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Summary 

One of the understandability problems readers may experience, is that they do 
not understand an argumentative step. For example, a woman from Amsterdam 
once wrote in a local paper: 

I do not intend to take part in the demonstration against racism, because my husband 

is a Hungarian. 

This writer assumes that her readers understand why the fact that her husband 
is a Hungarian is a reason for her not to participate in the demonstration. She 
does not offer any arguments to further support her standpoint; apparently she 
believes that the reason she has offered is sufficient to convince her audience. 
Writers often make proper estimations of what their readers will find 
understandable and what not, but in this case the writer's assumption is 
incorrect: the readers seem to have no way of determining the relation between 
the standpoint and the argument.1 Understandability problems regarding the 
relation between standpoint and argument are the subject of this dissertation. 

The ultimate goal of this dissertation is to formulate recommendations to 
help writers prevent readers of their argumentative text from experiencing 
understandability problems with the step from the argument to the standpoint. 
From an analytical perspective these understandability problems can be 
described by applying the theoretical notion of 'implicit argument'2. The 
implicit argument is a statement expressing the relation between the argument 
and the standpoint. If readers are unable to understand how, according to the 
writer, the argument leads to the standpoint, this means that they are unable 
to fill in the implicit argument in the argumentation. In most cases it is 
perfectly clear what the implicit argument is, like in the following example: 

You'd better put on a coat. It's extremely cold out there. 

Everybody probably understands that in this case the implicit argument is that 
a coat helps you to stay warm when it is cold. But in the case of the Hungarian 
husband the implicit argument is much less clear. When it is difficult to fill in 
the implicit argument in an argumentation, readers are confronted with an 
understandability problem with the implicit argument. 

In theories on logic and argumentation, extensive attention has been given to 
the subject of implicit arguments. However, as yet there is no communis opinio 
with regard to the approach to be used. Therefore, the research in this 
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dissertation begins with a discussion of the theory on implicit arguments. 
Chapter 2 describes the history of the enthymeme (as argumentation with an 

implicit argument is often referred to). I argue that, through time, six different 
main views on the enthymeme have developed. The first one is the sophistic 
view. The sophists seem to have regarded enthymemes as arguments which 
belonged within the context of judicial debates, in situations where the truth 
was unclear and something could be said for both sides. The characteristic of 
the sophistic view is that an enthymeme is an argument based on contraries or 
contradictions. Aristotle has presented a description of the enthymeme in his 
Rhetoric. His perspective was rhetorical: the enthymeme is directed at 
convincing a particular audience and the premises do not contain universal 
truths. This constitutes the aristotelian view on enthymemes. But Aristotle also, 
probably in a later phase, tried to apply formal logic to enthymemes. 

The ancient Roman rhetoricians have adopted elements of the meaning of 
the enthymeme from both the sophists and Aristotle. As a result, definitions 
from that period reflect all the different views. This is the case, for example, in 
Isidor de SevilPs definition. In his description of an enthymeme, de Sevill 
incorporates rhetorical as well as logical elements. At the end of the Roman 
times Boethian's definition was generally adhered to. He regards an enthymeme 
as an argument in which parts have been left unexpressed, either for reasons of 
brievity or because they are assumed to be well-known to the audience. This 
I refer to as the Boethian view. In the Middle Ages the logical view on 
enthymemes became more and more dominant: the enthymeme was mainly 
seen as an incomplete syllogism in which a premise had to be added in order 
to render the argument logically valid. 

New views on the enthymeme weren't expressed until after Toulmin's time, 
in the 1960's. There is a modern rhetorical definition, inspired by, among 
others, the work of Bitzer (1959). In this definition the enthymeme is seen as 
an argument with no specific format, but one that matches the questions and 
objections of the recipients. This definition is in fact rather close to Aristotle's 
view. 

There is also a modern argumentation-theoretical view on enthymemes 
which defines them as arguments in which the speaker, for pragmatic reasons, 
has left certain parts implicit, which at the logical level of analysis means that 
a premise has to be added in order to render the argument valid. 
Chapter 3 discusses the warrant in the Toulmin model (1958). Toulmin's 
contribution to modern argumentation theory is extremely valuable, since he 
was the first who tried to find a clear alternative for the logical view on 
argumentation. One of the major drawbacks of the logical view is that it only 
focusses on logical aspects, while in Toulmin's view pragmatic aspects should 
be foremost in the attention when dealing with everyday argumentation. 
Toulmin's alternative for the traditional missing premise is the so-called 
•warrant. 

If the Toulmin model is used for analysing argumentation, it turns out that 
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the concept of warrant is too problematic to be of much use, because, based on 
Toulmins descriptions, it is often impossible to distinguish the warrant from 
other elements of the model, in particular from the datum and the backing. 
Toulmin based the description of the different elements of his model on the 
situation in a court room, and in that specific situation they indeed hold good, 
but not necessarily so in other situations. As is often observed by Toulmin's 
critics, the major problem of the model is that the pragmatic and logical level 
of analysis are not clearly distinguished but are instead intertwined. 

A group of Dutch researchers have tried to improve the Toulmin model in 
order to make it better applicable for analysing argumentation. They have also 
investigated the conceptual problems with regard to the distinction between 
warrant, datum and backing. They have provided useful examples and 
descriptions of the difficulties met when applying these distinctions in practice, 
but they have not succeeded in truly solving the problems. This, I argue, is due 
to the fact that these problems result from the unclear mix of pragmatic and 
logical elements that is inherent in the Toulmin model. 

Chapter 4 discusses approaches to 'missing premises' by informal logicians. 
Informal logicians have written an impressive number of books and articles on 
the subject of missing premises since the seventies. Their main goal is to 
develop alternative approaches to the logical view on argumentation. Thomas 
(1973) and Scriven (1976) have attempted to offer new insights. Their 
contributions have led to a debate about the criteria for the missing premise. 
For example, Ennis (1982) has argued that the missing premise should be 
regarded as the gap-filler in the argumentation and since then several criteria 
and explanations of gap-filling have been offered. Another topic of discussion 
among informal logicians is how the missing premise differs from other 
elements of an argument that may be implicit, like presuppositions. A hot issue 
is that of deductivism: should all arguments that seem incomplete be rendered 
logically valid by adding a missing premise, or should we instead start from a 
so-called pluralistic argumentation theory? And if we opt for the latter, what 
should such a theory look like and what would be the consequences for missing 
premises? Informal logicians are divided into two camps over this issue, with 
standpoints that are difficult to reconcile. As Govier (1987) has observed, in 
informal logic there are still many unsolved questions with respect to missing 
premises. However, it is also obvious that, in general, a gradual shift is taking 
place towards a pragmatic view on missing premises, e.g. within the context of 
the attention for argumentation schemes, as in Blair (1992) and Freeman (1992). 
Chapter 5 adresses the pragmadialectical approach to implicit arguments as 
developed by Van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1982a, 1982b, 1984, 1992a). This 
approach starts from ideas about communication from e.g. speech-act theory 
and regards implicit arguments mainly as a conversational phenomenon. I 
describe how Van Eemeren and Grootendorst's description of implicit 
arguments has developed over the years. Initially (1984), they based their 
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approach on the Co-operative Principle and conversational maxims of Grice 
(1975), in particular his maxim of relation. Later (1992a), as a result of 
combining Gricean and Searlean insights, they formulated so-called communica
tive rules and described implicit arguments on that basis. Essential to the 
pragmadialectical approach is that both a pragmatic and a logical level are 
discerned. What is left implicit, why this is done and how listeners are able to 
know what has to be filled in, is explained in conversational terms, based on 
the communicative rules. But logic plays a major role, since logical invalidity 
is regarded as a breach of one of the commuicative rules. When supplying an 
implicit argument, the conditions are that it has to render the underlying 
argument valid, and that it has to be in accordance with the commitments of 
the speaker and with the communicative rules in general. 

In my view the pragmadialectical approach is best suited to the goal of this 
dissertation, since it is the only approach available in which the pragmatic level, 
in which I am mainly interested, is both clearly present and clearly defined. 
Furthermore, based on the pragmadialectical argumentation theory, Van 
Eemeren and Grootendorst have developed a procedure for writing argumenta
tive texts (1989a), which can be of use for my purposes. For these reasons, 
when analysing examples of understandability problems with implicit premises 
as in Chapters 6 through 9, I started out from the pragmadialectical view. Each 
of these chapters deals with a different kind of understandability problem with 
the implicit argument. 

When investigating examples of implicit arguments that are not very easy to 
understand, I have found that in some cases the problem is caused by how the 
writer presents the explicit argumentation, that is the argument, the standpoint 
and the link between them, in his text: the understandability problem with the 
implicit argument is due to shortcomings in the presentation of the explicit 
argumentation. Examples of this are analysed and rewritten in Chapter 6. A 
clear case of this kind of problem is that writers sometimes put an incorrect 
argumentative indicator in their text: they actually intend to convey a meaning 
expressed by an argumentative indicator like 'because' (an indicator of an 
argument), but instead - for reasons that are mostly unclear - they write 
'therefore' (an indicator of a standpoint). Since readers are unaware of this 
mistake, an incorrect presentation like this confronts them with an understand
ability problem with regard to the link between standpoint and argument. 
Other kinds of shortcomings in the presentation of the explicit argumentation, 
besides the use of argumentative indicators, turned out to be the unclear or 
incorrect use of words of reference, the unclear or incorrect representation of 
the argumentation structure, and the use of vague or ambiguous phrasmgs of 
the propositions that express the argument and the standpoint. 

Chapter 7 analyses examples in which the understandability problem is the 
result of a lack of certain information. In order to understand an implicit 
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argument it is necessary in any case to have certain contextual information. But 
sometimes writers leave implicit a piece of contextual information that their 
readers do not know and cannot fill in by themselves. The implicit information 
can be general information, by which I mean knowledge of the world, or 
specific information: about the situation, the particular subject or the institution 
at hand. Chapters 7 and 8 contain examples of this. 

In Chapter 7 the relevant information is missing in the argumentation in 
question, while analysis of the text shows that is nevertheless stated at some 
other point in the text. I call this cases in which the necessary information is 
present in the 'co-text'. The writer's mistake is that he neglects to repeat or 
again call to mind the necessary information at the right spot. In the examples 
that are discussed in Chapter 8, the readers can only understand the implicit 
argument if they make use of information from outside the text, from the 
'broader context', while the intended readers are probably unable to do so. This 
may happen if the writer assumes that his readers are familiar with a certain 
piece of information that he leaves implicit while in fact they are not. In cases 
like these it is even more difficult for the readers to find out how the argument 
is related to the standpoint than in the examples discussed in Chapter 7, since 
here they have no way at all of finding out what the relevant information is. 

Chapter 9 discusses examples of a special category of understandability problems 
with implicit arguments. In the examples in this chapter the writer exploits the 
understandability problem in a rhetorical way. This means that it is his consci
ous intention to confront the readers with the understandability problem, in 
order to stimulate, amuse or arouse them. Part of the rhetorical exploitation, 
however, is that in the end the readers should be able to discover the writer's 
intention, for if they experience a permanent understandability problem it is 
impossible for the intended rhetorical effect to arise - all we have then is a 
totally ununderstandable argumentation. If the writer is successfull in his 
rhetorical goal, there is in principle no need to rewrite the text as I did in the 
earlier chapters, to clarify the implicit argument: rewriting would undo the 
intended rhetorical effect. I did rewrite some of the examples in Chapter 9, but 
that is just to show what kind of reconstruction readers have to carry out in 
order to understand the implicit premise. 

Chapter 10 describes my findings in terms of the pragmadialectical procedure 
for writing argumentative texts. In this procedure, all the tasks that a writer has 
to perform are seen as part of one of four so-called transformations. These are: 
addition (adding elements to the text), deletion (deleting elements from the 
text), substitution (substituting elements in the text for others) and permutation 
(rearranging the order of elements in the text). Writing in accordance with the 
pragmadialectical procedure involves as a first step that an analytical overview 
is made of the standpoints and arguments contained in the draft version of the 
text, by carrying out four analytical transformations. Next, a rewritten version 
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is constructed by applying four presentation transformations to the analytical 
overview. This should result in an argumentative text that is both understand
able and acceptable to the reader. 

I argue that, depending on the cause of the understandability problem with 
the implicit premise, only one specific presentation transformation is relevant 
while others are not. If there are shortcomings in the presentation of the 
explicit argumentation (like in the examples presented in Chapter 6), then a 
substitution transformation is necessary. In the ultimate case, this may also 
entail a deletion transformation, e.g. if the analysis shows that the argument is 
a fallacy and if the writer is unable to substitute it with a better argument. If 
there is problem with the amount of explicit information in the text (like in the 
examples in Chapter 7 and 8), some kind of addition transformation is 
necessary. If the information is present in the co-text, the transformation that 
is needed is what I call 'internal addition', since it is a form of copying 
information that is already present in the text. If the information has to be 
derived from the broader context, I use the term 'external addition' to indicate 
the addition transformation that has to be carried out. From my research it has 
become apparant that, contrary to what may be expected beforehand, these 
addition transformations seldomly involve explicitly expressing the implicit 
argument itself in the rewritten version of the text. Rather, in most cases it is 
appropriate to insert some other relevant piece of information, in the form of 
a coordinatively or subordinatively compound argumentation, in order to 
enable the readers to find out what the implicit argument is. 

I have translated these insights into a procedure that writers can use to check 
whether their implicit arguments are sufficiently clear to the intended readers. 
The procedure consists of three successive steps: 
1. making the implicit argument explicit; 
2. determining the kind of information that was left implicit, and determining 

whether the intended readers can be expected to be familiar with this 
information: 

3. checking whether the presentation of the explicit argumentation might pose 
problems like the ones discussed in Chapter 6. 

To illustrate how this procedure can be used in practice and how it fits within 
the overall process of rewriting an argumentative text, I have analysed and 
rewritten the implicit arguments in a complete argumentative text, as opposed 
to the fragments that I analysed and rewrote in Chapters 6 through 9. 

Finally, Chapter 11 presents a report of the results of an empirical research 
which I have carried out within the framework of this thesis to find out 
whether ordinary language users actually experience understandability problems 
with the examples that I have analysed and whether they do not have these 
problems with the rewritten versions of the examples. The empirical research 
was modest in its design and limited with respect to its goals; it was only aimed 
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at getting a first indication of the judgements of some ordinary language users 
about the examples given. The main question was: 'Are the subjects more 
positive in their judgement about the rewritten versions than they are about the 
orginal texts?'. This was tested by means of a simple pencil-and-paper test, 
carried out by 23 subjects who belonged to the intended audiences of the texts. 
Their task was to read a text, either in the original or in the rewritten version, 
and then to answer eight questions about the attractiveness of the text, the 
clarity of the text, the convinciveness of the arguments, and the ease with 
which they could read the text, could understand the words and expressions, 
could understand the reasoning, and could recognize the relations in the text. 
For methodological reasons, the fact that the test was directed at finding out 
whether the implicit premise was easier to fill in in the rewritten versions was 
entirely masked. 

The results of the empirical research were rather interesting. In quantative 
terms, the subjects found that ten out of the sixteen experimental texts had 
significantly improved. Since I only repaired the texts to clarify the implicit 
premise, these improvements have to be due to my changes. Three texts had 
not improved in the subjects' view, nor had they become worse. Surprisingly, 
the subjects judged that three of the rewritten texts had become worse in 
comparison to the originals. The research showed that these findings are related 
to the subjects' judgements about the original version of the texts. If they 
reported understandability problems with the original version, they were in 
general rather positive about the rewritten version. If they did not have any 
clear problems with the original text, they found that the rewritten version had 
neither improved nor become worse. If they had no understandability problems 
at all with the original text, they judged the rewritten text to have become 
worse. 

Two interesting main conclusions can be drawn from this. One is that the 
necessity of rewriting totally depends on the extent to which the intended 
audience does experience problems. This means that the fact that the analyst has 
a problem with the text is no sufficient reason for a rewrite. Although at first 
sight this makes perfect sense, deciding whether the audience actually has a 
problem is as yet not part of the pragmadialectical procedure for rewriting a 
text. This, of course, also makes other questions relevant, like how a person 
analysing a text can find out what a particular audience will and will not find 
problematic. A second conclusion from the empirical research is that, 
apparently, rewriting a text may have as a result that the intended audience 
judges the text to have deteriorated: rewriting is not always the sensible thing 
to do. The question is how this can be, since the rewriting was in all cases 
directed at improving the understandability of the text. My tentative explanati
on is that when readers find a text over-explicit this can lead to negative 
judgements about the understandability of the text. I refer to Grice (1975), who 
says that over-explicitness can give rise to suspicion and confusion, since it may 
cause the reader to wonder why he is offered information that he already has. 
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However, to say anything definite about the outcomes of the empirical research 
it would be necessary to repeat it on a much larger scale, and in different 
designs. The empirical research I did was very modest, with only a limited 
number of participants, whom I merely asked about their intuitive judgements. 

Notes 

1. When using the term 'argument' I do not refer to an entire argument in the 
traditional, logical sense, consisting of a conclusion and one or more premises. 
Instead, I refer to the reason offered in support of the standpoint, more or less 
comparable to what is traditionally called 'the premise of an argument'. 

2. The implicit argument is traditionally also referred to as the 'missing', 
'hidden', 'suppressed' or 'implicit' premise of an argument. 


