terms of the profile 

that means that the antagonist manoeuvres to thoroughly test the protagonist’s 

argumentation by exhaustively following all the potential dialectical routes distinguished. 

According to the rules of reasonable argumentation, even if one of the dialectical routes is 

completed to the protagonist’s satisfaction, the antagonist does not have to accept the 

standpoint (which would end the argumentation stage to his disadvantage) – he can also 

move to critical reactions regarding a different element of the argument. That is, he can try 

a different procedure. For example, after agreeing on the propositional content of the 

protagonist’s argumentation, the antagonist can get involved in a thorough critical testing 

of the justificatory potential, without giving his assent to the standpoint. 

 

7.3.3 Choice of presentational devices 

 

A novel variety of language developed in online communication—labelled ‘interactive 

written discourse’ (Ferrara, Brunner & Whittemore, 1991), ‘electronic language’ (Collot & 

Bellmore, 1996), ‘computer-mediated discourse’ (Herring, 1999, 2001) or ‘Netspeak’ 
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(Crystal, 2001)—has attracted much scholarly attention for its specific qualities, clearly 

distinguishable from the more traditional varieties of language. Online discourse’s unique 

combination of the characteristics of written and spoken discourse, ‘first draft quality’ of 

many online messages, idiosyncratic spelling, ubiquitous use of abbreviations, ‘emoticons’ 

(so called ‘smileys’) have all been extensively analysed by linguists as new phenomena of 

language use, interesting in themselves (see esp. Crystal, 2001). Considering the focus of 

this dissertation, what is relevant here is the Internet-specific use of presentational devices 

in strategic manoeuvring, notably, in the antagonist’s critical reacting.  

Every critical reaction is by definition directed against some previous 

argumentation; therefore, an opportune presentation of what the attacked argument or 

standpoint actually is is the most obvious and crucial way of the antagonist’s strategic 

manoeuvring with presentational devices. Apart from the simplest cases, in which a 

reaction is limited to an elementary question (‘Is that so?’ ‘So what?’), the antagonist 

usually incorporates parts of the protagonist’s argumentation in his critical reaction (‘Is it 

really the case that…?’ ‘Are you sure that we can compare…?’). In doing this, the 

antagonist can rephrase the original argumentation using expressions that suit his goal of 

launching the strongest possible attack. Such rephrasing is common in ordinary discourse 

and is normally acceptable and completely legitimate, but it may also seriously distort the 

protagonist’s original argumentation. In the latter case the antagonist commits the fallacy 

of the straw man.   

From the perspective of manoeuvring with reformulations, the asynchronous online 

discussions studied here are unique as a context in which informal argumentative 

exchanges are recorded and are thus easily retraceable. That means that the original 

arguments are always available for comparison, so that the antagonists’ fallacious 

reformulations can be swiftly detected and objected to by other discussants. Nevertheless, 

as many examples show, online antagonists still attempt to subtly manoeuvre with the 

presentation of the protagonists’ arguments and standpoints. Criteria for a precise 

identification and evaluation of such manoeuvrings are discussed in Chapter 9. 

 

In this chapter I have set out to seek an answer to Question 1.1: What kind of restrictions 

do online political discussion forums impose on and what kind of opportunities do they 

create for reacting critically to argumentation? In order to answer this question, I have first 

provided a detailed description of the dialectically relevant types of critical reactions and 



CHAPTER 7 

 138

their progress in reasonable argumentative exchanges. I have shown the varied dialectical 

routes that the two basic types of critical reactions—questioning the acceptability of the 

premises and questioning the justificatory force of argumentation—may lead to. In a 

critical discussion, the antagonists are in principle free to choose the critical reactions they 

find most advantageous (depending on the dialectical situation). In actual Internet 

discussions, the choice of the most opportune strategy of criticism is influenced by the 

constraints of the activity type. Therefore, second, I have analysed how the constraints of 

online discussions may affect the three aspects of strategic manoeuvring in reacting 

critically. In terms of the adaptation to audience demand, online antagonists have the 

opportunity to address multiple audiences and to act collectively. At the same time, they 

are restricted in their knowledge of what the demands of the audience they face actually 

are. When it comes to the selection from topical potential, informal online discussions 

impose virtually no restrictions regarding the elements of the protagonist’s argumentation 

that the antagonists can criticise. Moreover, because of a conventional expectation that the 

protagonists use premises that are available online and are topically relevant, the antagonist 

has an opportunity to ground his criticisms in this expectation. Finally, since online 

discussants use Internet language in quickly accessible written exchanges, the antagonists 

are restricted in their expedient choice of the presentation of the attacked standpoints and 

arguments.    

 Such an examination of both dialectical means and rhetorical conditions of reacting 

critically in online discussions, provides an answer to Question 1.1 and paves the way for 

analyses of actual critical reactions in terms of patterns of strategic manoeuvring (Chapter 

8) and their subsequent evaluation (Chapter 9). 
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 Chapter 8 

 
Analysis of critical reactions in Internet political 

discussions 
 

 

 

 

8.1 Patterns of strategic manoeuvring in reacting critically  

 

The question to be addressed in this chapter is what activity-type-specific choices arguers 

actually make in their critical reactions in order to win the episodes of online political 

forum discussions. As indicated in Chapter 1, this question can be specified with the help 

of two sub-questions pointing to two basic types of critical reactions in argumentative 

discourse: Question 1.1.1a. How do the restrictions and opportunities of online political 

forum discussions affect the arguers’ questioning of the acceptability of the premises used 

by their opponents? Question 1.1.1b. How do the restrictions and opportunities of online 

political forum discussions affect the arguers’ questioning of the justificatory force of their 

opponents’ arguments? 

In order to answer these two questions, examples of episodes of online discussions 

from three popular political forums available through Google Groups—alt.politics, 

PoliticalForum, and Political Forum—are analysed (see section 5.2 for a brief description of 

these three discussion forums) The analysis in this chapter follows the pragma-dialectical 

method in which the model of a critical discussion is used as a heuristic tool instrumental 

in reconstructing analytically relevant argumentative moves (van Eemeren, Grootendorst, 

Jackson & Jacobs, 1993). With the addition of rhetorical insights, such an analysis allows 

for an examination of ordinary argumentation in terms of strategic manoeuvring. In line 

with the research questions specified above, the goal of the analyses is to identify some 

recurring patterns of critical reactions in online discussions and account for these patterns 

in terms of strategic choices of arguers affected by the restrictions and opportunities of the 

activity type of online political forum discussions.  

As argued in section 7.3 these restrictions and opportunities influence the three 

aspects of strategic manoeuvring in reacting critically, notably the topical choice of the 
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target of criticism. Two of the features of online discussions seem to directly affect the way 

topical selection regarding critical reactions is made in this computer-mediated context of 

argumentation. The first of them is the embeddedness of online discussions in the World 

Wide Web constructed by the interconnection (hyper-linking) of countless Web-pages. 

This allows for easy corroborating, but also undermining, of the data used in 

argumentation by referring to online sources. The second is the general topical relevance: 

by their design, in which every message has its place in a topical tree stemming from the 

first message, and by some basic principles of online netiquette, discussions are supposed 

to be developing along topical threads, that is, all the responses to the opening message 

should be topically relevant to this message. This rule, as many other in online discussions, 

is quite loosely enforced (and very often violated), yet it can always be called up by a 

discussant who finds a certain contribution irrelevant.1 These two features are of particular 

importance since they restrict and afford two crucial ways of reacting critically in an 

argumentative discussion as distinguished in section 7.2. 

In the following sections, some recognisable patterns of critical reactions will be 

analysed. The first of them concerns the acceptability of premises and is related to the 

constraints of online discussions affecting topical selection, in particular the possibility of 

linking arguments to online sources of data (section 8.2.1). In the second pattern the 

premises are targeted as well, but the key aspect is the collective performance of critical 

reactions (section 8.2.2). The third pattern amounts to a comprehensive attack on both the 

premises and the justificatory force of argumentation (section 8.3.1). Finally, the topical 

selection of critical reactions concerning the justificatory force of arguments will be 

analysed as affected by the requirement of topical relevance of threaded online discussions 

(section 8.3.2). Finally, an account of strategic manoeuvring in reacting critically in online 

political discussions in terms of the management of the burden of proof will be given 

(section 8.4).  

 

8.2 Analysis of critical reactions concerning the acceptability of premises 

 

8.2.1 First pattern: ‘provide quote or link’ 

 

                                                            
1 Of course, topical relevance is expected to be followed in any discussion, including ordinary small talks; 
however, in online threaded discussions—which are otherwise quite loosely regulated—it stands out as a 
requirement that is explicitly formulated and often referred to. 
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Compared to such established argumentative activity types as legal trials or scientific 

disputes, political online forum discussions have little to offer when it comes to having 

recognised methods of checking the acceptability of propositions (let alone when it comes 

to having a pool of facts agreed upon prior to the argumentative stage of discussions; see 

sections 6.3 and 7.3). However, hyper-linking—a simple technological affordance that has 

become a vital part of online culture—can be seen as an important constraint on what kind 

of material starting points (premises) can be acceptably used in argumentation: premises 

(especially factual ones) that are not supported by links referring to some external sources 

of data are vulnerable to argumentative criticism regarding their acceptability.  

 It seems, thus, that the basic, ‘entry level’ online-specific mode of attacking the 

propositional content of argumentation is to request the protagonist of a standpoint to 

provide a link supporting his position. Such is the case in the following fragment (8.1) of 

an online discussion initiated by a post by ImStillMags in which s/he quotes and links to an 

Associated Press report which, briefly, claims that ‘Al-Qaida backs McCain.’ This report is 

further affirmed by Fritz_da_Cat (turn 2). However, in turn 34, Zebnick directly attacks 

this argument (LOL – ‘Laughing Out Loud’2) and advances a counter-argument (‘Al 

Queda backs one of their own, Hussein Obama’), thus instigating a qualitative multiple 

dispute.3 In the ensuing discussion UnityNotExtremism (turns 35 and 37) requests Zebnick 

to provide links supporting his arguments and, finally, considers Zebnick’s reluctance to 

provide such links as comparable to Goebbels-style propaganda.  
 

                                                            
2 ‘LOL’ is one of the abbreviations commonly used in the Internet-language (see Crystal, 2001: 85-86). Just 
as a regular laughter in verbal communication it can be used to express joy and amusement, and thus to 
convey the affirmation of others’ discourse as something witty, or to signal disbelieve or even ridicule, and 
thus to convey the assessment of others’ discourse as something laughable. No doubt we are dealing with the 
latter case here. 
3 In the rhetorical situation of a pre-election campaign, most of political discussions can be justifiably 
reconstructed as consisting of argumentation supporting one of the major standpoints at issue, that is: ‘vote 
for politician X’ or ‘do not vote for politician Y.’ Therefore, explicitly advanced standpoints, such as ‘Al-
Qaeda backs McCain,’ are in fact sub-standpoints pertaining to one particular issue of the election campaign. 
On the main level, they are arguments that support the main standpoint (‘vote for’ or ‘do not vote for’ 
politician X or Y). For this reason, critical reactions in discussion (8.1) are analysed here as directed against 
the propositional content of the argument at the argumentation stage of a discussion, rather than as attacks on 
a standpoint at the confrontation stage. Moreover, in strongly bi-partisan American politics, the standpoint: 
‘do not vote for McCain’ can be reconstructed not only as ‘mutually exclusive’ with the standpoint ‘vote for 
McCain,’ but also as ‘mutually implicative’ with the standpoint ‘vote for Obama.’ Therefore, Zebnick’s 
counter-argument: ‘[do not vote for Obama], because Al-Qaeda backs Obama’, is a relevant response to the 
argument ‘Al-Qaida backs McCain’ and points to a complex mixed dispute of the type described by van 
Eemeren et al. (1993: 67-68).   
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(8.1) Al-Qaida backs McCain 4 
http://groups.google.com/group/abc_politics_forum/browse_frm/thread/530778eaf3cf69ec/7c186bbd8ef0dbf
7  
 
1. ImStillMags     Oct 22 2008, 9:17 pm  
Al-Qaida-linked Web site backs McCain as president  

By PAMELA HESS – 16 hours ago  

WASHINGTON (AP) — Al-Qaida supporters suggested in a Web site message  
this week they would welcome a pre-election terror attack on the U.S.  
as a way to usher in a McCain presidency.  
 
[…] 
http://ap.google.com/article/ALeqM5iFK9c9KTpdbjhYyuWIlZyAuyqeJgD93VA3B80 
 
2. Fritz_da_Cat     Oct 22 2008, 9:23 pm  
Ofcourse Al Qaeda backs McCain. They know he'll keep our troops in  
Iraq and not persue them where they really are in Afghanistan, and  
Pakistan.  
 
34. Zebnick     Oct 23 2008, 4:48 am 
LOL! Nice try jack offs. Everyone knows Al Queda backs one of their  
own, Hussein Obama.  
 
35. UnityNotExtremism    Oct 23 2008, 5:47 am 
You gotta link that supports that general statment you claim???  
Ooops, I guess not... But ImStillMags has one that says just the  
opposite.  And there are a dozen more on all the news stations that  
says you're full of shit.  
 
36. Zebnick     Oct 23 2008, 5:57 am 
A link? Al Queda doesn't advertise their celebrations of getting one  
of their own elected as President of the US on the internet  
 
37. UnityNotExtremism    Oct 23 2008, 6:46 am 
Oh,... So you don't have a link to support you're claim?  So where's  
your source? ... Or did you just make it up???  

It probably falls under .....  

“If you tell a lie big enough and keep repeating it, people will  
eventually come to believe it. The lie can be maintained only for such  
time as the State can shield the people from the political, economic  
and/or military consequences of the lie. It thus becomes vitally  
important for the State to use all of its powers to repress dissent,  
for the truth is the mortal enemy of the lie, and thus by extension,  
the truth is the greatest enemy of the State.”  

 Joseph Goebbels  
 
38. Zebnick     Oct 23 2008, 4:03 pm 
I think its cute when posters like you quote their dad.  
 

                                                            
4 The fragments of this discussion, and the following discussions, that are most pertinent to the analysis of 
patterns of reacting critically are underlined. This underlining (added to the original text of discussions for 
the purpose of this study) should not be confused with original underlining of the links to external Web-sites.    

http://groups.google.com/group/abc_politics_forum/browse_frm/thread/530778eaf3cf69ec/7c186bbd8ef0dbf7�
http://groups.google.com/group/abc_politics_forum/browse_frm/thread/530778eaf3cf69ec/7c186bbd8ef0dbf7�
http://www.google.com/url?sa=D&q=http://ap.google.com/article/ALeqM5iFK9c9KTpdbjhYyuWIlZyAuyqeJgD93VA3B80&usg=AFQjCNF-Eb7SP3fUWd--qw51ZqQZNN_2xA�
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In this example of online critical reactions regarding the propositional content of 

argumentation (UnityNotExtremism in turn 35 and 37), arguments which are not backed by 

quoted or linked material are classified as ‘made up’ and thus not worthy of serious 

consideration, even when a certain absurdity of the request to provide a link is pointed out 

by the attacked protagonist – Zebnick (in turn 36). 

The argumentative rationale of requesting for links can be expounded with the help 

of the dialectical profile described is section 7.2 (see figure 7.1). Asking for links means, in 

terms of the profile, that at step (2.1) of the argumentation stage—immediately after the 

argumentation has been presented by the protagonist—the antagonist asks for a source of 

the argument in question, thus getting the protagonist into the route in which new 

information is to be added (steps 3.2-etc.). This obviously limits the protagonist’s choice: it 

is clear from the profile that it is in principle up to the protagonist to decide at step 3 how 

to defend his argumentation: he can choose to start the intersubjective identification 

procedure (3.1), add new information (3.2) or defend the argument by sub-arguments (3.3).  

In discussion (8.1), it is the antagonist—UnityNotExtremism—whose question 

‘where's your source?’ (turn 37) immediately points to the step (3.2) in the procedure in 

which arguers test the propositional content of arguments by referring to some commonly 

recognised method of adding new information to a discussion, such as consulting news 

reports. The antagonist’s strategic manoeuvre to choose this critical reaction as the first 

line of attack is in line with the features of the activity type of online discussions: since it is 

uncommon for arguers in online forums to agree explicitly on a set of common premises 

before arguing over an issue, a question referring to the intersubjective identification 

procedure (steps 3.1-etc.) is very unlikely to yield a conclusive, affirmative answer. 

However, it may be the case that a certain source of data is, or should be, generally 

acceptable to both the protagonist defending his position and the doubting antagonist. That 

would allow for a decisive defence or refutation of the argument used. In discussion (8.1), 

UnityNotExtremism refuses to accept Zebnick’s argumentation on the basis of Zebnick’s 

not supporting his arguments by links to reports of some respectable news agencies, such 

as “Associated Press.” At the same time, as UnityNotExtremism notes, ‘ImStillMags has 

one [link from Associated Press – ML] that says just the opposite’ to what Zebnick is 

claiming. Implicitly, thus, UnityNotExtremism points to a convention according to which 

arguments backed by links to (or quotations from) reports provided by news organisations 

such as AP should be acknowledged by the disputants or, at least, that they are stronger 

than arguments without any reference to other online sources.   
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Provision of links or citations backing one’s arguments seems to be a recurring, 

expected and sanctioned form of behaviour and hence gains the status of a convention 

internalised and acknowledged by Internet arguers.5 This is evident in fragments of ‘meta-

discussions’ of the following type: 

 
(8.2) McCain Was Not Tortured, POW Guard Claims 
http://groups.google.com/group/PoliticalForum/browse_frm/thread/c3c3b5b8a589c9e5# 
 
39. frankg     Oct 17 2008, 9:34 pm 
[…]  
I try to maintain an open mind, but if I have come to a conclusion  
I try to support that conclusion by explaining my rational as well as 
posting links to data, editorials, etc., that helped get me there. 
[…] 
I can cite post after post from Mike where he promoted anti-McCain/  
Palin/Republican bull shit, even when everyone else knew it wasn’t so.  
The most recently example of this being this particular thread. 
[…] 

 

(8.3) Powell Endorses Obama 
http://groups.google.com/group/misc.news.internet.discuss/browse_frm/thread/b5948e65bf1b1101# 
 
25. Wally nft     Oct 19 2008, 11:01 pm (to be removed) 
I have been trying my best, but I can't find the Wiki link  
so I can be as smug as you. 
 

 
(8.4) Obama's brother arrested for drug possession. Not unexpected from the brother of the man who 
admits to cocaine use.  
http://groups.google.com/group/alt.politics/browse_frm/thread/11be728259021c2d#  
 

92. Tater Gumfries    Feb 4 2009, 5:12 pm 

On Feb 3, 5:39 pm, Kate_G <kate6...@gmail.com> wrote:  
> On Feb 3, 7:10 pm, Tater Gumfries <TaterGumfr...@usa.com> wrote:  
> > And yet you are unable to provide citations to back up your claim that  
> > people rob and steal to buy marijuana.  

> I don't need to provide cites to prove something that every sensible  
> person knows.  

Yes, you do because your claim that "every sensible person knows" what  
you think must be true is also unsupported by any facts.  

You seem to be unfamiliar with the art of argumentation. Provide a  
citation or face up to the fact: you haven't proved your assertion.  

Tater  
                                                            
5 Van Eemeren and Grootendost (1984: 58-63) distinguish three criteria for language usage conventions: (1) 
‘the language of the members of the community displays a certain regularity which occurs in strictly 
delineated cases’; (2) ‘the members of the community expect these regularities to occur in those cases’; and 
(3) ‘the members of the community prefer the regularity to occur in those cases because it solves a problem 
of communication or interaction.’ 

http://groups.google.com/group/PoliticalForum/browse_frm/thread/c3c3b5b8a589c9e5�
http://groups.google.com/group/misc.news.internet.discuss/browse_frm/thread/b5948e65bf1b1101�
http://groups.google.com/group/alt.politics/browse_frm/thread/11be728259021c2d�
http://groups.google.com/groups/unlock?_done=/group/alt.politics/browse_frm/thread/11be728259021c2d%3F&msg=2363e1cc7f329f7c�
http://groups.google.com/groups/unlock?_done=/group/alt.politics/browse_frm/thread/11be728259021c2d%3F&msg=2363e1cc7f329f7c�
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Examples of such meta-communication, both in the form of auto-comments (8.2 and 8.3) 

and critical reactions (8.4) point to an informal, unwritten convention according to which 

linking to or quoting online sources of data is an expected element of the online ‘art of 

argumentation.’ In pragma-dialectical terms each such convention can be seen, on the one 

hand, as a restriction on argumentation and, on the other, as an opportunity for 

argumentation. In the case of online linking, the restriction amounts to a limitation of the 

scope of acceptable arguments: those which can be supported by external sources have 

higher chances of gaining acceptance. That is why arguments that are not supported by 

links or quotes may become easy targets of the antagonists’ acceptability criticism. At the 

same time, linking gives the protagonists an opportunity to consider their arguments as 

supported enough to be considered acceptable. In other words, providing a link may be 

seen as the protagonist’s manoeuvre meant to conclusively support the propositional 

content of his argumentation.  

The following fragment is an example of such a manoeuvre. Discussion (8.5) 

revolves around the problem of condoning the use of torture in important police 

investigations. The arguer jgg1000a’s main argument is that torture was not only inflicted 

on terrorist suspects in the US, but also, in at least one case, in Germany. In his reply, THE 

ANNOINTED ONE criticises jgg1000a’s analogy by pointing out differences between 

German and American law and quoting some short excerpts from the German criminal 

code and constitution. Further, he proposes to ‘pull the links’ if jgg1000a ‘openly 

apologizes,’ that is, drops his argument based on incorrect (according to THE 

ANNOINTED ONE) information regarding German law:  

 
(8.5) Yes American Leftie, Europeans like and do torture too  
http://groups.google.com/group/PoliticalForum/browse_frm/thread/7dc1cd77c1b7b76a?hl=en# 
 
5. jgg1000a     Dec 15 2008, 11:12 pm 
You do understand that the ICC [International Criminal Court]  
is an EU [European Union] inspired and designed International  
court???  If you dig into the story sufficiently you will find that  
the German court effectively flipped off the ICC... 
 
9. THE ANNOINTED ONE   Dec 16 2008, 2:33 am 
and you would be dead wrong.  
 
German law clearly forbids torture, though it seems to allow for some  
instances in which it can be used.  
 
The criminal code and the Constitution explicitly forbid the use of  
force or the threat of force against a suspect. But there is also a  
provision to cover what is called “a life-threatening danger,” when  

http://groups.google.com/group/PoliticalForum/browse_frm/thread/7dc1cd77c1b7b76a?hl=en�
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the police can “overstep the legally protected interests of the person  
affected.”  
 
I will pull the links if you agree to openly apologize when they are  
posted.  
[…] 

 

Despite such strategic attempts of protagonists, ‘pulling the links’ is not a full-proof 

method of gaining acceptance of the propositional content of arguments. As mentioned in 

section 6.3.2, providing a link does not automatically mean providing an acceptable link. 

Therefore, apart from the first level of criticism—that is, requesting any link whatsoever—

there is a deeper level of requesting an acceptable linked source. Such is the case in the 

following passages: 
 

(8.6) did McCain lie about the cross in the dirt ? 
http://groups.google.com/group/PoliticalForum/browse_frm/thread/b8e63c5ee272f7a0?hl=en%3Fhl  
 
1. mike532     Aug 20 2008, 10:01 am     
Is McCain Now Copying Solzhenitsyn?  
Last week, a speech by Sen. John McCain had phrases that were likely  
lifted directly from Wikipedia.  
http://blogs.cqpolitics.com/politicalinsider/2008/08/is-mccain-now-copying-solzheni.html   
Now it seems McCain may have lifted another story last night at  
megachurch pastor Rick Warren's Faith Forum. According to a very  
persuasive Daily Kos diary, the anecdote McCain told about a North  
Vietnamese prison guard making a cross in the dirt as a sign of  
solidarity -- or as he said, "just two Christians worshiping together"  
-- is very similar to a story about Alexander Solzhenitsyn and his  
times in the Soviet Gulags. 
[…] 
 
2. mark      Aug 20 2008, 11:55 am 
yeah there is a real credible source of information, the daily kooks.  
bwahahahahahahahahahahahahaha 
 
3. mike532     Aug 20 2008, 12:08 pm 
amazing not only are you a bigot you show yourself to be ignorant and  
short sighted . the story of the cross in the dirt came from the  
Alexander Solzhenitsyn book about his times in the Soviet Gulags. oh  
and mark McCain's guards would have been Buddhists not Christians ! 
 
4. RichardForbes    Aug 20 2008, 12:26 pm 
Maybe the guard in North Korea read the same story and that prompted  
him to draw the cross.  
Just a thought.  
Don't let the activity in your brain confound you as you consider it.  
 
 
(8.7) More bad polling news for Obama 
http://groups.google.com/group/p0liticalf0rum/browse_frm/thread/d179a16cb1110d53?hl=en  
 
1. The Weasel     Aug 21 2008, 1:19 am 
Just over 30 days ago, Obama held more than 125 electoral college vote  
lead. Today, that lead is gone.  

http://groups.google.com/group/PoliticalForum/browse_frm/thread/b8e63c5ee272f7a0?hl=en%3Fhl�
http://blogs.cqpolitics.com/politicalinsider/2008/08/is-mccain-now-copying-solzheni.html�
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http://www.electoral-vote.com/evp2008/Pres/Maps/Jul18.html  
August 20th numbers:  
Real Clear Politics, with no tossups, McCain leads Obama 274, 264  
http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/maps/obama_vs_mccain/?map=10  
Electoral Vote dot com, with one state tied, Obama 264, McCain 261, 13  
tied  
http://www.electoral-vote.com/  
 
3. mike532     Aug 23 2008, 11:04 am 
Obama 325   McCain 199   Ties 14  
 Senate Dem 56   GOP 44  
 House Dem 239   GOP 196 
 
4. The Weasel      Aug 23 2008, 11:57 pm 
ROLFMOA [a misspelled acronym: Rolling on The Floor Laughing My Ass Off – ML]. 
What a MORON. Posting data that is month old doesn't show  
that Obama is winning, it show old just proves that you are  
dishonest.  
http://www.electoral-vote.com/evp2008/Pres/Maps/Jul18.html  
Once again, you have shown that you are willing to distort the truth.  
 
5. mike532     Aug 24 2008, 8:42 am 
the information is from your web site sparky ! 
 
6. The Weasel     Aug 24 2008, 4:10 pm 
Once again, the MORON loves to prove just how STUPID he really is. I  
suggest that you educate yourself on how polls work. Pay close  
attention to the dates. 
[…] 
 

In these examples, the antagonists refuse to accept the data referred to by the protagonists. 

In discussion (8.6), mike532 quotes verbatim a message from a political blog which, in 

turn, is based on (and linked to) information published in ‘a very persuasive Daily Kos 

diary.’ Mike’s argumentation can be reconstructed as follows – (implicit main standpoint): 

(‘Don’t vote for McCain’), because (explicit standpoint): ‘McCain lied about the cross in 

the dirt,’ because (argument 1): ‘His story is copied from Solzhenitsyn’, because ‘The 

Daily Kos says so (http://blogs.cqpolitics.com/)’ (step 3.2 in the ideal profile). In his 

reaction, mark dismisses this primary online source by naming it ‘the daily kooks.’ In the 

next turn (3), mike532—the protagonist—repeats his argument 1, and then tries to shift his 

defence of this argument from the addition of new information provided by an external 

source to a sub-discussion in which he advances argument 1.1: ‘McCain’s guards would 

have been Buddhists not Christians’ (step 3.3 in the profile). One cannot judge whether this 

strategy is successful, because mark never responds to this post, and does not participate in 

the discussion anymore (yet, another user—RichardForbes—goes on with criticisms of 

mike532’s argumentation).6 

                                                            
6 In such a not uncommon situation where one of the arguers withdraws from an online discussion (without 
explicitly announcing it, e.g. by saying ‘it doesn’t make sense to continue discussing with a moron like you’), 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=D&q=http://www.electoral-vote.com/evp2008/Pres/Maps/Jul18.html&usg=AFQjCNGxk8vCHvIRlDWSz9UP9rSZMRSXfQ�
http://www.google.com/url?sa=D&q=http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/maps/obama_vs_mccain/%3Fmap%3D10&usg=AFQjCNFAsQ6NLps3woNnnE3jajII8iLF3Q�
http://www.google.com/url?sa=D&q=http://www.electoral-vote.com/&usg=AFQjCNFfX2sbpuiES5wP9Vg66dU2FDH-8w�
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In fragment (8.7) discussants argue about precise information about the most up-to-

date polls regarding presidential candidates in the 2008 American elections. Mike532, in 

his counter-argument against The Weasel’s standpoint ‘More bad polling news for Obama,’ 

provides exact data, but from an old poll (18 July 2008), for what he is strongly reproached 

by The Weasel, who, in his first post, refers to ‘August 20th numbers.’ In this case, 

contrary to discussion (8.6), the source itself (http://www.electoral-vote.com/) is accepted 

by both arguers, but the precise use of its information is fiercely disputed (up to turn 34). 

The discussion reveals some other expectations regarding online sources of data: since 

information on the Internet is so easily and quickly available, links and quotes adduced 

should be precise and up-to-date. Linking is thus a constraint that functions as a double-

edged sword: on the one hand, it gives protagonists an opportunity to quickly back up their 

points; on the other hand, (potential) antagonists have an equal opportunity to ask for exact 

sources and swiftly expose any imprecision. Despite such opportunities, similarly to case 

(8.6), no final agreement is reached in discussion (8.7).        

 

8.2.2 Second pattern: the collective antagonist 

 

In extreme cases, exchanges of arguments and critical reactions between online discussants 

become almost completely supplanted by exchanges of links. In this way, reacting 

critically to arguments with (the addition of) counter-arguments turns into reacting 

critically to links with (the addition of) counter-links, as if providing a better argument 

consisted in getting at the stronger online source:    
 
 
(8.8) Hey There David Deilley, What Obama's Approval Rating Now?  
http://groups.google.com/group/alt.politics/browse_frm/thread/ced465b50b97f31c 
 
1. Crap Detector    Feb 4 2009, 12:59 am 
Obama  has been subjected to a two-week long nightmare. I am not going  
to take the trouble to state all the mistakes he has already made. His  
"stimulus" package (which is a miss-named omnibus spending bill) has  
only about about a 40 per cent approval rating among Americans, and  
that would indicate that Obama's rating would not be that much  
higher. 
[…] 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                    
one may assume that the convention of tacit agreement is in force: he who does not object, agrees. It is 
difficult to determine, however, how prevalent this convention is in online discussions. One of the 
complications is the collective performance of arguments and criticisms: why would I have to continue 
criticisms, if someone else is already doing it. In the discussion (8.5), mark ceases to react critically to 
mike532, but others immediately take on the role of mike’s antagonist. (See also section 6.5)        

http://www.google.com/url?sa=D&q=http://www.electoral-vote.com/&usg=AFQjCNFfX2sbpuiES5wP9Vg66dU2FDH-8w�
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2. dangdangdoodle    Feb 4 2009, 3:48 am 
Well it looks like you are the victim of the rightwing media who are  
about two to one in face time on US TV.  
The democrats are being held to a much higher standard than the corrupt  
Republicans were/are.  
[…] 
 
3. $tarkiller©     Feb 4 2009, 4:19 am 
What "rightwing" media are you referring to? 
 
4. klunk      Feb 4 2009, 4:30 am 
practically EVERY media outlet... what else would he be referring to...?...  
http://thinkprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2009/01/graph_corrected.jpg  
 
5. fedora     Feb 4 2009, 5:48 am 
Really?  
 
 ** ABC News MICHAEL S. MALONE: Media's Presidential Bias and Decline **  
http://abcnews.go.com/Business/Story?id=6099188&page=1  
 
 ** Study: Coverage of McCain Much More Negative Than That of Obama **  
http://voices.washingtonpost.com/44/2008/10/22/study_coverage_of_mcca...  
 
 ** Study shows media treats McCain negatively, Obama and Clinton kindly **  
http://hotair.com/archives/2008/05/29/study-shows-media-treats-mccain...  
[…]  
 ** Washington Post Admits An Obama Tilt in Campaign Coverage **  
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/11/07/AR200...  
 
 ** Time Magazine says: 'extreme pro-Obama' press bias'  **  
http://www.politico.com/news/stories/1108/15885.html  
 
And last, but certainly not least:  
** Chris Matthews: My Job Is To Make Obama Presidency a Success **  
http://newsbusters.org/blogs/mark-finkelstein/2008/11/06/odd-job-matt...  
[…] 
 
6. klunk      Feb 4 2009, 7:59 am 
yes... really... for example, you cited individual biases as evidence to the  
contrary whereas I posted an objective tally of the amount of airtime given  
each idiotology by each of the major media outlets... secondly […] 
 
7. fedora     Feb 4 2009, 3:42 pm 
No, I posted two studies of the campaign coverage, not just "idividual  
biases"  read the post:  
 
** Study: Coverage of McCain Much More Negative Than That of Obama **  
http://voices.washingtonpost.com/44/2008/10/22/study_coverage_of_mcca...  
 
** Study shows media treats McCain negatively, Obama and Clinton kindly **  
 http://hotair.com/archives/2008/05/29/study-shows-media-treats-mccain...,  
[…] 
 
8. klunk      Feb 4 2009, 10:27 pm 
no... you trimmed out my response in the same tried and true manner that  
dishonest and disingenuous people do when they try to hide from the truth...  
the fact of the matter is that all you've done is provide an opinion by one  
of the biggest reichtoid media spin idiots on cnn who regularly spews the  
same tired bullshit lines for them... there's nothing in his article which  

http://www.google.com/url?sa=D&q=http://thinkprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2009/01/graph_corrected.jpg&usg=AFQjCNEfog9yeOV6DWx2cU968jelZdYDGg�
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references a specific source or methodology that can be construed as even  
being remotely scientific.  
He doesn't even bother to reference any specific study done by Project for  
Excellence in Journalism. He just makes vague reference to "a new study"....  
which is rather pathetic for someone who is supposed to represent news  
media...  
In fact, the Project for Excellence in Journalism, although initially began  
its existence in the time honoured tradition of being supported by education  
through columbia university... it left its honourable roots behind and is  
now funded by the Pew Charitable Trust which is almost entirely backed by  
big oil:  
http://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php?title=Project_for_Excellence_in_...  
http://www.undueinfluence.com/pew_charitable_trusts.htm  
Here's some further examples of spin by kurtz to help you understand exactly  
how twisted he is:  
Is Howard Kurtz actually a media Critic?  
http://videocafe.test.crooksandliars.com/node/17451  
Calling Howard Kurtz  
http://crooksandliars.com/2007/03/15/calling-howard-kurtz  
Howard Kurtz: I can't believe all of Obama's positive coverage  
http://crooksandliars.com/2008/09/09/howard-kurtz-i-cant-believe-all-...  
Is Obama Black Enough? Huh?  
http://crooksandliars.com/2007/02/11/is-obama-black-enough-huh/  
KURTZ JUMPS INTO THE TANK:  
http://dailyhowler.com/dh090808.shtml  
There's MUCH more on kurtz in this link alone:  
http://crooksandliars.com/search?cx=partner-pub-2240240393572029%3Acv...  
do note that although the c&l site does make a practice of documenting the  
antics of rightwingnuts, they do document their antics with specific  
examples of the egregiousness of rightwingnuts...  
and all of which which is entirely different from the simple tally I  
provided which actually has been backed up by full documentation supporting  
its methodology in what is a far more realistic adherence to the scientific  
methodology:  
http://mediamatters.org/sundayshowreport/online_version  
[…] 
 
 
Apart from the profuse use of links, discussion (8.8) illustrates the pattern of arguing in 

which collectives of arguers are involved (see section 6.4 and 7.3.1). In the passages 

quoted above, the conversational structure of the discussion is quite simple. There are 

clearly two opposing camps: an ‘anti-Obama’ camp consisting of Crap Detector, 

$tarkiller© and fedora, and an ‘anti-rightwing’ camp consisting of dangdangdoodle and 

klunk. Such a clear division of roles allows for a consistent dialectical reconstruction of the 

entire discussion as one critical discussion between two (collective) opponents. Since the 

discussion is mixed, each of the camps (or ‘tag-teams’) takes on at the same time the 

dialectical role of the collective protagonist and the collective antagonist. The anti-Obama 

camp’s role as the collective antagonist is first made clear in turn 3 in $tarkiller©’s critical 

reaction to the argumentation advanced by dangdangdoodle in turn 2. $tarkiller©’s 

question (‘What "rightwing" media are you referring to?’) is a rather subtle case of 

strategic manoeuvring: it can be analysed both as a request to provide a language usage 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=D&q=http://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php%3Ftitle%3DProject_for_Excellence_in_Journalism&usg=AFQjCNFGrbS5Cmqtt4wv-OcZ1xkK20a5pg�
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declarative (‘Could you please specify what "rightwing" media are you referring to?’) and 

as a proper critical reaction regarding the propositional content of the argument (‘Are there 

really any "rightwing" media having the qualities you are referring to?’ or ‘What examples 

of the "rightwing" media you are referring to can you give?’).7 Klunk, who in turn 4 takes 

on the role of the protagonist of the anti-rightwing position, responds to both: first by 

specifying the scope of dangdangdoodle’s argument (‘practically EVERY media outlet’) 

and then by providing a link to a table which shows a huge disproportion in ‘cable news 

appearances by members of Congress, January 26-28, 2009’ in favour of the Republican 

party. This triggers a long exchange of links and counter-links. In turn 5, fedora—another 

discussant in the role of the protagonist of the anti-Obama and the antagonist of the anti-

rightwing position—starts with a specimen of critical reactions regarding the propositional 

content of argumentation:  ‘Really?’ (‘Is it really the case that what you are claiming is 

correct?’). Further, however, s/he supplements this critical reaction with numerous links 

which are supposed to serve as counter-examples falsifying klunk’s claims.  

From this message on, discussion (8.8) revolves around the acceptability of online 

sources of data (along the lines of the pattern described in the previous section): the major 

issue is which of the links are ‘individual biases’ and which of them provide an ‘objective 

tally’ (klunk, turn 6). In this discussion, klunk plays the role of the antagonist by trying to 

undermine the credibility of the sources quoted by fedora. S/he does so in a rather unique 

online manner: going through links provided by fedora, klunk finds that they are largely 

based on opinions of one single ‘media critic’ – Howard Kurtz. In a long message (8) klunk 

attempts to discredit Kurtz as an acceptable authority, inter alia by linking to various 

entries dedicated to Kurtz on www.crooksandliars.com – a Web-site documenting ‘specific 

examples of the egregiousness of rightwingnuts’ (klunk, turn 8). What klunk ultimately 

requests in turn 8 are online sources ‘backed up by full documentation supporting its 

methodology.’ However, since this line of discussion ends with klunk’s post no 8, the 

critical reactions and the counter-links are not responded to, and the requested 

methodologically acceptable sources are never provided.   

 A similar pattern of collective critical reactions regarding the propositional content 

of arguments can be observed in discussion (8.9). As many other online discussions (see 

section 6.3.2), this discussion starts with a quote from a news report – in this case a blog 

                                                            
7 That a reaction expressed in ordinary discourse as a request to provide a language usage declarative can be 
actually used as a cover-up for a stronger form of a critical reaction (such as the criticism of the propositional 
content of argumentation) has been noted, e.g., by Snoeck Henkemans (1992).   
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entry on the ABC News Web-site reporting about Obama’s step-brother’s being arrested in 

Kenya for the possession of marijuana. From turns 5 and 6 the discussion turns into a 

vigorous dispute over the standpoint put forward by JTEM in turn 5: ‘Obama should 

submit a proposal to legalize marijuana in the US.’ The most controversial argument in this 

dispute is Kate_G’s claim (turn 8) (which supports her standpoint: ‘Obama should not 

legalize marijuana’) that ‘[Marijuana] causes people to rob and steal to support their habit. 

Just like heroin or any other addictive drug.’ A chain of critical reactions concerning this 

argument follows:    

 
(8.9) Obama's brother arrested for drug possession. Not unexpected from the brother of the man that 
admits cocaine use.  
http://groups.google.com/group/alt.politics/browse_frm/thread/11be728259021c2d 
 
1. Kate_G     Feb 1 2009, 11:08 pm 
<lol> "I don't know why they are charging me"  George Obama  
 
Maybe he should pull that cloud over and walk back to reality.  
 
President Obama's Half-Brother George Arrested  
January 31, 2009 3:27 PM  
The White House had no comment Saturday on the arrest in Kenya of  
President Barack Obama's half-brother George for possession of  
marijuana and resisting arrest.  
[…] 
http://blogs.abcnews.com/politicalpunch/2009/01/president-ob-15.html 
 
5. JTEM      Feb 2 2009, 12:54 am 
Ironically, I couldn't think of a better time for him [Obama] to  
submit his proposal to legalize Marijuana. He could  
use his brother's arrest as an example of the money  
& resources we could save, even as we stimulated  
the economy and create new tax revenue streams. 
 
6. Kate_G     Feb 2 2009, 1:44 am 
[…] 
That's the stupidest statement I've heard in a while.  
I take it you're a pathetic addict? 
[…] 
And lets legalize heroin and murder while we're at it. 
 
7. Ray Fischer      Feb 2 2009, 2:05 am 
[…] 
Marijuana isn't addictive. 
[…] 
Marijuana doesn't kill people. 
 
8. Kate_G     Feb 2 2009, 3:35 am 
[…] 
Marijuana is a psychological addiction as opposed to  
being a physical addiction but an addiction none the less. 
[…] 
It causes people to rob and steal to support their habit.  
Just like heroin or any other addictive drug. 
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28. Tater Gumfries    Feb 2 2009, 4:18 pm 
I call bullshit. Citations are in order, and no, your assertion is not  
a citation.  
Tater  
 
31. Kate_G     Feb 2 2009, 5:16 pm 
For one, take the tests.  
http://www.mcmaster.ca/health/hwc/Newsletters/Nov06/marijuana_quiz.htm  
 Unlike other illegal drugs, marijuana isn’t addictive.  
If you answered - True, you are Incorrect.  
[…] 
Chronic marijuana abuse, like cigarette use, can create cancer and  
also results in respiratory problems such as regular chest colds,  
persistent coughs, an increased risk of pneumonia, and chronic  
bronchitis. Scientific evidence indicates that long-term, chronic  
marijuana use can even adversely affect the immune system and  
reproductive systems.  
 
The Surgeon General's Warning on Marijuana  
http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/00001143.htm  
[…] 
 
33. martin     Feb 2 2009, 5:32 pm 
You were asked for cites regarding your statement "It causes people to  
rob and steal to support their habit. Just like heroin or any other  
addictive drug.", not a load of bullshit.  
Where are they?  
 
95. Kate_G     Feb 4 2009, 8:41 pm 
[…] 
Cannabis is linked to rising child crime and harder drugs  
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/crime/article648195.ece  
Cannabis use among Britain's young offenders is "out of control", up  
by 75 per cent  
in some areas and fuelling a crime epidemic, with youngsters stealing  
to fund their  
addictions, according to two studies.  
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/crime/reclassification-of-cannab...  
http://article.wn.com/view/2008/11/29/Armed_Robbers_Open_Fire_at_Medi...  
http://bulk.resource.org/courts.gov/c/F2/492/492.F2d.1041.73-1301.html  
http://www.usdoj.gov/ndic/pubs23/23915/crime.htm  
 
96. martin      Feb 4 2009, 9:27 pm 
Nothing about pot users robbing for a fix.  
 
> Cannabis use among Britain's young offenders is "out of control", up  
> by 75 per cent  
> in some areas and fuelling a crime epidemic, with youngsters stealing  
> to fund their  
> addictions, according to two studies.  
> http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/crime/reclassification-of-cannab...  
 
You found one report that apparently shows a connection between cannabis  
and criminal behavior. If you read the newspaper article you will  
realise in the second paragraph it is conflating cannabis use with other  
drug and alcohol use.  
I dug up the King's College London report allegedly (mis)quoted in the  
newspaper  
http://www.kcl.ac.uk/depsta/law/research/icpr/publications/FinalYPand...  

http://www.google.com/url?sa=D&q=http://www.mcmaster.ca/health/hwc/Newsletters/Nov06/marijuana_quiz.htm&usg=AFQjCNE1wZBazkH8k58XFfZ4Hkro4xNaoA�
http://www.google.com/url?sa=D&q=http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/00001143.htm&usg=AFQjCNHPve4FMEnr_Cgmt4bDsXrABow7xA�
http://www.google.com/url?sa=D&q=http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/crime/article648195.ece&usg=AFQjCNGMwbFkxvZBjz1SM-VKSQk64pJlPA�
http://www.google.com/url?sa=D&q=http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/crime/reclassification-of-cannabis-fuels-youth-crime-wave-402543.html&usg=AFQjCNE1h4kJjlQ_6f1NectlkT4FoS8h4g�
http://www.google.com/url?sa=D&q=http://article.wn.com/view/2008/11/29/Armed_Robbers_Open_Fire_at_Medical_Marijuana_Clinic/&usg=AFQjCNH9WTDQa2aKpM5d8ppPQv3PuUzR6w�
http://www.google.com/url?sa=D&q=http://bulk.resource.org/courts.gov/c/F2/492/492.F2d.1041.73-1301.html&usg=AFQjCNEGrxkyWlwjxqK8EtHC7enAJ9l3AQ�
http://www.google.com/url?sa=D&q=http://www.usdoj.gov/ndic/pubs23/23915/crime.htm&usg=AFQjCNF7LTTW0bFqF9MLd-Iy6BH0tI-DYA�
http://www.google.com/url?sa=D&q=http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/crime/reclassification-of-cannabis-fuels-youth-crime-wave-402543.html&usg=AFQjCNE1h4kJjlQ_6f1NectlkT4FoS8h4g�
http://www.google.com/url?sa=D&q=http://www.kcl.ac.uk/depsta/law/research/icpr/publications/FinalYPandCannabisReport.pdf&usg=AFQjCNGA76L5Vvq2AptSyRFW7BNAVPAlPA�
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which says no suck thing. Indeed, in the executive summary we find (ASB  
is anti-social behavior)  
"In conclusion  
Based on the various samples interviewed for this study, evidence for a  
link between young people’s cannabis use and ASB is slim. For the  
majority of these respondents, cannabis use by young people does not  
constitute or cause ASB. Rather, behaviour that is regarded as ASB is  
engaged in by many young people, a proportion of whom, in turn, smoke  
cannabis in public places – and drink alcohol. On the whole,  
respondents’ comments suggest that cannabis use does not lead to ASB (or  
indeed to criminal behaviour), and that police resources would be better  
focused elsewhere."  
 
So you believe a newspaper report taking a university paper out of  
context when the paper says quite the opposite thing reported by the  
press. Indeed, further on in the paper it states that alcohol  
consumption is the area that would be better targeted to reduce ASB and  
criminal activities.  
 
> http://article.wn.com/view/2008/11/29/Armed_Robbers_Open_Fire_at_Medi...  
Nothing to do with looking for a pot fix  
 
> http://bulk.resource.org/courts.gov/c/F2/492/492.F2d.1041.73-1301.html  
Nothing to do with looking for a pot fix - did you actually read it?  
Lying fuckwit, these were dealers. How many pot users have 300kg of the  
stuff? How many tobacco addicts keep 300kg of the stuff. Grow up and  
stop lying.  
 
> http://www.usdoj.gov/ndic/pubs23/23915/crime.htm  
Did you read it? How many pot users are growing 3000 plats 10' high in  
their greenhouses? Again you're lying, not pot users looking for a fix. 
 
 
These passages are another example of how various online discussants join in with their 

criticisms to form a collective antagonist. Ray Fischer, Tater Gumfries, and martin react 

critically viribus unitis against Kate_G’s arguments. Even though all three of them are also 

protagonists of their own standpoint (initially advanced in turn 5 by JTEM), and hence 

have a positive burden of proof to discharge, they manoeuvre to play persistent antagonists 

by launching repeated attacks on the propositional content of Kate_G’s argumentation, 

rather than arguing for their own standpoint. Moreover, these attacks are not 

counterarguments, but almost exclusively questions and requests which add to Kate’s 

burden of proof without incurring any burden on the side of the questioners.8  

Furthermore, in the sequence of the collective antagonist’s criticisms a certain order 

can be observed and clearly described with the help of the dialectical profile. First, any 

‘citation’ that would support Kate_G’s argument—‘Marijuana causes people to rob and 

steal to support their habit’—is requested (by Tater Gumfries in turn 28) (see step 2.1 in 

                                                            
8 That is, the arguers making up the collective antagonist in this case manoeuvre to keep the discussion 
consistently non-mixed (simple) (see van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984: 87-89).   

http://www.google.com/url?sa=D&q=http://article.wn.com/view/2008/11/29/Armed_Robbers_Open_Fire_at_Medical_Marijuana_Clinic/&usg=AFQjCNH9WTDQa2aKpM5d8ppPQv3PuUzR6w�
http://www.google.com/url?sa=D&q=http://bulk.resource.org/courts.gov/c/F2/492/492.F2d.1041.73-1301.html&usg=AFQjCNEGrxkyWlwjxqK8EtHC7enAJ9l3AQ�
http://www.google.com/url?sa=D&q=http://www.usdoj.gov/ndic/pubs23/23915/crime.htm&usg=AFQjCNF7LTTW0bFqF9MLd-Iy6BH0tI-DYA�
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figure 7.1). Then, after Kate_G (turn 31) provides a number of sources which report 

marijuana’s addictiveness (step 3.2), cites that would serve as evidence for the causal 

relationship between marijuana use and criminality, rather than just addictiveness, are 

asked for (by martin in turn 33) (see steps 4.2-etc.). Following Kate_G’s provision of a 

number of such links (turn 95), all but one of them are dismissed by martin as irrelevant 

(repeatedly in turn 96: ‘Nothing about pot users robbing for a fix’). That means that 

sources referred to by Kate do not actually contain information about the causal relation 

between marijuana and criminality, but rather some other claims such as ‘marijuana is not 

good for your health’ or ‘criminal gangs are involved in marijuana trade,’ which means 

that Kate_G actually argues for a different standpoint.9  Finally, the only link considered 

relevant (turn 96: ‘You found one report that apparently shows a connection between 

cannabis and criminal behavior’) is criticised as unacceptable, because the source referred 

to by Kate_G provides unreliable information in this instance (see 4.3-etc.). Martin, in his 

role of antagonist, checks the link provided by Kate_G (www.independent.co.uk) to find 

out that the primary source of the data used by the British newspaper was a report on Anti 

Social Behaviour prepared by King’s College London. He ‘digs up’ the original report on 

the College’s Web-site, provides a link to a full text of the report, and quotes one of its 

concluding paragraphs, which states that ‘evidence for a link between young people’s 

cannabis use and ASB is slim.’ Similarly to the examples analysed above, this line of 

discussion is discontinued after martin’s message, which means that Kate_G never directly 

responds to his criticisms. 

Discussion (8.9) illustrates how different arguers in their role of collective 

antagonist explore many possible dialectical routes in a consistent fashion by advancing 

more and more thorough and specific critical reactions. Since each critical reaction targets 

a different aspect of Kate_G’s argumentation, it can be seen as a reasonable follow up to a 

previous critical reaction. Such a pattern of successive criticism is largely afforded by the 

features of online discussion: notably, everyone can join in and add to the pool of 

criticisms, as there are no clear regulations regarding turn-taking.   

 

After the analysis of the fragments of online discussions, one can provide (at least partial) 

answer to research Question 1.1.1a: How do the restrictions and opportunities of online 
                                                            
9 A basic pragma-dialectical understanding of irrelevance is that of a violation of rule 4 for a critical 
discussion, which corresponds to the classical fallacy of ignoratio elenchi (literally: ‘ignorance of refutation’ 
which amounts to ignoring the standpoint one was supposed to argue for). See van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 
1992a: 133 and Hamblin, 1970: 31-32.      

http://www.independent.co.uk/�
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political forum discussions affect the arguers’ questioning of the acceptability of the 

premises used by their opponents? At least two ways in which conditions of the activity 

type of online political forum discussions affect arguers’ strategic manoeuvring in reacting 

critically against the propositional content of their opponents’ argumentation can be 

distinguished: the requests to provide quotes or links and the multiple criticism of the 

collective antagonist. As is evident in the examples analysed, these two patterns of critical 

reactions are not mutually exclusive; on the contrary, they are employed together in many 

discussions adduced above. Yet, they are analytically independent: on the one hand, 

various criticisms regarding sources of data may be advanced by one and the same arguer 

and, on the other hand, groups of arguers may team up to criticise protagonists in ways 

other than by persistently asking for links. In fact, the collective antagonist may also react 

critically against the justificatory potential of argumentation advanced by an online arguer. 

Moreover, these two patterns are (primarily) related to two different aspects of strategic 

manoeuvring distinguished in pragma-dialectics.  

The aspect of manoeuvring that is vital to the ‘provide quote or link’ pattern is the 

choice from topical potential (see section 7.3.2). Since parties to online political 

discussions characteristically do not draw lists of commonly acceptable starting points 

prior to discussions, a straightforward intersubjective identification procedure stipulated in 

the model of a critical discussion is hardly possible. Therefore, one cannot typically expect 

critical reactions such as ‘Did we agree on this before?’ Similarly, there are usually no firm 

agreements on specific sources of data in informal political discussions. Still, there seems 

to be a strong general convention requiring backing up one’s claims by at least some data 

available online. Hence, critical reactions in which requests to provide ‘quotes or links’ are 

expressed are to be expected. Different levels of specificity of such requests can be 

discerned: from general requests to provide any source whatsoever, to qualified calls for a 

respectable source, to strict demands for ‘full documentation supporting its methodology’ 

(see post no 8 in discussion 8.8). Such critical reactions referring to specific sources are 

unusual, and even out of point, in ordinary (that is, offline) informal (political) discussions 

but they do make sense on the Internet, where all kinds of data, including scientific articles, 

are available at a click of a mouse (and a bit of ‘googling’).  

Moreover, in the situation where plenty of ready-made arguments for and against 

almost every issue are constantly circulating around the Internet, arguers, just as in the 

cases analysed above, tend to ‘outsource’ the defence of arguments (especially those based 

on factual data) to certain purportedly authoritative online resources. Because of that, the 
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critique of individual, original arguments may easily turn into the critique of online sources 

employed by one’s opponents. From an argumentative point of view, this shifts the 

problem of the acceptability of premises used by online arguers to the problem of 

acceptable authorities in public discourse (Jackson, 2008; Lewiński, 2008; Walton, 1989; 

Willard, 1990).10    

In the pattern of the collective antagonist it is the aspect of the opportune audience 

frame that plays a key role (see section 7.3.1). In online polylogues groups of arguers may 

forge strategic, even if ephemeral, alliances, in which they join forces to argue for or 

criticise a given standpoint. Such alliances probably come into being along the lines of 

simple ideological divisions (such as anti- and pro-Obama), with members of each 

confronting group trying to satisfy and reinforce the beliefs of their own group. Yet, from 

the perspective of a critical discussion, exchanges between collectives of arguers may 

allow for a more thorough critical testing of standpoints and arguments: when the 

inventiveness of a single person is (temporarily) limited, others may (spontaneously) step 

in and lend support to a given position, notably the position of the antagonist. From the 

rhetorical perspective, the pattern of collective argumentation may engender the sense of 

‘communion’ among the members of one collective – a crucial element in the adaptation to 

audience demand (see van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 1999: 485).  

  

8.3 Analysis of critical reactions concerning the justificatory potential of 

argumentation 

 

8.3.1 Third pattern: criticise as much as possible 

 

Persistent criticisms regarding the acceptability of (the sources of) the protagonists’ 

propositions may, similarly to the discussions analysed above, lead to prolonged and 

seemingly futile exchanges which never bring about mutual agreement on the premises 

used in argumentation. Nevertheless, in some cases online arguers do agree on the content 

of propositions. Still, it does not mean that they cease their criticism – it may just as well 

                                                            
10 Dahlberg (2001: online) explains common requests for links in an online culture of argument in terms of a 
sceptical need to verify information provided by anonymous disputants: ‘Aware of the possibilities of fraud, 
participants often challenge any claims and supporting information that are not convincingly substantiated. 
Although it is sometimes a difficult task, claimants are expected to provide convincing support (from either 
offline or online sources) for their assertions before their positions become accepted by other participants.’ 
See also Donath (1999: 30).  
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mean that they move to another kind of criticism, i.e., to the criticism of the justificatory 

potential. An example of this is discussion (8.10). This discussion starts with a news report 

from www.boston.com in which a Democratic Congressman, Barney Frank, is quoted as 

accusing the Republican presidential candidate, John McCain, of an inconsistency: On the 

one hand, McCain is warning against voting for Obama in the upcoming elections, since 

Obama’s win may give Democrats a ‘unified control of government,’ i.e., the presidency 

and majority in both houses of Congress. On the other hand, he ‘didn’t seem to mind’ such 

a situation when the Republicans—McCain himself (Senator), Phil Gramm (another 

prominent Senator), Tom DeLay (Majority Leader of the United States House of 

Representatives, 2003-2005), and George Bush (President)—were in power:11  

 
(8.10) " McCain didn't seem to mind unified control of government when it was him, Phil Gramm, Tom 
DeLay, and George Bush."  
http://groups.google.com/group/PoliticalForum/browse_frm/thread/9408f40eb41850a3?hl=en# 
 
1. mike[move on]532    Oct 29 2008, 9:39 am 
" McCain didn't seem to mind unified control of government when it  
was him, Phil Gramm, Tom DeLay, and George Bush."  
[…] 
http://www.boston.com/news/politics/2008/articles/2008/10/29/frank_is_new_target_of_mccain_on_the_trail
/ 
[…] 
 
2. Gaar      Oct 29 2008, 11:15 am 
They didn't have a Fillibuster proof Senate at any time during their  
tenure...  
 
3. mike[move on]532    Oct 29 2008, 11:37 am 
really please post the numbers of each party in the senate during that  
time .  
 
4. Gaar      Oct 29 2008, 11:42 am 
The best they did was 55 Seats...  
http://uspolitics.about.com/od/usgovernment/l/bl_party_division_2.htm  
 
6. mike[move on]532    Oct 29 2008, 11:48 am 
interesting but it doesn't address the issue of [ " McCain didn't mind  
unified control of government when it was him, Phil Gramm, Tom DeLay,  
and George Bush." ]  
  
13. Gaar     Oct 29 2008, 2:25 pm 
Not if you don't understand what a Fillibuster is...  
So I guess you can remain ignorant.  
 

In this fragment of an online discussion, in turn 3 mike[move on]532, similarly to the 

antagonists quoted above, casts doubt on the acceptability of certain information provided 

                                                            
11 The Republicans held a majority in the Senate between 2003 and 2007, but the name of the majority 
leader—Bill Frist—is not mentioned in the report.  

http://www.boston.com/�
http://groups.google.com/group/PoliticalForum/browse_frm/thread/9408f40eb41850a3?hl=en�
http://www.boston.com/news/politics/2008/articles/2008/10/29/frank_is_new_target_of_mccain_on_the_trail/�
http://www.boston.com/news/politics/2008/articles/2008/10/29/frank_is_new_target_of_mccain_on_the_trail/�
http://uspolitics.about.com/od/usgovernment/l/bl_party_division_2.htm�
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by Gaar (‘really[?]’), and immediately requests further data substantiating Gaar’s claim 

(‘please post the numbers’). Gaar, in turn 4, fulfils the request and posts a link to a page 

which indeed in a nice table presents the numbers of the Democratic and the Republican 

share in both houses of the Unites States Congress from 1945 up till 2007. mike[move 

on]532 is compelled to accept (‘interesting but’) the rather unshakeable statistics 

confirming Gaar’s claim but immediately moves on to questioning the relevance of Gaar’s 

argument: ‘it doesn't address the issue of’ McCain’s alleged inconsistency (the topic of the 

discussion initiated by mike).    

 Such a dynamic progress of critical reactions exhibits the ‘first acceptability, then 

justification’ way of critical questioning, which can be reconstructed as following two 

main dialectical routes distinguished in the profile (see step 2.1-etc. and 2.2-etc. in figure 

7.1). Interestingly, critical reactions can also go in the reverse order, that is in the ‘first 

justification, then acceptability’ route. An example of this can be found in discussion 

(8.11): 

 
(8.11) Is Obama's candidacy constitutional? 
http://groups.google.com/group/politicalforum/browse_frm/thread/1eccdf1cfd416a11/5aedb1815674abde?tvc
=1#5aedb1815674abde  
 
1. RichardForbes    Jun 11 2008, 11:39 am 
Bloggers are raising questions about Illinois Sen. Barack Obama's  
qualifications to be U.S. president, because of the secrecy over his  
birth certificate and the requirement presidents be "natural-born"  
U.S. citizens. 
[…] 
http://worldnetdaily.com/index.php?fa=PAGE.view&pageId=66787 
 
2. mike532     Jun 11 2008, 11:48 am         
we do know McCain was born outside the united states !  
 
3. RichardForbes        Jun 11 2008, 11:55 am 
You are correct about McCain. He was born in Panama to a military  
father and a US citizen mother. That means he is a US citizen. If you  
cannot sty on topic - start a new thread - as you like to say! 
 
4. mike532     Jun 11 2008, 12:01 pm 
and obama was born in the united states to an American citizen ! 
 
5. RichardForbes    Jun 11 2008, 12:07 pm 
You, of course have the evidence for that statement - right? 
 
6. mike532     Jun 11 2008, 12:17 pm 
[ The reports released to date show Obama was born in Honolulu to  
Barack Hussein Obama Sr., of Nyangoma-Kogelo, Kenya, and Ann  
Dunham, of Wichita, Kan. ]  
 
next time little dick read the article in question ! 
 

http://groups.google.com/group/politicalforum/browse_frm/thread/1eccdf1cfd416a11/5aedb1815674abde?tvc=1#5aedb1815674abde�
http://groups.google.com/group/politicalforum/browse_frm/thread/1eccdf1cfd416a11/5aedb1815674abde?tvc=1#5aedb1815674abde�
http://www.google.com/url?sa=D&q=http://worldnetdaily.com/index.php%3Ffa%3DPAGE.view%26pageId%3D66787&usg=AFQjCNFqI35bZuI6dqcP9OhpqhzVfYIe-w�
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7. RichardForbes    Jun 11 2008, 12:22 pm 
Read it Mike. Maybe you would like to provide a link to the documents  
you cite as support. Where did they come from? Are they certified? Do  
they validate he was born in the US? Simple questions with seemingly  
simple answers you did not provide. 
 
8. mike532     Jun 11 2008, 1:10 pm 
http://worldnetdaily.com/index.php?fa=PAGE.view&pageId=66787  
here is the link you asked for little dick and once again try reading  
the article ! it would help you to keep from making a fool of yourself  
in the future 
 

The initiating message of discussion (8.11) raises some doubts concerning Obama’s status 

as a ‘natural-born U.S. citizen,’ a condition sine qua non for becoming president of the 

USA. In the broad context of the bi-polar American political system, and in the specific 

context of this stage of a presidential race (where both McCain and Obama were sure of 

becoming official nominees of their parties), raising doubts about Obama can be read as 

giving arguments for McCain. This interpretation is further strengthened by the fact that 

the part of the online article quoted in the first post by mark contains only information on 

Obama’s problems, and not on McCain’s, which are mentioned in the original article 

accessible through the link provided (http://worldnetdaily.com). Therefore, mike532’s 

response in turn 2 can be seen as a kind of implicit tu quoque attack: (You too are having 

problems with your candidate’s legitimacy), because ‘we do know McCain was born 

outside the united states!’ 

RichardForbes’ reaction in turn 3 combines the acknowledgement of the 

propositional content of mike532’s argument (‘You are correct about McCain. He was born 

in Panama to a military father and a US citizen mother’) with a criticism of topical 

relevance (‘That means he is a US citizen. If you cannot sty on topic - start a new thread - 

as you like to say!’). Mike532, in turn 4, puts forward a counterargument meant to 

underscore the strength of Obama’s legitimacy as a presidential candidate when compared 

with McCain: ‘and obama was born in the united states to an American citizen !’ In 

advancing this argument mike532 is not only supporting his implicit standpoint (‘Obama’s 

candidacy is constitutional’) but also trying to make the relevance of his previous argument 

(turn 2) obvious to RichardForbes. It seems that mike532’s strategy of restoring relevance 

is successful, for Richard abandons the relevance criticism and, instead, by explicitly 

asking (in a tag construction) about the sources of mike’s claims, turns to doubting the 

acceptability of mike’s counterargument put forward in turn 4. The ensuing discussion 

follows the ‘provide link or quote’ pattern of an in-depth source criticism described above.   

http://worldnetdaily.com/index.php?fa=PAGE.view&pageId=66787�
http://worldnetdaily.com/�
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From the pragma-dialectical point of view, critical reactions in (8.10) and (8.11) 

can be quite straightforwardly reconstructed as contributions to an ordered critical testing 

of the protagonist’s position at the argumentation stage of a critical discussion. Still, of 

course, online debaters are probably hardly aware that they take a particular dialectical 

route. Rather, they make use of some resources of online forums. In general, the openness 

and open-endedness of discussions allow arguers to criticise as many elements of the 

protagonist’s argumentation as possible: since there are no limits on the number and length 

of messages sent, critical exchanges can be quite thorough and extensive. Moreover, in 

reacting critically, online antagonists have the opportunity to base their successive 

criticisms on distinct conventions of online forums (see section 7.3.2). In discussion (8.10), 

after some requested, and rather incontestable, online data are presented to the questioning 

antagonist, s/he pursues critical questioning by bringing up another convention of online 

discussion, namely, topical relevance. In discussion (8.11) topical relevance is, reversely, 

the first line of attack followed by a scrutiny of the online data adduced.  

 

8.3.2 Fourth pattern: topical irrelevance as weak justification  

 

As discussed in sections 6.3.2 and 7.3.2, in contrast to many institutionalised 

argumentative activity types, the conventions of online political discussion forums do not 

specify the admissibility and use of particular argument schemes. However, when it comes 

to procedural requirements, a general topical relevance is expected from the discussants.12 

Both general rules of online netiquette and specific regulations of many of the discussion 

groups explicitly require that arguments be relevant in the emerging structure of the thread. 

Those who do not fulfil this requirement can be reproached for making a wrong type of a 

move – instead of a relevant, fitting response to the previous argumentation, they seem to 

be starting a new topical thread. (This is exactly what RichardForbes is accusing mike532 

of doing in turn 3 of discussion (8.11).) 

 Topical relevance, a quality of discourse studied in descriptive approaches to 

communication, is by no means equivalent to the notion or argumentative relevance. In 

particular, topical relevance belongs to the realm of interpretative relevance, rather than to 

the analytic or evaluative approaches to relevance used in argumentation theory (see van 
                                                            
12 As has been observed, ‘violations of sequential coherence,’ which encompasses topical relevance, ‘are the 
rule rather than the exception in CMC [Computer-Mediated Communication]’ (Herring, 1999: online). 
However, even if indeed often not observed, netiquette guidelines to ‘be brief and to the point’ and ‘don't 
wander off-topic,’ can always serve as a basis for criticising others’ argumentation. 
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Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992b). One implication of this is that ordinary arguers’ 

interpretative judgments of relevance may significantly depart from an argumentation 

analyst’s theoretically grounded evaluation:   

[…] certain relevant connections can escape their attention, and they may dismiss as irrelevant 

certain elements in the discourse which are of crucial importance to achieving a certain goal, notably 

that of resolving the difference of opinion. (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992b: 144) 

Simply said, ordinary arguers may criticise as irrelevant elements of discourse which are 

relevant from an argumentative point of view. For instance, in discussion (8.10), one can 

quite easily reconstruct the argumentative relevance of Gaar’s argument (‘They didn’t 

have a Fillibuster proof Senate at any time during their tenure’) by seeing it as an element 

of a complex (coordinative and subordinative) argumentation structure of the like: ‘One 

should vote for McCain, because he is right in warning against the Democrats having a 

unified control over government and there is nothing wrong in him not minding the unified 

control by the Republicans in the past, because they “didn’t have a Fillibuster proof 

Senate...”’ Yet, mike[move on]532 decides to accuse Gaar of irrelevance, especially that it 

is mike who originated this discussion thread and thus in accordance with online 

conventions has a privileged position as, say, a guardian of topical relevance. 

Ordinary arguers, in their interpretative judgments of relevance, may resort to 

different types of relevance—topical, conversational, premissary, global, local—that are 

clearly distinguishable analytically, but in real-life discourse often blend together (Krabbe, 

1992). Therefore, the naïve application of the notion of relevance may be confusingly 

vague, and accusations of irrelevance can be used rather indistinctively. For an 

argumentation analyst studying critical reactions in online forum discussions, however, 

rather than confusing, it may be illuminating to see how accusations of topical relevance 

can be employed by online arguers in a strategic function of criticising argumentative 

relevance. 

An example of this is the following fragment of online discussion (8.12) initiated 

by Euwe, who chooses to put forward his standpoint (‘Republicans like Georgian 

democracy better than Palestinian democracy’) in the very title of the thread and, 

subsequently, supports it by an argument in the form of a rhetorical question (turn 2). In 

response to that, Kamakazee quotes a report from www.foxnews.com entitled ‘U.S. 

Refuses Israel Weapons to Attack Iran’ which, among other things, quotes Israel’s defence 

minister as saying that the United States ‘does not see an action against Iran as the right 

http://www.foxnews.com/�
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thing to do at the moment.’ This counter-argument is vigorously criticised as irrelevant by 

Euwe (turn 6):         

 
(8.12) Republicans like Georgian democracy better than Palestinian democracy 
http://groups.google.com/group/abc_politics_forum/browse_frm/thread/5ba9041db07e9966?hl=en 
 
1. Euwe      Aug 13 2008, 8:35 am 
...I wonder what's up with that? 
 
2. Euwe      Aug 13 2008, 9:29 am 
Maybe shelling villiages is ok as long as you're not Muslim? 
 
3. Kamakazee     Aug 13 2008, 1:23 pm 
Sure.  Brilliant, again.  
Report: U.S. Refuses Israel Weapons to Attack Iran 
[…] 
The United States "does not see an action against Iran as the right  
thing to do at the moment," the defense minister said, but shared  
Israel's view that "no option should be removed from the table".  
http://www.foxnews.com/story/0,2933,402708,00.html  
I think you're jumping ahead of yourself.  I think you meant the Obama-  
ites.  
 
6. Euwe      Aug 13 2008, 8:40 pm 
[…] 
My post was about the Georgians shelling Tskhinvali being judged not  
terrorism because they're not Muslim - how in the fuck do you get to  
your reply about Israel attacking Iran from Palestinian democracy?  
You're moving from irrelevant to irrational.  
 
7. Kamakazee     Aug 13 2008, 8:45 pm 
Because your lunk-headed logic assumes that we have a problem with the  
Georgian conflict because they are non-muslims, whereas we have no  
problem "preventing" (or whatever the hell you might want to call it)  
a Palestinian "democracy" because of our relationship with Israel.  My  
post debunks that generally; we disagree with Israel where  
appropriate, even when it appears their goals might be our goals  
(attacking Iran, in your book anyway).  
You're moving from lazy and bloated to tepid and infected.  
 

Euwe’s accusation of irrelevance directed against Kamakazee’s counterargument is, on 

most obvious interpretation, based on topical grounds. Still, similarly to cases (8.10) and 

(8.11) above, ‘how […] do you get to your reply about Israel attacking Iran from 

Palestinian democracy?’ can be seen both as an accusation of lack of topical relevance and 

lack of an argumentative link between the Kamakazee’s counterargument and Euwe’s 

original standpoint. Indeed, the way Kamakazee attempts to defend the relevance of his 

point (turn 7)—for example by mentioning Euwe’s ‘lunk-headed logic’—clearly refers to 

an argumentative, rather than a purely topical, relation between both discussants’ 

messages.    

http://groups.google.com/group/abc_politics_forum/browse_frm/thread/5ba9041db07e9966?hl=en�
http://www.foxnews.com/story/0,2933,402708,00.html�
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Cases like (8.12) seem to confirm the point that ordinary users’ relevance criticisms 

may be ‘not very well-behaved’ in view of the precise theoretical distinctions of 

argumentation theory (Krabbe, 1992: 280). Interesting, in this respect, is discussion (8.13) 

in which Liberal mike 532 uses the accusation of topical irrelevance to attack an argument 

from analogy: 

 
(8.13) Zoo pulls Creation Museum promotion 
http://groups.google.com/group/PoliticalForum/browse_frm/thread/bd175b3d0189d728?hl=en# 
 
1. Liberal mike 532     Dec 8 2008, 12:29 pm 
Zoo pulls Creation Museum promotion  
 The Cincinnati Zoo and the Creation Museum launched a joint  
promotional deal last week to draw attention to their holiday  
attractions.  
http://www.courier-journal.com/article/20081201/NEWS01/81201045  
 
 It worked, but not the way zoo and museum officials had hoped.  
 
The zoo pulled out of the deal Monday after receiving dozens of angry  
calls and e-mails about the partnership, which offered reduced prices  
to anyone who bought tickets to the zoo’s Festival of Lights and the  
museum’s Christmas celebration, Bethlehem’s Blessing.  
Most of the protests echoed the same theme: the Creation Museum  
promotes a religious point of view that conflicts with the zoo’s  
scientific mission.  
[…] 
 
34. Kamakazee     Dec 8 2008, 2:56 pm 
Too bad they didn't set up an abortion booth, I'm sure you would have  
been overjoyed. 
 
35. Liberal mike 532     Dec 8 2008, 3:05 pm 
a booth to supply free condoms and other forms of birth control would  
be a great idea ! 
 
36. Kamakazee     Dec 8 2008, 6:45 pm 
One and the same; soem people use abortion for birth control. 
 
37. mike 532     Dec 8 2008, 9:50 pm 
so what ? 
 
38. Kamakazee     Dec 8 2008, 10:10 pm 
from a libbie perspective, not much.... 
 
39. mike 532     Dec 8 2008, 10:21 pm 
neither the article or this thread is about abortion you chose to try  
and make that the issue ! why ? 
 
40. Kamakazee     Dec 8 2008, 11:08 pm 
kind of a compare/contrast thing. get it?  
 
41. mike 532     Dec 9 2008, 9:26 am 
try to stick with the topic of the thread . 
 

http://groups.google.com/group/PoliticalForum/browse_frm/thread/bd175b3d0189d728?hl=en�
http://www.google.com/url?sa=D&q=http://www.courier-journal.com/article/20081201/NEWS01/81201045&usg=AFQjCNHhGY5QMzppg253Qy-5BdOwmp5vaw�
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The discussion episode most relevant to the analysis of (8.13) starts at turn 36 when 

Kamakazee advances an argument from analogy: using condoms and abortion is ‘one and 

the same.’ Mike 532’s initial reaction—‘So what?’—is a specimen of a broad-type 

relevance criticism (in the sense of a connection criticism to the effect: ‘what is the bearing 

of your arguments on your standpoint?’) (Krabbe, 1992: 274-275). Further, in turns 39 and 

41, rather than trying to ask obvious critical questions regarding the application of the 

argument scheme from analogy (such as ‘Are they really “one and the same”?’ or ‘Aren’t 

there any significant differences between using condoms and abortion?’), mike 532 

chooses to ground his criticism in the requirement of topical relevance. Especially the 

directive ‘try to stick with the topic of the thread’ is a straightforward, even if far from 

reflexive, reference to the topical restrictions of threaded online discussion. In this case, 

again, making use of some basic conventions of online discussions intermingles with 

argumentatively pertinent problems.  

 

These analyses shed some light on the way in which the research question 1.1.1b, How do 

the restrictions and opportunities of online political forum discussions the affect arguers’ 

questioning of the justificatory force of their opponents’ arguments?, can be answered. 

First, informal online political discussions allow arguers to criticise their opponent’s 

position in as many ways as possible. This means, basically, that the criticisms of the 

acceptability of the premises used by the protagonist can be freely followed by the 

criticisms of the justificatory force of argumentation (or the other way round). Therefore, 

the third pattern analysed here—criticise as much as possible—pertains by definition to 

both main types of critical reactions distinguished in argumentation theory. Moreover, 

similarly to the collective antagonist, this is not a pattern of critical reactions truly unique 

to online discussions, as it may possibly be employed in other types of argumentative 

activity. What is special to online discussions is that, contrary to many other activity types, 

chances to thoroughly and persistently react critically by targeting various distinct 

elements of the opponent’s argumentation are not limited in any direct way. Online 

antagonists can simply make the most of the opportunities to uninhibitedly criticise the 

opinions they find weakly justified, thus fully exploring the topical potential for reacting 

critically.      

Second, in reacting critically against the justificatory force of their opponents’ 

argumentation, online arguers draw on one of the explicitly recognised conventions of 

discussion forums, that is, on the requirement of topical relevance. In online argumentative 
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discussions, which should by definition develop along topical lines, an accusation of a 

topical irrelevance is not only a clear reproach but also a strong strategic manoeuvre. 

Criticisms of topical relevance can be analysed as manoeuvres meant to gain rhetorical 

advantages by limiting the topical scope of the discussion (or de-contextualising it). That is 

to say that critical reactions in which the protagonist is asked to strictly ‘stick to the topic’ 

are, from an argumentative point of view, a ‘catch-all’ category: an analyst can reconstruct 

from them criticisms of argument schemes based on analogy (see discussion 8.13), 

criticisms of complex, subordinative argumentation structures (8.10), as well as criticisms 

of counterarguments used by the opponent (8.11 and 8.12).    

The functioning of such ‘all-in-one’ criticisms of topical relevance can be 

expounded through the distinctions regarding various types of relevance developed in 

pragma-dialectics (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992b; 2004: Ch. 4). In accusing 

someone of irrelevance, online arguers draw on a particular, naïve notion of ‘interpretative 

relevance’ – messages that are perceived as not fulfilling the simple requirement of 

‘sticking to the topic’ are criticised as infractions of the basic convention of relevance in 

the activity type. Such naïve or interpretative criticisms, however, can be reconstructed 

from the perspective of argumentation theory as targeting the relevance of the protagonist’s 

argumentation in an ‘analytic’ sense – after all, as analysed above, criticisms of topical 

relevance involve criticisms of the justificatory force of argumentation. All the same, this 

does not imply that online arguers employ in their criticisms the concept of relevance in a 

theoretically ‘normative’ sense. Criticising the opponent for being (topically) irrelevant 

does not always amount to pointing out a specific fallacy of relevance. Rather, it means 

that there is ‘something wrong’ with the justification of the opponent’s standpoint: it is a 

task of argumentation analysts to reconstruct a given critical reaction as pertaining to the 

protagonist’s use of an inadmissible argument scheme, a wrong application of an argument 

scheme, arguing for a different standpoint altogether, or some other flaw in justifying a 

standpoint.   

  

8.4 The management of the burden of proof in critical reactions on the Internet    

 

In order to provide additional insight into the strategic function of the patterns of reacting 

critically in online political forum discussions disclosed above, in this concluding section I 

will analyse the patterns in terms of strategic management of the burden of proof.   
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The rhetorical goal of reacting critically in argumentative discourse has been 

specified above (section 7.3) as increasing the protagonist’s burden of proof regarding the 

propositional content or the force of justification of argumentation. The realisation of this 

goal can coincide with the antagonist’s strategic attempts to decrease his own burden of 

proof. As a result, a balance (or rather imbalance) in the commitments of the arguers that is 

opportune to the antagonist can be reached: an arguer in the role of the protagonist has a 

heavy positive burden of proof to discharge, while an arguer in the role of the antagonist 

has few commitments to defend. Various strategic manoeuvres that can be employed by 

the antagonists are aimed, more or less directly, at achieving this rhetorical goal.  

One of the antagonist’s basic strategies is to opportunely minimise the common 

ground for having argumentative discussion. This strategy is most evident in manoeuvring 

in the third pattern described above (‘criticise as much as possible’), but it applies in fact to 

all of the patterns. By reacting critically to different elements of the protagonist’s 

argumentation, the antagonist refuses to accept certain elements on which the protagonist 

attempted to build his argumentation. In accordance with the dialectical rules, every 

statement which does not explicitly belong to the set of commonly accepted starting points 

requires further justification through an intersubjective identification procedure, a proper 

application of an agreed method of adding new information, a sub-discussion, or an 

intersubjective testing procedure. It is an obligation of the protagonist to provide such a 

satisfactory justification. As long as the protagonist is ready to advance further arguments, 

but has not done so yet, in accordance with critical principles, the antagonist can claim 

nothing more than a provisional victory, that is, can uphold his doubts in the ongoing 

discussion pending the protagonist’s response. Unfortunately, the dialectical difference 

between argumentative procedures being successfully concluded in the antagonist’s favour 

(the protagonist has to abandon his standpoint as untenable) and not being concluded at all 

(the protagonist still has ways to back up his standpoint) may be very easily glossed over in 

actual circumstances – in both cases the ordinary critic may claim to get in the last word. In 

such an account, the patterns of persistently requesting links and criticising the relevance 

of the opponents’ argumentation can be seen as strategic attempts of the antagonists to 

keep the intersubjective procedures at the argumentation stage of a critical discussion 

constantly open and, in consequence, to claim victory in online discussion.    

Online political forum discussions lend themselves well to strategic attempts by the 

antagonists aimed at exploiting the imbalance in the burden of proof between them and the 

protagonists. The opportunity to play a systematic doubter in online political discussions is 
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directly related to the institutional goal of these discussions: they do not have to lead to any 

specific outcome formulated in terms of a clear result to be reached within certain 

constraints of time. That is why pure critical doubting (i.e., taking on the role of the 

antagonist in a consistently non-mixed dispute) does not impede by any means a 

reasonable progress of online discussion. Moreover, even in mixed disputes, arguers 

manoeuvre strategically to continuously express critical reactions against their opponents’ 

argumentation, rather than defend their own position. This is especially evident is 

discussions (8.9) in which many discussants play together the role of a collective 

antagonist against the argumentation of a single protagonist. 

All in all, reacting critically in online political forums comes cheap, as it were, 

since there is no positive burden of proof tied to being critical. An unequivocal assessment 

of the opportunities to be critical cannot easily be given. On the one hand, persistent 

criticisms are not futile: even if they do not lead to finding acceptable material and 

procedural starting points for a resolution of a difference of opinion between participants, 

they at least provide materials for consideration (by both participants and third parties). 

And that should be conducive to better critical opinion-formation. On the other hand, open-

ended, collective, and pseudonymous argumentation creates the problem of distributed, or 

even diluted, responsibility: since everyone can leave the discussion at any time, no single 

person can be seen as an agent who would be willing and able to carry the burden of proof 

successfully from the confrontation and opening to the point of coming to a reasonable 

conclusion, and thus to the point at which a difference of opinion is resolved.   
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 Chapter 9 
 

The straw man fallacy in reacting critically in Internet 

forums 
 

 

 

 

9.1 Characterising straw man as a case of fallacious strategic manoeuvring   

 

The goal of this chapter is twofold. Firstly, I will aim at tracing the impact of the 

conditions of online political discussion forums on the way in which antagonists 

manoeuvre strategically in representing standpoints and arguments of protagonists. In this 

empirical task, I will analyse fragments of online discussions in relation to the features of 

this activity type. As a result, an answer can be given to Question 1.1.2a: How do the 

restrictions and opportunities of online political forum discussions affect the arguers’ 

attempts at reformulating their opponents’ arguments and standpoints? Secondly, I will 

endeavour to provide workable criteria for evaluating (as fallacious straw man attacks or as 

reasonable paraphrases) these strategic manoeuvres in reacting critically which involve a 

reformulation of the protagonist’s position. To reach this theoretical aim, I will examine 

the principles of context-sensitive analysis and evaluation of argumentation in cases where 

the identification of fallacious straw man attacks is at stake. In this way, the final research 

question of this study will be addressed (Question 1.1.2b: What kind of criteria for 

identifying straw man attacks should argumentation analysts apply in their evaluation of 

critical reactions in online political forum discussions?).  

In this chapter straw men attacks are analysed as fallacious strategic manoeuvres in 

which arguers misrepresent their opponents’ standpoints or arguments in such a way that 

they become easier to refute. Such misrepresentations occur, for example, by more or less 

surreptitious changes from the original qualified quantification (e.g. ‘some’ or ‘many’) into 

an absolute one (‘all,’ ‘everything’): 
 

A:  My work is progressing well, because many of the chapters of the thesis are completed. 

B:  Well, if everything is done, then why not submit tomorrow? 

(A: student; B: supervisor) 
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Most actual instances of straw man attacks are less obvious than this constructed example. 

In more natural cases the line between critical reactions involving a reasonable 

reformulation of the attacked position and critical reactions involving an unreasonable 

misrepresentation is often blurred. That is because in choosing the most opportune 

presentational devices for their critical reactions, depending on contextual constraints, the 

antagonists can manoeuvre strategically to subtly reformulate the original position of the 

protagonist in such a way that the departure from the original, even if fallacious, is not 

immediately recognisable as a straw man. In this way, the straw man fallacy can be 

treacherous. This treacherousness poses a double difficulty: in the first place for the 

attacked arguers themselves, who in their ‘naïve reconstruction’ of the ongoing 

argumentative exchanges have to decide whether they are attacked justifiably or not; in the 

second place, for argumentation analysts who aim to systematically analyse and evaluate 

the antagonist’s reformulations through a process of ‘normative reconstruction.’1 

 Straw man attacks are a crucial fallacious way of strategic manoeuvring with 

presentational devices in reacting critically to the standpoint and argumentation of the 

opponent, and therefore they require a precise theoretical analysis. Even more important 

for analysing straw men in online discussions are empirical considerations: online 

discussions create unique conditions for the identification of straw men. It is surprising, 

therefore, that the study of straw man attacks in online discussions has attracted hardly any 

scholarly attention. One of the reasons for this may be that, even though the straw man is 

claimed to be ‘a common, familiar, and thoroughly theorized fallacy’ (Talisse & Aikin, 

2006: 349), actually ‘deciding whether or not an argument attacks a strawman is a complex 

judgement’ requiring a detailed, case-by-case argumentative analysis of discourse (Jacobs, 

2002: 120).2 This complexity of judgment makes it hardly possible for straw man attacks 

to be examined within the coding schemes of wide-ranging quantitative content analysis, 

routinely used in assessing the quality of online disputes.3  

                                                            
1 The distinction between the process of ‘naïve’ and ‘normative’ reconstruction was introduced by van 
Eemeren, Grootendorst, Jackson and Jacobs (1993: Ch. 5).  
2 In the argumentation literature, committing the straw man fallacy is commonly seen as (at least) a two-step 
process consisting of: 1) ‘setting up a straw man,’ i.e., unjustifiably representing the opponent’s standpoint 
(or arguments) and 2) ‘attacking a straw man,’ i.e., attacking the misrepresentation as if it were the actual 
standpoint (or argument) of the opponent. Therefore, expressions such as ‘setting up a straw man,’ ‘attacking 
a straw man,’ or even ‘strawmanning’ are often used interchangeably to indicate the straw man fallacy (or a 
straw man attack). ‘Attacking a straw man,’ i.e., committing a fallacy by the antagonist, is thus different from 
the protagonist’s detecting the misrepresentation and ‘objecting to a straw man attack,’ i.e. charging the 
antagonist with a fallacy.     
3 So far, the central issue in assessing the quality of critical reactions in online discourse has been the 
problem of ‘flaming,’ i.e., of derogatory language easily escalating to ferocious ad hominem exchanges in the 
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In order to gain insight into how online arguers manoeuvre strategically to set up 

and attack straw men, and how argumentation analysts can identify and evaluate such 

manoeuvres, I will take the following steps: 

First, I will present and analyse two excerpts of online discussions. Each of the two 

contains a dialogical episode in which the antagonist reformulates the original expression 

of the protagonist, who, in turn, explicitly reproaches the antagonist for distorting his 

arguments. In this respect, both cases contain suspected straw man attacks (section 9.2). 

Second, I will give an account of the straw man attacks within the pragma-

dialectical approach to fallacies. I will explain in what sense the straw man fallacy 

undermines the exercise of critical rationality and how it contravenes the norms for a 

critical discussion. What can complement the contextualised pragma-dialectical analysis of 

the straw man in online discussions is a stipulation of specific criteria for identification and 

evaluation of instances of a straw man in the argumentative activity type of online forum 

discussion (section 9.3).   

Third, I will depict online discussions as a unique context for analysis and 

evaluation of the straw man fallacy. Online forums allow for interactive ‘written 

discussions’ and thus give protagonists an excellent opportunity to refer back to their 

original contributions and correct misrepresentations attempted by antagonists. Yet, even 

though straw man attacks seem to be easily detectable in online forums, they still occur 

(section 9.4). 

Fourth, in order to account for the occurrence of the straw man fallacy in online 

discussions, I will argue that its subtle forms trade on the problems of interpretation of 

what is conveyed (often implicitly or indirectly) in discourse, rather than on blunt 

misrepresentations of what has explicitly been said. In this light, the criteria for 

interpreting discourse proposed by argumentative theorists—in particular the so-called 

‘principle of charity’—will be discussed and critically assessed (section 9.5).  

Finally, in section 9.6, I will propose criteria for the evaluation of suspected straw 

men in the argumentative activity type of online forum discussions. On the basis of these 

criteria, the cases presented in section 9.2 will be evaluated.  

 

 

 
                                                                                                                                                                                    
anonymous and disembodied environment of text-based online discussions (see, e.g., Crystal, 2001: 55-58; 
Kayany, 1998; Weger & Aakhus, 2003: 31-34).  
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9.2 Two examples of alleged straw man attacks in online discussions  

 

In this section, two cases of alleged straw man attacks are analysed. In the two fragments 

of online discussions presented below, the allegation of committing a straw man fallacy is 

made by the protagonists themselves: they openly reproach the antagonists for 

misrepresenting their original arguments and reacting critically to misrepresented 

positions.4 The following examples of online discussions reveal the subtle linguistic 

problems those wishing to assess the accuracy of reformulations in critical reactions may 

face. 

 The historical background of the discussion (9.1) is a speech delivered by the then-

president of the United States G.W. Bush on 1 May 2003, commonly known as ‘The 

Mission Accomplished Speech.’ In this speech Bush announced that ‘major combat 

operations in Iraq have ended’ and, at the same time, that ‘the war on terror is not over.’5 

The speech sparked a major controversy – especially the Democratic opponents of the 

president accused him of lacking credibility by announcing the end to ‘major combat 

operations in Iraq’ while in fact such operations were continued long after Bush’s speech. 

Amidst this broad public dispute, the following online discussion is initiated by a message 

sent by jgg1000a in which he, in turn, accuses the Democratic critics of G.W. Bush of ‘lies 

and spin’ about the president’s speech. 
 

(9.1) The Mission Accomplish Speech 
http://groups.google.com/group/politicalforum/browse_frm/thread/62948dd1dd751f13/dc2c834af58b5339?hl=en 
 
1. jgg1000a     May 1 2007, 9:17 pm 
The entire text...  If one reads it, Democratic PR lies and spin about  
it are obvious...  Bush stated the WOT was continuing...  
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2003/05/20030501-15.html  
 
7. VT Sean Lewis    May 2 2007, 8:45 pm 
The same people who told us there were WMD's [Weapons of Mass  
Destruction - ML] in Iraq were the same people who gave us the talking 
points you just repeated verbatim. Forgive me if I do not fall lockstep  
into place and believe the unproven facts. Truthiness is NOT the truth. 
 
8. jgg1000a     May 3 2007, 7:06 pm 
Go re-read the UNs [United Nations’ - ML] defination of WMD...   
Using that as a benchmark, Saddam had WMD...  
 
                                                            
4 The analysis of arguers’ reproaches in terms of pointers to violations of argumentative norms has been 
conducted by Doury (2005, 2006). See also Smith, McLaughlin & Osborne (1998) where reproaches are 
discussed as one aspect of the overall ‘conduct control’ in online discussion groups.  
5 http://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2003/05/20030501-15.html. The link to the 
White House’s Web-site originally provided by jgg1000a in turn 1 is no longer active.  

http://groups.google.com/group/politicalforum/browse_frm/thread/62948dd1dd751f13/dc2c834af58b5339?hl=en�
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9. VT Sean Lewis    May 3 2007, 8:27 pm 
Not AFTER 1992!  
 
10. Gaar     May 3 2007, 8:41 pm 
Sure he did... [have WMD after 1992 - ML] 
Where do you think the 700 shells we found came from?  
Regards,  
Gaar  
 
11. VT Sean Lewis    May 4 2007, 7:44 pm 
The 700 shells that were CORRUDED and UNUSABLE! READ THE FACTS....  
[…] 
Last night, intelligence officials reaffirmed that the shells were old  
and were not the suspected weapons of mass destruction sought in Iraq  
after the 2003 invasion.  
 
12. Gaar     May 4 2007, 10:29 pm 
Really? 
Try telling that to the 3 Soldiers that were treated for EXPOSURE for  
just handling the SPENT SHELL!  
Obviously you haven't a CLUE!  
Try reading how the munitions were MADE in order to assess just how  
"unusable" they may have been...  
Ever heard of the "Binary" method for producing such shells?  
I didn't think so...  
[...] 
 
13. VT Sean Lewis    May 8 2007, 8:35 pm 
Feel free to actually posting some up to date facts backing your  
'opinion'. 
 
14. Gaar     May 9 2007, 3:15 am 
I already have...  
You obviously can't tell the difference between a "fact" and the  
things YOU believe to be true. 
[…]  
 
15. VT Sean Lewis    May 30 2007, 8:40 am 
Gaar I am curious, are you STILL claiming the 700 shells were  
manufactured after 1992?  
 
16. Gaar     May 30 2007, 8:46 pm 
Please point out where I EVER made such a claim.  
I'll wait here...  
Regards,  
Gaar  
 
22. Gaar     May 31 2007, 5:34 pm 
[…] 
 
> Look at the  
> string it is from this string, your exact words. Wiggle all you want,  
> you said what you said.  
 
Ok, you AGAIN have made an assertion you are unwilling to back up, so  
I will go find it this time, just so I can continue to SHOW how you  
are attempting to build Straw Men in order to not have to address the  
REAL POINT others are making.  
Regards,  
Gaar  
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27. Gaar     May 31 2007, 5:48 pm 
> I forwarded THE post you denied you wrote.  
 
And you explained it out of context...  
http://groups.google.com/group/PoliticalForum/browse_thread/thread/62...  
If you go LOOK at that page you will SEE that jgg explained Saddam had  
WMD's according to the UN definition.  
You then come out and say that he didn't have them after 1992, and  
THAT is what I was responding to.  
NO WHERE do you SAY ANYTHING about it being "newly made" or "made  
after 1992".  The ONLY point you are attempting to make is that he  
didn't have ANY WMD's and I simply said he obviously did, according to  
our find.  
So please, stop trying to make other people's argument for them, you  
aren't too good making your OWN arguments, so why try to make others  
for them?  
 
Regards,  
Gaar  
 

The part of the discussion pertinent to the analysis of the straw man fallacy starts at turn 7, 

when VT Sean Lewis compares the lack of credibility of Bush’s ‘Mission Accomplished’ 

speech to the dubious justification given by his administration for the (second) war in Iraq, 

that is, possession of weapons of mass destruction by Saddam Hussein’s regime. The bone 

of contention in the discussion following turn 7 is this very point: did Saddam have such 

weapons or not? The main argument in this dispute (‘according to the UN definition 

Saddam had WMD's [after 1992]’ – jgg1000a in turn 8) is supported by the fact that ‘700 

shells’ were found by the US Army in Iraq (Gaar in turn 10). While discussants agree on 

the fact that the shells were actually found, they disagree as to their status: were they 

active, dangerous weapons of mass destruction (as Gaar argues) or rather old, ‘corruded 

and unusable’ shells (as VT Sean Lewis contends)? Before turning to VT Sean Lewis’s 

critical reaction in turn 15, the structure of his opponents’ (that is, the collective 

protagonist comprising of jgg1000a’s and Gaar’s) argumentation can be schematically 

presented: 

 

 
(1    G.W. Bush is a good president) 

 
   
 

(1.1 His decisions are based on credible evidence) 
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1.1.1a  In ‘The Mission Accomplished Speech’ he  1.1.1b The Second Iraq war was justified 
 correctly announced that ‘major combat  

operations in Iraq have ended,’ but  
‘the war on terror is not over’    

1.1.1b.1 According to the UNs definition of 
WMD Saddam had WMD after 1992 

 
 
1.1.1b.1.1   700 shells of dangerous weapons 

were found in Iraq 
  
(1.1.1b.1.1’)  (These 700 shells qualify as 

WMD under UNs definition)   
 

VT Sean Lewis’s critical reaction in turn 15 is explicitly directed against argument (and 

sub-standpoint) 1.1.1b.1. Yet, it also addresses the issue of the criteria necessary for the 

shells to qualify as weapons of mass destruction. In this respect, VT Sean Lewis points to 

the implicit linking premise 1.1.1b.1.1’. The question ‘are you STILL claiming the 700 

shells were manufactured after 1992?’ seems, at the first glance, unjustified, for—as is 

clear from the argumentation structure—no claims about the shells being ‘manufactured’ 

after 1992 are made by jgg1000a or Gaar.6 At the same time, VT Sean Lewis’s own 

arguments seems to justify his question: he argues, among other things, that Iraq indeed 

used to have WMD during the war with Iran in the 1980s, but these have now become 

‘corruded and unusable.’ So, if Saddam’s Iraq were to posses WMD in 2003, the weapons 

would have had to be produced after the war with Iran (1980-1988) and the subsequent 

First Gulf War (1990-1991). In other words, only weapons produced after 1992 would 

qualify as active WMD under UNs definition (see: 1.1.1b.1.1’). Following this line of 

reasoning, VT Sean Lewis claims that the argument ‘According to the UNs definition of 

WMD Saddam had WMD after 1992’ equals argument ‘According to the UNs definition 

of WMD Saddam had manufactured WMD after 1992.’ In this way an analyst can 

reconstruct VT Sean Lewis’s own argumentation in his role of the protagonist supporting 

the standpoint ‘G.W. Bush is not a good president.’  

However, in his role of the antagonist of Gaar’s and jgg1000a’s point of view, in 

order to be reasonable, VT Sean Lewis is obliged to follow their argumentation and react 

critically to the points they have made. Gaar’s reproach in turn 16 explicitly addresses this 

very requirement: ‘Please point out where I EVER made such a claim.’ Further, in turns 22 
                                                            
6 In turn 12 Gaar mentions ‘the "Binary" method for producing such shells’ but without reference to any 
specific time-period. 
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and 27 Gaar openly accuses VT Sean Lewis of mounting a straw man against him and 

meticulously explains the problem he perceives in VT Sean Lewis’s critical reaction. The 

crux of the problem is the difference between Iraq’s having weapons of mass destruction 

after 1992 and Iraq’s having them ‘made after 1992.’    

Indeed, VT Sean Lewis’s critical reaction can be seen as an attempt at a 

reformulation of Gaar’s original argument which can greatly facilitate his critical 

objecting: more specific, and thus stronger, claim that Iraq manufactured WMD after 1992 

is much more susceptible to a successful refutation than a claim that after 1992 Iraq only 

had such weapons (which might have been produced long before that date). Consider, for 

example, a hypothetical argument that ‘All US military reports published up till year 2007 

confirm that all the weapons of mass destruction found in Iraq were at least 15 years old.’ 

This argument can make quite a successful refutation of the claim that ‘Iraq manufactured 

WMD after 1992’ and, interestingly, an even more powerful defence of the standpoint that 

‘Iraq had WMD after 1992.’ And that is exactly the stake VT Sean Lewis is trying to 

manoeuvre strategically for.   

In short, it seems that VT Sean Lewis’s reaction in turn 15 is a clear-cut case of the 

straw man fallacy. If he indeed misrepresented his opponents’ position for a rhetorical 

gain, then Gaar’s reproach would be fully justified and VT Sean Lewis’s critical reaction 

would have to be evaluated as a straw man. A theoretically justified evaluation of this case 

is given at the end of this chapter, i.e., after the nuances of the straw man fallacy are 

discussed.  
 
The point of departure for discussion (9.2) are the tragic events that took place 1-3 

September 2004 in the town of Beslan, The Republic of North Ossetia, Russian Federation. 

In result of a siege of a secondary school by a group of (mostly) Chechen rebels, and a 

subsequent operation of Russian security forces, more than 300 (out of estimated 1100) 

hostages were killed, most of them schoolchildren. In line with the general debate over the 

‘Beslan school siege’ in the world media, in discussion (9.2) two opposing accounts of the 

situation emerge. On the one hand, arguers such as Florian blame Russian military for a 

gross mishandling of the hostage-freeing operation. On the other hand, posters such as 

Hooda Gest fundamentally condemn Chechen ‘Islamist terrorists,’ and argue that little 

could be done to help the civilians in face of the terrorists’ determination to kill as many 

people as possible. Later in the discussion an analogy is drawn between the Russian 

response to the Beslan siege and the American handling of terrorist attacks, such as 9/11. 
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Florian and those who support him claim that the American response has been largely 

inadequate so far and that, in particular, the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq opened a 

‘Pandora’s Box’ for the United States. In opposition, Hooda Gest defends the position that 

the American ‘War on Terror,’ including the interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq, is an 

altogether correct response to the ‘worldwide Muslim Holy War against the West.’ 
 
(9.2) Russian in the starting block 
http://groups.google.com/group/misc.news.internet.discuss/browse_frm/thread/61349250aad68961/9f62dce4
c048962c?hl=en 
 
49. Florian     Sep 14 2004, 4:06 pm 
[…] 
Il looks like the US is using now all its power to fight the islamists.  
And although all these efforts, Bin laden is still running. I see it as  
a weakness and an encouragement for the islamists. 
[…] 
 
50. Hooda Gest     Sep 14 2004, 6:12 pm 
[…] 
In your opinion. I disagree. […] Bin Laden is running and has been for 3 years 
now. He has no safe country in which he can hide and build training camps. 
His financing system has been dismantled and he has had to re-establish that.  
Most of his lieutenants have been captured or killed. 
[…] 
 
51. Florian     Sep 15 2004, 4:11 pm 
[…] 
> His financing  
> system has been dismantled and he has had to re-establish that.  
 
Are you sure it has been completely dismantled. Do you have a reference?  
[…] 
 
52. Hooda Gest     Sep 15 2004, 6:21 pm 
[…] 
> > His financing  
> > system has been dismantled and he has had to re-establish that.  
 
> Are you sure it has been completely dismantled. Do you have a reference?  
 
I did not say "completely". Context, Florian, context.  Or should I say  
"distortion and spin" on your part yet again? 
[…] 
 
53. Florian     Sep 16 2004, 4:56 pm  
[…] 
If it was not completely, what proportion of his financing system was dismantled? 
[…] 
 
54. Hooda Gest     Sep 16 2004, 6:21 pm 
[…] 
Gee, Florian, I don’t know. Why don’t you tell me?  I never claimed 
completely and I don’t see any need to provide what percentage has been 
disrupted or dismantled. I don’t know how much he has rebuilt either. Does 
that mean he has completely rebuilt it? 
[…] 

http://groups.google.com/group/misc.news.internet.discuss/browse_frm/thread/61349250aad68961/9f62dce4c048962c?hl=en�
http://groups.google.com/group/misc.news.internet.discuss/browse_frm/thread/61349250aad68961/9f62dce4c048962c?hl=en�
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Excerpts of discussion (9.2) presented here contain only one of the many sub-disputes of a 

much more extensive discussion regarding the War on Terror. The structure of Hooda 

Gest’s argumentation can be reconstructed in the following way: 

 
(1 The US are handling the War on Terror in a correct way) 

  
 
 

(1.1 The invasion of Afghanistan is bringing concrete positive results) 
 
 
 
 
1.1.1a Bin Laden is running and      1.1.1b  Bin Laden’s financing system 1.1.1c  Most of Bin Laden’s  
 has no safe country to hide    has been dismantled and              lieutenants have been 

and build training camps     has to be re-established                             captured or killed 
 
 

In discussion (9.2) each of the coordinative compound arguments 1.1.1a-1.1.1c becomes a 

subject of a separate sub-discussion. The fragment of discussion quoted above centres on 

argument 1.1.1b, that is, on the issue of Bin Laden’s ‘dismantled financing system.’ In turn 

51 Florian, in his capacity of antagonist, asks Hooda Gest if he is sure that the system was 

‘completely’ dismantled. Hooda responds by denying he has ever claimed that it was 

‘completely’ dismantled and reproaches Florian for his ‘distortion and spin.’ 

 Similarly to case (9.1), this example seems to exhibit a prototypical case of the 

straw man fallacy: Florian adds an absolutising qualification to his opponent’s argument. 

Just as the addition of ‘manufactured’ in case (9.1), the addition of ‘completely’ makes the 

original argument much stronger, and thus easier to refute: if Hooda Gest indeed claimed 

that Bin Laden’s financing system had been ‘completely’ dismantled, it would be enough 

for Florian to demonstrate some signs of functioning of the system to refute Hooda Gest’s 

argument. Analogously to case (9.1) this would have a very strong negative effect on the 

entire argumentation of the protagonist, since, as the above diagram reveals, Hooda Gest’s 

argumentation is built entirely of coordinative and subordinative structures. If such 

argumentation structures are used, it is enough for the antagonist to refute one of the 

arguments (sub-standpoints) to seriously undermine the protagonist’s entire structure of 

argumentation (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992a: Ch. 7; Snoeck Henkemans, 1992).  

The analysis of the fragments of discussions (9.1) and (9.2) clarifies argumentation 

structures and conversational dynamics of the exchanges of arguments and critical 

reactions. It also reveals an important similarity between cases (9.1) and (9.2) – they both 
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contain a suspected straw man attack and thus a possibly fallacious critical reaction. Still, 

neither of the cases can be justifiably classified as a straw man fallacy without a further 

investigation of the theoretical and analytic intricacies related to this fallacy.   

 

9.3 The straw man within the pragma-dialectical treatment of fallacies 

 

In pragma-dialectics, as developed by van Eemeren and Grootendorst, fallacies are defined 

as breaches of the rules for a critical discussion – an ideal dialectical procedure aimed 

solely at a resolution of a difference of opinion on the merits. Since the rules regulate the 

reasonable performance of all speech acts necessary in a critical argumentative discussion, 

any violation of them indicates a departure from a critical, dialectical rationality and is thus 

tantamount to an unreasonable, or fallacious, argumentative move (van Eemeren & 

Grootendorst, 1984, 1987, 1992a, 2004). As described in Chapter 4, this critical core of 

pragma-dialectics has later been extended by the notion of strategic manoeuvring. As van 

Eemeren and Houtlosser (1999, 2000, 2002a) contend, it is theoretically vital to recognise 

that in actual circumstances arguers do not only try to be dialectically reasonable but also 

rhetorically successful. For that reason, according to van Eemeren and Houtlosser (2003b), 

each fallacy can be conceptualised as a ‘derailment of strategic manoeuvring,’ i.e., a 

violation of one of the dialectical rules for a critical discussion committed by an arguer 

with a view of his rhetorical success. Whether one can say that such a derailment actually 

occurred or not depends, among other factors, on the context of an argumentative activity 

type in which argumentation takes place (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2005, 2007; van 

Eemeren, Houtlosser, Ihnen & Lewiński, forthcoming). 

Based on these considerations, van Eemeren and Houtlosser argue that a 

‘systematic theoretical treatment of fallacies’ (and, by definition, a systematic treatment of 

sound argumentation) should comprise three interrelated conceptual levels (van Eemeren 

& Houtlosser, 2003b: 289):7 

1. A solid philosophical rationale that allows for stipulating an ideal goal of good 

argumentation (in pragma-dialectics: resolution of a difference of opinion on the 

                                                            
7 For an earlier formulation of this approach, see van Eemeren & Grootendorst, (1992a: Ch. 8, esp. p. 104): 
‘Which requirements should an adequate theory of fallacies, in our view, fulfill? First, it should provide 
norms for distinguishing between reasonable and unreasonable moves in argumentative discourse. Second, it 
should provide criteria for deciding when such a norm is violated. Third, it must provide interpretation 
procedures for determining whether an utterance satisfies these criteria.’ 
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merits by way of a critical testing of fallible standpoints). On this most abstract 

level, fallacies are argumentative moves that inhibit the realisation of the ideal goal.   

2. Norms that are conducive to achieving this goal (in pragma-dialectics: rules for a 

critical discussion). Only after the norms of argumentation are given a clear shape 

in the form of explicit rules, each fallacy can be precisely defined as a 

contravention of a concrete rule. The rules for sound, reasonable argumentative 

discussion are thus a crucial element of the pragma-dialectical theory of fallacies: it 

is a violation of one of the rules that makes a given move in an argumentative 

discussion fallacious.  

3. ‘Specific and workable criteria that make it possible to decide in specific instances 

whether a certain norm has been violated or not.’   
 

The pragma-dialectical account of the straw man fallacy can be neatly fitted into a 

systematic treatment which requires that fallacies be considered on these three 

interdependent levels. Pragma-dialectics, thus, has so far explained: 1) why the straw man 

is an unreasonable argumentative move, and 2) which norm a straw man violates (and what 

major types of straw man can be distinguished):   

Ad 1. Primarily, straw man attacks are fallacious because they are attempts to 

illegitimately increase ‘the possibility of falsification’ of the opponent’s standpoint (van 

Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992a: 128) by means of ‘representing the other party as weaker 

than he actually is’ (Ibidem: 131). In this sense, attacking straw men seriously hinders 

critical testing: by resorting to misrepresentations, the antagonist purports to genuinely test 

the protagonist’s opinions in a critical way, while in fact practicing nothing more than a 

made-up falsification aimed at a rhetorical victory (traditionally termed a ‘sophistical 

refutation’). This creates a situation in which the standpoint defended and the standpoint 

attacked are different. As a result, opponents argue at cross-purposes and instead of a 

reasonable resolution of disputes on the merits they can reach only ‘a spurious resolution’ 

(van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992a: 125).8 

                                                            
8 A similar account is given by Walton (1996: 121): ‘The failure to engage with the real position of your 
opponent in a type of dialogue like a political debate, in a way, defeats the whole purpose of your arguments. 
It is what Aristotle would classify as a failure of real refutation. From this perspective, the outcome is that 
your opponent’s (real) position has not been challenged at all by your argument. It is a kind of failure of an 
argument to succeed in its real purpose of refuting or critically questioning the opposed point of view.’  
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Ad 2. On the level of concrete rules, the straw man is fallacious because a violation of rule 

3 for a critical discussion occurs: A party’s attack on a standpoint must relate to the 

standpoint that has indeed been advanced by the other party. This rule explicitly spells out 

one of the requirements for reasonable critical reactions – they must not misrepresent the 

position advanced by the protagonist. Even though literally this rule concerns only the 

attacks on standpoints, it applies equally well to all the arguments advanced by the other 

party in support of the standpoint.9 Therefore, the straw man fallacy can be seen as a 

fallacy of critical reacting – any critical reaction of the antagonist, in any of the stages of 

an argumentative discussion, can derail into a straw man as soon as the reaction is targeted 

at a misrepresented position.10 (This applies, in particular, to any type of critical reactions 

distinguished in the dialectical profile for the argumentation stage (see figure 7.1).) 

Moreover, according to van Eemeren & Grootendorst (1992a: 124-131) there are two basic 

ways in which rule 3 can be violated: the antagonist can either impute an altogether 

fictitious standpoint (or arguments) to the protagonist or he can distort the protagonist’s 

standpoint (or arguments) originally advanced in a different way. 

Ad 3. The final level of straw man fallacy analysis yet to be developed in the extended 

pragma-dialectical theory focusing around the concept of strategic manoeuvring is the 

level of ‘specific and workable criteria that make it possible to decide in specific instances 

whether a certain norm has been violated or not’ (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2003b: 289). 

Once the ‘specific and workable criteria’ are worked out, actual cases of alleged straw man 

abuses, such as those in fragments (9.1) and (9.2) presented above, can be evaluated in a 

theoretically and empirically satisfying way. 

The task of developing clear-cut criteria for deciding whether a fallacy has been 

committed in a given instance is not an easy one. Fallacies, apart from being unreasonable, 

are also treacherous: they are argumentative moves which often pass unnoticed, which may 

lead to their being persuasive. This happens largely because in some contexts, or even in 

certain unique situations, certain arguments are indeed sound, while in other contexts 

similar, or even identical, arguments are unreasonable. In short, the very crux of the 
                                                            
9 In the pragma-dialectical analysis of argumentation every argument supporting the (main) standpoint 
contested at the main level of a discussion can become a ‘sub-standpoint’ supported by further sub-arguments 
in a ‘sub-dispute.’   
10 In some cases, the straw man fallacy (i.e. violation of rule 3 for a critical discussion) may be similar to 
cases of the fallacy in which the antagonist is magnifying a premise which is left unexpressed by the 
protagonist (violation of rule 5 for a critical discussion) and the fallacy of falsely presenting a premise as a 
common starting point (violation of rule 6 for a critical discussion). See van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992a: 
Ch. 13 and 14.  
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treacherousness of fallacies lies in their resemblance to impeccably reasonable arguments: 

fallacies are persuasive because they look as if they were good arguments and discussants 

tend to credit them with the presumption of reasonableness (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 

2003b).11  

In van Eemeren and Houtlosser’s account, in principle fallacies are rhetorically 

motivated abuses of the dialectical norms of good argumentation. They are designed to be 

persuasive, often in ways sophisticated enough to cover up the breach of one of the norms 

of reasonableness. This cover-up is possible because fallacious manoeuvres are deceptively 

related to their sound counterparts on which they are, so to speak, parasitic. In actual 

argumentative exchanges the line between sound and fallacious strategic manoeuvres is 

thus often difficult to grasp, and the derailment of strategic manoeuvring can easily pass 

unnoticed.  

The elucidation of fallacies in terms of derailments of strategic manoeuvring sheds 

a new light on the analysis and evaluation of actual instances of the straw man. The fallacy 

is rhetorically attractive to the antagonist, and at the same time treacherous for the 

protagonist, exactly because it may easily go unnoticed. The difficulty of pinning down 

actual cases of the straw man fallacy has been attributed in the literature on this fallacy to 

two basic reasons.12 

Firstly, the straw man, as a fallacy of critical reactions, is by definition related to 

the standpoint or argumentation of the other party in a dispute. Therefore, the precondition 

for evaluating suspected straw men is access to the ‘detailed, more localized record of what 

the [original] speaker actually said as he developed his point of view’ (Walton, 1996: 127, 

118). This precondition is commonly met only in the case of written texts, which preserve 

the original argument, and can in principle be consulted as soon as a possibly fallacious 

critical reaction has to be compared with the attacked original.13 It is not met, however, in 

                                                            
11 See also Jackson (1995) for an explanation of this phenomenon. 
12 Arguing similarly to Jackson (1995), Bizer, Kozak and Holterman claim in their recent experimental study 
that ‘the straw man technique seems not to be universally effective. Rather, […] the straw man may only be 
effective among people who lack the motivation to carefully scrutinize a persuasive message […]’ (2009: 
224, 227). These researches thus point to the impact of the arguers’ willingness to ‘carefully scrutinize’ a 
suspected straw man on the effectiveness of the fallacy. What I discuss in the following is the impact of a 
more fundamental factor, that is, the arguers’ ability ‘to carefully scrutinize a persuasive message.’  
13 This is not to dismiss an important observation made by van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1992a: 128): ‘A 
knowledge of the maneuvers that may be carried out in distorting a standpoint can be helpful to recognizing a 
straw man. Among the devices that are employed here are simplification, exaggeration, absolutization, 
generalization, and the omission of nuances and qualifications.’ All such linguistic cues, however ‘helpful to 
recognizing a straw man,’ are conditional, since simplifications, exaggerations, etc., may occur, in the first 
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most cases of spoken discourse, such as ordinary conversations, classroom discussions, etc. 

These types of activity, where no record of argumentation is kept, are susceptible to futile 

“You remember when you said that!”—“No, I never did!” disputes. Therefore, as Walton 

concludes, ‘if the conversation was never witnessed or recorded, or if there is no other 

record of it, independent of the sayso of the two primary disputants, the issue may not even 

be possible to resolve’ (Walton, 1996: 126-127). Such difficulties, thus, may prevent many 

suspected cases of a straw man from being clearly identified and sanctioned as fallacies.  

At the same time, written discourse creates another problem in identifying alleged 

straw men due to the lack of immediate presence of the original protagonist. In the context 

of written disputes the antagonist’s straw man attack may be powerfully persuasive to the 

members of a third party audience exactly because the attacked arguer is not immediately 

capable of correcting the abuse (Walton, 1996: 126-127). In such cases, the fallacious 

refutation of the misrepresented standpoint reverberates, as it were, and may give the 

antagonist a perceived, putative rhetorical victory in a dispute. By contrast, the 

protagonist’s position in the context of written polemics, whether academic or journalistic, 

is rather disprivileged: his re-reaction, in which he corrects the unjustified 

misrepresentation of his original position, may come too late to be of any rhetorical 

significance to the audience.14  

In short, the first reason why straw man attacks may be hard to identify and thus 

treacherous, is that either the record of the original argumentation is not available (typical 

of oral discourse) or the original arguer is not present to correct the abuse in critical 

reactions immediately when they are advanced (typical of written discourse).  

The second main reason why straw man attempts are difficult to detect by actual 

arguers and external analysts alike is that straw men often trade on general problems of 

interpretation in actual argumentative language-in-use. Before a well-justified evaluation 

of a given critical reaction can be given, both the protagonist’s original standpoint (or 

argument) and the version attacked by the antagonist have to be carefully reconstructed. 

Similarly to all other fallacies, simple examples of the straw man fallacy, such as those 

usually given in textbooks, serve their didactic purpose well, since they reveal the basic 
                                                                                                                                                                                    
place, in the original protagonist’s standpoint or argumentation, which is then faithfully reflected in the 
antagonist’s critical reactions.  
14 Not coincidentally, Plato’s famous ‘critique of writing’ (Phaedrus, Letter VII) is based on acknowledging 
the force of this very problem: writing detaches the arguer from his arguments, therefore the arguments are 
vulnerable to unjustified attacks, which—if at all—can be rebutted or corrected by the absent arguer only 
belatedly. Plato saw this difficulty as a great disadvantage of written argument over the lively exchanges of 
spoken arguments, such as those practiced by Socrates.       
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mechanism behind a straw man. However, easily reconstructible, blatant 

misrepresentations, such as the example given at the beginning of the chapter, would 

probably not be attempted in ordinary circumstances: 

 A: My work is progressing well, because some of the chapters of the thesis are completed.  

 B: Well, if everything is done, then why not submit tomorrow? 

In such obvious instances, the antagonist simply runs the risk of an immediate detection of 

the abuse, and the misleading function of the fallacy cannot be realised. Moreover, 

simplistic rules of thumb, such as: ‘whenever the original standpoint is misquoted, the 

straw man fallacy is committed,’ do not always work. On the one hand, a non-verbatim 

quotation may actually amount to a justifiable paraphrase of the original claim. This may, 

for example, be due to semantic equivalence: the expression ‘the current president of the 

United States of America’ (uttered in 2010) and the expression ‘Barack Obama’ have the 

very same meaning and there is nothing wrong in replacing the one with the other. On the 

other hand, argumentation of the protagonist may be quoted and attacked verbatim, yet 

taken out of context and hence distorted anyway.15     

 Difficulties in arriving at an unequivocal interpretation of both the original and the 

attacked standpoint in any given case are exactly what skillful antagonists can 

opportunistically rely on in their misrepresentations:   

In practice, the differences between the attacked standpoint and the original standpoint will often be 

quite subtle. By design, the opponent’s words are so twisted that it becomes at the same time easy 

for the distorter to tackle and difficult for an outsider to tell whether justice is being done to the 

original standpoint. (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992a: 127-128)16 

Because pragma-dialectics analyses argumentation as a phenomenon of natural discourse, 

rather than crystal clear artificial language, it recognises the complexities and difficulties 

of language-in-use. In ordinary discussions, standpoints or arguments can be stated 

vaguely, without a clear, explicitly expressed sense and force, allowing for many plausible 

interpretations and thus for many justified critical reactions. Such lack of exactness is 

usually not problematic in daily discourse, so that discussions can develop smoothly 
                                                            
15 See Walton and Macagno (in press) for the most recent discussion about the ‘wrenching from context’ 
version of the straw man fallacy.   
16 A similar problem is pointed out by Walton, but without any thorough attempts to grasp it in a theoretically 
satisfying manner: ‘Because of the various kinds of problems and trickiness in determining what an arguer’s 
position really is in a given case, it can be easy to get this wrong, and to mistake an arguer’s real position for 
something else that is not her real position, but only appears to be. This is the essence of the deception or 
error inherent in the straw man fallacy as a distinctive type of sophistical tactic’ (Walton, 1996: 125). 
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without constant specification of meaning and force of what is being said. However, as 

soon as problems arise, only a precise reconstruction and evaluation of discourse can solve 

them. In the task of evaluating critical reactions as reasonable or fallacious, knowledge of 

‘how the participants themselves understand what is going on’ (van Eemeren et al., 1993: 

43) may be of great help to the argumentation analyst, but is not decisive. Arguers (in their 

role of protagonists) may, for example, deny previously incurred commitments or 

otherwise implausibly interpret their own words, as well as reproach others for fallacies 

which in fact have not been committed.   

 Acknowledging the fact that imprecision of ordinary discourse may lead to 

misunderstandings between arguers, the pragma-dialectical theory stipulates that in a 

reasonable argumentative discussion every speaker has an unconditional right to request 

his interlocutor to perform a ‘language usage declarative’ such as a definition, clarification, 

or amplification (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004: 156-157). In this way, a sub-

discussion may develop in which a mutually acceptable interpretation of an unclear 

standpoint or argument is established.17 Arguers should be free to agree on an 

interpretation of a standpoint or argument and, in principle, the original protagonist should 

have a final say on what he has actually meant. Yet, the scope of such an intersubjective 

sub-discussion should be constrained by the limits of a contextually plausible interpretation 

of what has been said. If the protagonist reinterprets his own words in an unjustified way, 

for instance by backing down from his previous commitment, then he denies what he 

himself has claimed, and thus commits a fallacy. If the antagonist interprets the 

protagonist’s expressions beyond the limits of plausibility, then he commits a straw man.18 

 

In sum, the ‘specific and workable criteria’ for identifying and evaluating cases of alleged 

straw men in actual discourse are dependent on two factors related to the conditions of a 

given activity type: (1) the availability of the record of disputes, and the opportunities for 

the protagonist to respond to and, if need be, correct unjustified reformulations of the 

antagonist; (2) the criteria for interpretation of contextualised argumentative discourse. 

These two factors are discussed in the following two sections.  

                                                            
17 Bart Garssen suggested that this type of argumentative sub-discussion may be termed an ‘intersubjective 
interpretation procedure.’  
18 Needless to say, arguers may also agree to start a completely new discussion on a substantially (i.e., 
beyond the limits of contextually plausible interpretations) reformulated standpoint. In this case, however, 
one cannot speak anymore of a sub-discussion within the same discussion. See van Laar (2007) for a detailed 
analysis of this possibility. 
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9.4 Constraints on reformulating standpoints and arguments in discussion forums 

 

As argued in the previous section, it may sometimes be quite easy for the antagonist to get 

away with straw man attacks for at least two reasons. First, the protagonist may find it hard 

to prove that a fallacious misrepresentation took place, either because his original position 

is not recorded (characteristic of spoken discourse) or because he is simply not present to 

correct misrepresentations (characteristic of written discourse). If the fallacy is not 

identified as a fallacy, the argumentative move concerned may be deceptive and thus 

seriously derail the course of a reasonable argumentative discussion. Secondly, non-

straightforward cases of suspected straw man attacks, such as those in (9.1) and (9.2), are 

ordinarily not fringe or far-fetched, but rather illustrative of the way in which actual 

arguers (in their role as antagonists) try to benefit from possible imprecision in ordinary 

use of language.     

 In these respects, online discussions create rather unique conditions for setting up 

and identifying straw men: the record of exchanges is kept and the protagonist is in a 

position to object to straw man attempts. This is basically because the discourse of online 

discussion forums, such as Usenet, ‘bridges characteristics of written and oral language 

norms’ (Baym, 1996: 319; see section 7.3.3).   

To start with, online discussions share many of the characteristics of the traditional 

written texts. Messages sent to online discussion groups are typed by discussants and may 

comprise elaborated, well thought out (and even proof-read) arguments. Dahlberg, in his 

general analysis of argumentative conditions in asynchronous online discussions, observes 

that: 

[…] the effort it takes to put forward arguments in written form, in comparison with spoken 

communication, often encourages participants to think more carefully about their positions. This 

reflection is aided by the record of exchanges often available to participants in online debate which 

allows careful consideration of the development of ongoing arguments. Furthermore, online 

interactions are largely asynchronous exchanges and thus provide participants with time for 

reflection before presenting their own contributions. (Dahlberg, 2001a: online)  

Still, as Ferrara, Brunner & Whittemore (1991: 14, 25) claim, even though computer-

mediated discussions give possibilities to revise or edit texts before they are sent, ‘th[e] 

“first draft quality” appears to be an accepted convention of interactive written discourse.’ 

Whether carefully edited or instantaneously sent, messages in most asynchronous online 

forums are stored by the system. Therefore, the entire previous discussion is available for 
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inspection, what allows for an interpretation of ongoing exchanges to be based on a 

detailed, verbatim record of what has been said. Moreover, the availability of the record of 

exchanges may also prevent arguers from imputing overtly distorted positions to their 

opponents. The attacked protagonist can simply always go back to his past arguments, 

compare them with the antagonist’s critical reaction and, if necessary, reproach the 

antagonist for a distortion. As discussed above, in case of interpretative doubts, a sub-

discussion may evolve in which exact meanings of what has been communicated can be 

settled between arguers. In recorded online forums, such a sub-discussion can hardly fall 

into the trap of a futile chain of ‘I never said that!’–‘Yes, you did!’ exchanges, which may 

seriously imperil the progress of any ordinary conversation. Yet, as argued by Baym 

(1996), the immediate physical context of oral interaction that allows for catching 

‘nonverbal nuance,’ so important in getting at the indirect and implicated meanings, is not 

available in text-based online discussions. Because of that, ‘there is greater pressure on the 

Usenet writer than on the conversationalist to make referents and implied meanings 

explicit’ (Baym, 1996: 317).   

At the same time, online discussions exhibit many features traditionally associated 

with oral interactions. Most notably synchronous chat rooms, but also many asynchronous 

forums, are venues for interactively developing conversations, in which arguers take turns, 

respond to one another, and thus expand their exchanges in chains of arguments, reactions 

and re-reactions. This means that online ‘writers’ who argue in asynchronous systems such 

as Usenet ‘are not completely distanced from the readers.’ Therefore, there is ample room 

for relatively quick feedback and ‘continued interactions between writers and readers in 

which positions are affirmed and challenged, clarified and modified’ (Baym, 1996: 318). 

The availability of the record of ongoing argumentative exchanges and, at the same 

time, the possibility for quick reactions, are distinctive conditions of online discussions as 

instances of written speech. These conditions on the one hand impose restrictions on the 

antagonist’s attempts to advantageously reformulate the protagonist’s standpoints and 

arguments and, on the other hand, create opportunities for the protagonist to quickly 

investigate and detect possible straw man fallacies. In the following, an analysis is 

presented of how the arguers in the fragments (9.1) and (9.2) make use of these technical 

restrictions and opportunities.   

It is noticeable that in discussion (9.1), VT Sean Lewis, in his crucial critical 

reaction (turn 15), comes back to the issue of the ‘700 shells’ of suspected Iraqi weapons 

of mass destruction after a time-gap of almost a whole month (discussion started on May 1; 
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Gaar’s post 10, to which VT Sean Lewis reacts, was sent on May 3; turn 15 was posted on 

May 30). Such a late re-opening of discussion is possible in the online forums studied here. 

They are asynchronous, so users can respond with a considerable time-lag, just like with e-

mails (even if it is rather unusual to do so). Moreover, the record of the entire discussion is 

saved, so the new contribution can be precisely fitted into the old discussion. Taking this 

into account, VT Sean Lewis’ move is surprisingly conversational: it seems as if he is 

trying to ‘trick’ Gaar with a stratagem that may be quite effective in ordinary (oral) 

discussions – after all, who can precisely remember what was said a month ago in the heat 

of a prolonged debate? As Gaar’s response shows (‘Please point out where I EVER made 

such a claim’), this trick may not work so well in online discussion forums, where the 

convention of precise referencing, afforded by the record of the previous dispute, applies. 

Indeed, after some technical sub-dispute (Gaar: ‘Why would you not supply a link to the 

post and only quote it out of context?’ – VT: ‘You can’t link to the same string you are 

posting from.’), Gaar explicitly accuses VT Sean Lewis of committing the straw man 

fallacy (turn 22: ‘[…] I will go find it this time, just so I can continue to SHOW how you 

are attempting to build Straw Men in order to not have to address the REAL POINT others 

are making’). Further, Gaar retraces the whole month-long part of a discussion, provides a 

link to the relevant message, and explains in precise detail why VT Sean Lewis’ critical 

reaction should be taken as a straw man (turn 27: ‘If you go LOOK at that page you will 

SEE that […]’). However, even after this well-grounded reproach, VT Sean Lewis does not 

acquiesce, but rather applies his own reasoning to the case of weapons of mass destruction, 

thus trying to make his critical reaction justifiable. The issue remains unresolved, and the 

discussion continues up to a turn 302.   

Example (9.2) is not so sophisticated as far as meta-communication regarding the 

conventions of proper argumentation in online discussions is concerned. Interesting, 

however, is the way in which both arguers (Florian and Hooda Gest) divide their long 

messages into precise chunks, addressing selected claims made by each other. In this way, 

the original argument, critical reaction to it, re-reaction, etc., are always put next to each 

other. To this aim, the automatic quoting function, signalled by angled brackets (>) is 

used.19 In effect, the ‘detailed, more localized record of what the [original] speaker actually 

                                                            
19 In a discussion forum message, expressions without any brackets are poster’s own reactions. Those with 
one bracket (>) are his opponent’s claims to which the poster responds. Those with two brackets (>>) are, in 
turn, the claims to which the opponent’s claim responded. That means that very often claims marked by ‘>>’ 
may be the present poster’s previous claims.    
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said as he developed his point of view’ (Walton, 1996: 127) is copied-pasted right next to 

the critical reaction of the current arguer.  

 

In conclusion, one can say that discussions which are written and allow in addition 

(contrary to printed polemics, e.g., in newspapers) for instantaneous interactions are an 

ideal context for spotting straw men, since they fulfil all the necessary conditions for the 

straw man identification. As the reproaches of Gaar in (9.1) and Hooda Gest in (9.2) show, 

attacks on straw men may still be attempted. This is because the availability of the text of 

the entire discussion and the chance for protagonists to quickly respond to suspicious 

criticisms are, obviously, not sufficient conditions to decide whether the straw man fallacy 

has been committed. To pass a well-justified fallacy judgment one has to delve into the 

problems of argumentation interpretation.  

 

9.5 Interpretation and reconstruction of alleged straw man attempts 

 

9.5.1 Pragmatic plausibility as a basic criterion for the interpretation of critical reactions  

 

In this study a straw man is defined as a fallacy of reacting critically which consists in the 

antagonist’s misinterpreting (and misrepresenting) the protagonist’s standpoints or 

arguments. The notion of misinterpretation, obviously, presupposes certain criteria for a 

correct, legitimate, or sound interpretation. Therefore, the ‘specific and workable’ 

soundness criteria for critical reactions which may allow for unambiguous evaluation of 

alleged straw men can only be formulated after the principles of interpretation of ordinary 

argumentative discourse are examined. In the pragma-dialectical treatment of 

argumentation interpretation, an important distinction is made between ordinary arguers’ 

ongoing ‘naïve reconstruction’ (or ‘interpretation’) and an analyst’s critical, theoretically 

grounded ‘normative reconstruction’ of argumentative discourse (van Eemeren et al., 1993: 

Ch. 5).  

In the case of evaluation of critical reactions these two kinds of interpretation are 

interwoven in a particular way. Every episode of reacting critically, whether reasonable or 

fallacious, consists of at least two obvious steps: (a) the protagonist puts forth a standpoint 

(and/or argument); and (b) the antagonist reacts critically to this standpoint (or argument), 
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which characteristically involves a representation of the protagonist’s original position.20 

In the antagonist’s representation a certain interpretation of the original position is 

expressed. This interpretation is a ‘naïve’ rendering of what the protagonist might be taken 

to have meant. Needless to say, naïve interpretation is prone to all kinds of mistakes: it 

may be deliberately distorted, it may result from a misunderstanding, etc. It is a task of an 

argumentation analyst to judge in a methodical way whether the critical reaction in 

question is indeed fallacious or not. To this end, provided that the text of an argumentative 

discussion is available, and that the arguers can have their say as to the accuracy of critical 

reactions, an argumentation analyst should take the three following steps: first, he should 

(normatively) reconstruct the position of the original protagonist; second, he should 

(normatively) reconstruct the antagonist’s critical reaction (which in itself already includes 

naïve reconstruction of what the protagonist has communicated); and, third, he should 

compare the two versions (the protagonist’s and the antagonist’s) and see if the 

antagonist’s reformulation is justifiable in a given context. 

This evaluative procedure consists of unobjectionable, or even self-evident, steps 

which are necessary in identifying cases of straw men. However, among some 

argumentation theorists, such as Walton and authors of textbooks on argumentation and 

informal logic, there is a tendency not to pay close attention to the first two steps 

(reconstruction) and to focus instead on the last one (comparison). In this task, the use of a 

strict formal language is advocated, since it allows for precise comparisons of various 

propositions. As a result, the analysis of a straw man in terms of logical symbols is 

propounded (Johnson & Blair, 1994: 96; Walton, 1996: 116). Examples of the fallacy are 

thus explained in abstract terms: 

A:  S 

B:  T?  (or: ~T) 

(A: student, B: supervisor, S: standpoint of A, T: simulated standpoint questioned or attacked by B)  

Such an approach may be simple, elegant, and didactically useful. But, in an important 

respect, it begs the question: it presupposes what is to be proven, i.e., that T is different 

from S in a crucial and, whenever a straw man is involved, unjustified manner. This kind 

of logical treatment, at best, takes into scrutiny different categories of relations that can 

hold between distinct propositions, symbolised by abstract S and T, and evaluate some of 
                                                            
20 Further steps such as the protagonist’s accepting or objecting to the antagonist’s representation of the 
standpoint/argument, the antagonist justifying his reformulation or backing down from it, etc. are possible. 
Discussions (9.1) and (9.2) are both examples of such extended episodes.   
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the relations as legitimate reformulations, while others as fallacious straw men (see van 

Laar, 2007). Even if such studies might be useful in categorising relations between 

symbolically represented propositions, they expose the weakness of logical analyses of 

ordinary language use: their abstract character leaves largely unaddressed the question of 

how to justifiably assign logical symbols to actual utterances of ordinary language users. 

Therefore, a logical approach is not immediately helpful to the task of proposing specific 

criteria for deciding if concrete instantiations of strategic manoeuvring in reacting critically 

have got derailed or not.  

In search for applicable criteria, one has to go back to the crucial problem of 

reconstruction of actual discourse. Obviously, the first question to be addressed in the 

analysis of the straw man is: what is the ‘real man’ (‘real point,’ ‘real position’)? Pragma-

dialectics, avoiding theoretical complications related to the concept of ‘real’ positions or 

‘real’ interpretations, stipulates that critical reactions, in order to be reasonable (or sound), 

have to be directed at ‘the standpoint that has indeed been advanced by the other party’ 

(van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992a: 125; italics added). This criterion, formulated in 

rule 3 for a critical discussion, can be seen as the basic soundness condition for critical 

reactions.   

In order to get at what ‘has indeed been advanced,’ pragma-dialectics resorts, in the 

first place, to a contextually sensitive reconstruction of argumentative discourse (van 

Eemeren, Grootendorst, Jackson & Jacobs, 1993; Snoeck Henkemans, 1992). Such a 

reconstruction takes into account not only semantic, but also pragmatic aspects of 

argumentative language-in-use. To consistently grasp these elements, pragma-dialecticians 

proposed a concept of a ‘disagreement space,’ that is, ‘a structured set of opportunities for 

argumentation’ (Jackson, 1992; van Eemeren et al., 1993: 95). The disagreement space 

consists of all the reconstructible commitments an arguer may be held accountable for on 

the basis of what he said. These commitments include such pragmatic phenomena of 

language use as implicatures, pragmatic presuppositions, and felicity conditions related to 

performance of particular speech acts (see Grice, 1975; Searle, 1969). The key point here 

is that the disagreement space of any position (standpoint or argument) delineates a space 

of justifiable attacks on that position. 

Pragmatic attentiveness to the entire ‘disagreement space’ extends the scope of 

what can be taken to have ‘indeed been advanced’ by an arguer beyond the limits of his 

explicitly stated truth-conditional propositions. This has serious implications for a pragma-
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dialectical analysis of cases of alleged straw men. As van Eemeren and Grootendorst make 

clear before discussing different ways of committing the straw man fallacy: 

It is, of course, quite another matter that the antagonist should – in line with the Principle of 

Communication – respond to what the protagonist may be taken to have said rather than to what he 

has literally said. (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992a: 125, n.1; italics added) 

‘What the protagonist may be taken to have said’ amounts to any plausibly reconstructible 

commitment belonging to the disagreement space. Precise procedures for reconstructing 

such elements have been developed in contemporary pragma-linguistics (see, e.g., 

Levinson, 1983, 2000), and pragma-dialectics has consistently incorporated and refined 

such procedures for a specifically argumentative reconstruction. 

Taking the pragmatic aspect of argumentation into account, one can formulate the 

first and necessary soundness condition for critical reactions in the following way: the 

antagonist’s doubts and criticisms have to be directed against pragmatically plausible 

commitments belonging to the disagreement space reconstructed on the basis of what the 

protagonist has actually said in the context of a given argumentative activity type. Critical 

reactions which go beyond so delineated boundaries of sound interpretation of what the 

protagonist has communicated are straw man attacks.    

 

9.5.2 The principle of charity in reconstructing argumentative discourse   

  

Considering pragmatic features of language in the reconstruction of argumentation, 

however useful, also brings along a certain difficulty. As argued by pragma-linguists, in 

natural discourse ‘every utterance has a variety of possible interpretations, all compatible 

with the information that is linguistically encoded’ (Wilson, 1994: 44). Because of that, a 

simple situation of a fallacious straw man replacing the real man (i.e., the one and only 

correct interpretation of what the protagonist intended to say) hardly ever occurs in 

ordinary discourse. Instead, in many less-than-obvious cases, in the identification of the 

straw man an analyst has to take into account ‘a variety of possible interpretations,’ that is, 

a variety of possible real men. In this task, taking contextual considerations into account is 

indispensable: it is one of the basic assumptions of pragmatics that contextual features help 

in specifying the otherwise indeterminate linguistic meaning of utterances.21  

                                                            
21 Among others, Levinson (1992 [1979]) proposed the concept of ‘activity types’ in order to account for the 
regularities in getting at the meaning of utterances in certain recurring types of contexts. See also section 4.3. 
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In some cases, however, in one and the same context different (or even competing) 

interpretations of what the protagonist has communicated may still be plausible. This 

happens especially when contextual information is scarce and an argumentation analyst 

cannot unambiguously decide on just one, ‘best’ interpretation that would rule out other 

possible options. All the same, in such an ‘emergency’ situation, an analyst’s choices in his 

normative reconstruction of discourse cannot be random: normative reconstruction by 

definition has to be carried out in a consistent, theoretically justified manner. In order to 

solve the problem of how to methodically decide on one favoured reconstruction in the 

situation where multiple reconstructions are plausible, the argumentation theorists’ last 

resort is the principle of charity:22 

When an utterance is analysed in the context of a discussion aimed at resolving a dispute, the analyst 

should not just check whether his interpretation is plausible in the light of pragma-linguistic 

conventions, but he should also make sure that this is the interpretation of the utterance that is most 

likely to be successfully defended by the arguer. Only if the latter is ensured is his interpretation, 

seen from a pragma-dialectical perspective, the most charitable. […] Therefore, if different 

interpretations of the standpoint are equally possible, a pragma-dialectical analysis favours, in 

principle, the least far-reaching interpretation. (Snoeck Henkemans, 1992: 104; italics original)  

In short, in case of insurmountable doubt (that is, when more than one 

reconstruction is still plausible despite a careful contextual analysis), the principle of 

charity guides an argumentation analyst into the choice of ‘the analysis that is most 

beneficial to the speaker’ (Snoeck Henkemans, 1992: 17). In their specification of how the 

principle of charity should be followed in the practice of argumentative reconstruction van 

Eemeren and Grootendorst proposed that analysts follow three so called ‘maximal 

strategies’: maximally argumentative interpretation, which in case of doubt leads an 

analyst to interpret speech acts as argumentatively relevant (1992a: 49); maximally 

dialectical analysis, according to which a (fragment of) discourse which may or may not 

be taken as a critical discussion should be reconstructed as a critical discussion (1992a: 

105); and maximally argumentative analysis, in which in unclear cases the protagonist’s 

                                                            
22 The principle of charity was first used in the philosophy of language, most famously by Quine and 
Davidson. Its main role was to provide a basis for a general semantic theory, in particular, to explain how an 
interpreter of a language can in principle understand ‘native language users’ (see Glüer, 2006 and Pagin, 
2006 for a recent discussion). In Davidson’s account, the principle of charity amounts to ‘assigning truth 
conditions to alien sentences that make native speakers right as often as plausibly possible,’ which makes it a 
‘methodological device to interpret in a way that optimizes agreement’ (Davidson, 1973: 324). Without the 
necessary background of the principle of charity, so Davidson’s argument goes, a coherent and meaningful 
interpretation of any language is impossible. See Govier (1987) for a discussion about the application of the 
principle of charity in the study of argumentation. 
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argumentation is given the maximum of argumentative force by the analyst’s 

reconstruction of argumentation structure as multiple, rather than coordinative (1992a: 

81).23 Maximal strategies are to be followed by a pragma-dialectical analyst only in 

exceptional cases, where a univocal reconstruction cannot be reached on the basis of strong 

textual and contextual empirical evidence. Hence, they function as ‘emergency services’ 

that do not apply to ordinary circumstances in which discourse can be reconstructed 

without recourse to normative principles. 

Two points are noteworthy in the pragma-dialectical formulation of the principle of 

charity. First, the principle is to be applied by an analyst in his normative reconstruction of 

argumentation, rather than by the arguers themselves in an ongoing process of ‘naïve’ 

interpretation. The principle does not, then, have a status of a rule for good 

argumentation—similar to the rules for a critical discussion—which has to be followed by 

ordinary arguers in order to preserve the reasonableness of their disputes. Instead, it is a 

meta-theoretical directive that guides the choice of the analysis carried out by an 

argumentation critic. Second, the principle of charity pertains to a reconstruction ‘in the 

context of a discussion aimed at resolving a dispute.’ This is crucial, for the principle is 

usually formulated and applied monologically, that is, in an analytic situation in which an 

argumentation analyst reconstructs commitments of only one party to a discussion (a 

speaker, an arguer, the protagonist). The situation gets much more complicated as soon as 

the contributions of both participants to an argumentative discussion—the protagonist and 

the antagonist—are taken into account. In such a case, a consistent application of the 

principle may face serious difficulties.   

Figure 9.1 illustrates these two points: it shows the situation of an argumentation 

analyst who has the task of reconstructing and evaluating contributions to an ordinary 

dispute. These contributions include both the protagonist’s arguments and the antagonist’s 

critical reactions: 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
23 If an argumentation structure is multiple, then every single argument is on its own sufficient to support the 
standpoint. In coordinative structure only all single arguments taken together lend sufficient support to the 
standpoint. Therefore, multiple argumentation is stronger than coordinative, and opting for a multiple 
reconstruction is in principle more charitable to the protagonist (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992a: 81-82; 
Snoeck Henkemans, 1992: passim).  
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Figure 9.1 Naïve interpretation and normative reconstruction 

        

        Protagonist   —————— (naïve) interpretation       ———————  Antagonist 

 

 

                (normative) reconstruction                                                                (normative) reconstruction 

                           Argumentation analyst   

   

In the following two sub-sections the intricacies of the functioning of the principle of 

charity in the process of naïve and normative reconstruction is discussed.    

 

(1) Strategic manoeuvring in naïve interpretation: plausibility vs. charity 

 

In the pragma-dialectical view, the principle of charity is not a rule for argumentation 

which the protagonist and the antagonist have to follow. Taking a pragmatic view on 

ordinary argumentative discussions means that the protagonist and the antagonist are 

involved in an ongoing process of ‘naïve’ interpretation of each others’ arguments and 

critical reactions (van Eemeren et al., 1993, Ch. 5). In every step of a discussion each of 

them needs to get at what the other has just communicated by interpreting his utterances. In 

this task arguers follow ordinary rules of language use, and draw on contextual information 

and (general and specific) background knowledge. Such interpretation is ‘naïve,’ and thus 

pre-theoretical, since arguers do not employ any of the concepts of argumentation theory.       

Moreover, looking at the arguers from a dialectical perspective implies that they are 

by definition seen as being in a situation of disagreement and engaged in the process of 

critically testing the protagonist’s standpoint. Extended pragma-dialectics clearly 

recognises that each of the arguers attempts to manoeuvre strategically to be successful in 

his dialectical role. The antagonist’s dialectical task is to react critically against the 

protagonist’s position in order to mount as thorough as possible attempts at its falsification. 

If these attempts are to be efficient, the antagonist should follow what can be termed ‘the 

strategy of the easiest objection.’ In terms of the choice from the topical potential, that 

means that the antagonist should first react critically to those elements in the protagonist’s 

argumentation that seem most vulnerable to criticism (see section 7.3.2). For instance, if 

the overall structure of the protagonist’s argumentation consists of a combination of 

coordinatively and subordinatively compound argumentation structures, as is the case in 
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both discussions (9.1) and (9.2), the antagonist who aims at being rhetorically efficient 

should start his reactions with the attack on the argument he finds most easily refutable.  

It is important to note that there is nothing inherently wrong with strategic attempts 

to refute the protagonist’s standpoint in the most efficient way, that is, to attack these 

elements of the protagonist’s argumentation which the antagonist finds weakest. Similarly, 

there is nothing wrong with trying to win a game of chess in the shortest possible sequence 

of moves by attacking the most vulnerable, weakest points of the opponent’s strategy. The 

obvious limitation is, of course, that both parties have to play by the rules: in the case of 

argumentation, the rules of a critical discussion which embody requirements of 

reasonableness for argumentative exchanges. In an argumentative discussion, unlike in the 

chess game, violations of the rules are sometimes difficult to spot.24 In fact, there are many 

distinct ways in which the antagonist can breach the rules of reasonable argumentation in 

his drive to prove the protagonist wrong – one of these ways is the straw man fallacy.  

In order to get a better account of straw man abuses, the functioning of the strategy 

of the easiest objection can be described at the level of naïve interpretation of 

argumentation, that is, as pertaining to the aspect of an expedient choice of presentational 

devices in strategic manoeuvring (see section 7.3.3). From the perspective of strategic 

manoeuvring, a shrewd arguer involved in an agonistic argumentative discussion, such as 

the discussions taking place in online forums, is supposed to interpret the protagonist’s 

argumentation in a way which is: (1) dialectically reasonable by virtue of fulfilling the 

basic soundness criterion of pragmatic, contextual plausibility and, at the same time, (2) 

rhetorically efficient in bringing the strongest possible criticism. The antagonist’s 

rhetorical goal of defeating the protagonist, and doing so in an efficient manner, may be 

achieved by a choice of presentational devices which is still reasonable, yet uncharitable.  

Naïve interpretations which are at the same time reasonable and uncharitable are 

possible, because plausibility and charity are two separate variables in the strategic 

manoeuvring regarding critical reactions.25 Interpretative plausibility is a requirement of 

                                                            
24 This difference can be elucidated with the help of the distinction between analytically relevant and 
evaluatively relevant moves (van Eemeren and Grootendorst, 1992b). In the game of chess, every move in 
which the rules of the game are not followed is at the same time evaluatively irrelevant (because the rule is 
breached) and analytically irrelevant (because such move does not belong to the game). In argumentation, a 
fallacious move violates a rule (and thus is evaluatively irrelevant), but still belongs to the argumentative 
exchange (therefore, it is analytically relevant).      
25 It is surprising, in this context, that Govier defines the principle of ‘moderate charity,’ as she calls it, by 
reference to plausibility: ‘When other indicators (context, logical pattern, professed intention, indicator 
words) count equally in favor of several distinct interpretations, we adopt that one which generates the most 
plausible argument’ (Govier, 1987: 148). An example taken from Snoeck Henkemans (1992: 123-125) may 
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the pragma-dialectical reasonableness; charity between arguers (or rather lack thereof) is a 

rhetorical choice which can be made one way or another. The antagonist who is cable of 

producing compelling criticisms against the protagonist’s position may opt for a very 

charitable interpretation of the protagonist’s argumentation, for example by saying: ‘even 

assuming that by saying “destroyed” you mean partly and not completely destroyed, I still 

think you are wrong. The most recent reports say that…’ Such a charitable interpretation 

used in a critical reaction may be rhetorically motivated by the aim of an advantageous 

audience adaptation and, indeed, can be a powerful refutation of the protagonist’s 

position.26 However, the antagonist who does not have many strong objections at hand can 

also opt for an uncharitable interpretation – and in principle there is nothing wrong with 

such an interpretation as long as it is pragmatically plausible. In this case, the antagonist is 

less of a pleasant arguer displaying confidence and chivalry, but lack of charity may be his 

only way to successfully (and still reasonably) refute the protagonist’s point. In short, 

depending on the argumentative activity type in which arguers participate (see below), 

interpretative charity between arguers themselves is not a rule to be followed, but rather a 

choice that can be made for strategic reasons, depending on the particulars of a given 

argumentative situation.  

 

(2) Dilemma of charity in normative reconstruction 

 

The simple scheme presented in figure 9.1 exposes a dilemma that an argumentation 

analyst may face in his normative reconstruction: whenever there is doubt regarding one 

correct interpretation of a standpoint or argument, and the arguers themselves are in 

disagreement over their naïve interpretations (both of which seem equally plausible), 

should the analyst be charitable with the protagonist’s or the antagonist’s (naïve) 

interpretation? 

When it comes to the normative reconstruction of the protagonist’s (and the 

antagonist’s) expressions, an argumentation analyst’s position is quite different from that 

                                                                                                                                                                                    
demonstrate the confusion: An arguer sets out to defend a standpoint that ‘Tom is a liar.’ In this case, 
conventions of ordinary language use would suggest that the most plausible interpretation is that ‘Tom is a 
habitual liar,’ that is, he has repeatedly lied in the past. At the same time, the most charitable interpretation 
would be ‘Tom is an incidental liar,’ that is, he has lied once (or on very few occasions). In order to defend 
the latter claim the protagonist needs but one example of Tom’s lying; to defend the former, he would have to 
give many cases in which Tom lied. 
26 Deliberately providing an advantage to a rival is conventionally seen as a clear display of strength and 
confidence, and has traditionally been part of codes of chivalry, e.g., in medieval duels between knights.  
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of the arguers. An analyst’s task is to systematically reconstruct all the commitments of an 

arguer by following certain theoretically stipulated guidelines and applying precisely 

defined concepts of argumentation theory. General interpretative charity and more concrete 

‘maximal strategies’ are among the guidelines of a normative reconstruction: if a given 

formulation of a standpoint or argument allows for many interpretative options, and neither 

contextual considerations not background knowledge indicates a solution, then an analyst 

should take that option which is most charitable to the arguer. In the case of a normative 

reconstruction of the protagonist’s contributions, the reconstructed commitments should be 

the ones he can defend most easily. In this way, a situation may emerge in which an 

analyst, following the principles and guidelines of argumentation theory, reconstructs a 

charitable version of the protagonist’s position, while the antagonist interprets the very 

same position in an uncharitable way, also abiding by the rules. As a result, two 

competing, and seemingly correct, interpretations of the same standpoint (or argument) 

may be taken.         

 A simple example used before can illustrate the point. A student’s standpoint: ‘my 

work is progressing well,’ when confronted with an expression of doubt by a supervisor, 

can be supported, for example, by the following argument: 

A:  Some of the chapters of the thesis are completed.  

This utterance is rather uncomplicated, but can still be interpreted in a number of ways, 

some of them contextually plausible, some not. The problem with the interpretation of the 

argument ‘Some of the chapters of the thesis are completed’ is that the quantifier ‘some’ is 

not precise and remains indeterminate. Logically speaking, ‘some’ is an existential 

quantifier and means ‘at least one’ (‘one or more’). However, as the pragmatic study of the 

so-called ‘scalar implicature’ shows, in the ordinary use of language ‘some’ conveys the 

meaning ‘more than one and not all’ (Levinson, 2000). Therefore, the minimal number of 

objects plausibly referred to with ‘some’ is two. However, three or more is much more 

plausible (Levinson, 2000). At the other end of the continuum lie hardly plausible 

interpretations such, ‘most of’ or ‘all but one.’ Accordingly, the following critical reaction 

is an example of the straw man fallacy: 

A:  My work is progressing well, because some of the chapters are completed. 

B:  I haven’t seen most of your chapters so far, so I doubt things are as good as you claim. 
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A straw man fallacy is also committed in the following crystal-clear example, which is not 

a real possibility in ordinary life, but a didactic exaggeration of the kind used in 

handbooks:  

A:  My work is progressing well, because some of the chapters are completed. 

B:  Well, if everything is done, then why not submit tomorrow? 
 

Such examples are uncontroversial because they clearly violate some commonly accepted 

principles of ordinary language use. Moreover, since they assign a heavy burden of proof 

to the protagonist (the student), and thus make his standpoint much more vulnerable to a 

successful refutation, they can be taken to be motivated by the rhetorical goal of an easy 

falsification. If this is the case, the strategy of the easiest objection takes the upper hand 

over pragmatic constraints, and the strategic manoeuvring derails. But what about the case:  

A:  My work is progressing well, because some of the chapters are completed. 

B:  Great! So why don’t we discuss these at least three chapters you completed during our next 

dissertation meeting?  
 

This critical reaction, may be plausible in most circumstances but, at the same time, is not 

the most charitable of all plausible options: an interpretation in which ‘some’ amounts to 

‘two or more chapters’ is more charitable, since student A would only have to produce two 

chapters in defence of his standpoint, rather than ‘three or more.’ Therefore, B’s critical 

reaction in this case overtly contravenes the principle of charity: the best choice of an 

analyst following the principle of charity is the case when ‘some’ is justified as soon as 

two chapters are completed. Yet, at the same time, the ‘at least three’ interpretation is the 

best choice of an antagonist implementing the strategy of the easiest objection: it gives him 

better chances to demonstrate that the student’s work is not progressing as well as the 

student suggests. What is at stake here is the evaluation of critical reactions: is reacting 

critically to the protagonist’s argument that ‘some chapters are completed’ with the 

interpretation that ‘at least three chapters are completed’ a straw man or not in this 

particular case? 

To answer this question, an argumentation analyst is routinely advised to decide by 

applying the principle of charity (see, e.g., Scriven, 1976: 71-73). But attempts to 

consistently follow the principle may yield paradoxical results. If the analyst reconstructs 

charitably only the protagonist’s argumentation, and thus takes ‘some’ as ‘two (or more),’ 

than a critical reaction containing ‘at least three’ is a straw man. In this case, in accordance 
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with the principle of charity, the analyst optimises chances for a successful defence of the 

protagonist’s position. That is, he shows a certain ‘constructive bias.’ If, on the contrary, 

the analyst reconstructs charitably only the antagonist’s naïve interpretation (expressed in 

his critical reaction) and thus allows for ‘at least three chapters’ to be a legitimate 

interpretation of ‘some chapters’ (even if A sticks to ‘two (or more)’ and denounces ‘at 

least three’ as a fallacious misinterpretation), then, obviously, B’s reaction is not a straw 

man. In this case, in accordance with the agonistic spirit of critical rationalism, the analyst 

optimises chances for a successful falsification of the protagonist’s position by the 

antagonist. That is to say, he shows a ‘critical bias.’ Simply put, it seems that being 

charitable to only one of the arguers amounts to taking sides.27 

What about being charitable to both A and B at the same time? That would mean, 

in the case above, that the student would be allowed to defend as his argument that ‘two (or 

more)’ chapters are written, while the professor would be allowed to attack the argument 

that ‘at least three’ chapters are complete. Because both these interpretations are plausible 

and charitable (to either of the arguers), and thus follow the basic rules of normative 

reconstruction, then no fallacy of misinterpretation can be detected in the contribution of 

either of the arguers. Yet, at the same time, arguers evidently talk at cross-purposes: the 

defence and the attack pertain to different propositions. That means that a consistent 

reconstruction of the dispute between the student and the professor can become impossible: 

the analyst would obtain two separate discussions with two divergent (sub-)standpoints.  

  

In face of such complications, one may wonder if the application of the principle of charity 

in the reconstruction of vague argumentation should not be limited even further than the 

already exceptional application of the pragma-dialectical maximal strategies. Indeed, a 

consistent reconstruction and evaluation of critical reactions, such as those above, may put 

a critical analyst in a certain predicament. Nevertheless, there is a way out of this 

predicament in the pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation.  

 

 

                                                            
27 Despite this obvious difficulty, Walton, for example, calls for applying the principle of charity exclusively 
to the protagonist (in his terminology ‘the respondent’): ‘If the respondent is not present, as is typically the 
case with the kinds of cases cited as examples of the fallacy in the logic textbooks, and evaluated in a logic 
class, or case study, then the evaluators should be required to go very strictly by the existing discourse, using 
the principle of charity in fairly interpreting that text of discourse. Here, the respondent must be given the 
benefit of the doubt, where competing interpretations may be more or less possible’ (Walton, 1996: 127).    
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9.5.3 Conventions of discourse reconstruction in various argumentative activity types  

 

So far, the following points regarding the identification and evaluation of suspected straw 

man attacks have been made. First, the basic soundness criterion for critical reactions is, 

according to rule 3 of a critical discussion, their pragmatic plausibility: any antagonist’s 

attack on a contextually plausible (naïve) interpretation of the protagonist’s position is, in 

principle, sound and should not be evaluated as a straw man. Therefore, second, arguers in 

their role of antagonist can manoeuvre strategically to formulate their critical reactions in 

such a way that they remain within the bounds of plausibility, while at the same time trying 

to implement the strategy of the easiest objection, for example by being less-than-

charitable in their naïve interpretation. Third, if a (normative) reconstruction of a given 

standpoint or argument leads to interpretative doubts which cannot be solved by additional 

textual or contextual data and background information, an argumentation analyst may 

resort to the principle of charity. The problem which seems to have been completely 

overlooked by argumentation scholars is that a consistent application of the principle of 

charity may be problematic: in contrast to purely monological arguments, in a context of 

dialectical exchanges between opponents, following the principle of charity may amount to 

taking sides, since being charitable to the protagonist means being uncharitable to the 

antagonist, and the other way round. This is especially the case when one considers critical 

reactions which are plausible but not charitable to be straw man attacks (see esp. Scriven, 

1976: 71-73).  

A general pragma-dialectical solution to the problem of sound interpretation of 

unclear or vague standpoints is that in such cases a fallacy lies on the side of the 

protagonist who may deliberately present confusing argumentation, for example, by 

leaving out precise quantifiers. ‘The omission of quantifiers can […] be one of the 

protagonist’s devices to cover himself against criticism. It is then, in effect, a variant of the 

[fallacious – ML] immunization strategy’ (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992a: 130). In 

pragma-dialectics, a critical exchange of arguments should always be based on a double 

responsibility – not only should the antagonist be careful in his interpretations of the 

position of the protagonist, but also should the protagonist formulate his arguments as 

clearly and unambiguously as possible. This double duty is embodied in pragma-dialectical 

rule 10 for a critical discussion (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992a: 196): ‘A party must 

not use formulations that are insufficiently clear or confusingly ambiguous and must 

interpret the other party’s formulations as carefully and accurately as possible.’ Unclear 
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formulations of the protagonist may be strategically exploited by the antagonist in his 

critical reactions. It is then not only a dialectical fallacy but often also a rhetorical blunder 

of the protagonist to leave room for interpretative doubts. 

A further, more specific pragma-dialectical solution to the interpretative problems 

is based on the concept of argumentative activity types. A crucial element in approaching 

argumentation in various activity types is the institutional goal of the activity. The goal 

specifies what is at stake in carrying out a given activity. Some activities, because of their 

importance in the context of the institution, require a very high standard of proof for the 

standpoints advanced by the protagonist. Such is the case, for example, with legal trials 

and academic reviews in which the correctness of the propounded standpoints has to be 

established ‘beyond reasonable doubt,’ if they are to be institutionally accepted. 

‘Reasonable doubt’ includes doubt regarding the interpretation of particular terms and 

entire expressions used. That is because a high level of precision is a necessary condition 

for realising the aim of the activity, such as a ‘fair and independent judgment of complaints 

and accusations’ in accordance with the codified procedures in the case of legal trails, or a 

critical testing of knowledge claims which allows for ‘maintaining a scholarly 

communicative infrastructure’ in the case of academic reviews (van Eemeren, 2010: Ch. 

5). In these contexts, the protagonist (prosecutor, the author of an academic article) is 

expected to face tough criticisms which are meant to expose weaknesses of his 

argumentation, including weaknesses in formulations. At the same time, the critical 

antagonist (judge, peer reviewer) is expected to point out these weaknesses. When it comes 

to interpretation, that means that the antagonist is expected to be uncharitable, because 

charity (or giving the benefit of the doubt) would amount to accepting unwarranted claims. 

And this risk is not allowed in activity types such as legal adjudication or academic review.     

For these reasons, many activity types, especially these which are institutionalised 

in the strong sense, comprise specific rules for interpretation of discourse. For example, in 

legal trials only the explicitly stated commitments count as legitimate elements of the 

disagreement space. The rules of a legal trial require that arguments can be critically tested 

only after they are explicitly and directly stated. Therefore, elements of pragmatic meaning 

such as conversational implicatures, even if derived in accordance with general pragmatic 

principles, cannot be directly attacked by the parties to a dispute (see Jacobs & Jackson, 

2006). 

In short, in activity types which require precise and critical exchanges, conventions 

of interpretation limit the plausibility to strict interpretations but, at the same time, allow 
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for uncharitable critical reactions. Owing to such conventional preconditions of some 

activity types, a critical analyst reconstructing and evaluating discourse in the activity 

concerned should, as it were, be charitable with the antagonist’s lack of charity. In this 

category of activity types, there is only one criterion, which is necessary and sufficient at 

the same time: every critical reaction has to be targeted against an interpretation of the 

protagonist’s standpoint (or argument) which is pragmatically plausible, according to the 

standards of precision prevalent in the given activity. Therefore, uncharitable attacks are 

not fallacious as long as they are plausible.   

On the other hand, in many informal types of activity, in which the stakes are not 

very high and the risk of error is not of crucial importance, a certain imprecision in 

formulations is condoned and expected to be met with charitable interpretations. Such 

discussions tend to be conventionally polite and consensual, as discussants are expected to 

comply with the rules of ordinary communication, such as preference for agreement and 

the general cooperative principle (Jackson & Jacobs, 1980; Pomerantz, 1978, 1984; see 

section 6.2.2).28 That is to say that in activity types such as a classroom discussion or a 

chat in a pub participants do not usually get fiercely adversarial, but instead tend to be 

charitable with one another: the protagonist is credited with the benefit of the doubt in 

making his case. The antagonists who are persistently pushing for plausible, yet 

uncharitable interpretations are viewed as being nit-picking or even malicious. In 

agreement with such native communicative conventions, in case of interpretative doubts an 

argumentation analyst should apply the principle of charity to the protagonist. As a result, 

the attacks on interpretations which are plausible, but less than charitable, can be seen as 

attacks on straw men. In other words, there are two basic criteria for the straw man fallacy 

judgment: contextual pragmatic plausibility (necessary condition) and the charity 

(sufficient condition) of the interpretation. Critical reactions which do not meet both these 

criteria are straw men. 

 These distinctions can clarify how the above-mentioned predicament that the 

analyst may face when considering to apply the principle of charity does not come into 

force. Pragmatic plausibility in interpreting others’ arguments is always required from 

arguers across various activity types, even if the criteria of what actually counts as 

plausible may considerably differ from one activity type to another. By contrast, the 

                                                            
28 On a basic level of communication, where mutual understanding rather than full agreement is at stake, the 
Gricean maxims of cooperative communication, Davidson’s principle of charity of interpretation, and 
Pomerantz’s preference for agreement apply to all types of activity, including contentious ones.     
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principle of charity should be applied as a last resort only in case of interpretative doubts of 

an argumentation analyst in accordance with the prevalent activity-type-specific 

conventions of interpretation. In some activities it is the protagonist who should be granted 

the benefit of the doubt, in other the antagonist.     

 

Considering the distinctions made above, online political discussions are a unique kind of 

activity type. As argued in Chapter 6, even though they are informal and free-wheeling, 

they can be seen as uncooperative and even characterised by a preference for disagreement. 

In other words, critical testing may be tough and persistent, just like in legal trials, yet at 

the same time it is not regulated by precise rules for interpretation. This means that arguers 

can be expected to explore the semantic ambiguities and the pragmatic disagreement space 

as extensively as possible. As a consequence, spotting weaknesses in one another’s 

formulations may be an important and legitimate way of strategic manoeuvring. This 

leniency in argumentative criticisms in online political forum discussions is related to the 

very institutional goal of this activity type. As concluded in Chapter 5, online political 

discussions are aimed at informal opinion-formation, rather than time-constrained effective 

decision-making. In decision-making procedures, the proponent of a given solution should 

be allowed to make the strongest possible case, which is subsequently compared to other 

solutions. Therefore, granting him the benefit of the doubt can be an important means to 

reaching a constructive decision, whereas taking a persistently uncharitable stance in 

interpreting his position may obstruct the whole process of arriving at one, positively 

argued-for decision. Hence, a ‘constructive bias’ should be in place. On the contrary, if 

decisions do not need to be taken, the danger that uncharitable conventions for 

interpretation will derail the process is limited. The clarity of expressed opinions can be 

actually increased if the ambiguities of interpretation are clearly exposed and attacked. 

That is to say that in the process of opinion-formation, a ‘critical bias’ can be taken.     

 

9.6 Soundness criteria for identifying straw men in Internet discussion forums  

 

On the basis of the discussion in this chapter, the final two research questions can be 

answered. First, question 1.1.2a (How do the restrictions and opportunities of online 

political forum discussions affect the arguers’ attempts at reformulating their opponents’ 

arguments and standpoints?):   
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Online discussions give the protagonist an opportunity to compare his original 

standpoint and arguments easily with the antagonist’s version and, if need be, to expose 

and correct any illegitimate reformulation. This opportunity is a restriction on the 

antagonist’s manoeuvring with presenting the protagonist’s standpoint and arguments: 

what the antagonist risks by implausibly reformulating the attacked position is not only a 

fallacy, but also an easily detectable rhetorical blunder. For this reason, it can be 

hypothesised that arguers will resort to sophisticated ways of advantageously presenting 

their opponents’ argumentation, rather than to patent, explicit distortions. As the examples 

analysed in the chapter show, presentational manoeuvres in which arguers play on implicit 

pragmatic meanings may be employed to this end. At the same, an opportunity for the 

antagonist to react critically in the contentious and informal online political discussions 

requires a precision of formulation from the protagonist. That is to say that what can be 

easily exposed are not only antagonist’s suspicious reformulations but also protagonist’s 

vague formulations.     

Second, when it comes to question 1.1.2b (What kind of criteria for identifying 

straw man attacks should argumentation analysts apply in their evaluation of critical 

reactions in online political forum discussions?), in general, an argumentation analyst 

should in case of doubt reconstruct standpoints and arguments in the antagonist’s favour, 

that is, he should follow a critical bias.  

The specific criteria for the straw man evaluation in the activity type of Internet 

political discussion forums can be stipulated in the following way: if the original 

formulation of the position of the protagonist leaves space for plausible interpretative 

manoeuvring, then the antagonist is allowed to explore this disagreement space and to 

object directly to any of the positions that this disagreement space contains. Therefore, 

even if such attacks do not make use of verbatim quotations of the original standpoint, they 

are not straw men: the attacker is not trying to topple a straw man, but rather the weakest 

available real man. And this is the whole point of strategic manoeuvring: an arguer should 

remain reasonable, in this case by being pragmatically plausible in his interpretations, and 

at the same time should be aiming for rhetorical effectiveness, for example by attacking the 

weakest possible position that the protagonist may be held accountable for.    

 In view of so formulated soundness criteria for the straw man evaluation, VT Sean 

Lewis’s critical reaction in case (9.1) (‘are you STILL claiming the 700 shells were 

manufactured after 1992?’) can be evaluated as a fallacious straw man. Assigning to the 
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shells the quality of being manufactured after 1992 is a contextually implausible, and thus 

illegitimate addition, as meticulously pointed out by Gaar (see sections 9.2 and 9.4).  

At the same time, a seemingly identical manoeuvre of Florian in (9.2) (‘Are you 

sure it has been completely dismantled?’), should be evaluated as reasonable. The basic 

reason for such an evaluation is that the original protagonist, Hooda Gest, has not been 

specific enough in the first place. The predicate of his argument—‘dismantled’—can be 

read in two plausible ways: (1) As a polar term that acquires value only within a yes-no 

opposition, analogically to expressions such as ‘the goal has been achieved’ (or not), ‘the 

system has been destroyed,’ ‘mission accomplished’ or ‘he has been killed.’ If this is the 

case, however, ‘dismantled’ should be read as ‘completely dismantled,’ just like ‘killed’ 

means ‘completely killed.’ (2) As a scalar terms which allows for degrees of force such as 

‘it has been damaged’ or ‘it has been burnt.’ In this case, however, the extent to which the 

dismantling has gone should be explicitly stated, but is not. What is missing, is a qualifying 

adverb, such as ‘partially,’ ‘largely,’ or ‘completely,’ or more exact data, such as the 

percentage of the dismantling. The point is, that if someone omits such qualifiers, he may 

justifiably be taken as either being vague and evasive or as suggesting the yes-no 

opposition (dismantled – not dismantled). And this is exactly what Florian tries to point 

out. He adds a qualification which is surreptitiously implied in Hooda’s argument. 

Moreover, he does not directly attack his opponent but expresses critical doubt instead 

(‘Are you sure it has been completely dismantled. Do you have a reference?’). True, this 

critical doubt is not a request for a language usage declarative, but it finally leads to such a 

request (turn 53: ‘If it was not completely, what proportion of his financing system was 

dismantled?’). In short, Florian manoeuvres strategically with the formulation of his 

opponent’s argument by attributing to him a qualification which the opponent himself has 

not expressed, but can justifiably be taken to have implicated. A polite question about the 

exact meaning of Hooda’s words has not been initially asked (for example: ‘Do you mean 

“completely dismantled”?’), but the doubt raised by Florian has exactly the same function 

in the discussion and, even if somewhat more contentious, is allowable in this particular 

context. Therefore, even if not charitable, Florian’s critical reaction can be seen as a 

legitimate strategic manoeuvre.  
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 Chapter 10 
 

Conclusion 
 

 

 

 

10.1 The main results 

 

In this study I have set out to shed light on the conditions that the context of Internet 

political forum discussions creates for argumentation, and to trace the impact of these 

conditions on the way arguers react critically in their online argumentative exchanges. To 

reach this goal, I have first examined contemporary approaches to the study of 

argumentation in context (Chapters 2-4). Second, I have analysed online political 

discussions as a context for argumentation, starting from a general description of their 

argumentative characteristics, and moving towards investigation of specific types of 

critical reactions distinctive to online discourse (Chapters 5-9).   

 Argumentation theory has been increasingly attentive to the study of ordinary 

argumentation in various contextualised settings. Distinct views on how to conceptualise 

recognisable types of contexts have been proposed. Three such views have gained 

prominence in contemporary argumentation studies: Walton and Krabbe’s concept of 

dialogue types, Jackson, Jacobs, and Aakhus’s notion of argumentation designs, and the 

pragma-dialectical conception of argumentative activity types. In order to assess their 

comparative applicability to analysing the phenomenon of critical reactions in online 

discussions, in Chapter 2 I have adopted three criteria that any scientific theory should 

meet: (theoretical) efficacy, (empirical) well-groundedness, and (methodological) 

parsimony. In accordance with these criteria, firstly, an approach to studying 

argumentation in context that is theoretically efficacious provides a precise definition of 

the notion of context (whether a dialogue type, design or activity type) and clarifies its 

functions in the study of argumentation. Secondly, (empirical) well-groundedness means 

that the characteristics that are attributed to different types of contexts are based on 

methodical observation of argumentative reality. Thirdly, a methodologically parsimonious 

approach offers a coherent set of well-established methods conducive to examining 

peculiarities of particular contexts, such as online forum discussions.  
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The results of the investigations in Chapter 2 show how Walton and Krabbe’s 

concept of dialogue types fails to meet these three criteria. Firstly, dialogue types are 

conceptualised as theoretical, normative models that function as a source of varied, 

contextualised standards of reasonableness. At the same time, they bear resemblance to 

some actual contexts of discourse. This leads to confusion regarding the status of dialogue 

types in the analysis and evaluation of argumentation. Secondly, despite resemblance to 

actual contexts, the description of dialogue types is not substantiated by any sound 

empirical study of argumentative practice. Finally, while some methodological concepts 

proposed by Walton and Krabbe seem redundant (dialectical shifts, mixed dialogues), 

other concepts are conspicuously underdeveloped: notably, Walton and Krabbe propound 

no clear methods of analysis and reconstruction of contextualised discourse. In sum, 

despite Walton and Krabbe’s attempts at grasping argumentation as inherently 

contextualised activity, when it comes to detailed studies of specific phenomena of 

discourse in context they have little to offer.   

Jackson, Jacobs, and Aakhus’s notion of argumentation designs, examined in 

Chapter 3, pertains to actually occurring contexts (or formats) for discussion which are 

amenable to theoretically motivated, practical improvements. In accordance with such a 

notion, Jackson, Jacobs, and Aakhus’s study of different designs focuses on easily 

upgradeable computer-mediated contexts of argumentation and starts from concrete 

empirical analyses of their argumentative characteristics. Therefore, their study provides 

observations regarding online argumentative practices that are useful to the investigations 

of this dissertation. At the same time, Jackson, Jacobs, and Aakhus offer no comprehensive 

theory of argumentation that clearly lays out the methodological tools that are 

indispensable to investigating critical reactions in online discussions. 

By contrast, the pragma-dialectical conception of argumentative activity types, 

discussed in Chapter 4, is incorporated into a consistently developed, systematic theory of 

argumentation. Argumentative activity types are defined as empirical entities whose 

function in the theory is to give a better understanding of how argumentation is 

conventionally disciplined in various institutionalised contexts. Description of any activity 

type presupposes a detailed analysis of the conditions for argumentation prevalent in the 

activity type under scrutiny. To this end, pragma-dialectics offers a comprehensive set of 

concepts and methodological tools: both for examining the main parameters of 

argumentative activity types, and for reconstructing and evaluating argumentative 

exchanges taking place in the context of a given activity type. One of such crucial concepts 
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is the notion of strategic manoeuvring, which enables us to analyse actual argumentative 

exchanges as sequences of dialectically relevant moves made by arguers with a view of 

rhetorical gains.  

The basic result of a comparative review of the three approaches to studying 

argumentation in context is that pragma-dialectics meets the criteria set at the outset most 

satisfactorily. Therefore, this approach has been used as the basis for analysing contextual 

restrictions on, and opportunities for, reacting critically in online political forum 

discussions.  

 

The analysis of the argumentative features of online political forum discussions—central to 

this dissertation—have been carried out in Chapters 5 to 9. In accordance with the 

arrangement of the research questions, the line of the analysis moves from the general to 

the specific. First, in Chapters 5 and 6 I have provided an answer to basic Question 1: 

What kind of conditions for argumentation does the context of online political discussion 

forums create? 

In Chapter 5 I have examined two fundamental issues regarding online political 

forum discussions. In the first place, I have provided a pre-theoretical description of the 

technological design of discussions held in the system of Google Groups. Details such as 

the graphical interface of the discussions, their asynchronous character, organisation into 

topical threads, open access, pseudonymity, availability of the record of past and ongoing 

exchanges, and lack of moderation constitute the technological framework for online 

argumentation. In the second place, I have specified the institutional goal of informal 

online political discussions within the domain of political communication. In accordance 

with the pragma-dialectical account of institutional discourse, and drawing on recent 

developments in political theory, I have argued that online discussions belong to the genre 

of political deliberation, but are aimed at informal opinion-formation, rather than efficient 

decision-making. Moreover, it is exactly the process of advancing and criticising 

arguments in publicly accessible fora that leads to a formation of externalised, publicly 

accountable political opinions.  

In order to spell out methodically the argumentative conditions under which 

informal online political forum discussions take place, in Chapter 6 I have provided their 

pragma-dialectical characterisation in terms of the four parameters of an argumentative 

activity type. First, due to a contentious character of online political disputes in which 

disagreements seem to prevail, their initial situation has been described as an expected 
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mixed or non-mixed disagreement regarding political opinions. Second, when it comes to 

procedural and material starting points for discussions, arguers are constrained, notably, 

by the special features of design of computer-mediated discourse (described in Chapter 5), 

as well as by the explicit regulative rules of a particular forum and implicit general 

netiquette; moreover, material starting points (premises) used in discussions are 

characterised by ideological divisions, yet, thanks to hyper-linking, are easily available 

online. Third, in terms of means of argumentation and criticism, online political 

discussions are an activity in which incompatible standpoints are defended in critical 

exchanges among many pseudonymous participants who may team up to play the role of 

the collective antagonist; argumentative exchanges are organised into topical threads that 

may fork out into simultaneously held lines of discussion developing in an argumentatively 

relevant way. Finally, as venues for open-ended informal exchanges of arguments and 

criticisms, online forums do not require any explicitly established outcome, even though 

for some members of the audience a difference of opinion may be resolved.  

Based on the characterisation of online political forum discussions in terms of an 

argumentative activity type, it becomes clear why one of the crucial features of this activity 

are the fairly unconstrained opportunities for reacting critically. By their rudimentary 

design and loose communicative conventions, online discussions encourage open-ended 

and contentious exchanges stimulated by freely performed critical reactions.  

 In order to scrutinise the conditions for reacting critically in online discussions, in 

Chapter 7 I have moved to the more specific Question 1.1: What kind of restrictions do 

online political discussion forums impose on and what kind of opportunities do they create 

for reacting critically to argumentation? Seeking an answer to this question from the 

perspective of integrated pragma-dialectics means that the focus of research is on the 

antagonist’s strategic manoeuvring in reacting critically in what can be reconstructed as the 

argumentation stage of a critical discussion. In order to characterise the conditions for 

critical reactions in the argumentative activity type of online political forum discussions in 

terms of restrictions on and opportunities for strategic manoeuvring, two tasks have been 

realised in Chapter 7.  

 First, I have specified the dialectical goals and means of reacting critically in an 

ideal critical discussion. The goal of reacting critically at the argumentation stage is 

defined in pragma-dialectics as a critical testing of the protagonist’s argumentation. This 

general goal can be reached by the antagonist’s reacting critically in two basic ways, that 

is, against the propositional content and the justificatory potential of the protagonist’s 
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argumentation. In order to spell out the exact dialectical ways in which these two basic 

types of critical reactions can be performed in a reasonable discussion, I have developed a 

core dialectical profile for the argumentation stage. Such a core profile, based on the rules 

for a critical discussion stipulated by van Eemeren and Grootendorst, specifies all the 

dialectically relevant types of critical reactions and the dialectical routes that can be taken 

depending on the type of critical reactions that are performed. Moreover, since every 

critical reaction performed in ordinary discourse can be reconstructed as a specific move in 

the profile, the impact of contextual conditions on the actual arguers’ strategic choice of 

particular types of critical reactions can be precisely grasped with the help of the profile.   

 Second, I have stipulated the rhetorical goal of reacting critically as increasing the 

protagonist’s burden of proof regarding the propositional content or the force of 

justification of his argumentation. In their attempts to realise this goal in a reasonable and 

efficient way, actual arguers coordinate three aspects of strategic manoeuvring: adaptation 

to audience demand, topical selection and the choice of presentational devices. I have 

shown how the management of these three aspects in reacting critically is affected by the 

features of the argumentative activity type of online forum discussions. First, online 

discussions impose serious restrictions on getting at the audience demand. This is largely 

because the very notion of the audience is vague: in pseudonymous online forums in which 

participation may be fluently changing and the actual readership is unknown, the audience 

is multilayered, and can be assumed to be divided along ideological lines, thus becoming 

multiple and mixed. This renders an opportune adaptation to the frame of the audience as a 

whole a difficult task. At the same time, online arguers have an opportunity to address 

different audiences: by collectively criticising someone’s standpoint or argumentation, 

arguers create pseudonymous virtual camps which may cement group opinions against the 

opinions of the opposite camps. In this way, both friends and foes are simultaneously 

addressed. Second, the aspect of the selection from the topical potential of critical reactions 

is clearly affected by the features of online discussions. Since they are informal and loosely 

scripted activities, online discussions do not require explicit agreements on shared 

premises or argument schemes. This gives any antagonist an opportunity to extensively 

criticise all the elements of the protagonist’s argumentation to which the antagonist is not 

committed himself. More in particular, in an information-saturated online environment, in 

which all kinds of sources of data are available through hyper-links, antagonists can easily 

criticise arguments which are not supported by external online references. Apart from that, 

arguers can question the lack of topical relevance of their opponents’ contributions. Third, 
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what affects a strategic choice of presentational devices in reacting critically in online 

discussions, is the spoken/written character of asynchronous Internet discussions: they are 

informal conversational exchanges which, like many written texts, are recorded and thus 

easily retraceable. This restricts the antagonist’s attempts at an opportune reformulation of 

the protagonist’s standpoints or arguments to which the antagonist reacts critically.  

Once the impact of the constraints of online forum discussions on the ways critical 

reactions can be performed had been described in Chapter 7, I moved to analysing how 

critical reactions are actually performed in online discussions. Accordingly, the goal of 

Chapter 8 has been to answer two specific research questions: 1.1.1a, How do the 

restrictions and opportunities of online political forum discussions affect the arguers’ 

questioning of the acceptability of the premises used by their opponents?, and 1.1.1b, How 

do the restrictions and opportunities of online political forum discussions affect the 

arguers’ questioning of the justificatory force of their opponents’ arguments? In answering 

these questions, actual patterns of strategic manoeuvring in reacting critically that are 

recognisable in online discussions have been analysed and accounted for in terms of the 

conditions for argumentation prevalent in the argumentative activity type of online 

discussion forums described in Chapters 6 and 7. 

In order to provide a (partial) answer to questions 1.1.1a and 1.1.1b, I have 

described four patterns of online strategic manoeuvring in reacting critically that can be 

expected under the conditions for argumentation analysed in the previous chapters. The 

first pattern—requests to provide quotes or links—pertains to the acceptability of premises 

and, dialectically speaking, amounts to requesting to back up one’s arguments by adding 

new information. This pattern is afforded by the key technical feature of the World Wide 

Web, that is, hyper-linking. As the analysis of fragments of online discussions shows, 

arguers who are aware of the opportunity of easy linking explore the topical potential for 

reacting critically by persistently asking their opponents for links or quotes supporting the 

opponents’ argumentation.  

The second pattern—multiple criticism of the collective antagonist—can be used 

both in criticisms against the acceptability of the premises and against the justificatory 

force of argumentation. This pattern, which consists in many individual arguers joining 

forces and consistently playing the dialectical role of antagonist, is afforded by the 

polylogual character of online disputes. Through a collective performance of critical 

reactions, groups of arguers reinforce (critical) positions of individual arguers, thus 

expanding the process of critical testing beyond the limits of a single ‘critical tester.’ 
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Rhetorically speaking, arguers involved in collective critical testing explicitly adapt to the 

demands of like-minded participants to online discussions. 

The third pattern—criticise as much as possible—amounts to a comprehensive 

criticism in which the acceptability of the premises is questioned in a sequence together 

with the justificatory force of the opponent’s argumentation. In dialectical terms, by 

following this pattern online arguers attempt to take as many of the critical routes 

described in the dialectical profile for the argumentation stage as possible. In rhetorical 

terms, arguers attempt to minimise the common ground for discussion, thereby diminishing 

the protagonist’s chances for defending his standpoint successfully. Such extensive 

criticism is possible because of the open-ended and informal character of online political 

discussions studied here: arguers can freely take as many critical turns as they want and 

thus continuously expand their critical reacting.   

In the fourth pattern—topical irrelevance as weak justification—arguers take 

advantage of one of the most explicitly stated constraints of online threaded discussions, 

namely, topical organisation of exchanges. I have argued that accusations of topical 

irrelevance may involve various types of dialectically relevant criticisms of the 

justificatory potential of the protagonist’s argumentation: from doubts about a correct 

application of argument schemes, to doubts regarding the relevance of sub-arguments to 

the main standpoint, to criticisms of counterarguments. 

In view of the rhetorical goal of reacting critically stipulated in this study, I have 

considered the strategic management of the burden of proof as the main factor underlying 

the four patterns of critical reactions distinguished in Chapter 8. In order to achieve an 

advantageous distribution of the burden of proof, online arguers, in the first place, attempt 

to consistently take the role of antagonists (whether individually or collectively). Further, 

by making an opportune use of the conventional online requirements to provide links and 

be topically relevant, antagonists try to criticise as many elements of the protagonist’s 

argumentation as possible. All such manoeuvres can be understood as aimed at increasing 

the opponents’ burden of proof and minimising their chances to conclude the discussion in 

their favour. The ultimate goal of strategic manoeuvring in reacting critically in online 

disputes is, just as in other types of argumentative activity, to win the discussion. 

In the final analytic chapter of the dissertation, Chapter 9, I have set out to address 

two research questions. The first of them, question 1.1.2a, is analytic: How do the 

restrictions and opportunities of online political forum discussions affect the arguers’ 

attempts at reformulating their opponents’ arguments and standpoints? I have shown that 
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online discussions allow for a quick and precise comparison of the antagonists’ critical 

reactions with the protagonist’s original position. Because of that, the antagonists’ 

implausible reformulations of what the protagonist actually argued for—traditionally 

analysed under the heading of the straw man fallacy—can be easily spotted and sanctioned. 

Still, online antagonists may opportunely present their opponents’ standpoints and 

arguments by exploring the aspect of pragmatic interpretation of language-in-use. This is 

to say that critical reactions in online discussions may involve subtle shifts of meaning 

which are difficult to detect and evaluate.  

In order to cope with the difficulties encountered in the evaluation of antagonists’ 

reformulations in online discussions, research question 1.1.2b has been addressed: What 

kind of criteria for identifying straw man attacks should argumentation analysts apply in 

their evaluation of critical reactions in online political forum discussions? I have proposed 

that the main criterion for assessing the soundness of the antagonist’s reformulations of the 

standpoint and arguments advanced by the protagonist is the pragmatic plausibility of the 

reformulation. Moreover, since in some activity types the antagonists are allowed to react 

critically to the weakest plausible interpretation of the protagonist’s position, additional 

criteria for identifying straw man attacks, such as the principle of charity, should not apply 

universally but rather contextually. In particular, I have argued that online political 

discussion forums are an activity type in which critical reactions which are contextually 

plausible but uncharitable should not be evaluated by an argumentation analyst as instances 

of the straw man fallacy.         

 

10.2 Implications of the results and directions for future research  

 

A question still to be addressed after the main results of the study have been presented is 

how these results contribute to the study of argumentation in online political discussion 

forums. In what follows I will discuss some theoretical as well as some practical 

implications of the results, sketching some directions for future research in the process. 

 The discussion of the three distinct approaches in argumentation theory (Chapters 

2-4) establishes what is needed from a theory aiming to investigate peculiarities of various 

contexts of argumentation. Crucial to this task is a well-developed and applicable 

methodology for analysing contextualised discourse. Contemporary approaches to studying 

argumentation in context, notably pragma-dialectics, offer precise methods for qualitative 

analysis of discursive phenomena of ordinary argumentation. In particular, concepts such 
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as strategic manoeuvring and argumentative activity types are meant to bring the study of 

argumentation closer to argumentative reality and provide a fuller and more 

comprehensive picture of the qualities of ordinary argumentation in the various domains of 

communication.  

 When it comes to studying argumentation in the political domain, argumentation 

theory can provide solutions to problems of analysis and evaluation of political discourse, 

which cannot be achieved with the help of the methodologies of textual analysis that are 

traditionally used in political sciences, mainly content analysis. This applies especially to 

one of the branches of political theory – the theory of deliberative democracy. This theory 

stresses the role of reasonable argumentation in ordinary political discussions, in particular 

discussions held in online forums. All the same, theorists of deliberative democracy have 

never developed any suitable tools for analysing actual political discourse and evaluating it 

as reasonable or less-than-reasonable. One can say that political theorists stop their 

analysis of political discourse at the point where argumentation analysts start. By 

examining the conditions for argumentation in various contexts and by closely analysing 

particular phenomena of (online) political discourse—such as critical reactions—

argumentation analysts can be of help in providing a more nuanced account of actual 

political argumentation.  

At the same time, the analysis of the activity type of online political forum 

discussions, conducted in Chapters 5-8, points to certain difficulties in reconstructing 

online argumentation that the pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation will have to 

overcome. Online discussions are predominantly polylogues which include standpoints, 

arguments and criticisms of many parties. By contrast, ideal argumentation is modelled in 

pragma-dialectics as a critical discussion between but two parties: the protagonist and the 

antagonist. From the perspective of a critical discussion an analyst can reconstruct one 

online polylogue (that is, one thread of a discussion consisting of contributions of many 

individual arguers) in two basic ways: either as a complex of many critical discussions 

over various standpoints taking place simultaneously, or as one critical discussion in which 

two clearly distinguishable camps (i.e., the collective protagonist and the collective 

antagonist of the main standpoint) dominate the dispute. This study has mostly resorted to 

the latter solution. However, it is not always possible to reconstruct an online discussion in 

terms of two opposing camps. Yet, adopting the former solution has its own complications, 

because online discussions often create a complex net of overlapping exchanges, mutually 

affecting one another. Their reduction in the process of reconstruction to separate critical 
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discussions does not do justice to the complexity of multi-party exchanges. In future 

studies of multi-party deliberation a consistent method of reconstructing complex 

exchanges should be developed.  

The analysis of the straw man fallacy conducted in Chapter 9 is directly related to 

the issue of reconstruction of actual argumentative discourse. This analysis brings into 

light the general question of the contextuality of fallacy judgments. As I argued in Chapter 

9, the study of various argumentative activity types does not only help in a more true-to-

life reconstruction of contextualised discourse, but can also result in a stipulation of 

activity-type-specific soundness criteria for the application of the general rules for a critical 

discussion. Therefore, further systematic analyses of various activity types are needed, 

since they are instrumental in developing a comprehensive approach to fallacies in 

argumentative discourse (see van Eemeren, Houtlosser, Ihnen & Lewiński, forthcoming).       

 In the study of online political forum discussions as an argumentative activity type 

carried out in this dissertation I have largely focused on the analysis of the conditions for 

critical reactions. However, the most general Question 1, What kind of conditions for 

argumentation does the context of online political discussion forums create?, is very broad 

and can be answered in more detail than in Chapters 5 and 6.  

 A consequence of focussing exclusively on the critical side of online argumentation 

is that the results of the study do not give a complete account of the shape and quality of 

argumentation in online discussions. On the basis of the analysis in Chapters 5-9, online 

discussions may resemble an ideal context for argumentation, because they give ample 

opportunity for reacting critically and thus for thoroughly testing the opinions expressed on 

the Internet. As pointed out in the Introduction to this study, the issue of the general quality 

of online political discussions has been hotly debated, with two opposing camps claiming 

that online discussions are either altogether greatly conducive or obstructive to reasonable 

argumentation. It was not a goal of this study to pass a general judgment regarding the 

reasonableness of online exchanges. Yet, on the basis of the analysis of the key 

characteristics of online discussions, a balanced evaluation of online discussions at large 

can be offered. New fora for online deliberation illustrate a certain tension inherent in ideal 

models of argumentation, such as a critical discussion: on the one hand, arguers should be 

free to test the opinions of their opponents by reacting critically in as many ways as 

possible (rule 1 of a critical discussion); on the other hand, they should responsibly acquire 

and discharge the burden of proof (rule 2) in a way that eventually leads to a resolution of 

the dispute on the merits. It seems that online discussions studied here approximate the 



CONCLUSION 

   217

first requirement – which is good, for opinions can indeed be thoroughly tested; but it is 

also dangerous, as openness, lack of moderation, diminished accountability, etc., may lead 

to primitive ‘dump-and-run’ patterns of argumentation, spiraling into never-ending 

repetitive exchanges, in which the burden of proof can be easily evaded.   

 To obtain a fuller picture of argumentation in online discussions, the analyses of 

this dissertation aimed to answer Question 1.1, What kind of restrictions do online political 

discussion forums impose and what kind of opportunities do they create for reacting 

critically to argumentation?, should be complemented by a study that takes into scrutiny a 

possible Question 1.2: What kind of restrictions do online political discussion forums 

impose and what kind of opportunities do they create for advancing and defending 

argumentation? The problem of the conditions for justifying one’s opinions by advancing 

argumentation in online fora has not been directly addressed in this dissertation. However, 

the description of the key characteristics of online discussions in terms of the four 

parameters constitutive of an argumentative activity type may serve as a framework for 

studying the patterns of strategic manoeuvring in advancing argumentation in online 

political discussions. Such study may reveal, in particular, if the patterns of reacting 

critically described here are mirrored by some patterns of arguing. For example, is the 

pattern of the collective protagonist clearly recognisable among online arguers? If so, how 

exactly does it function? Is it similar to the pattern of ‘tag-team argument’ described in 

activity types aimed at decision-making?     

 Moreover, the analysis of critical reactions in online discussions can be extended in 

a few distinct ways. That is because the results of the analysis of the patterns of strategic 

manoeuvring in reacting critically carried out in this dissertation are by no means 

exhaustive. Therefore, first, other patterns of reacting critically against the premises or the 

justificatory potential of argumentation may be discovered. On the basis of such research, 

the answer to questions 1.1.1a and 1.1.1b may become more comprehensive. Second, other 

research may take into scrutiny fallacious ways of reacting critically in online forums other 

than straw man attacks (that is, possible research questions 1.1.3, 1.1.4, etc., may be 

investigated). The most obvious candidate for such research are the ad hominem attacks. 

‘Flaming,’ i.e., the use of derogatory language in online exchanges, has attracted 

considerable scholarly attention (see e.g. Kayany, 1998), but few studies give an account 

of this phenomenon from an argumentative perspective (Weger and Aakhus (2003) studied 

flaming in terms of ad hominem attacks, but in the activity type of synchronous chat room 

discussions). Third, still further research can attempt to establish whether the patterns of 
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reacting critically described in this study (or some variations of these patterns) are unique 

to Internet discussions or, to the contrary, are recurring in other types of activity involving 

multi-party deliberation.   

 Finally, it is noteworthy that this dissertation has primarily taken into scrutiny the 

conditions for argumentation, rather than the argumentation itself. Therefore, many of the 

results are expressed in terms of a context-specific potential for reacting critically. This 

potential may be squandered in the actual practice of online argumentation. In order to 

show that the conditions under study are not mere potentials, but consistently affect the 

actual patterns of strategic manoeuvring in reacting critically in online discourse, I have 

attempted to substantiate the claims of the study by qualitative analyses of fragments of 

online discussions. Still, more empirical investigations, possibly combining qualitative 

reconstruction of online discourse with quantitative study of frequencies of selected modes 

of online strategic manoeuvring, are needed. Such empirical analyses of online forms of 

strategic manoeuvring can be carried out in correspondence with the pragma-dialectical 

study of patterns of strategic manoeuvring in different argumentative activity types, in 

particular, in various types of political deliberation, such as parliamentary debates and 

political interviews. Thanks to such a comparative study a fuller understanding of 

argumentation in the political domain can be achieved.     
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Samenvatting 
 

 

 

 

Deze studie beoogt een kwalitatieve uiteenzetting te geven van de voorwaarden voor 

argumentatie die van kracht zijn in de context van politieke discussieforums op Internet en 

beoogt na te gaan wat de invloed van deze contextuele voorwaarden is op de manier 

waarop discussianten kritisch reageren in hun online argumentatieve bijdragen. 

Verschillende online-technologieën – zoals asynchrone discussieforums – creëren nieuwe 

mogelijkheden voor publiek debat. Het is nog nauwelijks onderzocht hoe de specifieke 

kenmerken van de context van online politieke discussieforums de vorm en kwaliteit van 

argumentatieve zetten beïnvloeden. In deze dissertatie wordt getracht om meer inzicht te 

krijgen in argumentatie in de context van online-discussies door, ten eerste, onderzoek te 

doen naar de theorie en methodologie van het bestuderen van argumentatie in context 

(hoofdstuk 2-4) en, ten tweede, een analyse te geven van de voorwaarden voor en 

strategieën om kritisch te reageren in online politieke discussies (hoofdstuk 5-9). 

 Het doel van het theoretische gedeelte van de dissertatie is te beoordelen in 

hoeverre de meest prominente hedendaagse benaderingen van argumentatie in context 

functioneel zijn in onderzoek gericht op de details van argumentatie in online politieke 

discussieforums. In hoofdstuk 2 wordt Walton en Krabbes concept van dialogue types 

kritisch geëvalueerd. Dialogue types zijn, volgens de definitie van Walton, in de eerste 

plaats normatieve modellen van argumentatie in verschillende contexten die, tegelijkertijd, 

zouden moeten lijken op de daadwerkelijke praktijken van gesitueerde argumentatie. Zoals 

de analyse van Walton en Krabbes benadering aantoont, is noch het normatieve noch het 

descriptieve aspect van dialogue types voldoende ontwikkeld om een solide basis te 

vormen voor de studie van argumentatieve zetten in de context van online-discussies.  

 In hoofdstuk 3 wordt Jackson, Jacobs en Aakhus’ notie argumentation designs 

onderzocht, die betrekking heeft op de werkelijke contexten (of formats) voor discussies 

die zich lenen voor theoretisch gemotiveerde, praktische verbeteringen. Hun onderzoek is 

gericht op eenvoudig te ontwerpen, computer-mediated omgevingen voor argumentatie. 

Hoewel het onderzoek van Jackson, Jacobs en Aakhus belangrijke kenmerkende 

eigenschappen van dergelijke computer-mediated argumentatieontwerpen blootlegt, is hun 
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studie gericht op praktische interventies en ontbeert het de systematiek die nodig is voor 

een consistente analyse en evaluatie van kritische reacties in online-geschillen.  

  In de pragma-dialectische theorie, die in hoofdstuk 4 wordt behandeld, worden 

argumentatieve contexten geconceptualiseerd als argumentative activity types, of 

‘argumentatieve actietypen’. Dit zijn regelmatig voorkomende, min of meer vaste, 

geïnstitutionaliseerde typen communicatieve praktijken waarin argumentatie een cruciale 

rol speelt. De bestudering van verschillende actietypen is geïncorporeerd in de uitgebreide 

pragma-dialectische theorie. Deze theorie biedt een precieze dialectische uiteenzetting van 

de functies van kritische reacties in argumentatieve discussies en biedt tevens goed 

ontwikkelde instrumenten voor de pragmatische analyse en evaluatie van 

gecontextualiseerd taalgebruik. Daarom wordt in deze dissertatie de pragma-dialectische 

benadering als basis gekozen voor de analyse van de contextuele beperkingen van en 

mogelijkheden om kritisch te reageren in discussies op online politieke forums.  

 Het analytische gedeelte van de studie begint, in hoofdstuk 5, met een 

gedetailleerde pre-theoretische beschrijving van de technologie (het ontwerp) van de 

discussieforums die beschikbaar zijn via Google Groups en een analyse van het 

institutionele doel van politieke discussies op zulke forums. Er wordt betoogd dat de 

bestudeerde online-discussies behoren tot het domein van de politieke communicatie en dat 

het hier om deliberatieve praktijken gaat die eerder zijn gericht op informele 

meningsvorming dan op efficiënte besluitvorming.  

 In hoofdstuk 6 worden politieke internetdiscussies gekarakteriseerd als een 

argumentatief actietype. Dit houdt in dat ze worden beschreven in termen van de vier 

parameters aan de hand waarvan communicatieve actietypen in de pragma-dialectische 

theorie worden gedifferentieerd: de initiële situatie, de procedurele en materiële 

uitgangspunten, de argumentatieve middelen en kritiek, en de potentiële uitkomst. Uit deze 

karakterisering blijkt waarom de haast onbeperkte mogelijkheid om kritisch te reageren 

één van de cruciale kenmerken van online-discussies is. Vanwege hun eenvoudige ontwerp 

en flexibele communicatieconventies stimuleren online-discussies polemische 

gespreksbijdragen. Deze discussiebijdragen worden uitgelokt door kritische reacties die 

vrijuit worden gegeven door discussianten die onder een pseudoniem aan de discussies 

deelnemen en de discussie op elk moment weer kunnen verlaten. 

 Na deze karakterisering is het doel van hoofdstuk 7 om de voorwaarden voor 

kritisch reageren in online-discussies nader te onderzoeken. Dit wordt gedaan door, in 

overeenstemming met het pragma-dialectische concept van strategisch manoeuvreren, het 
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dialectische aspect van kritisch reageren te onderzoeken aan de hand van het ideaalmodel 

van een kritische discussie en het retorische aspect te plaatsen in de context van het 

actietype van online politieke discussies. Daarom zijn eerst alle dialectisch relevante typen 

kritische reacties beschreven die in een kritische discussie kunnen worden onderscheiden. 

Er kan onderscheid worden gemaakt tussen kritische reacties die gericht zijn op de 

propositionele inhoud en kritische reacties die gericht zijn op de rechtvaardigingskracht 

van de argumentatie van de tegenstander. Vervolgens is geanalyseerd hoe het actietype van 

online politieke discussies invloed uitoefent op de drie aspecten van strategisch 

manoeuvreren – het aanpassen aan de verwachtingen van het publiek, de keuze uit het 

topisch potentieel en de keuze uit de beschikbare presentatiemiddelen. Ten eerste kritiseren 

en verdedigen deelnemers aan online-discussies argumenten tegenover een gemengd en 

meervoudig publiek dat anoniem blijft. Bovendien vormen ze groepen en kritiseren ze 

gezamenlijk de standpunten van anderen. Ten tweede kunnen online-discussianten een 

opportune keuze maken uit de argumenten en die argumenten kritiseren die niet worden 

ondersteund door externe online-bronnen of die topisch niet relevant zijn. Ten derde is de 

presentatie van argumenten die in online-discussie gekritiseerd worden beperkt doordat er 

steeds een schriftelijk overzicht bestaat van alle gespreksbijdragen. 

In hoofdstuk 8 zijn aan de hand van discourse analysis van uitgebreide fragmenten 

van bestaande online-discussies vier terugkerende patronen (patterns) van online 

strategisch manoeuvreren in kritische reacties onderscheiden die uitgaande van de 

voorwaarden voor argumentatie die in hoofdstuk 6 en 7 zijn geanalyseerd verwacht kunnen 

worden. In het eerste patroon verzoeken online-critici hun tegenstanders om met behulp 

van citaten of links hun premissen aanvaardbaar te maken. Dit patroon vloeit voort uit het 

feit dat van de World Wide Web de mogelijkheid biedt tot hyper-linking. Het tweede 

patroon – het gezamenlijk kritiseren van de gemeenschappelijke antagonist – bestaat uit 

een bundeling van krachten van individuele discussianten die samen de dialectische rol van 

antagonist op zich nemen en wordt mogelijk gemaakt door het polyloge karakter van 

online-geschillen. Het derde patroon – kritiseer zoveel mogelijk – komt neer op een 

kritische reactie waarin zowel de aanvaardbaarheid van de premissen als de 

rechtvaardigheidskracht van de argumentatie van de tegenstander in twijfel wordt 

getrokken. Dit is mogelijk doordat discussianten in online-discussies een groot aantal 

beurten kunnen nemen en ongelimiteerd verschillende aspecten van de argumentatie van 

de tegenstander kunnen aanvallen. Ten slotte maken de discussianten in het vierde patroon 

– topische irrelevantie als een zwakke rechtvaardiging – gebruik van één van de meest 
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expliciete beperkingen van online-discussies, namelijk de topische organisatie van 

gespreksbijdragen. 

In hoofdstuk 8 wordt een retorische verklaring voor deze patronen geboden door te 

betogen dat het strategische gebruik van de bewijslast de voornaamste retorische factor is 

die ten grondslag ligt aan de vier patronen van kritische reacties. De strategische 

manoeuvres die in de vier patronen gebruikt kunnen worden, zijn gericht op het vergroten 

van de bewijslast van de tegenstanders en het minimaliseren van hun kansen om de 

discussie in hun voordeel te beëindigen. 

In het laatste analytische hoofdstuk van de dissertatie, hoofdstuk 9, is een beruchte 

drogredelijke manier van kritisch reageren – de drogreden van de stroman –geanalyseerd in 

de context van online-discussies. De stroman is een drogreden waarbij discussianten het 

standpunt of de argumenten van hun tegenstander op een dusdanige manier verkeerd 

weergeven dat ze makkelijker te weerleggen zijn. Drogredelijke kritische reacties waarin 

de drogreden van de stroman wordt begaan, zijn in online-forumdiscussies met name 

interessant omdat het in deze context altijd mogelijk is een snelle en precieze vergelijking 

te maken met de originele, gekritiseerde positie. Daardoor zijn onjuiste herformuleringen 

van hetgeen de gekritiseerde discussiant betoogd heeft – drogredenen van de stroman – 

gemakkelijk te herkennen. Zoals in de analyse van fragmenten van online-discussies in 

hoofdstuk 9 wordt aangetoond, kunnen discussianten op een opportune wijze de 

standpunten en argumenten van hun tegenstanders presenteren doordat er pragmatisch 

gezien verschillende redelijke interpretaties mogelijk zijn. Om een adequate evaluatie te 

geven van drogredenen van de stroman wordt op basis van een pragma-dialectische 

analyse van de drogreden van de stroman betoogd dat een beoordelaar eerst moet afgaan 

op een contextuele, pragmatische reconstructie van het oorspronkelijke standpunt of van de 

argumenten die worden aangevallen. Vervolgens kan hij gebruik maken van 

contextspecifieke criteria voor het evalueren van stroman-aanvallen, zoals het 

welwillendheidsprincipe (principle of charity). Op basis van de analyse van de 

deugdelijkheidcriteria voor de presentatie van kritische reacties wordt voorgesteld dat 

online politieke discussieforums een actietype vormen waarin kritische reacties die 

neerkomen op een contextueel waarschijnlijke maar onwelwillende presentatie van een 

aangevallen positie, door de beoordelaar niet als drogreden van de stroman moeten worden 

beschouwd. 
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