


“This collective volume is a highly recommendable contribution to the qualita-
tive study of argumentation. It thoroughly explores theoretical and methodo-
logical problems of qualitative argumentation research. To these problems, this 
innovative book delivers promising answers. Of course, the respective strengths 
of qualitative and quantitative methods can also be combined, as some contribu-
tions to the volume plausibly show.”

Manfred Kienpointner, University of Innsbruck, Austria

“Wisely distancing themselves from a dichotomous qualitative/quantitative 
divide, the authors explore how these two methods can be combined in argu-
mentation research on concrete issues, from reconstructing arguments to ethical 
issues, from norms, to persuasion, to visual argument and guidelines for data 
collection.”

Christian Plantin, Research Director at Centre National de la Recherche 
Scientifique, France
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This book explores the core principles, related theories, and conventions of 
qualitative research methods within the field of argumentation studies.

In each chapter, contributors identify and contextualize various issues that a 
qualitative researcher in Argumentation is likely to encounter, and offer clear 
solutions. In doing so, this book provides a set of guidelines, instruments, and 
recommendations that enable readers to effectively conduct research and analyze 
arguments. Furthermore, this book presents discussions of the ethics, validity, 
and reliability of qualitative research methods, as well as the intersections 
between qualitative and quantitative approaches. Looking to the future, chapters 
explore what the field could learn from other disciplines and how research could 
better integrate alternative data sources.

Providing a detailed outline of qualitative data analysis and interpretation, 
this book will be of interest to scholars and students in the field of argumentation 
studies, communication studies, rhetoric, and linguistics.
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A close look at the publications in the field of argumentation studies, as well as 
the pertinent educational and research programs in universities all over the world, 
shows a clear preference for research methods in which qualitative data analy-
sis and interpretation are central. These qualitative‑oriented studies, insightful 
as they may be, exhibit certain vulnerabilities. First, borrowing methods and 
insights from a number of other disciplines, including ethnomethodology, eth-
nography, discourse studies, communication, and linguistics, argumentation 
scholars of various approaches have been offering explanations based on natural 
data. Important research results have been obtained through close – and often 
interdisciplinary  –  empirical observations of argumentative interactions, gen-
erating rich and complex multi‑faceted knowledge of argumentative phenom-
ena. While this may offer us a comprehensive understanding of argumentative 
discourse, without proper methodological principles, researchers within these 
traditions may operate independently from each other.

A second characteristic is that despite their dominance, the core principles 
of qualitative empirical methods within argumentation studies have remained 
to this day largely implicit, hindering progress as a field of study. Surprisingly, 
rarely are the main methodological conventions and assumptions made explicit 
regarding reliability of data and results, requirements of rigorous data analysis, 
criteria for correct interpretation, and how to establish useful conclusions. This 
has been impacting the transparency of methodological processes, the quality 
of knowledge claims, and the way in which data analysis and evaluation sub-
stantiate the results. Thereby, the study of argumentation has been less in com-
munication with neighboring fields, to some extent fractured as a field itself, 
and its findings less taken up by a larger community interested in argumenta-
tion. An explanation of the systematic inquiry procedures, clear communica-
tion of the analytical process, and good warrants of research claims and results 
remain a great challenge in the field both for advanced researchers, familiar with 
the implicit methodological conventions, and younger researchers and students 
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who are interested in argumentation studies or, more in general, in qualitative 
approaches to discourse analysis.

At the same time, recent years have seen stark changes in empirical research 
in human and social sciences due to the pervasiveness of tools for ‘mining’, 
extracting, coding, and analyzing big sets of data. While the linked methodologi-
cal approaches have gained prominence, qualitative methods in argumentation 
studies have taken a back seat. Smaller corpora, as well as case studies, seem 
to play a lesser role and are sometimes challenged in their reliability. Analytical 
stances that demand a linkage of description and interpretation and rely on joint 
data sessions for establishing intersubjectivity seem to lose ground. Along with 
this pervasiveness goes the danger of underestimating the complexities of empir-
ical research. This tendency involves two risks for research in argumentation.

First, automated processes for extracting, coding, and analyzing data may 
appear easy to use on the surface, thereby masking the underlying methodo-
logical assumptions and circumventing conceptual questions. This holds espe-
cially true for argumentation studies, since working on argumentation requires 
both examining its function and identifying its linguistic markers. The challenge 
lies in the fact that the linguistic encoding of argumentative functions involves 
phenomena of diverse natures (sequential structures, argumentative connectors, 
specific speech acts) that belong to different levels of analysis (macro‑, meso‑, or 
micro‑textual) and are most often polysemic. The ease with which a text or a big 
corpus can be searched for certain discursive markers can lead to studies that end 
up delivering seemingly clear but thin results. This is certainly not to say that big 
data approaches are in themselves problematic; they are not. But we must guard 
against the seeming ease with which automated data analysis acts and redirects 
our attention to the grounding of different methodological approaches. A close 
eye for the context of its use is required to properly understand argumentation.

Second, concentrating on big data and automated analyses risks to lose certain 
forms of knowledge. A thick description of an argumentative situation may offer 
a richer understanding which cannot be attained through sifting through massive 
amounts of data. Intricacies of the workings of argumentation can sometimes be 
better elucidated by single cases rather than frequent patterns. For this, the dif-
ferent qualitative approaches, aims, and functions in argumentation studies need 
to be made explicit and discussed in depth.

In June 2023, at our invitation and generously financed by the Lorentz Center 
in Leiden, The Netherlands, and with further financial support by the Amster-
dam Center for Language and Communication at the University of Amsterdam, 
a group of argumentation scholars with expertise in various aspects of quali-
tative research methods met in Leiden for a workshop on qualitative research 
methods. For a week, we tried to grapple with the often‑overlooked challenges 
posed by qualitative approaches to analyzing argumentation. A wide variety of 
approaches, purposes, and perspectives were the subject of these discussions. 
Close scrutiny was offered to the methodological assumptions underlying 
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qualitative research, as well as its relationship to quantitative studies, including 
with regard to mixed methodologies and triangulation. With the wide variety of 
argumentation scholars present, the discussions covered qualitative research in 
the field comprehensively, identifying the important insights, goals, and oppor-
tunities these methods offer us, but also questions which need to be considered. 
In a nutshell, our discussions revolved around the study of argumentation bear-
ing in mind a number of methodological aspects:

‑	 Argumentation must be considered in light of the function it fulfills within the 
discourse in which it appears and in light of the linguistic and interactional 
forms it takes. These two perspectives are not independent of each other. 
Argumentative discourse is deeply interconnected with the social context of 
its use and the goals pursued by the arguers.

‑	 In most naturally occurring data, argumentation will contain implicit aspects 
that need to be reconstructed in ways depending on the chosen method. As 
a rule, disagreements are not resolved simply by exchanging completely 
explicit syllogisms. In fact, argumentation does not happen in a vacuum: it is 
an unfolding process of interaction among human beings who have (or do not 
have) certain common assumptions, derived from their cultural background 
and from the history of previous interactions. Such assumptions may remain 
implicit and may need to be reconstructed taking into account knowledge of 
the process itself.

‑	 Argumentation differs across contexts. The evaluation of good argumentation 
is – at least partly – affected by this context, which therefore needs to be care-
fully studied.

We are convinced that to strengthen the study of argumentation, it is fundamen-
tal to make explicit an integrative set of guidelines, instruments, and recom-
mendations to deal comprehensively with naturally occurring argumentation. It 
is the aim of this edited volume, to which the workshop participants contribute, 
to continue further the discussion initiated in Leiden and to provide an overview 
of the methodological tools and instruments in argumentation studies as well as 
the ethical demands and implications different methods pose. At the same time, 
in the age of big data and argument mining, we need to look closely at the meth-
odological intersections between qualitative and quantitative approaches in the 
sense of mixed methods approaches as well as triangulation. Experimental and 
big data research can also offer opportunities for qualitative research. Computa-
tional techniques can aid in creating better corpuses for qualitative studies; and 
experimental research can help improve our understanding of human cognition 
resulting in better accounts of reconstructions of the functions of utterances or of 
implicit elements in discourse. The modern developments are not separate from 
qualitative work and do also not inherently threaten its existence. In this volume, 
we will engage with all of these questions.
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Contributions to the volume

Van Eemeren and Garssen (Chapter 1) ponder on the question regarding the 
kind of qualitative research that exists in the field and which role theory plays in 
such studies. Working with natural data, a typical strand of research is to describe 
these interactions and learn about how argumentation works in the wild. Yet, the 
authors stress that there is a second type of qualitative research which is equally 
important, and this research is analytical. Then, natural data are reconstructed 
in terms of a theoretical framework. By reconstructing the original discourse 
in terms of such a framework, the phenomenon of interest – argumentation – is 
placed on the foreground and then it can be more intimately analyzed to uncover 
the intricacies in the discourse under investigation. For scholars of argumenta-
tion, distinguishing between these two forms of qualitative research is fruitful 
and shows the different questions such research can tackle.

Jansen and Mohammed (Chapter 2) argue that theory development is a cen-
tral feature of qualitative research in argumentation studies and often results 
from careful empirical analysis. Although the possibility of developing theo-
ries starting from empirical analysis is sometimes underestimated, new concepts 
oftentimes arise precisely because the analysis of natural data is dissatisfactory 
to a certain extent based solely on the existent set of concepts. The authors dis-
tinguish between two possibilities for developing theoretical concepts within 
the field, both of which underline the use of empirical data for making qualita-
tive observations. One possibility is ‘accidental’ in the sense that argumenta-
tive empirical phenomena are observed that trigger theoretical curiosity when 
they do not conform to existing categories, therefore inviting the pursuit of new, 
more appropriate, analytical instruments. A second possibility is ‘systematic’ in 
the sense that existing theories combined with more data steers the research on 
argumentative discourse by shedding new light on it.

Doury (Chapter 3) examines the distinction between descriptive and nor-
mative approaches in argumentation studies. She argues that this is not a strict 
opposition, as most normative approaches incorporate descriptive elements 
when engaging with empirical data. The real choice for scholars lies between a 
normative approach – offering evaluative frameworks to improve argumentative 
practices – and a non‑normative (or comprehensive) approach, which seeks to 
illuminate argumentation’s underlying stakes. Doury stresses that non‑norma-
tive approaches are not merely ‘normative approaches minus something’, but 
open doors to diverse research questions, especially where normative frame-
works might struggle to apply.

Musi and Rocci (Chapter 4) deal with the key challenge in argumentation 
research concerning the collection and selection of suitable corpora to inves-
tigate phenomena through qualitative approaches. Their chapter introduces 
concepts from mixed‑methods research into argumentation studies by propos-
ing a two‑step decision‑making framework for corpus selection. The first step 
involves assessing three key dimensions  –  argumentative issue, theoretical 
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framework, and activity type  –  to identify appropriate qualitative and quan-
titative data sources. The second step focuses on clarifying the purpose of a 
mixed‑methods approach and selecting the most suitable methodological combi-
nation. Additionally, the authors provide practical guidelines for data collection, 
with particular attention to digital media and the broader contemporary (mis)
information ecosystem. Finally, they explore how advancements in Natural Lan-
guage Processing (NLP) and Artificial Intelligence (AI) have transformed both 
corpus construction and the nature and quality of argumentative data.

In his chapter on the role of cognition in qualitative research, Oswald (Chap-
ter 5) shows how recent work in cognitive pragmatics and cognitive psychol-
ogy can strengthen the reconstructions and analysis of argumentative discourse, 
particularly in connection with the effects of argumentation on people’s atti-
tudes and the features of argumentative messages that may influence persuasive 
outcomes. By understanding how cognition infers speaker meaning and evalu-
ates arguments, the reconstructions of implicit premises can be more easily and 
correctly identified and explanations for an argument’s persuasiveness can be 
given. This research connects with evolutionary accounts of communication, 
which make room for cognitive functions or modules specifically dedicated to 
the processing of arguments, and at the same time lends itself to quantitative 
methodologies for validation. This chapter takes stock of these recent trends 
to ground our analysis of argument reception (i.e., argument comprehension, 
reconstruction, and persuasiveness).

Bigi, Vasilyeva and Hannken‑Illjes (Chapter 6) outline the theoretical and 
methodological implications of approaching argumentation as a social interac-
tion: it must be treated as a process whose sequential unfolding is meaningful; 
this process is embedded in a temporal and spatial context and is intertwined 
with other social practices, which must be accounted for to ensure its intelli-
gibility. The authors discuss three methodological approaches that examine 
argumentation in this way: interactional analysis, conversation analysis, and the 
ethnography of communication. The social interaction approaches to argumen-
tation are driven by the study of argumentation in naturally occurring interac-
tion to provide a better understanding of how argument emerges in non‑ideal 
circumstances, how participants themselves orient to what becomes arguable 
and develop practices of argumentation, what interactional resources they use to 
manage disagreement and how they do so.

De Cock and Greco (Chapter 7) focus on the methodological aspects of 
approaching the currently widespread phenomenon of social media argumenta-
tion from a linguistics‑informed perspective. They discuss the diversity of plat-
forms and messages each platform can host, but also the ever‑changing nature of  
technical constraints and affordances of these platforms, making the analysis 
of social media argumentation particularly complex, also from the ethical point 
of view of accessing and using data. The authors emphasize also the challenges 
related to the presence of a wide variety of activity types on social media, as 
well as to the (ever growing) presence of multimodality. All of this is illustrated 
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by a detailed discussion of the place of agentivity in the analysis of argumen-
tation in social media, as well as of the argumentative role of hashtags, for a 
comprehensive insight into a linguistics‑informed perspective on social media 
argumentation.

Van Leeuwen and van Haaften (Chapter 8) build on the previous chapter by 
starting from the observation that within argumentation theory, a well‑developed 
framework for the systematic identification and analysis of linguistic choices in 
actual argumentative discourse is lacking. They highlight a set of methodologi-
cal principles and tools for the systematic identification and analysis of argu-
mentatively relevant linguistic choices, and show how these can be applied in 
practice. They do so by building on a set of principles and tools developed in the 
so‑called linguistic‑stylistic approach and by applying them to a case study in 
which the analytical process is explicitized and illustrated. The result is a set of 
non‑rigid but systematic analytical steps to reconstruct linguistic choices poten-
tially relevant to achieving the goal of persuasion in argumentative discourse.

Tseronis (Chapter 9) argues for the need to acknowledge the multimodal 
nature of communication in which argumentation as a social and rational activ-
ity finds its place. In doing so, he explains why simply juxtaposing the ‘visual’ 
to the ‘verbal’ argument cannot bring to light a correct analysis of argumenta-
tive discourse. Such an acknowledgment necessitates analyzing the verbal and 
non‑verbal modes on an equal footing, considering how they contribute to spe-
cific argumentative moves, and attending to the semiotic properties of argumen-
tative texts within their situational, institutional, and media contexts. Instead of 
seeking to promote a single approach or provide a single method for the analysis 
of multimodal argumentation, in this chapter Tseronis discusses, both theoreti-
cally and empirically, the identification, reconstruction, and evaluation of mul-
timodal argumentation.

Pilgram and van Poppel (Chapter 10) start from the hardly debatable asser-
tion that argumentation always takes place in context. They emphasize that 
while contextual grounding is necessary for fine‑grained qualitative analysis 
of argumentation, the notion of context is often treated in an allusive manner. 
Drawing on specific examples, they demonstrate how integrating both intra‑ and 
extra‑linguistic elements from context – considered at different levels (that of 
communicative activity types, the concrete situation, as well as co‑text and other 
discourses) – can enhance the analysis and evaluation of argumentation.

Hansson and Reijven (Chapter 11) argue that to comprehensively analyze 
and evaluate argumentative discourse, a thorough understanding of the local 
context of use has to be developed. Participants in specific interactions have par-
ticular ideas regarding how argumentation should be conducted, and these prac-
tices of argumentation can hinder the attainment of desirable non‑argumentative 
ideals. Introducing both critical discourse studies and the ethnography of com-
munication, the authors stress that a full analysis and evaluation of argumenta-
tion takes into account the relationship it has to its social context. An argument 
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is not just seen as an argument, but as a social act constituting for instance ‘doing 
politics’ or ‘doing democracy’.

Finally, Andone (Chapter 12) brings into discussion a number of salient ethi-
cal concerns and problems that we need to consider in argumentation studies. 
The main purpose of this chapter is to explain different approaches currently 
taken in the argumentation study area as concerns ethics, how we can place 
these approaches within the larger discussion on ethics in the humanities, and 
potentially suggest some recommendations embodying ethical principles that 
could guide our field.

As a final word, the five editors would like to acknowledge the generous 
financial support of the Lorentz Centre in Leiden and the Amsterdam Centre 
for Language and Communication at the University of Amsterdam, with which 
two of the initiators of this project are affiliated. This edited volume is the final 
product of the one‑week workshop that we organized in Leiden between 5–9 
June 2023, and to which colleagues from Europe and the United States agreed 
to participate. The editors would like to thank the anonymous reviewers who 
made insightful suggestions on our initial book proposal and saw the value of 
such an edited volume. Moreover, we are very grateful to all the authors for their 
willingness to cooperate with us in this comprehensive and ambitious project. 
Many authors agreed to take on the challenge of collaborating among each other 
for this project, and all authors took our critical feedback into account in due 
time. Their professionalism made it possible to edit the volume that we aimed 
for. The collaboration among ourselves as international editors has also been 
extremely smooth and a great pleasure. Finally, the editors thank Alexandra de 
Brauw from Routledge for appreciating the value of our project and supporting 
it. Zoya Gayle offered us all the necessary logistical support.
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1	 Descriptive and analytical 
qualitative research of 
argumentative discourse

Frans H. van Eemeren and Bart Garssen

1	 Qualitative research in argumentation theory

Argumentation theory is concerned with the descriptive and analytic treatment 
of argumentative discourse as well as its evaluation and improvement. It aims 
to provide not only knowledge and insight about how in actual communica‑
tive practices argumentative discourse is conducted but also about how it is to 
be conducted to resolve a difference of opinion ‘on the merits.’ Only then, a 
solid basis can be established for improving such practices by methodical inter‑
vention. As a consequence, to cover the various kinds of research required, the 
research program of argumentation theory needs to include five different com‑
ponents: philosophical, theoretical, empirical, analytical, and practical research 
(van Eemeren, 2015, pp. 81–109).1

This chapter deals with the use of a ‘qualitative’ research method in describing 
and analyzing argumentative discourse and focuses for this reason on the empiri‑
cal and analytical components of the research program. In descriptive empirical 
research, which is aimed at providing explanatory descriptions of ‘argumentative 
reality,’ it is examined how argumentative discourse is conducted – in general or 
in specific communicative practices. In analytical empirical research, which is 
aimed at providing interpretive analyses of ‘argumentative reality,’ actual argu‑
mentative discourse is systematically interpreted in terms of a specific concep‑
tual framework. Whether the empirical manifestations of argumentative reality 
are treated descriptively or analytically, qualitative research may concentrate not 
only on general characteristics of argumentative discourse but also on its specific 
characteristics in a particular domain. It may focus on one or more individual 
speech events, but also on a larger corpus. The aim of qualitative research is in 
all cases to provide insight and knowledge about argumentation in reality by 
enhancing our understanding of the use of argumentative discourse to achieve 
effectiveness through reasonableness and the critical standards it needs to com‑
ply with.

In the approaches to argumentation currently prominent in argumentation the‑
ory, these two components of a fully‑fledged research program are represented 
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in different ways. This can be illustrated by briefly considering (a) the formal 
logical approaches, in which argumentation is treated as a formal reasoning pro‑
cess; (b) the rhetorical and pragma-linguistic approaches, which are oriented 
toward communication and effectiveness; (c) the approaches jointly known as 
‘informal logic,’ which concentrate on examining informal reasoning in argu‑
mentation; (d) the theoretical approach called ‘pragma-dialectics,’ in which a 
pragmatic perspective on the communicative dimension of argumentative dis‑
course is combined with a dialectical perspective on its reasonableness. As is 
shown in Figure 1.1,2 based on an examination of the state of the art in argu‑
mentation theory,3 descriptive empirical research of argumentative reality is 
only extensively represented in the pragma-linguistic and the pragma-dialectical 
approaches – and to some extent by cases studies in the rhetorical approaches. 
Analytical empirical research of argumentative reality is a focal point not only 
in rhetorical/pragma-linguistic and pragma-dialectical research, but also in the 
informal logical approaches.

2  Descriptive qualitative research of argumentative 
discourse

Qualitative empirical research of argumentative discourse involves an explora‑
tion of argumentative reality that relies on observation and introspection.4 In 
Pike’s (1967) established terms, descriptive qualitative research can be emic or 
etic. Opting for an ‘emic’ approach means that in the research the argumentative 
discourse and the critical standards that are applied are viewed from the ‘inter‑
nal’ perspective of the arguer – which can be the perspective of the arguer(s) the 
researcher identifies with (i.e. concentrates the qualitative research upon) or the 
researcher’s own perspective. The pertinent questions then are: what exactly is 
from this perspective relevant in the argumentative discourse and which criteria 
determine acceptability? In an ‘etic’ approach, the argumentative discourse and 
the critical standards applicable are examined from an ‘external’ theoretical per‑
spective. The pertinent questions then are: how can argumentative discourse be 
described by using a particular theoretical framework or model? In actual prac‑
tice, etic research from a specific theoretical perspective is in fact often preceded 
by preliminary emic observations – from the researchers themselves or taken 
from reports in the literature.

Descriptive empirical research can be qualitative but also quantitative. In a 
well-considered research program, the qualitative research carried out may be 
preparatory to quantitative research, but in some cases qualitative research is by 
itself sufficient to answer the research questions that have come up. After all, 
some research problems can be satisfactorily dealt with by qualitative research 
focusing on the interpretation and understanding of argumentative discourse. As 
a rule, emic research remains limited to qualitative research while etic research 
more easily moves on to (usually experimental) quantitative research in a later 
phase. Whether emic or etic, descriptive qualitative research is initially often 
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inspired by the researcher’s own intuition and experience, supplemented by 
information available from the literature. This combination of resources can 
be helpful to getting a better grip on a great many argumentative phenomena 
encountered in argumentative reality. To fulfil its academic function properly, 
qualitative research must be authentic, credible, transferable, dependable, and 
confirmable, and the research results reported should be representative and pre‑
sented univocally in a clear and comprehensible way.5 In contrast, quantitative 
descriptive research, relying on measurement based on numerical data and sta‑
tistics, is as a rule directed at explaining argumentative phenomena by empirical 
testing of generalizing hypotheses about argumentative reality. Generally, the 
quantitative research conducted is therefore of an experimental kind, but it can 
also consist of purely numerical descriptive corpus research.

1 Philosophical component
(reasonableness conception)

2   Theoretical component
(conceptual framework/model)

4 Analytical component 5   Practical component 
(methodical reconstruction) (improving argumentative practices)

a [formal logical approaches]

b rhetorical/pragma-linguistic 
approaches 
c informal logic conglomerate
d pragma-dialectics

3 Empirical component
(describing argumentative reality)

a -----------
b [rhetorical]/pragma-linguistic 
approaches
c -----------iii

d pragma-dialectics

Bold = prominently represented a = formal logical approaches

[…] = sparsely represented b = rhetorical/pragma-linguistic approaches

------- = not represented c = informal logic conglomerate

d = pragma-dialectics

Figure 1.1 Contributions to descriptive and analytical qualitative research.
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Irrespective of whether it utilizes a qualitative or a quantitative methodology, 
the research will in principle be aimed at achieving a better understanding of how 
in actual argumentative discourses efforts are made to get standpoints accepted 
by means of argumentative moves. If it involves a case study or identification 
of the properties of a particular type of argumentative discourse, qualitative 
research is usually most appropriate. If it involves testing a general hypothesis 
about the conduct of argumentative discourse or the frequency of occurrence of 
certain argumentative properties in a particular communicative domain, quanti‑
tative research is called for.

3 Examples of descriptive qualitative research projects

It is characteristic of the rhetorical and pragma-linguistic studies which focus on 
the (potential) effectiveness of argumentative discourse that virtually all of them 
consist of qualitative research.6 Whereas rhetorical scholars tend to favor case stud‑
ies of individual speech events, pragma-linguists generally concentrate on examin‑
ing the communicative or linguistic properties of actual argumentative discourse. 
Their qualitative research of argumentation focuses as a rule on the argumentative 
function of specific discourse properties in natural exchanges and makes use of 
pragmatic insights from discourse and conversation analysis (e.g., Jacobs & Jack‑
son, 1982). A French example of primarily emic qualitative research, influenced by 
‘radical argumentativism,’ classical rhetoric, conversation, and discourse analysis, 
is Doury (2006). The descriptive empirical research of argumentative discourse 
conducted in rhetorical studies is predominantly based on theoretical concepts and 
terminology stemming from the classical rhetorical tradition, often mixed with all 
kinds of other insights. Striking specimens of such etic rhetorical research are the 
American case studies of specific political speech events in a particular historical 
context (e.g., Leff, 2003; Zarefsky, 2014, 2021).7

An explicitly theoretically motivated approach to descriptive qualitative 
research of argumentative discourse, which is also systematically connected 
with quantitative research, can be found in pragma-dialectics. Building on pre‑
liminary emic observations of argumentative reality, the researchers concerned 
opt for an etic approach in which the theoretical point of departure is constituted 
by a model of a critical discussion in combination with a code of conduct for 
reasonable argumentative discourse. By making clear what is relevant in the 
way in which argumentative reality manifests itself, these abstract theoretical 
constructs indicate what should be concentrated on in describing argumentative 
reality and how the observations made can be qualified terminologically. When 
appropriate, in connection with the findings of the qualitative research, quantita‑
tive research is undertaken.

The pragma-dialectical model of a critical discussion specifies the dialec‑
tical stages the argumentative process needs to pass through in resolving a 
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difference of opinion on the merits. Next to a confrontation stage in which the 
standpoints at issue and the difference of opinion are introduced, there is an 
opening stage in which the procedural and material starting points of the argu‑
mentative process are established, an argumentation stage in which the reasons 
in defense of the standpoints at issue against critical reactions are advanced, 
and a concluding stage in which the argumentative process is brought to an 
end by a decision about the outcome. The argumentative moves made in the 
four stages of this idealized representation of the resolution process consist 
of communicative acts instrumental in reaching a reasonable decision about 
accepting the standpoint(s) at issue (van Eemeren, 2018, pp. 36–38). The code 
of conduct for reasonable argumentative discourse complementing the model 
consists of a series of rules conveying the standards that must be observed 
in the argumentative moves that are made to prevent the argumentative pro‑
cess from derailing into fallaciousness (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992, 
pp. 102–217). The standards incorporated in these rules apply to defining the 
difference of opinion, establishing the procedural and material starting points, 
advancing argumentation to defend the standpoints at issue, deciding about 
the outcome, and maintaining clarity during the argumentative process. The 
central descriptive question examined in such qualitative research is to what 
extent the standards for judging argumentative discourse in real-life agree with 
the theoretical standards.

Because in argumentative discourse people are not just out to maintain rea‑
sonableness but also – and often primarily – to achieve the interactional effect 
of effectiveness, by means of the notion of strategic maneuvering a rhetori‑
cal dimension has been integrated in the dialectical theoretical framework of 
pragma-dialectics described above (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2002; van 
Eemeren, 2010, 2018, pp. 111–127). Strategic maneuvering between pursuing 
rhetorical effectiveness and maintaining dialectical reasonableness manifests 
itself in every argumentative move in three different aspects: (1) the selection 
made from the ‘topical potential’ of argumentative moves available at a particu‑
lar point in the discourse; (2) the adaptation to ‘audience demand’ ensuing from 
the beliefs and preferences of the intended listeners or readers; (3) the exploita‑
tion of ‘presentational devices’ in the way argumentative moves are expressed. 
As a rule, the analytic distinction between these three aspects does not manifest 
itself explicitly in the strategic maneuvering because in the argumentative dis‑
course they come into being simultaneously. Nevertheless, each of these aspects 
contributes in its own way to the reasonableness and effectiveness of the argu‑
mentative discourse. When the reasonableness falls short, the strategic maneu‑
vering is lacking in its dialectical dimension; when the effectiveness falls short, 
it is lacking in the rhetorical dimension. One of the aims of descriptive research 
of strategic maneuvering is to achieve a better understanding of when this hap‑
pens in argumentative reality.



6 Qualitative Research Methods in Argumentation Studies

3.1  Descriptive qualitative research concerning indicators  
of argumentative moves

Descriptive qualitative research in pragma-dialectics conducted in the 1980s 
focused initially primarily on the way in which argumentative moves that are 
potentially instrumental in resolving a difference of opinion on the merits mani‑
fest themselves in argumentative discourse. The central question was what kinds 
of verbal or other indicators can be a clue as to which of the various kinds of 
argumentative moves represented in the model of a critical discussion are made 
in the discourse. Thus, the model of a critical discussion offers a theoretical 
framework that serves in descriptive qualitative research as a heuristic tool for 
determining which communicative acts performed in actual argumentative dis‑
course are relevant to resolving a difference of opinion. However, more detailed 
analytic tools proved to be required to trace in all pieces of argumentative dis‑
course examined the relevant argumentative moves. These tools are developed 
by zooming in on specific points in the argumentative process to create detailed 
‘dialectical profiles’ of the various argumentative situations. A dialectical profile 
specifies more precisely than the model of a critical discussion the various kinds 
of moves that can be instrumental in realizing the specific tasks of the arguers at 
a particular point in the argumentative process.8

In descriptive qualitative research, such dialectical profiles are a heuristic 
design for capturing the argumentative moves that are at a certain point poten‑
tially relevant to resolving the difference of opinion at issue and to identify 
the verbal and other indicators of these argumentative moves. Taking the rel‑
evant dialectical profiles as their point of departure, van Eemeren et al. (2007) 
examined in Argumentative indicators in discourse by means of descriptive 
qualitative research systematically the ways in which argumentative moves are 
prototypically realized in argumentative reality. The observations they made in 
this research center around the question of what kind of indicators that are point‑
ers to specific argumentative moves are used in actual pieces of argumentative 
discourse. The central goals of the research are: (1) to identify the words and 
expressions arguers use to indicate the functions of the various moves they make; 
(2) to classify these moves in accordance with their argumentative functions in 
the various stages of the resolution process; (3) to determine under which condi‑
tions the communicative means that are used fulfil these functions. The indica‑
tors examined include the way in which the argumentative moves are presented, 
the way in which the other party responds to them, and the way in which the first 
party reacts to these responses.9

Connected with this descriptive qualitative research, van Eemeren et al. (1989) 
conducted in the 1980s a series of complementary empirical research projects 
of a quantitative descriptive type in which general hypotheses concerning the 
use of indicators of argumentative moves based on the qualitative research were 
tested experimentally (see also van Eemeren, 2015, pp. 733–742).
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3.2  Descriptive qualitative research concerning the standards  
for reasonable argumentative moves

Descriptive qualitative research in pragma-dialectics has also been conducted 
regarding the standards for reasonable argumentative moves. This happened in 
Argumentation, Communication, and Fallacies (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 
1992, pp. 102–217) by careful reflection on the fallaciousness of argumentative 
moves made in natural fragments of argumentative discourse in considerations 
about the various kinds of standards involved in the rules of the code of conduct 
for reasonable argumentative discourse. The observations made in these discus‑
sions of specimens of argumentative discourse concerning what goes wrong in 
resolving a difference of opinion on the merits do not just represent the research‑
ing authors’ own perceptions of violations of reasonableness but should, when 
explained, be shared by the readers addressed. In this way, a joint intersubjec‑
tive conception of reasonableness is appealed to – or created. This reasonable‑
ness conception is supported by the fact that it is demonstrated in the didactical 
expose that the argumentative moves that are criticized are indeed obstacles to 
a resolution of the difference of opinion on the merits. Based on introspection 
and observations concerning the suitability of argumentative moves for resolv‑
ing a difference of opinion on the merits, a didactic effort is thus made to estab‑
lish intersubjective agreement on the standards of reasonableness. Later on this 
qualitative research concerning the reasonableness standards was followed up 
by extensive quantitative research of an experimental kind concerning the extent 
to which ordinary arguers’ standards for judging the reasonableness of various 
kinds of argumentative moves correspond with the standards incorporated in the 
theoretical code of conduct – which provided further empirical support for the 
intersubjective acceptability of the pragma-dialectical rules (van Eemeren et al., 
2009).

According to the pragma-dialectical standard theory, argumentative moves 
that go against the rules of the code of conduct for reasonable argumentative dis‑
course are in principle fallacious in every context. In some cases, however, the 
reasonableness of a particular argumentative move depends in the last resort also 
on the context of the communicative practice in which the move is made. Because 
of differences in the ‘institutional preconditions’ pertaining to the various com‑
municative activity types, in different communicative domains the reasonable‑
ness standards for making certain kinds of argumentative moves sometimes need 
to be implemented in different ways. Then the soundness criteria going with the 
standards of reasonableness need to be specified (or supplemented) differently in 
different communicative practices. Which ‘precization’ of the soundness criteria 
is needed in a particular case, depends on the conventionalization of a communi‑
cative activity type. Descriptive qualitative research by argumentation theorists 
specialized in the communicative domains concerned provides for instance more 
clarity about the differentiation in the conventionalization of plenary debates in 
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the European Parliament in the political domain (Garssen, 2017), the conven‑
tionalization of the justification of judicial decisions in the legal domain (Feteris, 
2017), and the conventionalization of over-the-counter medicine advertisements 
in the domain of health communication (Snoeck Henkemans, 2017).

4  Analytical qualitative research of argumentative 
discourse

In analytical research taking place in argumentation theory, a reconstruction of 
argumentative discourse is carried out that brings its relevant constituents explic‑
itly to the fore. In this way a systematic connection is made between empirical 
observations concerning the properties of actual argumentative discourse and a 
theoretical conception of argumentative discourse suitable for treating the dis‑
course as being aimed at reasonably resolving a difference of opinion. This means 
that analytical research always involves a reconstruction of an empirical phenome‑
non (a speech event) in terms of the conceptual framework of a specific theoretical 
paradigm. Because in a reconstruction a speech event in argumentative reality is 
interpreted from a theoretical perspective, analytical research is by definition etic.

In the analytical component of the research program of argumentation theory, 
the tools are developed for making a methodical reconstruction of real-life argu‑
mentative discourse in terms of the theoretical paradigm guiding the analysis. 
Such a reconstructive analysis is necessary because in natural discourse the 
argumentative process manifests itself as a rule partly implicitly, interrupted by 
communicative acts that are not relevant to the argumentative process, in com‑
municative acts that are not always immediately clear, and in a way that, due to 
intermediate corrections and modificatory resumés, seems at times unorderly.10 
In carrying out an analytic reconstruction, all institutional and other precondi‑
tions must be taken into account that influence the argumentative process in the 
communicative practice concerned.

In a reconstructive analysis a speech event in argumentative reality is always – in 
an etic way – interpreted from the theoretical perspective favored by the analyst. 
For several reasons such a theoretically based analysis of argumentative discourse 
is not merely an interpretation: (1) it is more focused since it concentrates on a 
particular (e.g. argumentative) aspect of the discourse; (2) it takes place from a 
specific disciplinary angle (e.g. argumentation theory); (3) it is formulated in the 
terminology of a well-defined conceptual framework (e.g. pragma-dialectics); (4) 
it is intrinsically linked to the epistemological requirement of accountability.

An analysis of argumentative discourse entails carrying out analytic opera‑
tions that are instrumental in laying bare the elements in the discourse relevant to 
the identification of the argumentative process. These analytic operations, known 
as ‘reconstruction transformations,’ are aimed at externalizing the argumentative 
commitments a speaker or writer contracted in the discourse which constitute 
together his or her contribution to the argumentative process. Depending on 
the kind of analytic operation involved, four types of transformations can be 
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distinguished: ‘deletion,’ ‘addition,’ ‘permutation,’ and ‘substitution.’ The trans‑
formation of deletion amounts to leaving out of consideration elements in the 
discourse that do not play a part in the argumentative process. The transforma‑
tion of addition consists of completing the reconstruction of the argumentative 
process by supplementing elements that have been left implicit but contribute 
directly or indirectly to the argumentative process. In the transformation of sub‑
stitution elements relevant to the argumentative process whose content or func‑
tion is, due to their presentation, insufficiently clear are put in formulations that 
clarify their argumentative role unequivocally. The transformation of permuta‑
tion entails rearranging parts of the discourse belonging to a particular stage of 
the argumentative process but appearing at a different and inappropriate point 
in the discourse by putting them in the order that reflects their role more ade‑
quately. Carrying out any of these transformations must always be accounted for 
by referring to the application of (a combination of) pragmatic or other commu‑
nicative insights to the empirical data.

The purpose of an analytic reconstruction of argumentative discourse is to 
go beyond a naïve reading and create an overview of the discourse that consti‑
tutes an adequate basis for a fair evaluation by doing justice to the participants’ 
commitments by bringing to the fore what they may be regarded to convey. 
The ‘analytic overview’ resulting from the reconstruction should contain all 
those, and only those, elements that play a constructive part in the  argumentative 
process of trying to resolve a difference of opinion: the standpoints at issue; 
the positions adopted by the parties in the difference; the procedural and mate‑
rial starting points; the arguments for each standpoint explicitly or implicitly 
advanced by the parties; the argument schemes used in the various arguments 
to justify a standpoint; the structure of the constellation of arguments that con‑
stitute together the argumentation in defense of a standpoint; the outcome of the 
argumentative process according to the parties.

In the formal logical approaches to argumentative discourse no systematic 
connection is made with the communicative dimension of argumentation that is 
examined in pragmatics and other disciplines dealing with communication. Due 
to the lack of empirically supported theoretical understanding of the complexi‑
ties of argumentative reality, the analytical research component of argumenta‑
tion theory is in these approaches not or only poorly represented. Although their 
research about the analysis and evaluation of argumentative discourse opens up 
possibilities for developing the required analytic tools, so far informal logicians 
have not provided a great many full-blown analytic reconstructions of argumen‑
tative speech events either.

The rhetorical approaches to argumentative discourse contribute mainly to the 
analytical component of the research program by means of case studies. Their 
reconstructive efforts, almost invariably starting from classical rhetorical insights, 
remain as a rule limited to an application of familiar rhetorical tools, sometimes 
supplemented by incidental insights from other perspectives. Pragma-linguists 
concentrate as a matter of course on highlighting communicative or linguistic 
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phenomena. When they take an emic perspective, opting for an a‑theoretical 
and sometimes even anti-theoretical approach, the possibilities for achieving 
a reconstruction of argumentative discourse that is theoretically accounted for 
are, of course, rather limited. In pragma-dialectics, on the other hand, ample 
possibilities have been created for a theoretically motivated reconstruction of 
argumentative discourse by developing the required analytic tools.

5 Examples of analytical qualitative research projects

Providing possibilities for an analytic reconstruction of argumentative discourse 
is currently only in pragma-dialectics explicitly seen as indispensable for an 
adequately functioning discipline of argumentation theory. In the analytical 
component of the research program, it is explained what a resolution-oriented 
reconstruction of argumentative discourse involves. The analytic tools devel‑
oped for identifying the relevant argumentative moves made in the four stages 
of the argumentative process include: typologies of standpoints and differences, 
argument schemes, argumentation structures, and identification procedures for 
unexpressed standpoints and premises (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992, 
pp. 3–102). The results of the reconstruction are brought together in an analytic 
overview of all elements in the discourse pertinent to resolving a difference of 
opinion. To serve its purposes, this analytic overview needs to satisfy the require‑
ments of efficacy (no non-pertinent elements), coherence (no inconsistent ele‑
ments), economy (no redundant elements), realism (no unlikely elements), and 
well-foundedness (no unaccountable elements) (van Eemeren, 2010, pp. 16–19).

Since strategic maneuvering does not take place in an abstract critical discus‑
sion but in actual communicative practices, in analyzing strategic maneuvering 
the different kinds of institutional requirements must be taken into account that 
are connected with the exigencies of the communicative domain in which the 
argumentative discourse occurs (van Eemeren, 2010, pp. 129–162).11 In the legal 
domain, for instance, argumentative discourse needs to fulfill other requirements 
than in the political or the medical domain. Depending on its raison d’être in a par‑
ticular domain, in each communicative activity type a specific ‘institutional point’ 
is to be realized – in Prime Minister’s Question Time in British parliament, for 
example, holding the PM to account for the government’s policies (van Eemeren, 
2010, pp. 131–132; Mohammed, 2018, pp. 21, 30–32). An ‘argumentative charac‑
terization’ of the argumentative process in a certain communicative activity type 
is a systematic overview of its conventionalization in the empirical counterparts 
of the four stages of a critical discussion12 that provides insight in how the insti‑
tutional preconditions of the macro context in which the argumentative discourse 
takes place determine the possibilities for strategic maneuvering (van Eemeren, 
2010, pp. 93–127).13 Relevant to the argumentative characterization is the identi‑
fication of the institutional preconditions that influence the conduct of argumen‑
tative discourse in the macro context concerned. Next to primary institutional 
preconditions (such as the ‘standing orders’ in parliament), which are generally 
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official, usually formal and often procedural, there are also secondary institutional 
preconditions (such as the silent rule that, next to Europe’s interests, Members of 
the European Parliament always need to serve the interests of their own country), 
which are generally unofficial, usually informal, and often substantial. To be able 
to deal with the variety of communicative activity types in the analysis, in addition 
to the analytic overview and its components, in pragma-dialectics additional con‑
ceptual tools have been developed, such as ‘dialectical route,’ ‘strategic design,’ 
and ‘argumentative style’ (van Eemeren, 2018, pp. 43, 111, 167, respectively).

5.1  Analytical qualitative research concerning an analytic  
overview of a speech event

The analytical qualitative approach to argumentative discourse can be illustrated 
by giving an analytic overview of an argumentative discourse – in this case, an 
advertorial by KLM (Royal Dutch Airforce):

   I KLM sincerely apologizes for having been forced to have 440 squirrels 
destroyed, last Monday in the KLM Cargo animals’ hotel. KLM has acted 
in a way that is formally justified but admits that an ethical assessment 
mistake was made. KLM fully endorses the criticisms that have been 
voiced by the public and the various organizations.

   II The airline company has decided to start a thorough investigation into 
what exactly happened at the reception of the package in Beijing. The 
events in the KLM Cargo animals’ hotel will also be investigated.

  III Pending this investigation and in view of the emotions that these events 
have aroused, the Board of KLM has deemed it desirable that the employee 
concerned will stay home for the period of this investigation.

 IV On Sunday, April 11, 1999, KLM received orders from the Department of 
Agriculture, Environmental Management, and Fishing (AEMF) to destroy 
the animals. KLM is of the opinion that this order, in this form and without 
feasible alternatives, was unethical.

  V The Board of KLM holds, however, that the KLM employee concerned has 
acted formally correct in this matter by promptly following the directives 
of the Department of AEMF, but also acknowledges that the employee has 
made an assessment mistake.

 VI KLM once more emphasizes that the company regrets the course of events 
and offers its sincere apologies to all animal lovers and all those whose 
feelings have been hurt by the events.

VII KLM has informed [list of protesting organizations] of the above and has 
invited these organizations to come to a consultation on how to avoid this 
kind of deplorable situations at a short term.

Next to the text of the advertorial, in the analytic reconstruction the linguistic 
and institutional context, suggested logical/pragmatic inferences, and relevant 
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background information are considered. This results in the analytic overview 
of the elements pertinent to the resolution of the difference of opinion below.

5.1.1 Standpoints addressed14:

Initially it appears as if KLM has two explicit standpoints and one implicit 
standpoint [recorded in parentheses]:

– KLM acted in a way that is formally justified [I]
– AEMF gave a wrong order [IV]
–  (KLM responded appropriately to the destruction) [can be ascribed 

to KLM based on their elaboration on their post-destruction measures,  
II-III, VII]

A reconstruction of KLM’s strategic maneuvering in trying to achieve effec‑
tiveness while maintaining (the appearance of) reasonableness makes clear 
that KLM defends in fact the following three (unexpressed15) main standpoints:

1 (KLM is not to be blamed)
2 (AEMF is to be blamed)
3 (KLM responded appropriately to the destruction)

The crucial act of finishing off the squirrels KLM pushes to the background 
by wrapping it up in expressions of regret.16 After strategically portraying their 
accusers as claiming that KLM made an assessment mistake rather than blaming 
the company for killing 440 squirrels, KLM initially creates the wrong impres‑
sion that they admit having made an assessment mistake. It transpires however 
that they put the blame implicitly on AEMF.

5.1.2 Starting points17:

– It was wrong that the squirrels had to be finished off (I, IV)
– KLM regrets what happened and apologizes for it (I, V)
– The criticisms of the action deserve full endorsement (I, VII)
– AEMF ordered KLM to have the squirrels destroyed (I, IV)

5.1.3 Arguments advanced18:

In support of standpoint (1):

– KLM acted in a way that is formally justified
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Supported by:

– KLM received orders from AEMF to act in this way (IV) &
– KLM’s employee followed AEMF’s directives (V)

In support of standpoint (2):

– AEMF gave a wrong order

Supported by:

– AEMF’s order did not have the correct form (IV);
– AEMF did not offer any feasible alternatives (IV)

In support of standpoint (3):

– KLM started a thorough investigation into what happened in Beijing (II) &
– What happened in the KLM Cargo animals’ hotel (II) &
–  KLM let the employee who carried out the orders stay at home during the 

investigation &

Supported by:

– The investigation still needed to be carried out;
– The rising emotions made the employee’s staying at home necessary (III)
– KLM informed and consulted all interested parties (VII)

5.1.4 Argument schemes employed19:

The argument schemes employed are generally symptomatic.20 An example is the 
presentation of the fact that KLM started a thorough investigation into what hap‑
pened as a token that KLM responded appropriately to the  destruction – KLM’s 
implicit third standpoint.

5.1.5 Argumentation structure21:

The formulation of KLM’s starting points already paves the way for a success‑
ful defense of their implicit standpoints. Only facts that are positive for KLM’s 
position are mentioned. KLM states explicitly that their conduct was formally 
correct and demonstrates that they did the right things after the squirrels were 
destructed. They use in their argumentation the argumentative technique of dis‑
sociation to ensure that the company as a whole is not blamed when only one 
of their employees is guilty. To justify their claim that from a formal perspec‑
tive both KLM and the employee acted correctly, they emphasize that both did 
precisely what higher up had told them to do. In this way they suggest that the 
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real guilt lies with AEMF. This is, all considered, the argumentation structure of 
this speech event:

(1) KLM is not to be blamed)

(1) 1 KLM acted in a way that is formally justified

(1) 1.1a KLM received orders from AEMF to act in this way
(1) 1.1b KLM’s employee followed AEMF’s directives

(2) (AEMF is to be blamed)

(2) 1 AEMF gave a wrong order

(2) 1.1 AEMF’s order did not have the correct form
(2) 1.2 AEMF did not offer any feasible alternatives

(3) (KLM acted appropriately to the destruction)

(3) 1a KLM started a thorough investigation into what happened in Beijing
(3) 1b And into what happened in KLM’s Cargo animals’ hotel
(3) 1c KLM let the employee who carried out the orders stay at home during 

the investigation

(3) 1c.1 The investigation still needed to be carried out
(3)    1c.2 The rising emotions made the employee’s staying at home 

necessary

(3)  1d KLM informed and consulted all interested parties

5.1.6 Outcome

No outcome is mentioned: KLM suggests that the conclusion is clear

5.2  Analytical qualitative research to characterize prototypical 
argumentative styles

Analytical qualitative research may also be used to identify the argumentative 
style that is used in a particular speech event. This argumentative style is proto‑
typical of a certain communicative activity type or domain if it manifests itself 
systematically and consistently in: (1) the argumentative moves that are made, 
(2) the dialectical routes that are chosen, and (3) the strategic considerations 
that are implemented (van Eemeren et al., 2022, pp. 1–32). To identify the argu‑
mentative style, a theoretically informed analysis of the discourse is required. 
The relevant argumentative moves (1) are, as explained above, included in the 
analytic overview of the discourse resulting from an analytic reconstruction. 
Choosing a certain dialectical route (2), which directs the argumentative dis‑
course towards the desired resolution of the difference at issue, is connected with 
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the development of a particular kind of ‘argumentative pattern’ in the discourse 
(van Eemeren, 2017, pp. 17–22). An argumentative pattern is the result of the 
need to respond in the discourse to critical questions associated with the use of 
specific types of argumentations – each type of argumentation being character‑
ized by the argument scheme that defines the relationship between the reason 
advanced and the standpoint defended. Which types of argumentations are used 
and which critical questions are pertinent will to some extent depend on the 
institutional context in which the argumentative discourse takes place. Due the 
(sub)types of argumentations that are advanced in the discourse, an argumenta‑
tive pattern of consecutive argumentative moves arises that can be portrayed in a 
dialectical profile specifying the various dialectical routes that at a certain point 
in the discourse can be followed in trying to resolve the difference of opinion 
at issue on the merits. The strategic considerations (3) that are brought to bear 
in the argumentative discourse in developing a specific argumentative route of 
argumentative moves – the other property relevant to determining the argumen‑
tative style – concern the selection from the topical potential of argumentative 
moves that can be made at a particular point in the discourse, the adaptation 
to the intended listeners’ or readers’ audience demand, and the presentational 
devices employed. Since all argumentative moves arguers make in argumenta‑
tive discourse may be supposed to be aimed at realizing the dialectical and rhe‑
torical aims of resolving the difference at issue in the way they favor, the various 
strategic maneuvers carried out in the discourse may be expected to be coor‑
dinated in a way that is optimally helpful to achieving these aims – both at the 
level of the three aspects of the individual strategic maneuvers just mentioned 
and at the level of the succession of the various maneuvers in the discourse. If 
the strategic maneuvers that are performed systematically cohere to constitute 
together an argumentative strategy, the use of this strategy can also be reckoned 
to be based on strategic considerations (van Eemeren, 2018, pp. 116–120).

In carrying out analytical qualitative research concerning argumentative styles 
within this theoretical framework, a collective of pragma-dialectical authors 
identified the kind of argumentative styles that are used in a variety of com‑
municative activity types from several communicative domains, concentrating 
particularly on the use of ‘detached’ argumentative styles and ‘engaged’ argu‑
mentative styles (van Eemeren et al., 2022).22 The argumentative styles that are 
identified in the qualitative analysis may be regarded ‘prototypical’ when their 
use agrees with what can be expected in the macro context concerned in view of 
the institutional preconditions applying to the type of standpoints and differences 
at issue, the argumentation advanced on the main level of the defense and the 
relevant critical questions. If there is an interest in whether a certain prototypi‑
cal argumentative style is also stereotypical, the frequency of occurrence of its 
prototypical properties can be investigated by means of quantitative research, so 
that these frequencies can be compared with those found in other communicative 
activity types in the same and other domains and in other argumentative styles 
in the same communicative activity type. When the occurrence of a prototypical 
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argumentative style is relatively frequent in any of these senses, the use of this 
prototypical argumentative style may be called ‘stereotypical’ in that respect.

Notes
 1 The philosophical research reflects upon the standards of reasonableness for argu‑

mentative discourse, the theoretical research develops a connecting conceptual 
framework for dealing with argumentative discourse. The actual manifestations of 
argumentative discourse are examined in the empirical research, and interpreted from 
the favored theoretical perspective in the analytical research, so that an adequate 
point of departure is created for practical research concerning the improvement of 
argumentative practices. A short explanation of this program is provided in van 
Eemeren and van Haaften (2023).

 2 Pace Finocchiaro.
 3 For the complete figure and further elucidation, see van Eemeren and van Haaften 

(2023).
 4 Introspection involves in this case systematic reflection upon one’s own perceptions, 

experiences, and recollections of argumentative phenomena.
 5 Apart from the authenticity requirement, these qualities are phenomenological coun‑

terparts of the positivistic requirements of internal and external validity, reliability, 
and objectivity.

 6 A notable exception relevant to argumentation theory is the branch of communication 
studies known as ‘persuasive effect research,’ in which rhetorically oriented descrip‑
tive effectiveness research is conducted that is mainly quantitative (O’Keefe, 2002).

 7 To the extent that these rhetorical studies are theory‑driven, it can be claimed that 
they are as a matter of fact analytical rather than descriptive.

 8 For further elucidation, see van Eemeren, 2018, pp. 42–49.
 9 Related topics subjected to descriptive qualitative research of real-life specimens of 

argumentative discourse in pragma-dialectics include the distinctions between dif‑
ferent kinds of complex argumentation (Snoeck Henkemans, 1997) and the analysis 
of various kinds of presentational phenomena, such as ‘praeteritio’ (Snoeck Henke‑
mans, 2009).

 10 In natural discourse these phenomena may be perfectly functional: the efficiency of 
the discourse can be served by leaving implicit what is self-evident, its clarity by 
re-emphasizing what is vital, its smoothness by concealing what is face-threatening, 
and its naturalness by dealing with issues when they happen to come up. The origi‑
nal presentation will play a role again when analyzing strategic maneuvering in an 
extended analysis.

 11 Unlike theoretical constructs such as a critical discussion, the communicative activ‑
ity types in which strategic maneuvering occurs are empirical phenomena that can be 
examined by observation.

 12 Using the model of a critical discussion as a template in all argumentative charac‑
terizations, not only creates a common point of reference in studying communicative 
activity types but also ensures consistency and coherence that facilitates comparative 
studies.

 13 The room for strategic maneuvering in strongly conventionalized communicative 
practices as can be found, for instance, in the legal domain, is generally severely 
limited by the institutional preconditions.

 14 See van Eemeren and Snoeck Henkemans, 2017, pp. 1–10.
 15 Expressing them explicitly would have been inappropriate. The standpoint that KLM 

is not to be blamed, for instance, goes against KLM’s apologetic attitude demon‑
strated at the start of the advertorial.
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 16 The pragmatic inconsistency in KLM’s apologizing and at the same time claiming 
not to be guilty is hidden from view by a lack of clarity in their presentation. This 
should be spotted in the evaluation of the discourse.

 17 For the procedural starting points (rules to be followed) and the material starting 
points (shared premises) that can be taken as a point of departure in the argumentative 
process, see van Eemeren, 2018, p. 24.

 18 For the explicit and unexpressed premises that play a role as arguments in the argumen‑
tative process, see van Eemeren and Snoeck Henkemans, 2017, pp. 31–37, 43–51.

 19 For the distinction between symptomatic, analogy, and causal argumentation, see van 
Eemeren and Snoeck Henkemans, 2017, pp. 83–91.

 20 In symptomatic argumentation a certain sign, symptom or distinguishing mark of 
what is claimed in the standpoint is cited in the argument to make the standpoint 
acceptable (van Eemeren & Snoeck Henkemans, 2017, p. 84).

 21 For the differences between argumentation structures such as ‘multiple’ argumenta‑
tion (consisting of mutually independent arguments: 1.1; 1.2, etc.) and ‘coordinative’ 
argumentation (consisting of interdependent arguments: 1.1a & 1.1b, etc.), see van 
Eemeren and Snoeck Henkemans, 2017, pp. 55–68.

 22 In detached argumentative styles a distant position of neutrality is created between 
the arguer and the audience whereas in engaged argumentative styles the arguer iden‑
tifies in an empathic way with the audience. See van Eemeren et al.,2022, pp. 21–32.
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2	 Theoretical concepts and 
argumentative practice

Henrike Jansen and Dima Mohammed

1	 Introduction

A key task in argumentation theory is the development of theoretical concepts. 
For instance, in the pragma‑dialectical theory of argumentation, a ‘difference of 
opinion’ refers to what is at stake in a discussion, an ‘argument scheme’ con‑
cerns the type of relation between premise and standpoint, and a ‘fallacy’ is an 
infringement of a rule for a rational discussion (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 
2003). Concepts like these highlight exactly those elements of argumentative 
discourse that are interesting to an argumentation analyst and enable its analysis 
and evaluation. This chapter shows how argumentative concepts are developed 
in a sound way to ensure their validity and reliability in research.

It is an important but often underestimated matter that theoretical concepts 
originate from a necessary interaction of empirical phenomena and theoretical 
reflection. This process starts with the observation of a salient recurring argu‑
mentative practice that argumentation theory does not yet account for. Existing 
analytical concepts can be used to further explore the phenomenon by studying 
empirical data and focus on what they have in common and where they (seem to) 
differ. In order to turn the phenomenon into a concept in its own right, various 
alternative conceptual interpretations are compared by examining each alterna‑
tive and deciding whether its definition and attributed function would be able to 
account for its identified empirical characteristics.

This method of creating an argumentative concept is illustrated with, firstly, 
in Section 2., the reconstruction of a previously unidentified type of argument, 
and, secondly, in Section 3, with the concepts of argumentative potential and 
standing standpoints. In both cases a new theoretical concept was created by 
building on existing theoretical notions. This is the plannable, systematic part 
of this type of research. What we would like to stress in this chapter, however, 
is that qualitative research concerning the creation of an argumentative concept 
often bears on a salient unplannable and unsystematic element. Both of our case 
studies show that a researcher’s observation of a by‑then unidentified discourse 
phenomenon forms the necessary starting point for this type of research. Only 
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after the recognition that the observed phenomenon cannot be explained on the 
basis of already existing notions and insights, could it be examined in a more 
systematic manner making use of the interplay of theory and empirical data.

2 Reconstructing a ‘new’ type of argument

In this section we show, in a more or less chronological order, how the argu‑
mentative pattern was developed of a previously unidentified type of argument. 
The concept of an argumentative pattern is coined by van Eemeren (2017), 
and described as a typical argumentation structure constituting a certain con‑
stellation of argumentative elements supporting a certain type of standpoint 
(van Eemeren, 2017, pp. 19–20). In our understanding, a pattern is a kind of 
template representing a full-fledged version of a certain type of argumenta‑
tion. Not every element of the full-fledged version needs to be present in real 
discourse (van Eemeren, 2017, p. 24): it depends on the context whether some 
of these elements remain implicit. That is, it depends on what is understood 
as common ground in that context, on the critical responses that have been 
directed to the argument, and on the arguer’s rhetorical motivation to leave 
implicit weak elements.

In Section 2.1, we show how the research on the newly identified type of 
argument, which is called the ‘I’m not stupid’ argument, started with a coinci‑
dental observation during the analysis of data that had been gathered for another 
purpose. In Section 2.2 we will further explore what this accidental part of the 
research consists of. Finally, in Section 2.3 we will show that after the accidental 
part, already existing theoretical concepts can be used in interplay with empiri‑
cal data to systematically explore and define the phenomenon at hand.

2.1 Counterfactual argument look‑alikes

Imagine that in search of counterfactually formulated arguments one encounters 
some arguments that look like a counterfactual, but which are, on closer inspec‑
tion, different. One of them is the following argument, put forward by a TV 
host after he was challenged for his claim to be an intermediate communicator 
between the guests in his show and their belated family members:

1 What bothers me is reading on the internet that I hire actors for my shows.  
A ridiculous idea. Because it would not only cost me lots of money, but I 
would be risking a lot as well. If just one actor went to the media, my reputa‑
tion would be in tatters.1

The look-alike counterfactual in this text reads: If I hired actors, I would risk 
income and reputation. The antecedent of this sentence has remained implicit 
in the text, but is contained in the word ‘it’ in the third sentence, which refers 
to hiring actors. The consequent is present the ‘would’-part of that same sen‑
tence, pointing out the consequences that would occur if actors were hired.
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Although the sentence If I hired actors, I would risk income and reputation 
shares some characteristics with a real counterfactual, it is none. The real coun‑
terfactual would read If I hired actors, I would have risked income and reputa‑
tion. The consequent of the counterfactual is expressed in a conditional perfect 
mood, whereas the consequent of the look‑alike version is formulated with a 
potential optative. If the TV host had used a real counterfactual, it would have 
functioned as the major premise of an implied modus tollens argument, implying 
two propositions: (1) I did not risk income and reputation as the minor premise, 
and (2) (So,) I did not hire actors as the standpoint. This latter proposition – the 
standpoint – is also indirectly conveyed in the TV host’s statement ‘A ridiculous 
idea’, which conveys a denial of the accusation. But which minor premise is 
implied by the look‑alike counterfactual?

The reconstruction of the TV-host’s argument would have been easier if the 
researcher had encountered similar arguments with a more explicit line of reason‑
ing. Take for instance, example (2), about a lawyer who had been accused of help‑
ing illegal immigrants. It would be quite obvious that the sentence resembling a 
counterfactual (but not being one) does not deny that one took the risk expressed 
in the conditional’s consequence, but denies that one would take the risk:

2 I didn’t advise the illegal Turkish immigrants myself. I know what the con‑
sequences could be then; they could take away my practice. Would I let that 
happen?2

In this text, the look‑alike‑counterfactual can be reconstructed as If I did advise 
illegal immigrants, I would risk losing my practice. The rhetorical question in 
the last sentence of the excerpt shows that the denial concerns the willingness of 
taking that risk. This finding enables us to reconstruct the argumentation struc‑
ture underlying examples (1) and (2) as below:

1 I did not do X

1.1 If I did do X, I would risk Y, and

1.1’ I would not risk Y.3

On the basis of example (2), the above analysis does not seem very difficult or 
surprising. But surprise may be incited if one was told that example (3), taken 
from an Op-ed in which Mark Zuckerberg defends himself against several accu‑
sations directed towards Facebook, is a similar type of argument. After all, this 
argument does not resemble the previous ones since it does not point out the 
negative consequences of committing the act one has been accused of:

3 Clickbait and other junk may drive engagement in the near term, but it would 
be foolish for us to show this intentionally, because it’s not what people want.4

Also, example (4) below belongs to the category of the type of argument at 
stake, whereas it does not even contain the look-alike counterfactual. In this 
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example, the arguer calls into question accusations directed against Russia of 
having committed mass murder in the Ukrainian city Bucha in March 2022.

4 I don’t know who is responsible for the Bucha massacre. But do you think it 
is logical that the regular Russian army did this and afterwards withdrew so 
that the whole world could see it? If so, what logic is behind that?5

How can (3) and (4) be arguments similar to (1) and (2)? The explanation is that 
all examples (1)–(4) are instantiations of a type of argument having a complex 
argumentation structure, which comprises many more elements than only those 
which are explicitly expressed in the above-mentioned arguments. But how can 
one know? Where was this complex argument found? What type of argument 
is it?

2.2 The accidental part of the research

It is true that a qualitative methodology is at stake here, concerning the con‑
frontation of argumentative practice with theoretical insights, i.e., the systematic 
analysis, explanation, and further exploration of natural occurring discourse data 
along the conceptual lines of the relevant theoretical framework. In this research, 
the pragma-dialectical notion of argumentative activity type steered the focus 
to the relevant institutional context of accusation and defense (van Eemeren, 
2010). Furthermore, connected to the idea of activity type is the earlier discussed 
notion of argumentative pattern, accounting for the fact that there are prototypi‑
cal ways of arguing within a certain activity type. In addition, close reading of 
the gathered data and comparing them enabled the analyst to reconstruct the 
exact content of the pattern.

We will soon show (in Section 2.3) what this method entailed for the current 
research, but first we would like to stress that before we could enter this stage 
of systematically using theoretical and empirical insights, we needed to have 
come to grips already with the research object. It had to be clear that there was 
something to study in the first place, and we also needed to have some clue what 
it was or could be. And that part of the research was not systematic at all since 
it was the result of pure coincidence. The research on the look-alike counter‑
factual could only start after the coincidental observation of a type of argument 
that could not be recognized from descriptions in argumentation theory. This 
means that the research question was formulated a posteriori rather instead of a 
priori. Moreover, the question in this particular research, i.e., what that argument 
exactly amounts to, could only be posed after we had identified in real discourse 
several other examples that shared some characteristics with the initial example.

What we like to focus on in this chapter is that doing qualitative research 
includes research that does not have an a priori research plan which is sup‑
posed to find results within a certain time slot. After all, one cannot enforce the 



Theoretical concepts and argumentative practice 23

observation of a phenomenon that one does not know yet, and one cannot com‑
mand finding empirical data if one is not sure yet what one is looking for. In the 
current research, the data collection resulting from the researcher’s observations 
came about by fits and starts. In the initial stage, the researcher could only look 
for appeals to the negative consequences ensuing from the act the arguer was 
accused of, since this was the only by then known content of the argument. It 
was only after having found an example with an explicit linking premise that the 
search could be extended to arguments containing an ‘I would not risk Y’ prem‑
ise. When one of the latter type of data was found including support for the link‑
ing premise, it was possible to search for that type of content. The more elements 
of the pattern were identified (see Section 2.3), the more relevant data could 
be recognized, and also, the more elements of already gathered data could – in 
 retrospect – be interpreted as premises in the pattern.6

Simultaneous to building a collection of assumed similar arguments was the 
recognition of a link between those arguments and arguments that are described 
in classical rhetoric as eikós.7 Eikós arguments appeal to a narrative about plausi‑
ble or likely behavior considering an individual’s character, desires, and emotions 
(Rhetoric to Alexander 1428a35-1428b10 – in Rackham 1965; Kraus, 2007, p. 8).  
They are mentioned in the old rhetorical handbooks as a suitable means for per‑
suasion in a legal court setting. The inventive narrative of an ingenious rhetor was 
extremely important in a time without the sophisticated detection methods that are 
available to us nowadays, leading to ‘real’ proof such as DNA. Today, we consider 
such a narrative as (weak) indirect evidence that comes off worst when compared 
to the physical evidence used in a formal courtroom. However, if an accusation 
does not make it to the courtroom, a defendant has usually no better alternative 
than eikós (Jansen, 2023a, p. 545). This means that the antique eikós argument 
could still flourish in modern discourse, and in the next section we see that it does.

2.3 The systematic part of the research

The systematic part of the research has two components: one is theoretical and 
the other analytical. The theoretical part explores how theoretical insights can 
further define and explain the phenomenon at hand. The analytical part is based 
on close reading and comparing empirical data. These two approaches interact 
and work together.

In the reported research, the theoretical part is based on a combination of 
pragma-dialectical ideas concerning the contextualization of argumentation on 
the one hand, and classical rhetorical theory concerning status and topoi on the 
other hand. Contextualization requires that the researcher determines the rel‑
evant argumentative activity type of the phenomenon at hand, and identifies the 
institutional preconditions of this activity type, i.e., the conventionalized means 
by which the activity type’s goal can be fulfilled. This theoretical focus brought 
to the fore that arguments (1)–(4) are all used as a defense against an accusation 
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of having committed an illegal act. This means that use can be made of insights 
about argumentative discourse instantiating the ‘genre of adjudication’ (van 
Eemeren, 2010, p. 143). Moreover, since the arguers did not defend themselves 
in a legal courtroom but to a newspaper audience, the activity type concerns an 
informal legal setting, meaning that the role of adjudicator lies with the public, 
having the task to decide whether they find the defendant’s argumentation con‑
vincing. The institutional preconditions attributing to the goal of adjudication 
are the legal decision points for a judge, which can be derived from the four 
status of the legal genre described in classical rhetoric: (1) did the defendant do 
it, (2) is it culpable what they did, (3) do mitigating circumstances apply, (4) has 
the judge jurisdiction (Braet, 1987)? Moreover, the identification of examples 
(1)–(4) as appeals to the topos of eikós specify their function as a subordinated 
argument in support of a defendant’s first line of defense (derived from the first 
status): denying the accusation.8

Theoretical is also the pragma-dialectical notion of an argumentative pat‑
tern. According to van Eemeren (2017, p. 20), an argumentative pattern results 
from an arguer’s attempt to make the strongest defense of their case by antici‑
pating to all relevant critical questions. But how do we know which questions 
those are? It is true that the main argumentation reconstructed in the previous 
section elicits some questions regarding the acceptability of their content:

1 I did not do X

1.1  If I did do X, I would risk Y, and > Q: Is it true that you would risk Y if 
you did X?

1.1’ I would not risk Y > Q: Is it true that you would not risk Y?

These questions show that these premises need support. In the case of premise 
1.1 it is clear that the arguer should show the likelihood of the negative conse‑
quence to happen as a result of the alleged act: 

1 I did not do X

1.1 If I did do X, I would risk Y, because

1.1.1 Reason that Y was likely to occur

As for 1.1’, the arguer should come up with a plausible reason for why they would 
not take the risk. However, especially regarding the latter kind of support, it is 
hard to decide on purely theoretical grounds how it would exactly look like; one 
cannot even know whether it would consist in a fixed constellation of particular 
arguments or that alternative ways of support could apply as well. Therefore, 
the researcher has to turn to empirical data of the argumentative phenomenon 
at hand, which is fully in line with the idea that an argumentative pattern should 
be disclosed through qualitative empirical research (van Eemeren, 2017, p. 21).
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Supposedly, each extra assumed instantiation of the argument to be explored, i.e., 
each new example found, enhances the chances of reconstructing a complete pat‑
tern. However, it would be too simplistic to say that more data give more opportuni‑
ties, since not the quantity of the data, but their quality is decisive. A qualitatively 
adequate dataset contains a diversity of instances, which means that ideally, a new 
datum contains elements (i.e., premises) that the previous versions did not yet con‑
tain. Therefore, in the current research, it was only after some decisive examples 
had turned up that the argumentative pattern could be completed.9 Firstly, we have 
seen that example (2) was decisive for disclosing the linking premise of the main 
argumentation (1.1’: I would not risk Y). Other examples were decisive because they 
provided insight in the support of this premise 1.1’, since the content of its support 
cannot not be decided on theoretical grounds. One such example was (5) below. The 
arguer, a Dutch businessman who had been accused of drug dealing, defends himself 
by saying that he does not need the money he could make with selling drugs:

5 In my whole life I have earned more money than I can spend. Why would I 
take a risk, then? I might sometimes look a bit stupid, but I’m not an idiot.10

This example shows that the argument that one would not take the risk, is sup‑
ported with a subargument claiming that one is not stupid. Only after having 
gained this insight did elements included in the initial examples make sense as 
essential elements of the pattern. The contention ‘I’m not stupid’ presupposes 
that taking the risk is stupid. If we then take, with this insight, another look at the 
initial examples, phrases as ‘A ridiculous idea’ in argument (1) and ‘it would be 
foolish for us (…)’ in argument (3) could surely be interpreted as representations 
of a premise saying that taking the risk is stupid. This way of thinking resulted 
in the following support of main premise 1.1’:

1.1’ I would not risk Y

1.1’.1a Risking Y is stupid
1.1’.1b I am not stupid11

Example (5) gives also insight in the support of the premise that taking the risk 
is stupid. The arguer claims that he has enough money already, which means 
that for that reason it would have been stupid to take the risk of getting caught 
and being sent to prison. This means that this support represents a cost-benefit 
calculation in which the benefits are outweighed by the costs:

1.1’.1a Risking Y is stupid

1.1’.1a.1 The costs of the risk outweigh its benefits

Once the analyst is aware of the cost-benefit calculation, this calculation can 
also be discerned in example (3), where only the part of the short-term benefits 
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of generating quick money have been mentioned explicitly, while Zuckerberg 
left implicit the premise that these benefits are outweighed by the (long-term) 
financial drawback of people quitting Facebook.

Reaching this point, the methodological question comes up how it can be 
decided when the pattern can be considered as completed. Should one try to find 
more examples endlessly? This makes sense only if we expect new examples 
to give clues for yet unidentified elements. An answer to the question whether 
such an expectation is justified is based on theoretical grounds. The method to 
be applied here is reflection on possibilities: which extra elements could possibly 
be added to the argumentation structure? This means that it should be examined 
whether the pattern contains any undefended elements.

In the pattern that has been developed so far, the main level argumenta‑
tion looks quite complete. As for the main argumentation, had there been only 
premise 1.1, this appeal to risking negative consequences could evoke a criti‑
cal question concerning its justificatory power: why would the risk of negative 
consequences entail that you did not do it? The answer to that question lies in 
the linking premise that the arguer would not risk those consequences. Moreo‑
ver, each sublayer of support seems relevant and sufficient argumentation to the 
higher order element it supports.12 This leaves us with one unsupported element 
in the pattern, i.e. premise 1.1’.1b, saying that the arguer is not stupid. We did 
not find support for this premise in the examples. However, one does not need 
empirical data to find out what kind of support this premise needs. The argumen‑
tation theorist can just try to imagine how a subargument would look like. One 
would then soon find out that it should contain either one or more examples of 
the arguer having acted rationally in a difficult past situation, or it should contain 
someone else’s testimony of the arguer’s rationality.

It is true that all lowest‑level premises of the pattern could be further supported 
with subordinated premises. The reason that the risk was likely to occur can be 
backed up with a reason why that reason would hold, the cost-benefit calculation 
could be supported with subargumentation claiming why the costs of the risk out‑
weigh its benefits, and the examples or testimony of the arguer’s rationality could 
be strengthened with an additional linked reason why the hearer should believe 
that these examples are true. In principle, even these new elements could be further 
supported or strengthened, et cetera. However, these elements are not essential to 
the core idea of the argumentative pattern of an ‘I’m not stupid’ argument: they do 
not contain any specific content that changes the essence of this type of defense, 
i.e., that one would not risk negative consequences because one is not stupid.

The above shows that, in the final phase of reconstructing the pattern, the 
analyst is back in the theoretical mode – which now consists in logical thinking 
and imagining how potential subarguments may look like. Theoretical is also 
reflecting on example (4), repeated below:

4 I don’t know who is responsible for the Bucha massacre. But do you think it 
is logical that the regular Russian army did this and afterwards withdrew so 
that the whole world could see it? If so, what logic is behind that?13
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How can this example be explained in terms of the reconstructed argumentative 
pattern? For sure, it is not formulated by means of a potential optative, and also, 
the agent in the argument is not presented in the first but in the third person. The 
latter problem is easily dismissed by adapting the pattern in such a way that it 
accounts for any person (I, you, he/she/it, we, you (pl.) and they): ‘A’ did not do 
X (etc.). After all, any individual can use an argument to exonerate other people 
when they are faced with an accusation. The other problem – no potential opta‑
tive present – also requires a theoretical approach. First of all, Kraus (2007, p. 7) 
notes that eikós arguments can be formulated explicitly and implicitly. Implicit 
eikós makes use of linguistic markers such as counterfactuals, rhetorical ques‑
tions, negative phrases, the potential optative mood, etc. Explicit eikós appeals 
contain an explicit reference to plausibility, likelihood, normality, logic, etcet‑
era. This makes example (4) an obvious case of explicit eikós. Additionally, the 
‘not logical’ phrasings might be taken to indirectly convey premises 1.1’.1a and 
1.1’.1b simultaneously.

1. Russia did not commit the Bucha massacre, because

1.1  If they did, they would risk that whole world would see it, because

1.1.1 They withdrew from Bucha, and

1.1’  Russia would not risk this [i.e., the world knowing that they committed 
a war crime], because

1.1’.1(a–b)  That is not logical [representing: that would be stupid 
and they are not stupid]

It is time to wrap up what happened in the research discussed in this section. It 
started with a coincidental observation of a previously unidentified argumenta‑
tive phenomenon. After having collected some empirical data of a potentially 
similar kind, a research question could be devised, i.e., how the phenomenon at 
hand could be captured into a workable argumentation concept. That question 
was examined by confronting theoretical insights with the data collection. We 
will see a similar research process in the study of the argumentative potential, 
discussed in the next section.

3  The argumentative potential: standing standpoints and 
argumentative associates

The development of the notion of the argumentative potential and the related 
concepts of standing standpoint came about in a very similar rationale. It 
occurred in the context of research that aims at analyzing and evaluating politi‑
cal arguments. The accidental part of research happened when the analytic tools 
available left unexplainable the discursive choices made in designing complex 
political arguments: Empirical data was unaccounted for by the already existing 
notions and concepts. The data triggered some theoretical curiosity about how 
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to make sense of the strategic design of complex political arguments. In the sys‑
tematic part, different theoretical insights were examined and combined in order 
to develop the analytical concepts and tools needed to understand the strategic 
design of complex political arguments.

3.1  The context of the research: the strategic design and rational 
quality of political arguments

Within the pragma-dialectical theory (van Eemeren & Grootendoorst, 2003), 
the study of the strategic design and rational quality of political arguments ben‑
efited greatly from the incorporation of rhetorical insights as well as from the 
careful consideration of the rules and conventions of the contexts of arguments 
(e.g. van Eemeren, 2010; van Eemeren & Garssen, 2012). The concept of stra‑
tegic maneuvering (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 1999) was especially useful. 
Based on the understanding that arguers are interested not just in the critical 
testing of standpoints but also in getting their points of view accepted, the con‑
cept strategic maneuvering attributes to arguers the attempt to balance between 
norms of dialectical reasonableness and rhetorical effectiveness in every move 
at any stage of the discussion. As a result, the strategic design of argumentative 
moves becomes the result of arguers’ strategic maneuvers, i.e. the result of their 
attempts to balance between rhetorical effectiveness and dialectical reasonable‑
ness as they attempt to get their points of view accepted within the boundaries 
of critical reasonableness. Moreover, the concept makes it possible to examine 
the quality of argumentative moves according to the way the balance is estab‑
lished: if the balance is kept, the strategic maneuvering is reasonable, but if the 
pursuit of rhetorical effectiveness ends up trumping the concern in dialectical 
reasonableness, strategic maneuvering ‘derails’ and arguments become falla‑
cious (van Eemeren, 2013).

The development of the concept of strategic maneuvering expanded the ana‑
lytic capacity of the already existing pragma-dialectical tools. Integrating the 
rhetorical dimension into the analysis of argumentative discourse allowed a 
more adequate description and critical examination of argumentative practice 
(Mohammed & Zarefsky, 2011). As a result, the study of strategic maneuver‑
ing in political arguments flourished (e.g. Andone, 2013; Mohammed, 2016, 
2018; Omar, 2019; van Eemeren, 2009). The boosted empirical adequacy of the 
pragma-dialectical tools led to a greater use of these tools, which inevitably gave 
rise to new challenges.

3.2  The accidental part of the research: hitting two  
birds with one stone

An important challenge to empirical adequacy of the concept of strategic maneu‑
vering came from data occurring in complex political situations, typically from 
contexts where political agents need to balance between multiple obligations 
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and address several issues. This was for example the case for Justin Welby, the 
Archbishop of Canterbury, in a lecture he gave at the Catholic Institute of Paris 
(Welby, 2016, analyzed in Mohammed, 2019). In his lecture, Welby called for 
‘a theological voice’ in the response to the challenges facing Europe. Among the 
different challenges, he talked about ‘religiously motivated violence’:

6 […] This requires a move away from the argument that has become increas‑
ingly popular, which is to say that ISIS is ‘nothing to do with Islam’, or 
that Christian militia in the Central African Republic are nothing to do with 
Christianity, or Hindu nationalist persecution of Christians in South India 
is nothing to do with Hinduism. Until religious leaders stand up and take 
responsibility for the actions of those who do things in the name of their reli‑
gion, we will see no resolution.

In his defense of the standpoint that religion is part of the problem and must 
therefore be part of the solution, the archbishop argues that it is essential to 
recognize extremists’ religious motivation in order to get to grips with the prob‑
lem of violence. To support his point he mentions ISIS, Christian militia in the 
Central African Republic, and Hindu nationalists in South India as examples.

What is challenging here is the reference the archbishop makes to religiously 
motivated violence outside of Europe. Given the increase in the violence 
committed in the name of Islam in Europe, reference to this violence may be 
regarded as a good strategic maneuver, i.e., a choice that can be rhetorically 
effective in the critical discussion about the standpoint that religion is part of the 
problem and must therefore be part of the solution. What about the reference to 
the violence committed by Christian militia in the Central African Republic or 
by Hindu nationalists in South India? Given that this does not occur in Europe, 
such references are rather unnecessary for supporting the call for a theological 
response to the challenges. In fact, in Europe, such references might be counter‑
productive. Yet, it would be too hasty to conclude that the references are rhetori‑
cal mistakes, or even a useless effort that cannot be accounted for as a strategic 
maneuver. Indeed, the relevance of these references becomes apparent as soon as 
we consider that the archbishop may be also trying to avoid being interpreted as 
defending the view that Islam is a particularly violent religion. The archbishop 
does not argue explicitly against such a claim, but considering the issue of Islam 
and violence renders more comprehensible the strategic maneuver made in craft‑
ing the message. Indeed, an adequate examination of the case must consider the 
strategic maneuver in relation to this issue too.

While the concept of strategic maneuvering has been developed to account 
for the choices made in order to steer the discussion to one’s favor in relation 
to one issue, we are here faced with a situation that involves making discursive 
choices that can potentially steer the discussion to one’s favor in relation to more 
than one issue. But how to examine the strategic maneuver that occurs across 
the issues?
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The case of Justin Welby in Paris is a typical example of a public political 
argument where multiple issues are at stake. While a researcher may come 
across such an example by accident, a more careful examination of the data will 
reveal that the characteristics of the case are not accidental. Indeed, political 
argumentation is typically designed to address heterogeneous publics about mul‑
tiple issues (Mohammed, 2016). Cases such as the one encountered accidently 
require a systematic exploration of the capacity of the available analytic tools, of 
their expansion, and of the development of new ones.

3.3  The systematic part of the research: what is at stake in  
a public political argument?

Cases like the argument of Justin Welby above call for an expansion of the appli‑
cability of the already existing concept. The starting point is a need to expand 
the applicability of the concept of strategic maneuvering beyond the limit of one 
dispute, i.e., beyond the limit of the discussion of one single standpoint (Snoeck 
Henkemans, 1992). This is necessary in order to account for the strategic choices 
that do not necessarily serve the case of the standpoint being defended explic‑
itly but do so in relation to other positions that may have been left implicit. 
The expansion of the applicability needs to be warranted, which requires further 
theoretical development of concepts and tools. In the reported research, a case 
is made for the expansion of applicability of the concept of strategic maneuver‑
ing by considering the ‘argumentative potential’ of the discursive choices made 
(Mohammed, 2019), that is by considering the extra argumentative meaning that 
may be communicated implicitly by certain discourse or parts of it (see also 
Mohammed, 2023, 2025).

The concept of argumentative potential emerges from a careful and critical 
examination of cases of where the analysis of strategic maneuvering considering 
just one issue does not explain the strategic design of complex political argu‑
ments. In the critical examination, special attention is given to cases where argu‑
ers do not have explicit standpoints associated with all issues addressed. That is 
important as implicitness is an essential dimension in the cases that trigger the 
theoretical curiosity about how to make sense of the strategic design of complex 
political arguments. The critical examination involves detailed qualitative analy‑
sis of the cases combined with a theoretical exploration of the context of argu‑
ments, using theoretical insights from rhetoric (e.g. Zarefsky, 2008), pragmatics 
(e.g. Jackson, 1992) as well as from the study of political communication and 
institutions and the (cyber) public sphere (e.g. Kaiser et al., 2018; Pfister, 2014). 
While the theoretical analysis of the context identifies important structural fea‑
tures of the context of public political arguments, the qualitative analysis reveals 
a pattern typical of this context.

One of the most important findings of the critical examination was under‑
standing the importance of considering public inferences for making sense of 
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the strategic design of public political arguments. Due to their lack of limits and 
open-endedness (Zarefsky, 2008), public political arguments never start from 
void, nor do they ever happen in isolation: At any point in time, the public sphere 
is inhabited by infinite lines of arguments, and every time a new premise is 
advanced, the premise builds on already existing public inferences, i.e., on pairs 
of premises and conclusions that have been repeated enough to become pub‑
licly recognizable (Mohammed & Rossi, 2022). For example, the argument that 
there is a need to stop saying that ISIS is ‘nothing to do with Islam’, has often 
been presented in defense of a position that sees Islam as inherently (or at least 
particularly) violent religion. The premise has become publicly associated with 
the anti-Islam conclusion that the two may be considered a public inference, i.e. 
a recognizable premise-conclusion pair: there is a need to stop saying that ISIS 
is nothing to do with Islam (premise) and Islam is an inherently/particularly 
violent religion (conclusion). In view of the public recognizability of the pair, 
when the premise is advanced, the inference is activated, and the conclusion is 
communicated. Taking this inference into account is crucial for understanding 
the strategic design of Welby’s message (example 6 above). Aware of the public 
inference, Welby’s reference to the religiously motivated violence carried out by 
Christians and Hindus can block the inference and avoid the communication of 
the conclusion that draws a special link between Islam and violence. Indeed, the 
critical examination of more cases shows that the strategic design of complex 
arguments may be explainable by considering public inferences: Competent 
political arguers seem to design their messages carefully in order to activate 
desirable publicly recognizable inferences or block undesirable ones.

On the basis of the critical examination, the concept of argumentative poten‑
tial is introduced to refer to the implicit argumentative dimension associated 
with the possible argumentative inferences a certain discursive choice can acti‑
vate beyond what is explicitly stated (Mohammed, 2019, 2023, 2025). The argu‑
mentative potential may be attributed in function of some ‘argumentativity’ that 
may be inherent in language (Anscombre & Ducrot, 1983) or in the context of its 
use (see for example Amossy, 2009). For example, there is an implicit but clear 
argumentative dimension related to the adjective reckless: When used in describ‑
ing an act, a negative assessment of the act is communicated. Similarly, there is 
an unmistakable argumentative dimension attached to the affirmation ‘my body, 
my rule’: When written on a banner held in a demo, a position opposing the 
control and criminalization of sexuality and reproduction is communicated. In 
both cases, there is an argumentative potential being activated: some discursive 
choices trigger an implicit inference through which an implicit argumentative 
meaning is communicated.

From a methodological point of view, after a concept is coined (as it happened 
with argumentative potential in the case just outlined), the process of critical 
examination may continue to inform the design of specific analytical tools as 
well as the refinement of the theoretical assumptions, leading to what may be 
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seen as the development of an analytic framework. In the case of the argumen‑
tative potential, for example, the qualitative empirical analysis and theoretical 
exploration continued through a number of case studies and led to the design of 
analytic tools such as standing standpoints (Mohammed, 2019) and argument by 
association (Mohammed, 2023). The analytic tool of a standing standpoint was 
mainly designed to reconstruct the standpoints that may be communicated by 
virtue of the argumentative potential

‘In the absence of evidence to the opposite, an arguer who advances an argu‑
ment x may be committed to a standpoint y if in the public discourse, x has 
been associated with the justification of y.’

(Mohammed, 2019)

The standpoint attributed to an arguer based on a publicly recognizable 
 premise-conclusion pair is ‘standing’ just as in a standing declaration (Searle, 
1995): it takes effect only once a certain context is in place. For example, in 
the public debate about climate change, someone speaking about the cyclical 
change of climate might be considered committed to the standing standpoint that 
climate change is a natural phenomenon, not caused by humans. That is because 
the cyclical change premise has been central in the defense of a climate sceptic 
position. i.e., it is a premise that has been associated with the justification of a 
position against the anthropogenic view of climate change. The cyclical change 
premise and the climate sceptic conclusion have formed a publicly recogniz‑
able premise-conclusion pair: Every time we hear the premise, the conclusion 
is invoked. The public recognizability of premise-conclusion pair warrants the 
attribution of the standing standpoint. Yet, importantly, the commitment attribu‑
tion is presumptive: Arguers employing the premises may be held committed to 
the defense of the conclusions as long as there is no evidence to the contrary. So, 
for example, someone saying that Earth’s climate has changed cyclically over 
the past 600,000 years would be interpreted as arguing that our climate change 
is nothing anthropogenic, unless they manage to curb such an argumentative 
potential, for example by adding that the change we are witnessing is however 
faster than any of the cyclical changes our planet has experienced so far.

Furthermore, as part of the critical examination, the new analytic tool is 
discussed in comparison to other related tools and concepts. For example, 
the critical examination clarifies that a standing standpoint is a subtype of 
what Jackson (1992) has termed as virtual standpoints. Virtual standpoints are 
those elements in the disagreement space to which an arguer may be held com‑
mitted and which have the potential to become standpoints once they have 
been called out by another arguer. As she explains, ‘Every speech act perfor‑
mance creates a structured but indefinitely expandable disagreement space, 
an open-ended set of virtual standpoints, any one of which, on being “called 
out”, might require defense’ (pp. 261–262). A standing standpoint is virtual 
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in that it is not explicitly expressed as a standpoint but rather belongs to the 
disagreement space and may be called out. However, unlike other types of vir‑
tual standpoints, a standing standpoint is one in favor of which an arguer has 
already advanced arguments. The standing standpoint itself is not expressed 
but arguments that support it have been. The latter is indeed a crucial defining 
factor of a standing standpoint. Moreover, the critical examination situates the 
standing standpoint in the arguer’s dark-side commitments (Walton & Krabbe, 
1995). Thinking of an arguer’s commitments as part of a commitment store 
that represents the arguer’s actual beliefs as well as those that she ought to 
hold as a result of her other actual beliefs and actions or as part of the assumed 
common ground in the discussion (Hamblin, 1970), Walton and Krabbe dis‑
tinguish between light-side and dark-side commitments (1995, p. 11). While 
the light-side commitments are apparent to arguers as explicit commitments an 
arguer has made, the dark-side are ‘veiled’ or only partially apparent (p. 134). 
Like dark-side commitments, standing standpoints are always implicit. Some‑
times, they are also not known to the arguers, but they are not always so nor are 
they necessarily deeper or more fundamental than the expressed commitments. 
What is crucial for a standing standpoint is that it is the implicit conclusion of 
some expressed premises – those which can be considered part of an arguer’s 
light-side commitments. In that sense, standing standpoints have something of 
an enthymeme where the conclusion is unexpressed. But they are not necessar‑
ily as obvious nor necessarily intended as the implicit conclusion of a typical 
enthymeme. The attribution of the standing standpoint is presumptive, and 
therefore can be reversed if evidence to the opposite is found.

Finally, the critical examination leads to the articulation and clarification 
of the assumptions made in the design of theoretical concepts as well as of 
the implications of such concepts. In relation to the argumentative potential, 
these include questions about the contestability of the standing standpoints, the 
defeasibility of commitments attributed to arguers and well as about the place 
of intentions in the analysis of the argumentative potential (see Mohammed, 
2025). Indeed, the defeasibility of the commitment is crucial. By means of a 
number of case studies the case is made for why the potential needs to remain 
cancellable (e.g. Mohammed, 2023), allowing the possibility of blocking the 
publicly recognizable inference as a result of some discursive effort made by 
the arguers as well as by contextual information that is available in the pub‑
lic sphere. Accounting for the implicit argumentative meanings is important, 
particularly when the potential implicit meaning carries harm, for example 
such as in political dog whistling (Saul, 2018), or when plausible deniability 
is exploited by political agents who would want to communicate messages but 
not assume responsibility for them.14 Nonetheless, insisting that the implicit 
meaning is ‘potential’, and therefore defeasible, is also important, in order to 
minimize the risk of over-attribution that might make the pursuit of account‑
ability harmful.
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4 Conclusion

In this chapter, we showed that qualitative research includes the development 
of theoretical concepts. It starts with one or more accidental observations of 
empirical phenomena, and the subsequent observation that the current theoreti‑
cal concepts do not (fully) account for those phenomena. In this accidental part 
of the research, the data trigger theoretical curiosity when they do not conform 
to the already existing categories and patterns. Consequently, they guide the 
theoretical exploration in pursuit of new analytical tools that can account for the 
data. The actual development of those tools concerns the systematic, analytical 
part of the research. In this part, already existing theory, in combination with a 
search for more relevant data, steers the research by posing questions that shed 
new light on the data. Based on van Eemeren and Grootendorst’s research com‑
ponents (2003), research consisting of these components could also be called 
‘theoretical-analytical’.

In our first illustration of this type of research we showed how the concept 
of an ‘I’m not stupid’ argument was developed. A full-fledged version of the 
‘I’m not stupid’ argument could only be reconstructed after accidental observa‑
tions of arguments that looked quite similar, that argumentation theory did not 
account for, and that seemed to be described in classical rhetorical theory. In the 
systematic part of the research, the pragma-dialectical notion of argumentative 
activity type was used to define the activity type at hand as one of accusation and 
defense, which steered the research in the direction of classical rhetorical theory 
concerning legal status and topoi. At the same time, the pragma-dialectial notion 
of argumentative pattern was used in combination with more data of the same 
phenomenon, after which a close reading method was used to reconstruct the 
pattern. Note that for this research, the empirical data were crucial. The collec‑
tion of examples was small but diverse, i.e., the examples differed qua explicit 
and implicit elements. Only because of this diversity could crucial elements of 
the argumentative pattern be identified. Finally, the question of the pattern’s 
completeness was decided on the basis of a theoretical reflection.

The second illustration discussed the development of the notion of the argu‑
mentative potential and the related concept of standing standpoint, highlighting 
the interplay between the qualitative empirical data analysis and the critical the‑
oretical examination at three stages of the concept development. Firstly, the need 
for the concept is explained in terms of the research context it emerged in: The 
study of political arguments within the pragma-dialectical framework, in par‑
ticular the study of strategic maneuvering as a way to make sense of the design 
of arguments and their quality. Secondly, the accidental dimension is described 
showing how a theoretical curiosity arises upon coming across empirical data 
that cannot be adequately analyzed with the already existing tools and concepts. 
In this case, the illustration shows a fragment of argumentative practice whose 
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design is unexplainable by means of the existing notion of strategic maneuver‑
ing. Finally, in the last step, the illustration shows how the mix of empirical 
analysis and critical theoretical examination is involved in coining the concept 
of argumentative potential and how the analytic tool of standing standpoint is 
designed and applied.

Notes
 1 Translation of ‘Waar ik wél moeite mee heb, is als ik op internet lees dat ik acteurs inhuur 

voor mijn shows. Een onzinnige veronderstelling. Want het zou me niet alleen handenvol 
geld kosten, maar ik zou er ook veel voor op het spel zetten. Er hoeft maar één acteur naar de 
media te stappen, en mijn reputatie is aan flarden.’ (https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2006/04/13/
de-wankele-reputatie-van-een-ijzersterk-merk-11112489-a157954).

 2 Translation of ‘Ik heb de Turkse illegalen niet zelf geadviseerd. Ik weet wat de gevol‑
gen dan kunnen zijn, ze kunnen me mijn praktijk afpakken. Dat laat ik toch niet 
gebeuren.’ (http://apps.nrc.nl/demo-zaterdag/20100904___/5_6/article1.html).

 3 According to the pragma-dialectical notation system, 1 represents the standpoint, 1.1 
the explicit premise and 1.1’ the linking premise (van Eemeren & Snoeck Henke‑
mans, 2016, Ch. 5).

 4 Thanks to Rudi Palmieri, who brought this example to our attention. Its source is: 
Mark Zuckerberg, Jan. 24, 2019, https://about.fb.com/news/2019/01/understanding- 
facebooks-business-model/. See for an analysis of this text Palmieri and Musi (2020).

 5 Translation of ‘Ik weet niet wie er verantwoordelijk is voor de massaslachting in 
Boetsja. Maar vindt u het logisch dat het reguliere Russische leger dit gedaan heeft, 
waarna het zich terugtrekt zodat het zichtbaar is voor de wereld? Zo ja welke logica 
zit daar dan achter?’ https://x.com/JoostNiemoller/status/1510736954870185986.

 6 After having identified the linking premise, and all the more so after having identi‑
fied this premise’s support, it would have been possible to collect data in a more 
systematic way with a digital search on key phrases. We did not do that and waited 
to find more instantiations of the argument type at hand by chance, which is why the 
development of the pattern came about relatively slowly.

 7 In fact, this recognition also happened by chance, because the researcher taught 
a class on rhetoric and read about eikós while immersing herself in the relevant 
literature.

 8 Interestingly, in case of an informal accusation and defense situation, the four clas‑
sical decision points are applicable in this original, classical order. In a formal court 
case, however, status 4 is transformed into a more elaborate version concerning sev‑
eral procedural issues, and functions as a preliminary question for a judge to decide 
whether the case can go ahead at all (Braet, 1987, pp. 86–87).

 9 This fact explains why a preliminary reconstruction of the argument by the same 
researcher (Jansen, 2015) is very different from its final version (Jansen, 2023b).

 10 Translation of ‘Ik heb in mijn hele leven meer geld verdiend dan ik kan uit‑
geven. Dan ga ik hier toch geen risico lopen? Ik kan misschien raar uit mijn 
ogen kijken, maar ik ben geen idioot.’ https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2015/01/31/
unhappy-ending-in-thailand-1461302-a50539.

 11 The notation of an (a) and a (b) argument shows that these premises are coordina‑
tively linked, meaning that they can only together defend the claim they support, and 
not on their own (van Eemeren & Snoeck Henkemans, 2016, Ch. 5).

https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2006/04/13/de-wankele-reputatie-van-een-ijzersterk-merk-11112489-a157954
http://apps.nrc.nl/demo-zaterdag/20100904___/5_6/article1.html
https://about.fb.com/news/2019/01/understanding-facebooks-business-model/
https://x.com/JoostNiemoller/status/1510736954870185986
https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2015/01/31/unhappy-ending-in-thailand-1461302-a50539
https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2006/04/13/de-wankele-reputatie-van-een-ijzersterk-merk-11112489-a157954
https://about.fb.com/news/2019/01/understanding-facebooks-business-model/
https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2015/01/31/unhappy-ending-in-thailand-1461302-a50539
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 12 We did not reconstruct linking premises at the sublevels of the argumentation as they 
can just be understood as an if [premise], then [standpoint]-conditional.

 13 Translation of ‘Ik weet niet wie er verantwoordelijk is voor de massaslachting in 
Boetsja. Maar vindt u het logisch dat het reguliere Russische leger dit gedaan heeft, 
waarna het zich terugtrekt zodat het zichtbaar is voor de wereld? Zo ja welke logica 
zit daar dan achter?’ https://x.com/JoostNiemoller/status/1510736954870185986.

 14 See Walton (1996) for a discussion of plausible deniability and the evasion of the bur‑
den of proof; also Oswald (2022) for an elaborate discussion of plausible deniability 
and insinuations.
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3	 Grappling with the descriptive 
and normative dimension of 
argumentation

Marianne Doury

In October 1974, the French writer Georges Perec sat for three days at the Café 
de la Mairie in Place Saint‑Sulpice in Paris, noting down everything he saw and 
heard. Here is a short excerpt from his notes, as published:

It is five after two.
An 87 passes by.
People, in waves, still, continually.
A priest returning from a trip (there is an airline label hanging from his 
satchel).
A child slides a toy car along the windowpane of the café (slight noise).
A man stops for a moment to say hello to the big dog of the café, peacefully 
stretched out in front of the door.
An 86 passes by.
A 63 passes by.
A woman passes by. On her bag is written “Gudule.”

(Perec, 2010, p. 15)

Perec conceived his project as an attempt to describe a place. The resulting 
work, published under the title An Attempt at Exhausting a Place in Paris, can in 
some respects be considered a description “par excellence”: the text is the trace 
of what Perec’s senses (primarily sight and hearing) captured from an empirical 
reality localized in time and space. It aligns with how the Oxford English Dic-
tionary defines the verb “to describe,” as

to use words to convey a mental image or impression of (a person, thing, 
scene, situation, event, etc.) by referring to characteristic or significant quali‑
ties, features, or details; to give an account of or statement about in speech or 
writing; to portray in words.1

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003502296-3
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Moving from the literary to the scientific domain, such an endeavor of meticu‑
lously recording what is observable serves as a starting point for any approach 
to argumentation claiming an empirical dimension. In this regard, the widely 
accepted distinction in argumentation studies between descriptive approaches, 
which aim to account for argumentation as it occurs, and normative approaches, 
focused on argumentation as it ought to occur, is prone to generate a series of 
misunderstandings, which this chapter seeks to dispel.

First, the “descriptive/normative” distinction, if interpreted as an opposi‑
tion, may be understood as suggesting that normative approaches disregard 
the description of real-world argumentative practices. Yet, as we will empha‑
size, considering argumentation as it occurs is essential for developing reflec‑
tions on what it should be. From this perspective, description and normative 
approaches are by no means incompatible; we will suggest that the real opposi‑
tion lies between normative approaches to argumentation and non-normative 
approaches, which we propose to label as comprehensive, insofar as they seek to 
understand how argumentation functions in real-world contexts, from everyday 
conversations to institutional settings.

Moreover, using the normative/descriptive distinction to broadly categorize 
approaches to argumentation may be understood as meaning that the core of any 
empirical approach to argumentation is something like a descriptive module, to 
which an evaluative component (often leading to recommendations) is added 
in the case of normative approaches – while non-normative approaches would 
stop at the foundational level of description. We will argue that such a view 
overlooks the fact that the description of data is not the same when it is part of 
a normatively oriented research project versus a comprehensively oriented one: 
there is no such thing as a “degree zero” of description, to paraphrase Barthes 
(1967), and even Perec’s descriptive endeavor presupposes, at least, a point of 
view. Normative scholars describe to evaluate; non-normative scholars describe 
to reveal the implicit norms, strategies, and social functions of argumentation. 
The latter approach offers precious insights into how argumentative practices 
construct meaning, manage disagreement, and negotiate identities, even in cases 
where a normative approach would hardly make sense – as illustrated later in 
this chapter through an analysis of ordinary discourse about dual nationality.

Furthermore, it cannot be assumed that a non-normative approach is the same 
as a normative approach, merely lacking something: we will underscore that even 
non-normative approaches are concerned with argumentative norms. Finally, we 
will assert that the fact that non‑normative approaches do not themselves pro‑
duce recommendations for improving argumentative practices does not mean 
they are indifferent to the effects their findings may have on the social world.

1  The distinction normative/descriptive as characterizing 
approaches to argumentation

In argumentation studies, the terms “descriptive” and “normative” are com‑
monly used to distinguish between approaches focused on argumentation as it 
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occurs and those focused on how it ought to occur. As Sally Jackson (1989) 
clarifies, a normative theory provides “a systematic set of claims about how 
argumentation should be conducted” (113) while a descriptive theory offers “a 
systematic set of claims about argumentation practice.”

Normative approaches usually combine an evaluative component – allowing 
for judgments such as “this argumentation is good or bad” – with a prescriptive 
component: “here is how this argumentation should be to be better”2 – better 
meaning, more often than not, “more rational”:

What investigations have been made into argument per se have been organ‑
ized around the desire to increase one’s ability to argue rationally

(Gilbert, 1997, p. 21)

However, the “normative/descriptive” distinction used to characterize different 
approaches to argumentation should not be understood as a sharp dichotomy, for 
various reasons that we will now examine.

2  Normative perspectives often include a substantive 
descriptive component

Approaches to argumentation that adopt a normative stance – particularly those 
rooted in informal logic – have long paid limited attention to actual argumenta‑
tive practices. As Gilbert (1997) notes:

While part and parcel of the study of argument is, at the very least, a modest 
descriptive component, for traditional Informal Logicians, this might involve 
nothing more than identifying premises and conclusions, arguments and sub‑
arguments, fallacies, and irrelevancies. One might be instructed to lay out an 
argument in a certain form – that is, to “describe” or “diagram” it in some 
standardized way. (22)

He cites Johnson and Blair’s (1983) work as emblematic of this minimalist 
approach to description.

Today, however, many scholars explicitly integrate a descriptive dimen‑
sion into their normative frameworks, one that entails far deeper attention to 
real-world argumentation than Gilbert’s critique suggests.

In 1993, van Eemeren, Grootendorst, Jackson, and Jacobs advocate for the 
reconciliation of “descriptive and normative insights” in order to bridge the 
“unfortunate division between descriptive and critical work” (vii). Two decades 
later, the reconciliation appears achieved: the 2014 Handbook of Argumenta‑
tion Theory, which provides an overview of the current state of the art in the 
field, underscores that “most argumentation theorists seem to recognize that 
argumentation research has a descriptive as well as a normative dimension, so 
that in argumentation theory both interests must be combined” (Eemeren et al., 
2014, p. 30).
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Incorporating descriptive analysis into normative theories has become 
 essential – not only to evaluate arguments effectively but also to ensure assess‑
ments remain contextually grounded and to gauge the practical impact of derived 
recommendations.

2.1  Actual argumentations must be described to enable the analyst  
to see how much they deviate from ideal models

To evaluate and improve argumentative practices within a given context, 
researchers must first examine real-world practices and compare them to an 
ideal model. This comparison reveals gaps between reality and the normative 
ideal, enabling corrective prescriptions. Van Eemeren et al. (2021) implement 
this approach in their pragma-dialectical framework:

[It] combines a descriptive perspective in which argumentative discourse is 
viewed empirically as it occurs in reality (its ‘pragmatic’ dimension) with a 
normative perspective in which argumentative discourse is seen as part of a 
(tacit) critical dialogue that is reminiscent of an Aristotelian ‘dialectic’ (its 
‘dialectical’ dimension). This means that the pragma-dialectical theory can‑
not only be used to describe the use of argumentation in argumentative prac‑
tices, but also to evaluate it against normative standards of reasonableness. 
This combination of a descriptive and a normative perspective is necessary 
in order to detect, and in some cases remedy, possible shortcomings in the 
argumentative discourse, because improving the quality of argumentative 
discourse requires both insight into how the discourse is actually conducted 
and standards for how it is to be conducted.

(8)

The balance between describing practices as they are and prescribing how they 
should be varies across theoretical approaches. Pragma-dialectics, for instance, 
began by developing an ideal model of critical discussion but has increasingly 
engaged with the complexity of real-world practices through concepts like stra‑
tegic maneuvering (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 1999) and argumentative activ‑
ity types (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2005).

In contrast, Craig and Tracy’s (2005) Grounded Practical Theory (GPT) –  
which develops rational-moral principles for critiquing interaction in contexts 
where argumentative discourse emerges – takes the opposite approach:

[R]ather than beginning with a priori principles, as argument theory does, GPT 
begins by looking closely at interaction in particular sites, seeking to take seri‑
ously the multiple aims and points of view that are part of the focal practice.

(Craig & Tracy, 2005, p. 12)



Descriptive and normative dimension of argumentation 43

2.2  Description is needed to characterize the activity types in  
which argumentation is embedded

The descriptive component is also made necessary by the increasing contex‑
tualization of argumentation approaches and its relevance to a normative pro‑
ject. The growing attention to context constitutes for van Eemeren (2014, p. 7) 
one of the most promising developments in argumentation theories. Taking into 
account the context in which argumentative activity takes place is essential for 
normative approaches that claim a functional evaluation of  argumentation – 
according to which an argumentation is assessed positively or negatively 
depending on whether it contributes to the achievement of the goals governing 
an interaction.

Argumentation is commonly viewed as a discursive means of resolving a disa‑
greement. When framed through this lens (and refined by theoretical approaches 
like pragma-dialectics, which specify that resolution must occur “on the mer‑
its”), certain argumentative moves are deemed acceptable or unacceptable. 
However, such resolution-oriented activity does not exist in a social vacuum. 
It is embedded in more or less institutionalized discursive‑interactional frame‑
works that are often termed “activity types.” These activity types “are cultural 
artefacts that can be identified on the basis of careful empirical observation of 
argumentative practice” (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2005, p. 76). Their internal 
logics are shaped by specific objectives, to which argumentation’s primary goal 
(dispute resolution) must adapt.

Here, a fine-grained description of how these activity types are practiced 
allows for the identification of their functional elements (types of participants, 
institutional roles, location, and timeframe of the activity), and crucially “the 
conventions, standards and other rules that need to be observed in order to com‑
ply with the institutional requirements” (van Eemeren et al., 2021, p. 3).3 By 
documenting how these activity types operate, we can trace how contextual fac‑
tors shape argumentative dynamics and clarify how argumentation’s function 
aligns with the broader objectives of the activity type.

2.3  The iterative descriptive‑normative loop: integrating empirical 
analysis in argumentation evaluation and intervention

To complete the cycle of “describe → evaluate → recommend → measure 
impact,” normative approaches must also examine argumentative practices 
after corrective interventions. This final step assesses whether the gap between 
real-world practices and the ideal model has narrowed – a crucial test of the 
intervention’s efficacy.

It is by now clear that adopting a normative perspective in no way implies a 
lack of interest in actual argumentative practices. Thus, the distinction between 
normative and descriptive approaches should not be understood as a dichotomy. 
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If an opposition exists, it is between normative approaches (which aim to evalu‑
ate the arguments produced and provide recommendations) and non-normative 
approaches, which aim to learn more about how people do argue, without any 
judgment on how they do so. The latter, if they were to be characterized posi‑
tively, could perhaps be qualified as comprehensive.

In any case, both normative and comprehensive approaches, insofar as they 
claim an empirical foundation, engage in description. However, description con‑
stitutes only one phase of research – a phase that ensures the study’s empiri‑
cal grounding and provides an initial categorization of observed phenomena. 
Research is not reducible to this descriptive stage, whose results are subse‑
quently interpreted and discussed in light of each approach’s specific research 
questions. Failing to distinguish between description as a research phase and 
the adoption of a non-normative perspective on argumentation risks generating 
misunderstandings about what a comprehensive approach to argumentation is, 
as we shall show below.

3  A comprehensive approach is not a normative approach 
stripped of evaluation

The preceding discussion highlights a growing consensus about integrating 
descriptive analysis into normative argumentation studies. Yet this convergence 
risks obscuring a critical point: comprehensive (non-normative) approaches are 
not simply normative approaches minus their evaluative component.

First, the descriptive phase present in both normative and comprehensive 
approaches to argumentation must not be reduced to a mere recording of real‑
ity, independent of any theoretical framework. There is no such thing as “pure 
description,” understood as a neutral transcription of empirical data. Even Perec’s 
descriptive project, reported in this chapter’s opening, inherently involves a 
point of view (determined by the café from which he conducts the observation), 
a selection of what he accounts for imposed by the material conditions of the 
experiment (for instance, by his ability to take note of the micro‑events around 
him as rapidly as they occur), and a subjective filtering (why does he note that 
the word “Gudule” is written on the lady’s bag, and does he not account for the 
advertising poster that surely adorns the side of the buses whose passage he 
mentions?). As Plantin (2017) points out, there is no observable (and no possible 
description) without prior knowledge:

An observable is such only for someone who possesses the science that consti‑
tutes it. For example, an oncologist sees cancer on a CT scan, while an ordinary 
person sees nothing, even if they say “yes yes” when the oncologist shows it to 
them, because they do not have the science that would allow them to see. They 
simply acquiesce to the presence of a vague spot more or less like the others.

(61, our translation)
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Plantin’s example is taken from the medical field, but the point which is being 
made here is all the more true for discourse studies, in which “describing is 
always interpreting” (Kerbrat-Orecchioni, 2017, p. 333, our translation), since

the application of available descriptive categories to data always involves 
interpretation, whether these are grammatical and lexical categories, prag‑
matic categories (describing a behavior as an accusation, a refutation, or a 
protest is already interpreting it), or conversational categories (notions such 
as turn-taking, TCU [turn-construction unit], interruption, repair, adjacency 
pair, etc., are inherently interpretive concepts).

(Kerbrat-Orecchioni, 2017, 
 p. 333, our translation)

Any description therefore presupposes choices, either in terms of selecting the 
elements to be described or in terms of the categories used for the description. 
These choices are determined by the analysis that the description will allow, 
and the research questions it seeks to answer. Obviously, empirical data are not 
described in the same way depending on whether the analysis to be proposed is 
embedded in a normative approach to argumentation or in a non-normative one.

In normative perspectives, argumentative data are described in terms that per‑
mit their evaluation – that is, through categories and transformations that render 
them assessable against ideal standards. Take, for example, pragma-dialectics, 
which preconizes an explicit reconstruction process designed to measure devia‑
tions from an ideal model of critical discussion. The resulting description is what 
van Eemeren et al. (1993) term a “normative description” (24) – a hypallage, 
since the term “normative” applies not to the description itself, but to the subse‑
quent analysis. This description then serves as the foundation for evaluation and 
recommendations.

To illustrate, the deletion operation filters out expressive speech acts (e.g., 
expressions of fear, gratitude, or grief) not because they are absent from the 
actual interaction, but because they are not deemed “argumentatively relevant” 
(van Eemeren et al., 1993, p. 29) within their normative analytical paradigm.

Likewise, permutation reorganizes discourse into four stages – confrontation, 
opening, argumentation, and conclusion – not to represent the actual unfolding of 
interaction, but to assess whether moves align with each stage’s dialectical objectives.

Along the same lines, the pragma-dialectical school’s extensive work on argu‑
mentative indicators has produced a structured inventory of markers deemed 
relevant for describing and reconstructing argumentative data within its frame‑
work. This inventory notably diverges from classical conceptions of argumenta‑
tive operators or connectors (Ducrot et al., 1980). The distinction arises because 
pragma-dialectical indicators do not merely signal traditional argument compo‑
nents (e.g., premises/conclusions), but also identify elements crucial for norma‑
tive reconstruction (van Eemeren et al., 2007).4
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The preceding discussion clarifies a potential misunderstanding: the evalu‑
ative and prescriptive dimensions of normative argumentation studies are not 
simply added to some pre-existing, theory-neutral descriptive foundation. On 
the contrary, the normative framework actively shapes the descriptive process 
from the outset, determining which data elements are retained, how they are cat‑
egorized, and what conceptual relationships are established. This confirms that 
description is inherently interpretive – a first step in the analytical process that 
must remain coherent with the study’s overarching objectives.

The same principle holds for non‑normative approaches, where research ques‑
tions dictate descriptive priorities. When analyzing phenomena like coalitional 
shifts in multiparty argumentation, for example, the description must capture 
not only participants’ statements but also the dynamic interplay of alliances and 
oppositions as they develop sequentially. Such an approach treats argumenta‑
tion as an interactional achievement, a perspective exemplified in the following 
exchange between S, a Parisian newspaper vendor, and C, a regular customer. 
They have just discussed how the media and “heartland France” tend to exagger‑
ate incidents involving immigrants or French people of foreign origin to support 
radical anti-immigrant positions. The shopkeeper (who identifies as left-leaning 
and assumes his interlocutor does too), continues5:

S: and it’s kind of true, the right-wing has a point, I’m not… you won’t agree 
with me; but if you’ve got kids, well, dual nationality is a risk. You’re 
either French or Algerian, French or Moroccan, you gotta choose.

C: Me, I’m… I’m not for dual nationality.
S: I’m against it
C: Yeah.
S: I see guys…
C: You gotta make your choice, y’know.
S: You gotta make your choice; in those cases, it’s too easy, come on!
C: Oh yeah, you take the good from both sides and leave the bad behind.
S:  Exactly, that’s it. “Yeah, but we’ve got our roots!” So what? You can have 

your roots! You can go on vacation to your country! But in those cases, 
you shouldn’t have… And it’s, and their kids, the older ones who mess 
up like that; you grab them: “Get out, go back to your country!” Because 
they’re just parasites on society…

If we define argumentation as a textual mode where coherence is achieved by 
presenting some statements as reasons (arguments) supporting the acceptabil‑
ity of other statements (conclusions), then this exchange clearly qualifies as 
argumentative. The shopkeeper’s declaration “I’m against it” (referring to dual 
nationality) functions as a conclusion supported by the argument “having dual 
nationality is too easy,” which in turn derives from the justification “you take the 
good from each side and leave the bad behind.” This position is countered by the 
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argument “we have our origins,” which, in connection with the implicit premise 
that “dual nationality allows individuals who benefit from it to maintain a con‑
nection with their origins,” serves the conclusion “dual nationality is a good 
thing.” The shopkeeper then rebuts this by retorting to his imagined interlocutor 
that “he can go on vacation in his home country,” which supports the unstated 
claim “one can preserve cultural connections without dual nationality.”

Notably, S’s final remarks introduce a secondary argumentative strand con‑
cluding that “delinquent immigrants should be deported,” supported by the char‑
acterization of such individuals as “parasites on society.” While related to the 
initial discussion about dual nationality, the precise logical connection between 
these two argumentative lines remains unclear. Perhaps the final sequence 
should be understood as an additional argument in favor of abolishing dual citi‑
zenship. This abolition would allow for the deportation of immigrant offenders 
who chose to retain their birth country’s nationality and could no longer invoke 
their French nationality to remain on national territory.

This argumentative structure can be visually represented in Figure 3.1.6

How are we to handle such an argumentative sequence? Reconstructing it 
along the lines of a critical discussion model to measure how it aligns with or 
diverges from it would make little sense for various reasons. We will address only 
two of them. First, the actual situation diverges fundamentally from a critical 
discussion’s structure, where two parties debate to resolve a difference of opin‑
ion on the merits. Here, after S wrongly anticipated that C would disagree with 
him, it becomes clear that both participants actually agree on dual nationality –  
which forces us to consider other functional purposes for their argumentation, 
since they continue to argue nonetheless.

Second, is the condition of improvability, which we have said provides the 
rationale for the evaluative component of a normative approach to argumenta‑
tion, fulfilled? Whose conduct are we trying to improve? That of ordinary citi‑
zens exchanging their views while buying a newspaper? The way they argue 
likely fulfills their needs well and aligns with the communicative aims governing 
their interaction. What legitimacy could a normative analyst claim in formulat‑
ing recommendations aimed at helping these speakers improve their practice? 
This is without even considering the speakers presented as the source of the 
counter- discourse (2.2 & 2.3). Given that they are absent from the communica‑
tive situation and impossible to identify precisely (assuming they even exist), 
they lie beyond the reach of any corrective intervention.

From a non-normative perspective however, this brief exchange reveals pro‑
ductive avenues that could be explored further with other data to establish how 
meaningful and generalizable the observations made on this brief argumentative 
interaction are.

First, the caution with which S and C proceed before clearly expressing 
their position on dual nationality is striking. S introduces his point by saying 
“the right-wing has a point,” which may be understood as a concession given 
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S’s left‑leaning position. This concessive assertion is a first clue to the posi-
tion S is going to endorse, since his interlocutor is supposed to know that the 
opposition to dual nationality is characteristic of right‑wing people. Then S 
anticipates a possible disagreement with C (“you won’t agree with me”) and 
indirectly expresses his position through a rather vague argument (“there’s a 
risk”), followed by C’s litotes formulation of his position (“I’m not for dual 
nationality”), and finally, S’s frontal stance (“I’m against it”), validated by C’s 
agreement (“yes”).

How can we understand this multiplication of rhetorical precautions when 
expressing their respective positions on a topic where disagreement is possible? 
The use of multiple and varied modal strategies suggests that the expression of 
disagreement between participants in an interaction, which is a plausible sce-
nario in argumentative exchanges, may pose a threat to their respective faces. 
This raises key questions: How do interactants manage face threats when disa-
greement arises? Does prior acquaintance mitigate or exacerbate these threats? 

Figure 3.1  The argumentative structure of the dual nationality dialogue.7
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And how do genre conventions modulate such facework? (for example, in  genres 
that are confrontational by definition, such as adversarial debates, does disagree‑
ment still constitute a threat to the interlocutor?).

A second striking phenomenon – rather common in ordinary exchanges – is 
the fact that the argumentation unfolds on two levels: the interaction between  
C and S, and the reported interaction between S and an unspecified interlocutor, to 
whom stereotyped arguments in favor of dual nationality are attributed (2.2–2.3).  
How can we explain the emergence of such reported exchanges in everyday 
argumentation? One hypothesis is that it is a way to allow the argumentation to 
develop. Since no opposition is apparent in the actual situation, invoking a fic‑
tional adversary makes the argumentation more relevant, as it would otherwise 
risk spinning its wheels in a consensus situation. Another hypothesis is based on 
the observation of S’s radical stance in the confrontation he reports with this fic‑
tional interlocutor. When he says “So what?” or “Get out, go back to your coun‑
try,” one cannot help but be struck by the violence of his words. S thus constructs 
an ethos of intransigence towards immigrants who consider dual nationality as a 
way of having the cake and eat it too.

This analysis makes sense if we consider that S himself is of Moroccan- 
Algerian origin and often complains about being singled out due to the prob‑
lematic behavior of some who share his background. The fact that reported 
argumentative dialogues often allow speakers to construct a favorable ethos 
has already been documented (see for instance Doury, 2004). Finally, the emer‑
gence of such reported dialogues can also be linked to the first point: in situa‑
tions where there is a disagreement between the interlocutors, expressing and 
developing one’s position within a reported dialogue opposing the speaker to 
an absent (or even fictional) interlocutor is a way to preserve the faces of those 
present and thus not compromise their future relationship.

We do not claim this single example proves these points conclusively. How‑
ever, its granular examination highlights latent argumentative mechanisms 
whose systematic study across diverse datasets might help understand better 
fundamental dimensions of discursive conflict.

4  A non‑normative perspective does not entail indifference 
to argumentative norms

The way non-normative approaches to argumentation (often labeled as “descrip‑
tive,” as mentioned before) are framed can mistakenly suggest that they are 
indifferent to the issue of argumentative norms. Thus, when van Eemeren et al. 
(1993) contrast descriptive and normative approaches by stating,

[a] model of argumentation may be attentive to or indifferent to a set of criti‑
cal standards for rational judgment,

(14)
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the disjunctive “or” may be understood as suggesting that only scholars adopting a 
normative approach to argumentation are concerned with argumentative norms. In 
reality, a comprehensive approach does not disregard critical standards but shifts 
the focus to those upheld by the speakers under analysis. Indeed, there is consen‑
sus that argumentation is inherently norm‑governed: participants in argumenta‑
tive exchanges operate with implicit models of how disputation ought to unfold 
(Jackson, 1989, p. 113). Gilbert coins “natural normativity” to label the spontane‑
ous system of norms that, as he writes, “controls and limits our argumentative 
behavior” (Gilbert, 2007, p. 149). This conception of a “good” argument partially 
determines8 actual argumentative productions. The phenomenon of natural norma‑
tivity is of equal interest to both normative and non‑normative researchers.

4.1	 Ordinary norms in normative approaches to argumentation

Although the ideal model of critical discussion is constructed on the basis of 
philosophical insights, the “natural” argumentative norms are of importance to 
pragma‑dialecticians. Indeed, for the evaluation of argumentative practices, and 
the prescriptions derived from them, to make sense and be acceptable to ordinary 
arguers, the standards underlying these evaluations must align with the speakers’ 
normative representations. This is why the identification of these normative rep‑
resentations of argumentation is also necessary for pragma‑dialectics. Thus, van 
Eemeren et al. (2009) carried out a comprehensive research project to experi‑
mentally test the intersubjective acceptability of the pragma‑dialectical norms to 
judge the reasonableness of argumentative discourse.

4.2	 Ordinary norms in non‑normative approaches to argumentation

Even when adopting a non‑normative approach to argumentation, the analyst can‑
not ignore that a significant part of the argumentative activity in which participants 
engaged in discussing an issue partake involves evaluating the arguments that are 
put forward by their interlocutors – or by external arguers whose arguments are 
mentioned in the discussion. One of the key tasks of argumentation analysts is to 
identify the norms that ordinary speakers use to evaluate arguments.

Through the analysis of sequences where participants assess arguments they 
face (or assess their own arguments), researchers can investigate whether the 
standards they employ in this evaluation are subjects to variations – are they uni‑
versal, or do they differ across cultures and communicative situations? Another 
important aspect is their hierarchy. For example, do logical standards prevail 
over ethical considerations in the context under study? Finally, analysts should 
examine the purposes these norms serve in real argumentative exchanges  –  
particularly whether they might be employed to serve specific strategic objectives.

The central strategy employed by pragma‑dialecticians to access ordinary 
argumentative norms is an experimental method consisting, in broad strokes, 
of submitting small argumentative exchanges to informants and asking them 
to judge their acceptability (for a detailed presentation of the protocol, see van 
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Eemeren et al., 2009). One may also consider that these ordinary norms consti‑
tute one of the components of the empirical reality to be described, and that the 
“text” of ordinary argumentation itself provides access to these norms.

To uncover these ordinary argumentative norms, several paths are possible, 
including paying attention to ordinary meta‑discourse on argumentation,9 and 
in particular, to axiologically charged meta‑argumentative terms, such as “amal‑
gam” (Doury, 2005), or “bad faith” (Liberatore, 2024). Such works aim to iden‑
tify the meaning these terms take on in discourse and to understand what the use 
of such terms achieves in context (e.g., refuting the adversary’s position) and 
what reaction they elicit (e.g., denial).

Another path to accessing ordinary argumentative norms requires focusing on 
refutation moves. One can, following Plantin (1995), consider the diagnosis of 
“fallacy” not as a meta‑argumentative operation reserved for the logician, but as a 
common form of refutation – a refutation that he labels “the argument of paralo‑
gism.” “The norm of discourse,” he writes, “is in some way found in the counter‑ 
discourse” (Plantin, 1995, our translation). For him, this viewpoint is also, to some 
extent, reflected in Perelman and Olbrechts‑Tyteca’s New Rhetoric:

The Treatise does not deal with fallacies, but the evaluation of argument is 
a key issue of the book. The sound criticism and evaluation of arguments 
is not a matter for the orator, but for the partner audiences, particular and 
universal.

(Plantin, 2018, entry “persuasion”)

More specifically, if considered in relation to the question of types of arguments, 
the way an argument instantiating a specific argument scheme is criticized or 
refuted reveals the conditions under which the critical speaker is willing to con‑
sider an argument of that type as acceptable.10

By concentrating on argumentative norms employed in ordinary practice, 
comprehensive approaches do not thereby ignore normative approaches’ per‑
spectives on these standards. A comparison of scholarly norms with ordinary 
norms often reveals a significant overlap between them. The similarity between 
ordinary and scholarly norms in argumentation is a specific manifestation of 
the more general similarity between scholarly and ordinary meta‑discourses on 
linguistic practices, as highlighted by Craig (1999):

These two kinds of metatalk – the metatalk that constitutes research and the‑
ory about talk and the practical metatalk of everyday life – although distinct, 
are not unrelated. Academic concepts about language, discourse, and com‑
munication, as Taylor (1992, 1997) argued, consist largely of theorized ver‑
sions of ordinary concepts commonly used in practical metadiscourse. (…) 
Quite properly and unsurprisingly, our academic ideas about the discursive 
practices we study are largely derived from ordinary concepts that people use 
to manage and make sense of those very practices.

(21)
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Similarity, it has been suggested, but not perfect overlap; the comparison of 
scholarly and ordinary norms allows us to pinpoint points of divergence which, 
because they are relatively rare, call for further investigation to account for them. 
Additionally, the dialogue between scholarly and ordinary argumentative norms 
highlights the contrast between the strategic use of norms by arguers engaged in 
debates and a “detached” application of norms by argumentation scholars.

Let us clarify: this is not about “importing” the normative framework of ordi‑
nary language users and treating it as an evaluation system11 the analyst must 
then apply to argumentative data. One of the comprehensive analyst’s task is to 
document how norms are invoked in ordinary argumentation – their repertoire, 
structuring, and underlying logic –, not to use these ordinary norms as evaluative 
yardsticks or to suggest that the normative analyst should do so.

5	� A non‑evaluative and non‑prescriptive perspective can 
nonetheless contribute to “making the world a better 
place”

Finally, adopting a non‑normative perspective should not be understood as 
implying the analyst’s renunciation of the social significance and utility his work 
may have, nor as a disinterest in the effects it may have in return on the social 
reality he has sought to account for. It simply means that the evaluation of what 
his approach has contributed to uncovering does not fall within his area of exper‑
tise. It is up to social actors, or scientists working in other disciplinary fields, to 
take over and measure the distance between what is and what should be, and, if 
necessary, to propose measures to reduce this distance. To use Plantin’s (2002) 
terms:

It is […] not up to the discourse or interaction analyst but rather to vigorous 
social sciences, possessing the relevant expertise, to construct a discourse in 
which truth is restored, in which tendentious exploitations of figures, meth‑
odological errors are denounced. Nothing prevents us from thinking that the 
linguistic analysis of argumentation can collaborate in this task, but it cer‑
tainly cannot lead it. (238, our translation)

In her sociology of values (and its resulting “axiological grammar”), Nathalie 
Heinich defends a comparable position, which she argues by drawing a parallel 
between the work of the grammarian and that of the sociologist:

If I have used the term “axiological grammar,” it is because the comparison 
with linguistics seemed relevant and illuminating to me. Thus, just as the 
grammarian describes a system but does not prescribe a norm, the sociolo‑
gist describes an axiological system but does not have to prescribe norms of 
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evaluation: neutrality remains a categorical imperative for the researcher’s 
work, even and especially when dealing with objects as normatively charged 
as values. In this sense, the sociologist and the French teacher work in very 
different, even opposite ways, since the former must avoid any normativity, 
while the latter is, on the contrary, paid to teach linguistic norms and familiar‑
ize students with works situated at the top of the hierarchy of literary values. 
But nothing prevents us from considering that the descriptive work of the for‑
mer can be useful to the normative work of the latter, just as the grammarian’s 
description helps the teacher formalize the transmission of norms.

(Heinich, 2019, p. 8 §28, our translation)

In this sense, van Eemeren et al.’s (1993) warning against the “dangers of 
relativism inherent in the anthropological approach” needs to be tempered:  
a non-normative approach to argumentative data, guided by questions that do not 
require separating the wheat from the chaff of argumentation and implementing 
cultivation recipes to improve the quality of production, is not necessarily the 
end of the story. Perhaps the baton can simply be passed to other disciplines or 
non-academic social actors, and the argumentation specialist should be allowed 
to consider that he does not have broad enough shoulders to improve the world.

6 Conclusion

The opposition between “descriptive” and “normative” approaches to argumen‑
tation may be misleading. It suggests a dichotomy where none truly exists, as both 
normative and non-normative approaches engage in description –  understood as 
the careful attention to empirical data and the analytical work required to account 
for them. The real distinction lies not between description and normativity but 
between normative and non‑normative (or comprehensive) approaches. While 
normative approaches aim to evaluate and prescribe improvements to argumen‑
tative practices, non‑normative approaches seek to understand these practices in 
their own terms, without imposing external judgments.

This clarification is crucial because the distinction between “descriptive” 
and “normative” approaches may lead to a misunderstanding of non-normative 
approaches. They are sometimes portrayed as incomplete or “watered-down” 
versions of normative approaches, lacking only the evaluative and prescriptive 
components. This view is not only reductive but also fundamentally inaccu‑
rate. Non-normative approaches are not merely normative approaches “minus 
evaluation”; they are distinct projects with different goals, methodologies, and 
epistemological commitments. Where normative approaches seek to measure 
argumentative practices against ideal standards, non-normative approaches aim 
to uncover the implicit norms, strategies, and dynamics that shape ordinary 
argumentation.
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The distinction between normative and non‑normative approaches, therefore, 
is not a matter of degree of “descriptiveness” but of kind. Normative approaches 
are driven by the goal of improving argumentative practices, while non‑
normative approaches seek to understand these practices in their full complex‑
ity in order to reveal the social and interactional dimensions of argumentation, 
offering insights into how argumentative practices contribute to the construction 
of social reality. Both are essential to the study of argumentation, and both rely 
on description as a fundamental methodological tool. However, the way descrip‑
tion is framed and applied varies significantly depending on the researcher’s 
goals and theoretical commitments.

Recognizing this distinction is vital for advancing the field of argumenta‑
tion studies. It allows us to move beyond the potentially misleading opposition 
between “descriptive” and “normative” approaches and to appreciate the unique 
contributions of both normative and non‑normative perspectives. By doing so, 
we can better understand the richness and diversity of argumentative practices, 
whether our goal is to evaluate and improve them or to comprehend their role in 
shaping human communication and social interaction.

Notes
	 1	 Oxford English Dictionary, “describe (v.),” December 2024, https://doi‑org.ezproxy. 

u‑paris.fr/10.1093/OED/3721686801
	 2	 The inclusion of a prescriptive dimension in an argumentation theory presup‑

poses that it assumes the “improvability” (Willard, 1989, p.167) of argumentative 
practices  –  an assumption that, at least for some of these practices, is far from 
self‑evident.

	 3	 For studies on the role of argumentation in specific of argumentative activity types, 
see for example Greco‑Morasso (2010) on dispute mediations, Bigi (2018) on medi‑
cal consultations, Andone (2022) on European Commission press releases, or Palm‑
ieri (2014) on takeover bids.

	 4	 For instance, “go ahead and prove it,” or, more implicitly, “why do you think so?” are 
considered as “Indicators of a challenge to defend a standpoint” (van Eemeren et al., 
2007, pp.73–74), which is a relevant move at the confrontation stage.

	 5	 This example, originally in French, was recorded by the author at a Parisian news‑
stand, then transcribed and translated for this chapter.

	 6	 This map was created using MindMup. Due to editing constraints, counterargu‑
ments are indicated here not by red boxes, but by shaded gray boxes. The number‑
ing of the boxes is automatically generated by Mindmup and does not match what 
a pragma‑dialectical reconstruction of the sequence would require. The Mindmup 
representation was preferred to pragma‑dialectical reconstruction for its ability to 
distinctively map opposing argumentative elements (in this case, those enunciatively 
assigned by S and C to an imagined opponent) against the core argument.

	 7	 This final element of the sequence was excluded from the visual representation to 
preserve readability; however, it would logically function as an argument supporting 
1.1 (parallel to 2.1), with its own supporting argument being “they are parasites on 
society.”

https://doi-org.ezproxy.u-paris.fr/10.1093/OED/3721686801
https://doi-org.ezproxy.u-paris.fr/10.1093/OED/3721686801
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	 8	 But only in part: a speaker may be aware that the argumentative move he is about to 
make does not conform to his own idea – or the idea he knows is commonly held – of 
acceptable argumentation; but because he judges it capable of furthering his primary 
objectives (for example, convincing his interlocutor), or because he considers that 
this move will save his time, or because he believes that a more acceptable argument 
in support of the conclusion he seeks to advance would require him to disclose infor‑
mation he wishes to keep secret – in short, for reasons of infinite variety – he may 
decide to go ahead with it anyway. In other words, knowing that this is not how he 
should proceed, in light of the normative representation he has of argumentation, will 
not always determine his actual behavior.

	 9	 On the word “issue,” see for instance Goodwin (2002), Craig and Tracy (2005); on 
“argument,” see Goodwin (2007) or Craig (2011).

	10	 On the connexion between argument schemes and critical questions, see for instance 
Walton, Reed and Macagno (2008, pp.15 ff.), or Eemeren et al., 2014, p. 19).

	11	 The assumption that norms emerging in ordinary arguers’ behavior form a coher‑
ent system is itself questionable; such norms are often fragmentary and highly 
context‑dependent.
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4	 Developing corpora through 
data mining for qualitative 
argumentation research

Elena Musi and Andrea Rocci

1	 Introduction

Argumentation has been an interdisciplinary field since its inception, bring‑
ing together philosophical, sociological, and linguistic approaches. With the 
advent of digitalization, computational methods have entered the field and risen 
to prominence (see Todorovic et al., 2024: 29–32). What unifies these diverse 
perspectives is the epistemological endeavor encapsulated in Cicero’s classic 
definition of argument in Topica, 8: ratio quae rei dubiae facit fidem, “a reason‑
ing that lends belief to a doubtful issue” (Reinhardt, 2006: 119). Regardless of 
the nature of the res dubia or the type of ratio, the core epistemology remains

interpretivist—an approach, as highlighted by the editors of this volume, 
traditionally championed by qualitative studies in contrast to the positivism of 
quantitative research. However, the arguments underlying interpretations can, in 
principle, be more or less quantified and quantifiable. Their selection also affects 
the truth value of “facere fidem” in arguments about argumentation. When we 
ignore issues of quantification in selecting a corpus of arguments to draw conclu‑
sions upon argumentative patterns in a discourse genre or type of argumentative 
activity, we are exposed to the risk of hasty generalization. While argumentation 
scholars are well‑positioned to avoid fallacious methodologies, they have yet to 
systematically reflect on best practices for selecting and blending qualitative and 
quantitative data samples when designing argumentation corpora.

This study contributes to that effort by introducing concepts from the 
mixed‑methods tradition into the field of argumentation. Specifically, we outline 
a two‑step decision‑making pipeline for corpus collection. The first step involves 
examining three key dimensions—argumentative issue, framework, and activ‑
ity type—to narrow down suitable qualitative and quantitative data sources. 
To illustrate these dimensions, we draw on examples from existing argumenta‑
tion literature. The second step focuses on identifying the purpose of applying 
a mixed‑methods approach and selecting the most appropriate methodological 
combination. Additionally, we offer reflections and practical guidelines on data 
collection, with particular attention to digital media and the broader contempo‑
rary information ecosystem. Finally, the chapter examines how the technological 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003502296-4


Developing corpora through data mining 59

evolution in the field of Natural Language Processing and the broader field of 
Artificial Intelligence affected both the capabilities of the researcher in acquiring 
corpus data and the nature and quality of the data itself.

2  Designing the interaction of quantitative and qualitative 
approaches

The role of design thinking in argumentation to enhance reasonableness 
in  decision-making has been widely explored by proponents of pragmatic 
approaches to argumentation (e.g., Jackson, 2015; Jackson and Aakhus, 2014). 
However, little programmatic attention has been given to the role of methodo‑
logical design in empirical argumentation research, particularly in integrating 
qualitative and quantitative approaches, despite the growing number of compu‑
tational studies on argumentation.

Typically, discussions of “methods of argumentation,” as in Walton (2013), 
refer to ways of representing the arguments under scrutiny through reconstruc‑
tion, schematization, formalization or diagramming, rather than to the prior step 
of collecting an adequate sample of arguments for the investigation. The bur‑
geoning field of argumentation mining (Stede and Schneider, 2019; Lawrence 
and Reed, 2020) suggests in its very name a framework that relies on computa‑
tional techniques to identify argumentative components and their relationships 
at scale—or, more recently, to generate them automatically (Freedman et al., 
2024). From this perspective, the above mentioned “methods of argumentation” 
from theoretical and qualitative approaches primarily define the target phenom‑
ena and structures to be studied and establish the criteria for evaluating mined 
argumentative structures. However, the reciprocal role of quantitative research 
in supporting qualitative insights remains less clearly defined.

Drawing on the concept of mixed methods research (Creswell and Clark, 
2007)—which moves beyond the traditional dichotomy between quantitative 
and qualitative approaches—we examine the factors that should guide the choice 
of one strategy over another in argumentation research. While mixed-methods 
approaches are already employed in argumentation studies, there remains a lack 
of transparency regarding their epistemological purpose and the rationale behind 
data collection. This issue is already highlighted by Riazi and Farsani (2024) in 
their review of studies within applied linguistics.

As a starting point, we adopt Almeida’s (2018) four main mixed-methods 
strategies:

• Sequential approaches—where quantitative data collection and analysis 
either precedes (explanatory design) or follows (exploratory design) qualita‑
tive research.

• Concurrent approaches—where qualitative and quantitative data are col‑
lected simultaneously, with one considered primary data and the other sec‑
ondary data, depending on the chosen methodology.
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• Multiphase design—where a sequence of quantitative and qualitative meth‑
odologies is used in a layered approach, with each phase informing the next 
to address complex research questions.

• Multilevel design—where multiple dimensions of a research objective are 
identified, and quantitative and qualitative data collection/analysis are carried 
out in combination.

To map these mixed-methods strategies onto the field of theoretical and applied 
argumentation, we propose considering the following dimensions:

 i The argumentative issue at stake.
 ii The argumentative framework and theoretical underpinnings (e.g., norma‑

tive vs. descriptive) adopted.
iii The activity types (van Eemeren and Houtlosser, 2006) within the research 

scope.

We argue that these dimensions are essential for developing comprehensive and 
systematic procedures for corpus collection in argumentation research.

3 Digital media as argumentative data

Digitalization, and most prominently its latest phases, involving the centrality 
of platforms, the datafication of content and interactions, algorithmic decision 
and filtering of communication flows (discriminative/ predictive artificial intel‑
ligence) as well as algorithmic content generation (generative artificial intel‑
ligence) have crucially shaped the (mis)information ecosystem, changing the 
way we access, consume, process, and react to information which is negotiated 
online. On one side, digital technologies and platforms have enabled new par‑
ticipatory models ranging from news production, such as citizens’ journalism 
(Allan and Thorsen, 2009), where citizens are both news producers and consum‑
ers, to online communities with roles encompassing support, leisure, activism. 
From an argumentation perspective, it has opened up discussions to a polylogi‑
cal dimension (Lewiński and Aakhus, 2014; Musi and Aakhus, 2018), where 
multiple players discuss multiple issues across multiple venues.

On the other, digital media algorithms and affordances have led to filter- bubbles 
and echo-chambers, shaping the information we digest to make our arguments. 
Such a situation has fuelled media distortions including polarization of views and 
fake news. Furthermore, the proliferation of information and the constant nudge 
toward fast-pace reactions naturally induce the rise of cognitive biases (Masotina 
et al., 2024) which affect not only our ways of expressing arguments but also 
the inferences we draw to construct our arguments. Thus, in a society where the 
medium is more and more the message, argumentation scholars need to investigate 
corpora collecting discussion across digital media to be able to assess the evolu‑
tion of argumentation both as a product and as a process and its significance in the 
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contemporary public sphere (Habermas, 2022) as well as in the various digitally 
mediated specialized spheres. Restrictions on the use of social media APIs (see 
Section 3.3) have made it more difficult to collect real-time data needed to inves‑
tigate ongoing events (e.g., discussions about a convention as it unfolds). While 
this presents a limitation for certain studies—for instance, research on hate speech, 
where some comments may be deleted through moderation—qualitative scholars 
might not have pursued this approach regardless. Furthermore, APIs for platforms 
like Reddit and Telegram remain accessible to academic researchers. There are, 
however, for scholars interested in news, repositories with an easy interface that 
can be used for the collection of primary data such as Lexis Nexis, as well as pub‑
lic repositories which gather collections of data donated by scholars and shared 
according to the FAIR data principles (findable, accessible, interoperable, reus‑
able) of the Open Science approach.

As to the latter, the field of argumentation was an early mover, with the devel‑
opment of an Argument Interchange Format (AIF) to support data sharing and 
of the AIFdb infrastructure based on it (Lawrence et al., 2012), managed by 
the Center of Argument Technology at Dundee University. This resource, while 
providing argumentatively annotated training and testing data for argumenta‑
tion mining, can be equally used by qualitative scholars as a data sharing hub 
and searchable database of analyzed data, where researchers can compare their 
analyses with existing ones or searching for specific patterns of reasoning. A 
number of interesting annotated corpora are publicly available at https://corpora.
aifdb.org/, including some large high-quality datasets (Hautli-Janisz et al., 2022; 
Visser et al., 2020).

Other resources may be preferable for researchers interested in raw, unan‑
notated, corpus data. A variety of corpora are available through Kaggle (https://
www.kaggle.com/datasets), a machine learning community, or national data  
services such as Consumer Data Research Center, CDRC (https://www.cdrc. 
ac.uk/) in the UK. Another growing phenomenon, of interest for scholars who 
work on conversational context or digital behaviors, is that of data donation 
(Boeschoten et al., 2020), which consists in the voluntary donation of data pro‑
duced during citizens’ digital life (from browsing behaviors to verbal interaction 
with a chatbot).

Finally, a high-level entry point for language data collection and analysis is 
represented by CLARIN, the European research infrastructure for language as 
social and cultural data (https://www.clarin.eu/) with its national support cent‑
ers. The visibility of argumentation as a distinct scientific concern and of argu‑
ments as a distinct type of data is currently limited within CLARIN.

4  Dimensions of data‑mining procedures for corpus 
collection

Within and beyond the digital media context, best practices to assemble corpora 
for qualitative data analysis call for a reflection upon issues, frameworks, and 

https://corpora.aifdb.org/
https://www.kaggle.com/datasets
https://www.kaggle.com/datasets
https://www.kaggle.com/datasets
https://www.kaggle.com/datasets
https://www.kaggle.com/datasets
https://www.cdrc.ac.uk/
https://www.kaggle.com/datasets
https://www.kaggle.com/datasets
https://www.kaggle.com/datasets
https://www.kaggle.com/datasets
https://www.clarin.eu/
https://corpora.aifdb.org/
https://www.cdrc.ac.uk/


62 Qualitative Research Methods in Argumentation Studies

activity types under investigation. Quantitative data can, in fact, work as primary 
or secondary data for qualitative studies depending on the study design.

4.1 Argumentative issue

A key aspect to consider is the argumentative issue that defines the scope of 
the research. By “argumentative issue,” we refer to the phenomenon under 
 investigation—one that extends beyond the mere topic to encompass the diverse 
range of dimensions and perspectives associated with it.

For example, consider a widely debated topic among argumentation scholars: 
the argumentation of political speeches. This subject has been explored from 
multiple perspectives. One common approach is adopting the analyst’s view‑
point, viewing political speeches as a testbed for demonstrating the explana‑
tory potential of a particular framework. A case in point is Ieţcu-Fairclough’s 
(2008) study of a speech by Romanian President Traian Băsescu in response to 
his suspension by Parliament in April 2007. This analysis presents the speech as 
an example of adjudication, illustrating how Bourdieu’s concept of the political 
field can be integrated with strategic maneuvering.

A similar approach, frequently adopted by linguists, involves formulating and 
testing hypotheses regarding the discursive and argumentative features of a par‑
ticular type of discourse. For instance, Al-Ameedi & Khudhier (2015) analyzed 
five electoral propaganda speeches by Barack Obama to determine whether cer‑
tain speech acts are systematically favored in political propaganda. To strengthen 
such claims and enhance their generalizability, it would be beneficial to replicate 
the same analysis on quantitative data following an initial qualitative exploration 
(sequential exploratory research).

Another, more commonly adopted perspective is that of the arguer. Here, rather 
than testing a predefined hypothesis, the analyst examines political speeches 
through an argumentative lens and draws descriptive, argument-based conclusions 
(see special issue of Argumentation in Context: Argumentation in European Poli‑
tics). In such cases, a multi-level approach is particularly well suited for applying 
a mixed-method framework to enhance qualitative research. While lexical aspects 
can be automatically analyzed across quantitative data, the same is not true for 
argument schemes or, more broadly, the forms of practical reasoning (Walton, 
2007) at play in political discourse. In these cases, quantitative analysis can only 
follow an initial qualitative examination—such as identifying different types of 
causal stories that shape public policy agendas (Stone, 1989).

A final perspective is that of the audience, which involves understanding 
whether political messages are perceived as persuasive by citizens and assessing 
their level of controversy. This endeavor cannot be achieved a priori; rather, it 
requires an analysis of a representative data sample, even when focusing on the 
audience of a single platform. In such cases, while persuasive strategies can be 
identified qualitatively, detecting signs of actual persuasiveness necessitates a 
quantitative approach. At the same time, the significance of these signs requires 
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qualitative validation. For instance, it is well known that engagement metrics—
such as the number of likes or emojis —do not directly correspond to positive 
sentiment or a change in opinion (Pei and Cheng, 2022).

To examine public reactions to political speeches, Visser et al. (2020) collected 
social media responses from Reddit to transcripts of live television debates and 
annotated them to analyze intertextuality patterns. Therefore, research design 
and data collection must follow a multiphase approach, where qualitative and 
quantitative methods complement and validate each other.

4.2 Argumentative framework

A recurring theme in argumentation research is the tension between descrip‑
tive and normative approaches. While descriptive approaches aim to under‑
stand how argumentation unfolds in practice, normative approaches focus on 
establishing ideal standards for argumentation (Reed, 2006). These overarch‑
ing goals shape the role of corpus data in the investigation and may place 
constraints on the suitability of methods and technologies for corpus data 
collection.

Furthermore, descriptive studies are not necessarily bound to capturing regu‑
larities in a sample of argumentative discourse, as they may have an explanatory 
ambition seeking to establish causal, explanatory or predictive, links between 
argumentative discourse and non-discursive observable correlates. For instance, as  
underlined by O’Keefe (2003) persuasion studies aim at understanding how and 
why persuasive messages have the effects that they do; they thus have at their 
basis both a descriptive and explanatory aim.

In contrast, normative studies are, first of all, geared toward an evaluation 
goal, so that the individual instances as well as the regularities observed in the 
corpus data are measured against a relevant, philosophically motivated nor‑
mative standard. Studies conducted within Pragma-Dialectics (van Eemeren, 
2018), which is possibly the most systematically developed normative argumen‑
tation framework, offer a clear example. For instance, Snoeck Henkemans and 
Mohammed (2014) examine the compatibility between the institutional goals of 
medical shared decision-making and the principles of critical discussion. They 
explore and evaluate strategies used by doctors to present their treatment prefer‑
ences, considering both the ideals of shared decision-making and critical discus‑
sion. In contrast, many scholars coming from a functional linguistic background 
privilege a descriptive-explanatory approach taking observable regularities in 
argumentative as the independent variable and observable outcomes as depend‑
ent to study persuasion as well as other functions of argument. Musi (2018) and 
Musi et al. (2018), for example, investigate whether concessions happen to be 
persuasive observing threads on the subreddit ChangemyView.

Given this context, one might be tempted to suggest that normative studies 
do not necessarily require extensive corpus data, given that, unlike descriptive 
approaches, they don’t need to establish empirical generalizations or test causal 
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hypotheses. A normative framework, after all, will work in the same way when 
applied to one instance as it works when applied to many.

In fact, also for normative investigations, the adequate size of corpus data 
depends on the scope of the analysis, which may focus on a single argumenta‑
tive situation or a broader context in sociological approaches, or macro/micro 
linguistic phenomena. We consider an argumentation approach to be sociologi‑
cal when the answers to research questions extend beyond discourse—for exam‑
ple, examining the effects of a particular type of argumentative interaction on 
gaining votes or resolving a dispute. In contrast, we classify an approach as 
linguistic when it focuses on intra-discursive aspects, where the answers pertain 
to linguistic phenomena—for instance, analyzing the types of speech acts used 
in a specific argumentative genre.

Different scope often requires data analysis at different scales to draw mean‑
ingful conclusions. For instance, the special issue of Patient Education and 
Counseling on Argumentation and Healthcare (Bigi and Labrie, 2025) includes 
studies demonstrating how clinicians use argumentation to support treatment 
decisions for parents in both acute and non-acute neonatal care settings (Labrie 
et al., 2025). These studies do not require large data samples, as any evidence in 
this context is inherently relevant. In contrast, research on healthcare misinfor‑
mation (Rubinelli and Diviani, 2025) which aims to develop an epistemological 
assessment tool for identifying disinformation, cannot than benefit from a large 
data sample to ensure comprehensiveness. In other words, sampling in sociolog‑
ical approaches to argumentation requires careful consideration of the suitability 
of the case study design (Yin, 2009), particularly since the phenomena of interest 
often lack clear boundaries separating them from their context.

Drawing from the literature on case study design (Nair et al., 2023), we iden‑
tify three main types of case studies relevant to argumentation scholars: Typical 
case studies, which analyze cases that exhibit archetypal features of the phe‑
nomenon under investigation; Atypical case studies, which focus on cases that 
are outliers in relation to the phenomenon under investigation; Sequential case 
studies, which involve combining multiple standalone archetypal case studies.

In linguistic approaches, the situation is slightly different, since the typicality 
of linguistic phenomena cannot be decided a priori, but it is frequently one of 
the research questions. Once again, the best sampling strategy depends upon the 
scope and the overall research question. In conversation analysis approaches, for 
example, scholars might be interested in observing the overall use of argumen‑
tation in a context, e.g. narration of second stories among pre-school children 
(Wala et al., 2024), or investigating a particular conversational phenomenon, 
e.g. the role played by turn-initial French voilà in interaction (Mondada, 2018). 
In the latter case, conversation analysts tend to speak about collections rather 
than corpora since what are gathered are a set of instances of a particular con‑
versational phenomenon. Regardless terminological differences, in both cases, 
if it was possible to record conversations without limits, quantitative approaches 
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could then be used to select the most appropriate data to be analyzed quali‑
tatively (multiphase design). The interaction of quantitatively and qualitative 
approaches would be even more direct in other linguistic approaches focusing 
on written interactions.

An example is offered by the numerous works on argumentative indicators, 
linguistic items that indicate and constrain argumentative moves across different 
contexts (e.g. Van Eemeren et al., 2007; Musi, 2020), and argumentative pat‑
terns, arguments that are prototypical of argumentative discourse in certain com‑
municative activity types (Van Eemeren, 2016). In the first case, data mining can 
help choosing the best possible corpus to test the qualitative-based hypothesis 
that a linguistic item works as an indicator, maximizing the chances of occur‑
rence of the item (sequential exploratory approach), or it can serve to check 
whether the role of indicator, once ascertained, cuts across different domains 
(multilevel design). In the second case, the quantitative aspect has to precede 
qualitative analysis (sequential explanatory) since the main argument for the 
identification of argumentative patterns is statistical.

4.3 Argumentative activity types

The concept of activity type refers to “cultural artefacts [within argumentative dis‑
course] that can be identified on the basis of careful empirical observation of argu‑
mentative practice” (van Eemeren and Houtlosser, 2006), namely the institutional 
context that constrain the goals of the argumentative discourse. With the advent of 
the networked society, discussions about issues of public interest which cut across 
different activity types happen on digital media and social media. As such, the 
choice of data to be collected in a corpus largely depends on the (i) affordances of 
social media platforms as well as their (ii) accessibility for data collection. Without 
adopting a technological deterministic perspective on argumentative discourse, it 
is by no means true that argumentative discussions are constrained by the features 
of different social media which count as digital activity types.

Thus, studies investigating the complexity of argumentative moves such as 
argumentative relations, argumentative structure or “winning arguments” (e.g. 
Visser et al., 2019; Na and Dedeo, 2022; Musi et al., 2018) should and have 
focused on platforms with higher character limits such as Reddit posts (40,000), 
while the analysis of multimodal aspects benefits from platforms such as Insta‑
gram and Facebook (de Sousa Bacelar and Damasceno-Morais, 2021; de Aquino 
and Pinto, 2021) which blend modalities.

Over the past decade, there has been a surge in studies investigating argu‑
mentation on Twitter (now X). An analysis of articles indexed in Scopus within 
the social science domain containing the keywords “Argumentation” and “Twit‑
ter/Facebook/Instagram/Reddit/LinkedIn” since 2015 reveals that Twitter is the 
most frequently used platform for data collection (1,969 articles), followed by 
Facebook (1,797), Instagram (376), Reddit (165), and LinkedIn (67).
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For example, Ventura (2016) examined the argumentative dimension of politi‑
cal discourse on Twitter during an Argentinian presidential campaign, apply‑
ing Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s approach. Foderaro and Lorentzen (2023) 
explored argumentative practices in climate change discussions on Twitter, iden‑
tifying five key patterns related to conversation dynamics, argumentation strate‑
gies, and linking practices. Macagno (2022) proposed an argumentation profile 
method for analyzing argumentative discourse on Twitter, considering argument 
types, quality, and emotional appeal.

The reason Twitter became the preferred platform for data collection—despite 
its 280-character limit per post—was likely the availability of the Twitter Aca‑
demic API (now deprecated with the transition to X). This API provided access 
to 10 million tweets per month and allowed retrieval of public tweets from a 
complete archive dating back to 2006. The selection of data types based on avail‑
ability has inevitably led to the adoption of a sequential explanatory approach, 
in which qualitative investigations of argumentative phenomena are shaped by 
patterns that first emerge from quantitative data collection. While this approach 
ensures that research questions remain relevant, it also introduces a range of 
methodological challenges.

First, it suggests a reliance on platforms for data access, which is far from 
straightforward. The so-called “APIcalypse” (Bruns, 2021), referring to the 
restrictions social media platforms have placed on data access through Appli‑
cation Programming Interfaces (APIs), imposes significant limitations on the 
types of research questions that can be explored. Beyond mere access to data, 
the nature of the data available influences the scope of the analysis. Take, for 
example, Meta’s data. Following the deprecation of CrowdTangle in August 
2024, the Meta Content Library and API were introduced. Along with a lengthy 
application process, the accessible and downloadable data is limited to profiles 
with a verified badge or fewer than 25,000 followers, with similar restrictions 
on users’ comments. Consequently, the data available offer a biased representa‑
tion of discussions on the platform, allowing only popular participants to have 
a voice. Moreover, the continuous migration and fragmentation of communities 
across platforms complicate the task of profiling which argumentative discus‑
sants are active on each platform. A key caveat is therefore to avoid considering 
quantitative data mined from social media as reflection of a citizens’ agora. If 
the research goal is to gain a macroscope on argumentative discussions sur‑
rounding issues of public interest, a multilevel design approach is essential. This 
approach combines the collection of quantitative data from various social media 
platforms—to prevent hasty generalizations—with qualitative analysis that 
accounts for the voices of minorities and less “social” communities.

5 Toward decision‑making pipeline for corpus collection

The three dimensions—argumentative issue, framework, and activity types—
are intended to guide argumentative scholars in critically selecting best practices 
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when assembling corpora to answer their research questions. This involves 
assessing the role of quantitative data in enhancing qualitative research within 
a mixed-methods framework. In the preceding sections, we have demonstrated 
how features in each dimension can influence the suitability of one framework 
over another.

Identifying activity types and argumentative issues is crucial for selecting a 
relevant range of sources, which may include considering the affordances of dig‑
ital media. The argumentative issue at hand, combined with the chosen frame‑
works, imposes constraints on whether sequential or concurrent mixed‑methods 
approaches are most appropriate. For example, persuasion studies that adopt 
an audience perspective are typically descriptive and favor sequential explana‑
tory approaches, where quantitative data is first observed to identify persuasive 
strategies. In contrast, normative studies adopting the analyst’s perspective align 
better with concurrent approaches, where qualitative data serve as the primary 
data, and quantitative data are secondary for drawing generalizations. Ulti‑
mately, the combination of features across dimensions should guide rather than 
constrain the decision on the purpose of adopting a mixed-methods approach, 
particularly in the case of multiphase and multilevel mixed methods that are in 
principle compatible with a variety of dimensions. In this regard, Green et al. 
(2015) outline several purposes for mixing quantitative and qualitative methods, 
including “triangulation” (validating findings from one method with those from 
another), “complementarity” (exploring different aspects of a research problem 
using various data and analyses), “development” (using the results of one strand 
to inform or enhance another), “initiation” (using conflicting findings to spark a 
new mixed-methods research study), and “expansion” (incorporating additional 
data and analysis to broaden the scope of the study). We believe that this tax‑
onomy of goals can be leveraged to form critical questions aimed at selecting the 
most appropriate mixed-method approach, as visualized in Figure 4.2:

6 From concordances to ChatGPT

6.1 New affordances

The burgeoning evolution of Natural Language Processing (NLP), which led to 
the now ongoing widespread adoption of Large Language Models (LLMs) for a 
variety of tasks, is at the center of the current Generative AI “revolution.” This 
new situation has introduced both new opportunities and challenges for the crea‑
tion of corpora used in argumentation research, particularly in qualitative stud‑
ies. It is worth examining it in comparison and contrast with the constraints and 
affordances of older and simpler technologies for corpus collection.

Before the general availability of Large Language Models (LLMs) to research‑
ers, the exploitation of a large corpus for the extraction of a suitable sub-sample 
for qualitative analysis typically involved either the exploitation of the formal 
features of the corpus, or the reliance on pre-existing searchable large corpora 
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annotated according to structural, functional or thematic categories. Functional 
or thematic annotation relying on automatic classifiers based on machine learn‑
ing techniques was limited and, de facto, not accessible to most researchers on 
discourse and argumentation, because of the technicalities involved in the train‑
ing of classifiers and the need for a pre-existing extensive manually annotated 
corpus on which the classifiers had to be trained. This annotation bottleneck 
made advanced computational techniques an impossible proposition for most 
researchers on discourse and argumentation. The notable exception being rep‑
resented by non-supervised approaches to topic modelling, such as Latent Dir‑
ichlet Allocation (LDA), which allow to uncover the central topics and their 
distribution across a set of documents without prior manual annotation. These 
NLP techniques have been popular for several years in the social sciences, but 
much less in discourse analysis and have seen little use in argumentation.

Typically, argumentation researchers have relied on technologically simpler 
and more direct corpus linguistics techniques to extract relevant examples from 
a corpus, including, first, of all, directly searching for hypothetically indicative 
lexical items or using regular expressions to capture a set of relevant formal 
alternatives. This strategy, which can be implemented with standard corpus 
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Figure 4.1 Preliminary argumentative dimensions to select corpus sources.
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• Complementarity:  do smaller and bigger data contribute to answering di�erent
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instance z ?
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Figure 4.2 Critical questions to choose mixed methods approach.
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linguistic software (concordancers) is technologically simple but can be quite 
sophisticated methodologically, involving several cycles of computer-aided 
search and qualitative analysis, expanding the range of phenomena under scru‑
tiny and refining their definition. An exemplar application of this corpus linguis‑
tic strategy to research on argumentative patterns is offered by Degano (2016). 
While studies such as Degano’s show that these techniques can transcend their 
purely morpho-lexical starting point, the availability constraint tends to favor 
studies that center on linguistic argumentative indicators (e.g. Musi and Rocci, 
2017) or argumentative cultural keywords (Rocci and Monteiro, 2009) as entry 
points that can be easily extracted from corpora.

A mid‑point between indicator‑based data selection and the use of, now tra‑
ditional, machine learning NLP techniques such as LDA is represented by cor‑
pus linguistic techniques based on the extraction of statistical keywords from 
a target corpus in contrast with a, usually broader, target corpus (cf. Bondi and 
Scott, 2010; Rayson and Potts, 2020). Well-developed and transparent statisti‑
cal techniques for keyword extraction, which can be performed using standard 
corpus-linguistic software (Anthony, 2005), enable more sophisticated analyses. 
When applied to identify words that signal controversial issues, shifts in atti‑
tudes over time, or differences in ideological or cultural values, these techniques 
can effectively aid in selecting meaningful examples for qualitative analysis. 
Interestingly, they can be used also indirectly to identify the most prototypical 
texts in a target corpus in contrast to a reference corpus (Anthony and Baker, 
2015). Such a keyword-based model of prototypicality can offer a rationale for 
data collection to “traditional qualitative researchers, such as those interested in 
critical discourse analysis, are often required to select prototypical texts for close 
reading that include the language features of interest that are present in a much 
larger corpus” (Anthony and Baker, 2015: 273).

The advent of pre-trained LLMs seems to offer new unforeseen possibili‑
ties for the selection of discourse data for qualitative analysis, especially in a 
field such as argumentation. Without the need of previous training, simply by 
employing instructions expressed in natural language, called in‑context learning 
or prompting, LLMs seem to be able to perform a variety of classification and 
extraction tasks based on “deep” semantic or pragmatic criteria, including the 
reference to the functional categories of argumentation such as claims, argu‑
ments, premises or rebuttals. Prompts can include a small number of textual 
examples of the target category (few-shots learning) or be simply based on a 
description of definition of the target (zero-shot learning). A number of prompt‑
ing techniques have been developed and their merits are being discussed in a 
quickly growing literature (Schulhoff et al., 2024). Studies by linguists and 
discourse analysts assessing the potential of prompt-based techniques for the 
functional categories relevant to discourse analysis (cf. Yu et al., 2024) have 
begun to appear. Importantly, just like a human annotator following an annota‑
tion manual, the choices made by a prompted LLM have to be evaluated against 
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a gold standard or, at least, compared with those of other annotators, human 
or artificial, to test inter-annotator agreement. Immediately impressive perfor‑
mances are not a warranty of reliability.

6.2 New challenges

The immediately apparent drawback of this powerful technology for data collec‑
tion is represented by its intransparency and the risk of introducing uncontrolled 
biases in the research, hidden in a myriad of undisclosed or even unknown 
characteristics of the original training data, of the training process and of the 
resulting model. Controlling for these biases is extremely hard and there are no 
established best practices.

Further challenges emerge from the widespread adoption of LLMs for gen‑
eration, and lie in the data themselves. There is a growing concern over the 
authenticity of online data. For instance, as many academics can attest from 
firsthand experience, there is currently no systematic procedure to determine 
whether students’ argumentative essays have been written without the assistance 
of Generative AI (GAI) tools—or to what extent these tools have influenced dif‑
ferent stages of the writing process.

If we consider the canonical model of persuasive speech (Caplan and Win‑
terbottom, 2016), GAI-powered tools such as NotebookLM can intervene at 
multiple levels of composition, affecting not only the inventio (invention of 
arguments) but also their dispositio (arrangement) and the stylistic choices that 
shape their presentation. Even without subscribing to concerns about “model 
collapse” (Shumailov et al., 2024), the argumentation research community must 
ask whether the routine use of such systems could reduce argumentative diver‑
sity, leading to a homogenization of discourse.

On the other hand, human-computer interaction presents a promising new 
avenue for research, offering rich potential data sources. Citizens are increas‑
ingly engaging with conversational agents and GAI-powered chatbots in ways 
that involve argumentation. Consider studies in which AI chatbots have suc‑
cessfully persuaded conspiracy theory believers to change their views through 
complex argumentation patterns (Costello et al., 2024; Meyer et al., 2024). This 
evolving landscape underscores the need for argumentation scholars to critically 
examine both the risks and opportunities that Generative AI brings to the study 
of discourse.

Finally, the argumentation mining community is experimenting with syn‑
thetic data, data artificially created by GAI algorithms to mimic original data. 
This is considered convenient for the analysis of low resource contexts where 
the availability of data is scarce or sensitive due to ethical issues (Saint-Dizier, 
2018; Sidorova et al., 2024). However, an open question for the argumentation 
community is whether a complex and continuing evolving phenomenon such as 
argumentation can be investigated through artificially created discourse which 
replicated past observed patterns in a disembodied scenario.
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7 Conclusion

Despite its philosophical ancestry, the discipline of argumentation has a long 
empirical tradition of rich example collection, in depth qualitative analysis and 
categorization. A prime example is represented by Perelman’s and Olbrechts- 
Tyteca’s (1969) rich and engaging exemplification, which represents a nonmar‑
ginal part of the contribution of their foundational treatise. Rhetoric itself, in its 
classic and modern incarnations has a long tradition of learning from examples 
and models. At the turn of the millennium, as argumentation scholars increas‑
ingly focused on studying argumentation in context, the need for stronger 
engagement with the epistemologies and methods of not only empirical lin‑
guistics but also various social and behavioral sciences became evident. This 
shift brought a heightened emphasis on justifying data collection practices—not 
only in quantitative research but also in the more epistemologically challeng‑
ing domain of qualitative studies. In this respect, the technological development 
associated with the processing of digitized discourse data has had a profound 
impact both on the tools available to the researcher for data collection and on the 
linguistic data and social phenomena under study themselves. As a consequence, 
no scholar of argumentation approaching a qualitative analysis of discourse in 
the contemporary digitized arenas of discussion can afford to ignore techniques 
and technologies more traditionally associated with the quantitative processing 
of data. By bridging argumentation theory with mixed-methods research, this 
chapter aims to enhance methodological rigor in the selection and analysis of 
argumentation corpora, offering a structured approach for scholars navigating 
the intersection of qualitative and quantitative inquiry.
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5	 A cognitive framework for the 
analysis of argumentation

Steve Oswald

1	 Introduction

While it is usually described as a social communicative activity taking place 
between arguers (see, e.g., van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, chap. 3 for an 
overview), argumentation is ultimately based on cognitive activity. Managing 
an argumentative interaction indeed requires, among other things, being able 
to find and assess arguments to defend one’s claims but also understanding and 
evaluating those of our interlocutors. These are processes happening in the argu‑
ers’ minds, which rest on cognitive mechanisms tailored to make these tasks 
possible – and, ideally, both effective and efficient. This chapter is concerned 
with the cognitive inferences at play when people argue and explains how to 
leverage our knowledge of these processes to conduct qualitative research on 
argumentation, and more specifically on argument reception.

Cognitive insights can prove useful to address a range of research questions 
in the study of argumentation. Typically, argumentation theory has been inter‑
ested in descriptive, normative, and explanatory issues (see Oswald, 2023), 
and a case can be made that cognitive approaches may benefit research on each 
of these issues. From a descriptive perspective, and because in argumentative 
exchanges participants make inferences manifest to each other through com‑
munication, cognitive psychological models of inference and reasoning (see 
e.g., Adler & Rips, 2008; Evans & Frankish, 2009; Wason, 1960, 1968) may 
offer insights on the nature and types of justifications interlocutors use in their 
argumentative exchanges. Moreover, more recent cognitive and neurocognitive 
approaches (Mercier & Sperber, 2017; Prado et al., 2020) have made important 
strides to distinguish arguing from other communicative phenomena, such as 
merely informing, thereby improving our descriptive toolkit to characterise the 
cognitive activity of arguing as distinct from other cognitive activities. From a 
normative perspective, numerous studies on different types of (fallacious) argu‑
ments have been conducted to better understand people’s natural argumentative 
standards in terms of evaluation (see Mercier, 2011; Mercier & Sperber, 2011 for 
an overview), with important implications for normative accounts of argumenta‑
tion available in the discipline. Finally, from an explanatory perspective, many 
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cognitively oriented studies in persuasion research interested in decision-making 
and in attitude change/formation have sought to explain different parameters that 
are conducive to persuasive outcomes (see e.g., O’Keefe, 2016), and both cogni‑
tive linguistic (Lakoff, 2014) and cognitive pragmatic (Oswald, 2016c) accounts 
strive to achieve similar results.

The kind of research described in this chapter is based on a rather simple 
premise: knowledge of the cognitive processes underlying the practice of argu‑
mentation can improve our analysis of argumentative exchanges by providing 
insights into the way arguments may be received – that is, processed, from 
interpretative tasks to analytical and evaluative tasks. As the focus is on meth‑
odological aspects of cognitively grounded qualitative research in argumenta‑
tion, the chapter includes some considerations about the methods which have 
inspired early cognitive scientific work. Section 2 accordingly provides a brief 
epistemological discussion on the nature, limits, and advantages of the use of 
introspective methods in cognitive accounts and shows how these, combined 
to quantitative methods, have improved the psychological plausibility of our 
cognitive models. I will show that these can then be picked up for the analysis of 
argumentation from what I call an informed introspective perspective (follow‑
ing Gonzalez, 2023). Section 3 presents in more detail a cognitive framework 
for the qualitative analysis of the inferential underpinnings of argumentation. 
Section 4 shows how this framework may be used to guide the reconstruction 
of implicit premises and the analysis of the persuasiveness of arguments. Sec‑
tion 5 concludes with some reflexions on the advantages of adopting a qualita‑
tive approach to argumentation that is based on informed introspective cognitive 
models.

2  Introspection in the study of cognition, pragmatics,  
and argumentation

Before psychological processes began to be studied through empirical meth‑
ods in the 19th century, the elaboration of models of cognition largely relied 
on introspective procedures (Thagard, 2023).1 The knowledge cognitive science 
generated in its early days was thus primarily based on the researchers’ thinking, 
reasoning, and intuitions about their objects of study. However, throughout the 
history of the humanities, introspection has been criticised for not constituting 
a reliable method of knowledge generation. Radical behaviourist approaches in 
psychology for instance, such as that championed by B. F. Skinner, went as far 
as denying the existence of the mind, and methodologically privileged empiri‑
cal observation (see Harnish, 2002 for an overview). In linguistics, the Chom‑
skyan rationalist approach, which heavily relies on introspection to formulate 
grammaticality judgements, was challenged by corpus linguistic empirical 
approaches, which held that linguistic structures should instead be studied as 
they are employed ‘in real life’ by language users (as opposed to ‘in the research‑
er’s mind’), and accordingly moved away from ‘armchair’ reasoning (Zufferey, 
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2020). Conversation analytic approaches (Goodwin & Heritage, 1990; Sacks 
et al., 1974) reasoned in a similar fashion by developing robust methods to ana‑
lyse text and talk as they occur in natural settings, refraining from grounding 
their analysis on a priori theoretical considerations and allowing linguistic facts 
to emerge solely from the data. Within some of these approaches, introspec‑
tion even sometimes came to be considered as a suspicious, biased, source of 
knowledge, since there is no way to completely rule out subjectivity in intro‑
spective thinking, and, thus, interpersonal variability in judgements about the 
same phenomena.

Yet, the value of introspection as a methodological choice ultimately depends 
on the nature of the research question we seek to answer. Introspection is part 
and parcel of the hypothetico-deductive method, which consists in postulating 
hypotheses, working out their implications, and making predictions that afford 
(dis)confirmation. In descriptive and normative research, categories, notions, 
and typologies resulting from introspection constitute an extremely valuable 
resource, as they yield descriptive analysis on theoretically sound and legiti‑
mate grounds. In fact, this is the first step taken by many investigations seek‑
ing to determine how and why things are in the actual world. This has been 
done in pragmatics (see Bublitz, 2018; Clark, 2018; Huang, 2018), and in many 
approaches to argumentation, especially normative ones.2 In pragmatics, both 
Grice’s model of cooperative communication (Grice, 1975) and Sperber & 
 Wilson’s relevance theory (Sperber & Wilson, 1986, 1995) have been developed 
through logical reasoning and reliance on intuitions to explain how the interpre‑
tation of verbal utterances could be taken to unfold in communicative contexts. 
In the case of relevance theory, however, many predictions have subsequently 
been empirically validated through experimental testing (see Noveck & Sper‑
ber, 2004) and corpus studies (e.g., Andersen, 2001), illustrating how quantita‑
tive research methods may supply evidence for the framework arrived through 
qualitative conceptual and introspective analysis. Relying on such a framework, 
which has been introspectively designed and empirically validated, is what I call 
informed introspection.

Of course, there are limits to what introspection can do, especially when we 
want to go beyond descriptive and normative research questions. One such limit 
is obviously related to the possible mismatch between the categories, types, and 
notions a researcher may generate and those that correspond to actual behaviour 
by actual language users: that is, researchers may fail to identify phenomena 
that we do find in discourse, or they may identify phenomena that are never or 
only marginally found in discourse. A second limit relates to the possible differ‑
ence between the thought processes of different researchers, who might come 
up with different introspective hypotheses or theories (see Huang, 2018 for a 
discussion of these limits in pragmatic research). These limitations, however, 
can be overcome by: (i) striving for rigour and clarity in the formulation and 
scope of our research questions, (ii) being explicit about what we are not trying 
to achieve (which might help identify where alternative methodologies might 
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prove fruitful to address further research questions), (iii) obtaining converging 
analyses from other researchers, (iv) developing context-sensitive methodolo‑
gies required for the analysis of naturally occurring communication, (v) design‑
ing our research so that it becomes open to empirical (dis)confirmation, and (vi) 
resorting to informed introspection through the use of empirically validated the‑
oretical frameworks. This last point will be the focus of what follows, as I will 
show how cognitive insights into how we process argumentation may function 
as a theoretically justified and empirically sound model to qualitatively carry out 
two analytical tasks: the reconstruction of arguments and the assessment of their 
persuasiveness.

3  A cognitive framework for the analysis of inferences  
at play in argumentative discourse

3.1 A general cognitive framework for argument processing

Most accounts of argumentation study the way people exchange reasons for 
(and against) the claims they hold and wish others to accept. For this reason, 
a minimal requirement for a given text to be deemed argumentative is that it 
exhibits some form of justification, usually coupled with an intent to persuade.3 
Regardless of whether these relationships of justification are expressed verbally 
or multimodally, they all represent an output of specific cognitive activities. At 
the production end, the verbal expression of arguments can be said to result from 
two processes: one which works out the selection of certain pieces of informa‑
tion that provide appropriate support to the claim speakers wish others to accept, 
and one which transforms this output into a meaningful communicative mes‑
sage. At the reception end, one cognitive process is responsible for yielding a 
meaningful and relevant representation of the incoming arguments, and another 
for evaluating this representation against contextual information and normative 
standards to determine whether the conclusion should be accepted. Both in its 
production and reception dimensions, the cognitive counterparts of any argu‑
mentative activity thus crucially involve an inferential capacity. The cognitive 
framework I am presenting here accordingly distinguishes argumentative infer‑
ence, which is a normative inference about the quality of a justification, from 
pragmatic inference, which is about speaker meaning, and focuses on argument 
reception.

In argumentation scholarship, Pinto defines inference quite broadly as “the 
mental act or event in which a person draws a conclusion from premisses, or 
arrives at a conclusion on the basis of the consideration of a body of evidence” 
and argument as “a set of statements or propositions that one person offers to 
another in the attempt to induce that other person to accept a conclusion” (2001, 
p. 32). Importantly, to denote the special case of argumentative inference, Pinto 
adds the intention to persuade in a context of disagreement to his definition of 
inference. Under this view, therefore, it appears that the relationship between 
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inference and argument involves a relationship of instantiation: since arguments 
are “invitations to inference,” that is, since their goal is “to effect an inference 
in the person to whom it’s addressed” (pp. 36–37), they can be taken to convey, 
or at least make it easier for the addressee to represent, a justificatory inference.

A complementary view is articulated by Mercier and Sperber in their argu‑
mentative theory of reasoning (henceforth ATR, Mercier & Sperber, 2011, 2017), 
which holds that human reasoning has evolved in our species for social reasons 
that are consonant with our need to be epistemically vigilant (Sperber et al., 
2010). The evolutionary story is quite simple: given that communication has sta‑
bilised in our species as a characteristic (some would even say defining) feature 
of human life despite allowing for misinformation and manipulation, we must 
have simultaneously developed strategies to protect us from these flaws. Our 
argumentative competence is assumed to be one such strategy, and functions at 
its best in situations in which we need to persuade others or in which we need not 
to be too easily persuaded by others. These are tasks we manage through argu‑
mentative inference, which is a cognitive phenomenon managed by a dedicated 
cognitive module, whose two main functions are (i) to find arguments to defend 
our claims and (ii) to critically evaluate other people’s arguments (which is the 
phenomenon of interest here). According to the ATR, a recipient’s argumenta‑
tive module takes as input a speaker’s argumentation, combines it to contextual 
information that is relevant to its evaluation, and delivers reasons to accept or 
reject the claim. Let us take the example of a deliberation about candidates tak‑
ing place in a hiring committee. One member of the committee utters (1):

(1) We should nominate Mr. X because he is very competent.

Another committee member’s argumentative module will evaluate the claim and 
its support to assess, for instance, whether there are no other important criteria, 
besides competence, to accept the conclusion that X should be nominated; per‑
haps they remember that the institution they work in upholds gender-balance 
policies, and that it is important that the committee appoint a female candidate, 
which would constitute a counter-argument to the previous claim; perhaps they 
remember that, more than competence, it is a candidate’s social and mediation 
skills that are of paramount importance given recent complaints in hiring proce‑
dures. Whatever the case, the function of the argumentative module is to deliver 
a judgement on the quality of the argumentation put forward by the speaker, 
which in turn will determine whether the recipient accepts the claim or not.4 
Whether in production or in reception, argumentative inference guides our argu‑
mentative dealings, as it allows us to generate arguments and to evaluate those 
of others. Crucially, these tasks are concerned with normative aspects of jus‑
tification, which have been at the core of many approaches to argumentation.  
I will leave these normative aspects related to argument quality aside for the time 
being and instead focus on how a cognitive take on inference may assist analysts 
to assess the reception of argumentative discourse.
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3.2 Relevance and inference: criteria for information selection

Relevance theory (henceforth RT, Sperber & Wilson, 1986, 1995; Wilson & 
Sperber, 2012) is a cognitive pragmatic theory of communication that may be 
used for the informed introspective analysis of argumentative discourse both 
because it articulates a cognitively grounded account of information processing, 
and because it has received a wealth of empirical support.5 Its architecture makes 
it particularly suited for argumentation scholars to carry out analytical tasks 
within the general framework outlined above. This is because RT puts forward 
a fundamental general model of information selection in cognitive processes.

RT builds on the fact that our cognitive systems are limited in terms of process‑
ing power (Gigerenzer, 2020; Simon, 1990), and postulates that our brains have 
accordingly developed strategies to process information efficiently under such 
constraints. Specifically, RT holds that information processing (of any kind) is 
said to be governed by the search for relevance. Humans make sense of stimuli, 
including communicative stimuli, by trying to figure out in which way the latter 
may turn out to be contextually relevant to them. This is assumed to be an auto‑
matic, nondeliberate, cognitive process, which is biologically rooted – indeed, 
according to the cognitive principle of relevance, “[h]uman cognition tends to 
be geared to the maximisation of relevance” (Sperber & Wilson, 1995, p. 260). 
While classical work in RT has mainly focused on how communicative verbal 
messages are processed, this general principle is all-encompassing, and there‑
fore may be taken to regulate any kind of cognitive activity whose function is to 
process stimuli (Wharton et al., 2021).

Sperber and Wilson construe relevance as a property of stimuli whose pro‑
cessing maximises cognitive effects and simultaneously minimises processing 
effort. In a nutshell, relevant assumptions we may form in our interpretation of 
stimuli are those which achieve the most optimal effort-effect ratio given the cir‑
cumstances (i.e., in the context at hand). Processing effort denotes any cognitive 
activity that is required to represent a stimulus – in the case of verbal stimuli, 
this refers to syntactic parsing, phonological decoding, selection of contextual 
premises, etc. – and cognitive effects are defined as the implications of a given 
stimulus on an individual’s cognitive environment,6 in terms of their capacity 
to improve it. Cognitive effects are therefore defined in terms of their cognitive 
utility, and specifically their epistemic utility, which also allows us to consider 
that the assumptions that are perceived to be epistemically stronger (i.e., reliable 
and likely to correspond to actual states of affairs) than others will correspond 
to those that individuals take to be the most relevant.7 This model outlines two 
main parameters explaining when our cognitive system deems a given assump‑
tion relevant; these are named extent conditions of relevance (Sperber & Wil‑
son, 1995, p. 125) and condition the relevance of assumptions to the amount of 
processing effort required to work them out and the number of cognitive effects 
they yield. In the next section we will see how this plays out in both tasks of 
argumentative analysis chosen for illustration.
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One important feature of the notion of relevance so construed is that no stimu‑
lus, no assumption, is ever relevant in absolute terms. An assumption is only rel‑
evant (i.e., its processing is cost-effective) in a given context – which means that 
the same assumption might not be relevant in another context, in which it may 
be more costly to process or trigger fewer cognitive effects. A corollary is that 
relevance is a relative notion, and this is fundamental for our purposes, since it 
gives insights to work out, within a given informational context, which assump‑
tions are meant, and which assumptions are likely to persuade.

4  Towards informed introspective qualitative analysis  
of argumentation

4.1  Reconstructing implicit meaning in argumentative discourse  
with pragmatic inference

Arguers seldom produce complete argumentative forms, and naturally occurring 
arguments look nothing like textbook examples: they are many times structurally 
complex and scattered over large text spans, they articulate implicit contents that 
are pivotal to establishing the justificatory link, and they are couched in verbal 
resources that are far from unambiguous. While resorting to implicit meaning 
may be cognitively advantageous in that it spares addressees linguistic processing 
effort, it also involves communicative risks: communication may fail as the risk 
of miscommunication increases, especially when an addressee fails to recover the 
speaker’s implicitly intended contents. In such cases, a misunderstanding might 
occur, which may also impact argumentative inferences down the line. Thus, to a 
nontrivial extent, arguments and the conclusions they support must be interpreted 
before we can establish whether the justificatory link that connects them holds 
or not (Oswald, 2018, 2023). In other words, our normative evaluation of other 
people’s arguments operates on the output of pragmatic inference (the cognitive 
inference responsible for understanding speaker meaning). This in turn suggests 
that the output of pragmatic inference may constrain argumentative inference.

RT may be used to work out that a given interpretation is more likely than 
another to correspond to the speaker’s original meaning,8 because it allows us 
to qualitatively compare, in a justified way, the relative relevance of competing 
interpretations of the same discourse: assuming the same context of interpreta‑
tion, the assumption that is most likely to correspond to the speaker’s meaning 
is the one with the best effort-effect ratio. This judgement should be arrived at 
by comparing both the processing effort required and the cognitive effects trig‑
gered by two different interpretations within the same context. To give a simple 
illustration, let us consider (2):

(2) a.  Laszlo:  “My dad lent me his Mercedes, but my license got suspended. 
Can you drive me to the supermarket?”

b. Nina: “Nah, find someone else. I’m not driving THAT car.”
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(2b) contains an implicit argument: we need to enrich the content of ‘I’m not 
driving THAT car’ to identify the implicit reason that Nina is conveying to jus‑
tify that she wants Laszlo to find another driver. Furthermore, it is important to 
note that depending on the context (and notice the capitals for THAT, which I 
used to indicate Nina’s marked word prosody in her utterance), the argument 
that Nina is giving Laszlo to justify that he should find someone else can convey 
different justifications. Among others, let us consider the following two possible 
interpretations of Nina’s implicit argument:

(3) I do not feel safe driving that car
(4) I do not want to be seen driving a luxurious car

Let us now imagine that Nina has repeatedly complained in the past about 
Laszlo’s father’s car, which she deems old and unsafe. If this is mutually 
manifest, and therefore contextually salient, to Laszlo and Nina at the time 
(2) takes place, then (3) is likely to generate more cognitive effects than (4), 
as it allows Laszlo to easily understand why Nina does not want to take him 
to the supermarket (the markedness of THAT is thus explained as a way for 
Nina to implicitly refer to her opinion that the car is unsafe). This, in turn, 
is useful to Laszlo as it clears up the conversational path ahead of him: he 
can then try to either insist that the car is safe or find another line of argu‑
ment, or, simply, ask someone else to drive him. (3), as an interpretation of 
(2b), would therefore be relevant in terms of its cognitive effects. By con‑
trast, but assuming the same informational context, (4) would not be deemed 
as relevant as an interpretation of (2b), simply because Nina’s moral pref‑
erence for non‑luxurious cars is unrelated to the safety concerns that were 
contextually salient. Additionally, the realm of possible follow-ups, if (4) 
was retained as Nina’s argument, would become highly unspecified, leaving 
Laszlo still wondering about his next conversational move. If we now change 
the context and imagine that instead of car safety concerns, Laszlo and Nina 
were previously discussing ethical aspect of luxurious lifestyles, with Nina 
making it clear that she disapproves of public displays of wealth, then (4) 
would become a more relevant argument than (3), by virtue, again, of its 
advantage in terms of cognitive effects. In such a context, the relevance of 
(2b) is worked out against different contextual assumptions, which explains 
why (4) is now likely to become relevant. This example demonstrates how 
the relevance‑theoretic framework can justify our interpretation of implicit 
contents in argumentative discourse.9

Compared to other accounts of argumentative reconstruction which are not 
cognitively informed, the account presented here has a decisive advantage: it 
reduces the risk of over-interpretation and allows research to get closer to objec‑
tivity. Although interpretative processes are still typically described as subjective, 
as mentioned earlier, this need not be a limitation as long as our interpretations 
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can be justified. Even if we do not have direct access to the speaker’s mind and 
to their mental states, we can thus still tell a plausible story of how, given the 
context, a given message is likely to be understood, based on considerations of 
relevance. Such an informed introspective analysis is therefore still better than 
interpretations that would resort to listing contextual information without sup‑
plying any selection criteria.

4.2 Accounting for rhetorical effectiveness and persuasiveness

Another area of qualitative analysis that stands to benefit from a cognitively 
grounded model of information processing is the study of the persuasiveness of 
argumentative discourse. Both classical and contemporary rhetorical scholarship 
have traditionally been concerned with the various effects that argumentation 
can have on its addressees and have intensively studied what Aristotle char‑
acterised as “available means of persuasion.” Here I show how the cognitive 
framework described in Section 3 can inform our analyses of the persuasiveness 
of argumentative discourse.

The outcome of successful persuasion can be defined as the situation in 
which the content of an argument’s conclusion enters the addressee’s cogni‑
tive environment. From a cognitive perspective, this outcome obtains after a 
process in which the conclusion, together with its argument, has been critically 
evaluated for its merits, that is, after argumentative inference has played its 
role. In this process, crucially, two sets of information interact: one of them 
comprises the speaker’s standpoint and arguments, whose content must be 
properly understood, and the other is the set of contextual information that 
is used to evaluate the first – which I name the critical context, since it con‑
tains information meant to test the justificatory link put forward by the speaker. 
Assessing whether an argument is persuasive is therefore a matter of being able 
to determine which of the two sets of information prevails over the other: if the 
critical context prevails, then the argument is likely to be rejected, and persua‑
sion will fail, but if the argumentation prevails over the critical context, then 
it is likely to be accepted, and persuasion will succeed. Such an assessment 
supposes that we have clear analytical criteria to adjudicate over the success of 
persuasion. Drawing on the cognitive framework outlined above, I argue that 
RT’s description of relevance in terms of processing effort and cognitive effect 
is suited for this.

The persuasive process may this way be construed as an inference in which 
the selection of sets of information plays a crucial role: if a given representation 
makes it into the addressee’s cognitive environment, it means that the cognitive 
system has deemed it somewhat ‘better’ than any competing representations. In 
the case of successful argumentation, this means that the conclusion of the argu‑
ment has been selected over any other representation, and, thus, that it has been 
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deemed more relevant than any assumption in the critical context, which paints 
the following picture10:

• in terms of processing effort, if the critical context needed to refute the argu‑
mentation put forward by the speaker is less accessible, or more costly to 
represent than the content of the argumentation (or altogether absent, say, 
because the addressee trusts the speaker so much that they do not deem it 
necessary to question the latter’s utterances), then the argumentation is more 
likely to be found relevant

• in terms of cognitive effect, if the argumentation of the speaker yields more 
cognitive effects than the critical context the addressee may mobilise in pro‑
cessing it, then the former is more likely to be found relevant in the address‑
ee’s cognitive environment.

Persuasiveness so construed under a cognitive lens is akin to an inferential pro‑
cess in which competing representations with varying degrees of accessibility 
(and required processing effort) and epistemic strength or cognitive utility are 
pitted against each other. Speakers who want to persuade their audience should 
therefore try to maximise the contextual relevance of their message and at the 
same time minimise the relevance of the critical context that would be required 
to defeat it. In other words, they should strengthen their argumentation, by mak‑
ing it easy to process and cognitively useful to the addressee’s cognitive environ‑
ment, while simultaneously strive to weaken any critical context, by making it 
difficult to process (or by decreasing its accessibility) and epistemically weaker 
or less useful. In argumentative discourse, certain types of arguments are meant 
to do precisely that: arguments from authority, for instance, seek to increase the 
epistemic strength of their content (as reliable sources are reputedly more likely 
to convey reliable information), while personal attacks do the exact opposite 
(who would want to believe what an unreliable or lying informant has to say?). 
And this is where the linguistic dimension of argumentation becomes important: 
different linguistic resources may be used to implement different strengthening 
and weakening constraints on the sets of information that will be brought to bear 
in the evaluation of the argument. For instance, information structure, which has 
to do with how different conceptual components of a sentence are linguistically 
packaged in terms of their focus (Chafe, 1976), or transitivity, which looks at the 
influence of clause structure on conceptual representation (Halliday & Matthies‑
sen, 2007) are linguistic frameworks of particular interest to better understand 
how information may be foregrounded or backgrounded, which are important 
factors in the persuasive process, as seen earlier. Due to space constraints, an 
extensive example cannot be featured in this chapter, but I refer the reader to 
Oswald (2014, pp. 108–115, 2016b, pp. 11–14, 2016c, pp. 276–281) for illustra‑
tive analyses which adopt the cognitive framework presented here.
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5	 Conclusion

What is the value, then, of informed introspective qualitative analysis? In so far 
as it builds on an empirically validated cognitive model of information processing 
that accounts for inference, such analysis has at least two advantages. First, it sup-
plies an interpretation of the data that is cognitively grounded, and, therefore, that 
is justifiable based on what we know about the human mind. Second, it is neither 
normative nor prescriptive, as it does not seek to establish that the interpretation it 
has identified must be the correct one: because the framework assumes the funda-
mental role of context, it is flexible. As discussed for example (2) above, the model 
will allow us to specify the most likely contextual interpretation but will also allow 
us to sanction other interpretations in case alternative contextual information is 
considered. That is, such an analysis provides the analyst with options, and all of 
them could be in principle plausible: what allows us to privilege one interpreta-
tion over another is the context of interpretation – and we can never guarantee, as 
analysts, which one a given addressee had indeed mobilised at the time at which 
they processed the speaker’s utterance. But we can build a case in favour of one 
interpretation and one context over another. This applies both to reconstructions of 
implicit components of argumentation and to analytical judgements on the persua-
siveness of arguments and makes our analysis more justified and more plausible.

Another advantage of this cognitive approach to inference is that it can incor-
porate many insights on persuasion generated in communication science and 
cognitive psychology. This is because the cognitive framework outlined here is 
to a great extent mechanistic: it models inference in terms of its input, its output, 
and the parameters that regulate information selection (namely effort and effect). 
This means that parameters that are likely to affect the way we process informa-
tion, for instance engagement (Petty & Cacioppo, 1979), may be brought to bear 
in our analysis. This is valuable information for qualitative analysis, because 
it allows the analyst, based on assumptions about whether the recipients of the 
arguments were engaged, to formulate more accurate hypotheses as to how criti-
cally the argumentation would tend to be processed – which in turn allows us to 
make assumptions as to its persuasiveness. This is one example among many; 
what I hope to have successfully demonstrated is that this area of knowledge 
may justifiably be brought to bear on our qualitative analyses of the way argu-
ments are received in argumentative discourse.

Qualitative analysis of argumentation reception, all in all, requires analysts 
to behave like language users with an extra advantage: their knowledge of the 
cognitive processes at play in ‘natural’ argument processing. Analysts moreover 
share a linguistic and pragmatic competence with ‘real life’ arguers, and with 
the knowledge they have, they are in a position to make informed and justified 
assumptions about how a text may be received (here I follow de Saussure, 2012). 
Moreover, as I have tried to argue in Section 2, introspection should not be dis-
carded as a valuable option in the analysis of language; to quote Huang (2018),

[w]hen linguists/philosophers including semanticists/pragmaticists and philos-
ophers of language utilize introspection to examine meaning and language use, 
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they are merely employing, perhaps slightly more systematically, a cognitive 
faculty that is already in place for everyday (linguistic) functioning. (167)

Of course, depending on our research interests, the kind of methodology described 
in this chapter can (and perhaps should) be complemented by further empirical and 
quantitative approaches. The informed introspective analysis of argument recep‑
tion cannot certify that the addressees’ reception of the argumentative discourse 
under study in fact corresponds to the result of the analysis – nor can it tell you 
what the speakers’ intentions were. However, it does tell you that, depending on 
contextual parameters, the argumentative discourse is more likely to have been 
meant and received in this rather than in that other way. In other words, the analy‑
sis is still speculative, but it is also justified, and this is already something.

Notes
 1 In line with Bublitz (2018), I will use the term introspective to refer to a method by 

which a researcher uses their intuition and reasoning skills in advancing knowledge, 
and leave aside the cognitive psychological and psycholinguistic acceptation, which 
denotes think-aloud and self-reporting experimental protocols.

 2 For instance, the pragma-dialectical rules of the critical discussion are the result of 
careful philosophical thinking, involving clear meta-theoretical principles about the 
implications of defining argumentation as a speech act which is produced in dialecti‑
cal discussions aimed at the resolution of differences of opinion (van Eemeren & 
Grootendorst, 1984, 2004, esp. Chapters 3 and 6); the critical questions which stipu‑
late the conditions under which all argumentation schemes may be defeated (Walton 
et al., 2008) are also to a great extent the result of careful introspective work, since 
they are not based on any systematic observation or collection of data; the same 
can be said about the RSA criteria (i.e., relevance, sufficiency, and acceptability) for 
soundness uncovered by informal logicians (Govier, 2010; Johnson & Blair, 2006), 
even if the latter have always made a point in making sure that the theoretical catego‑
ries actually fit the data by resorting to instances of naturally occurring argumentation 
for the purposes of illustration.

 3 Although some researchers argue that the persuasiveness requirement is not a neces‑
sary condition for argumentation (Doury, 2011; Micheli, 2011).

 4 Argumentative inference, in the ATR, is said to be intuitive, in the sense that when we 
evaluate other people’s arguments in naturally occurring argumentative exchanges, 
we do not typically consciously represent the reasons why we deem such and such 
argument acceptable. However, we can so to speak re-run the inference in our argu‑
mentative module, if need be, so as to make explicit these reasons. This would be 
reflective inference, namely the process by which we consciously entertain the rea‑
sons why we consider that a given argument is tenable or not – it is this reflective 
process that Mercier and Sperber call reasoning (Mercier & Sperber, 2009).

 5 Many predictions of relevance theory regarding irony, false-belief tasks, scalar impli‑
cature, the explicit vs. implicit distinction, among other classic phenomena of interest 
in pragmatics, have been conclusively experimentally tested. For an overview, see 
Clark (2018, pp. 191–197).

 6 The cognitive environment is defined as the set of facts that are manifest to an indi‑
vidual, and, in a nutshell, represents the set of everything an individual knows or is 
able to infer on their own at a given time (see Sperber & Wilson, 1995, pp. 38–46).

 7 RT lists three possible cognitive effects: adding new reliable information to the 
cognitive environment, revising old information that was uncertain and discarding 
information that turned out to be false. In other words cognitive effects are defined 
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in relevance theory in terms of ‘epistemic improvement’ (Sperber & Wilson, 1995, 
p. 266).

 8 In spirit, this is exactly what many approaches to argumentation have tried to do 
as they have highlighted the need for pragmatic insights in the reconstruction of 
implicit argumentative discourse. This is the case for instance of Gerritsen’s account 
(2001), whose focus on the importance of context reveals a pragmatic stance, and of 
van Eemeren & Grootendorst (1992)’s notion of pragmatic optimum, which is what 
analysts should strive to achieve in the reconstruction of implicit premises.

 9 Note that this is a forged example: with this, I hope to have shown that there is noth‑
ing inherently wrong with the use of informed introspective methods as long as (i) 
the analysis is based on a solid and empirically grounded framework, (ii) the analysis 
allows us to explain that different outcomes will obtain depending on certain param‑
eters (here, how interpretations vary depending on contextual assumptions), and (iii) 
the scope of the analysis is descriptive and yields justified assumptions, as this analysis 
only yields interpretative possibilities, together with the constraints that would explain 
them. For an analysis of naturally occurring argumentative data, see Oswald (2016a).

 10 Of course, if the search for relevance (in terms of both effort and effect) favours the 
critical context, then the argumentation put forward by the speaker is likely to fail to 
persuade.
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6	 Studying argumentation as 
social interaction

Sarah Bigi, Alena L. Vasilyeva,  
and Kati Hannken‑Illjes

1	 Introduction

This chapter addresses the specifics of studying argumentation in and as social 
interaction. We will lay out different qualitative methodological approaches to 
this study. They are connected by three assumptions.

First, argumentation is not understood as an isolated linguistic phenomenon 
but as situated locally and temporally and embedded in a broader context. An 
adequate analysis of argumentation in social interaction needs to take into 
account the context and might be interested in how participants take up this 
context in their (argumentative) interaction.

Second, argumentation is understood as a process. In some methodological 
approaches, this understanding is reflected in the focus on the sequential unfold‑
ing of the interaction and the argumentation. The fact that an utterance appears 
where it appears in the interaction is thus meaningful, following one of the cen‑
tral analytic questions in conversation analysis: “Why this now?”

Third, argumentation is understood as a practice and this practice is inter‑
twined with other practices. This is why research questions on argumentation 
as and in social interaction often explore the ways in which argumentation is 
expressed, taking a strong descriptive rather than a normative stance.

In the following section, we will present three methodological strands  –  
interactional analysis (Sarah Bigi), conversation analysis (Alena Vasilyeva), and 
the ethnography of argumentation (Kati Hannken‑Illjes)  –  before we discuss 
what is to be gained by employing these approaches.

2	 Argumentation as social interaction

The study of argumentation as social interaction needs to take into account the 
constraints that different interactional contexts impose on language use, thus 
impacting on the production and interpretation of meaning. Particularly interest‑
ing for this kind of analysis are professional contexts, in which social structures 
are clearly recognizable, participants usually have predefined roles and conven‑
tions regulate (more or less strictly) language use.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003502296-6
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2.1 Communicative activity types

Studies focusing on argumentation in interaction employ different frameworks. 
A particularly useful construct to analyze interactions in context is the com‑
municative activity type (CAT) (Linell, 2010), which develops the concept  
of activity type (AT) proposed by Levinson (1979).1 In Levinson, the AT is 
described as:

any culturally organized activity, whether or not that activity is coextensive 
with a period of speech or indeed whether any talk takes place in it at all 
[…] I take the notion of activity type to refer to a fuzzy category whose 
focal members are goal-defined, socially constituted, bounded events with 
constraints on participants, setting, and so on, but above all on the kind of 
allowable contributions. Paradigm examples would be teaching, a job inter‑
view, a jural interrogation, a football game, a task in a workshop, a dinner 
party and so on.

(Levinson, 1979, p. 368)

The AT foregrounds the goal-oriented nature of communicative events, and it is 
characterized by different degrees of formality. Two of its distinctive features are 
the generation of inferential schemata and sequentiality.

The formality of an AT is determined by its being a ritualized activity within a 
social structure: a religious rite or a judicial trial are examples of highly formal‑
ized ATs, while greeting a person in the street or chatting over coffee are exam‑
ples of minimally formalized ATs. Regardless of its degree of formality, any AT 
will generate inferential schemata, that is, structures for the interpretation of the 
utterances produced within its boundaries. The correct use of such schemata 
depends closely on the correct interpretation of the AT by the individuals acting 
within it: a chat between A and B can be interpreted by A as mere gossiping and 
by B as an exchange of information to be treated with discretion. In either case, 
the information exchanged between A and B will be understood in different ways 
because different inferential schemata will be applied. Finally, regardless of its 
degree of formality, any AT will develop according to a certain structure, and the 
utterances produced by the participants will be interpreted differently depending 
on the moment of their production in relation to the preceding sequences: the 
question “how are you?” produced at the opening of an AT or at a different point 
of its development may be interpreted in completely different ways.

Linell further elaborates on this concept by proposing the notion of commu‑
nicative activity types (CATs), described as “kinds of large overarching com‑
municative projects (CPs) […] CATs may themselves be embedded within 
projects and activities that are not primarily communicative in nature” (Linell, 
2010, p. 42). Thus, it is sometimes possible to describe a ‘chain’ of communica‑
tive projects, that is, sequences aimed at solving ‘communicative problems’, 
for example, agreeing on the assessment of certain data, establishing shared 
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understanding on a particular topic, deciding on what to do with regard to a 
problem (see also “coordination problems” in Clark, 1996). Projects can be 
collective and cooperative (implying a complementary subdivision of interac‑
tional work among participants), but also individual or even aimed at reaching 
goals that are alternative or in competition with other participants’ projects. The 
description of communicative projects within a CAT is similar to what Dall and 
Sarangi (2018) call structural mapping, which involves the identification of the 
main phases along which an interaction develops.

A prototypical CAT has the following properties:

– it is related to a social situation, which often has a conventional name
– it is framed by specific expectations and purposes
– it is often made up of different and sequentially ordered subactivities; of 

these, each instantiation is temporally contiguous within the situation and 
involves the same participants

– some are linked to/administered by institutions, specific professions and soci‑
etal organizations.

The development of the interaction within a CAT can be reconstructed follow‑
ing “thematic episodes” produced by participants, which constitute “islands of 
partially shared understanding” (Linell, 1998, p. 193). Participants develop the 
interaction by an ongoing effort of verification and construction of spaces of 
reciprocal understanding, aimed at the achievement of some communicative 
goal. The reconstruction of the chain of thematic episodes is possible by fol‑
lowing the topics that are introduced and developed through specific strategies  
(e. g., repetitions, interruptions).

According to Linell, CATs can be analyzed mainly through three groups of 
dimensions:

– framing dimensions: are usually pre-given, but become relevant if participants 
orient to them and ‘make’ them relevant in the interaction; some of them can 
be suspended or ignored in a single instance, but they usually change (if they 
do) slowly, in time;

– internal interactional organizations and accomplishments: ‘things’ that are 
brought about in the single instance of the interaction (phase structure, core 
communicative projects, agenda, topics, turn organization, etc.);

– the sociocultural ecology: concerns larger surroundings, which are necessary 
to fully understand CATs.

The notion of communicative activity type is useful to account for elements that 
are recurrent, socially and culturally motivated, and that necessarily impact on 
language use, including argumentation. Indeed, it is a notion that is developed 
within an approach that Linell calls ‘dialogism’, which stresses the “dynamic use 
of linguistic resources in the construal of meaning in interaction and contexts” 
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(Linell, 2009, p. 97). This approach assumes that grammatical constructions 
have meaning potentials tied to them, and that these potentials become actual‑
ized in combination with specific contextual factors (Linell, 1998, 2009; a simi‑
lar perspective is proposed also in Rocci, 2003).

In this perspective, argumentation can be considered as a communicative 
strategy used within a CAT in relation to a specific project or a specific topic. As 
such, depending on the context in which it appears, its functions may vary, and 
its forms may be determined by specific constraints present in the context. To 
exemplify this point, the next section discusses how this approach can be applied 
in the medical context to the analysis of argumentative sequences in clinician–
patient consultations.

2.2 An example: argumentation in medical consultations

A medical consultation is an instance of an institutional activity type, which pre‑
sents an intermediate degree of formality: participants’ roles are predefined; the 
kind of contributions allowed are also predefined up to a certain degree, although 
there is more flexibility than, for example, in a judicial trial; the allowed top‑
ics of discussion are predefined, with some flexibility in the opening and clos‑
ing phases of the consultation and in relation to the goal of rapport building. 
Turn-taking and interactional dominance (Linell et al., 1988) can be variable 
depending on the kind of approach to care taken by healthcare professionals, 
but in general it is professionals who lead the interaction and determine shifts 
from one phase to the next. In medical consultations, advice giving, or providing 
expert opinion, is the main interactional activity around which the CAT devel‑
ops (Bigi, 2018), and argumentation can be seen as a ‘mode of discourse’ in the 
service of the institutional goals of seeking and giving advice.

This kind of overall description of the CAT provides a coarse representation 
of the interactional setting in which argumentation could be found. Let us con‑
sider the excerpt reported in Figure 6.1, taken from a corpus of consultations in 
a diabetes outpatient clinic (Bigi, 2014). In this consultation, the patient is an 
elderly person with diabetes, and the clinician is a diabetologist. The structural 
mapping of all the consultations in the corpus revealed that they are generally 
composed of three main phases: the first, in which participants discuss the results 
of patients’ exams; the second, in which they consider patients’ current situation; 
and the third, in which they plan future encounters (Bigi, 2022). The excerpt 
in Figure 6.1 belongs to the second phase, and the participants are discussing 
the patient’s weight, which has increased. This is not good, because increased 
weight usually determines a worsening of diabetes.

The same broad description of the CAT provided above offers some crite‑
ria for the identification of argumentative sequences. If argumentation happens 
generally to determine the acceptability of an opinion or to find agreement 
in view of problem-solving, it is likely that in consultations participants will 
resort to argumentation mainly when discussing therapy and lifestyle changes. 
The expert opinion provided by professionals in the form of advice is often 
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P_11-3

1. D: vogliamo controllare il peso?
 shall we check your weight?

2. P: vediamo
 let’s see

3. D: si è tanto parlato delle abitudini dello stile di vita, vediamo un po’ qua
 we talked so much about habits and lifestyle, let’s see here

4. P: (stepping on the scale) dottoressa, noi siamo calabresi
 doctor, we are from Calabria

5. D: e che significa? perché i calabresi non devono- stia dritto, scenda.
 dunque. eh la- la regione di appartenenza non ha significato. no, se uno deve
 avere delle ottime abitudini- lei è anche ingrassato. lei ha preso- ha preso
 praticamente quasi tre chili.
 and what does that mean? Why, people from Calabria should not – please, 

stand straight, you can step down. so. ehm the – the region of origin 
doesn’t mean anything. no, if someone must have excellent habits – you 
have also gained weight. you have gained – you have gained almost three 
kilos.

6. P: per questo io volevo far entrare mia moglie hehehehe
 that’s why I wanted to have my wife here with me eheheh

7. D: perché? sua moglie l’avrebbe aiutata?
 why? your wife would have helped you?

8. P: no. per sentire anche lei, capito? perché è lei quella che fa a casa
 no. so she could listen, you see? because she’s the one who prepares at 

home
9. D: ma è lei quello che mangia heheheh voglio di’- e penso che sia abbastanza

 adulto [per decidere che cosa mangiare]=
 but you are the one who eats ehehehe I mean – I think you are old enough 

to decide what to eat
10. P: [si, si si]

 yes yes yes
11. D: =[e quando fermarsi, si o no?]

 and when to stop, yes or no?
12. P: [quello- que- quello si]

 of course, yes
13. D: ok, va bene. andiamo avanti.

 right, so let’s go on.

Figure 6.1 Pragmatic argumentation in a medical consultation.

formulated through arguments which justify the expert opinion itself: indeed, 
especially nowadays, when patients have access to large amounts of informa‑
tion, the expert’s reputation may not always be enough to sufficiently ground 
the advice. Knowing the clinical context in which the consultation takes place 
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provides another set of criteria for identifying argumentative sequences. The 
identification of topical trajectories provides initial cues for ‘places’ in the inter‑
action where argumentation might appear. Another hint that can be gathered 
from the description of the CAT regards the forms that argumentation might 
take: we know that this is a kind of asymmetrical interaction, in which patients 
are often an interactionally ‘weaker’ participant, but also in which professionals 
need patients to be involved, not to feel ashamed, to become proactive, and to 
take initiative. Therefore, indirect strategies for presenting problems and putting 
forward arguments can be expected.

In the context of diabetes care, negotiations, misunderstandings or particu‑
larly relevant sequences are often related to self-management, adherence to 
therapy and lifestyles. The specific topic at issue in this excerpt is the patient’s 
weight, as introduced by the doctor’s initial question (turn 1). The phase in 
the consultation and the topic are two elements that can alert the analyst to 
the possibility of identifying argumentative sequences. This particular case 
shows a sequence of pragmatic argumentation, in which the doctor puts for‑
ward arguments to support the implicit claim that the patient should change 
his eating habits. The first argumentative attempt is made by the patient at turn 
4: stepping on the scale, he comments that he and his wife are from Calabria, 
one of the southern regions in Italy. The position of this comment makes it a 
good candidate to the status of an argument in an implicit reasoning of this 
kind: “people from the South eat a lot, we are from the South, thus it is diffi‑
cult for us to eat less.” This reasoning can remain implicit because it is based 
on a well-known stereotype, which is part of the Italian common ground. 
The reaction of the doctor confirms she has interpreted the comment as an 
argumentative move: she responds by refusing it and rejecting the idea that 
people from the South are not able to acquire healthy eating habits (turn 5).  
In the same turn, she also notices that the patient has gained three kilos, and 
this observation, at this point, can be interpreted as an argument in support of 
the claim, “you should change your eating habits.” Again, the patient seems 
to understand this implicit claim and tries a move to justify himself (turn 6), 
but does so implicitly and the doctor needs clarification (turn 7). At turn 8 
it is clear that the patient is hinting at the fact that his weight gain could be 
due to his wife not cooking the right kind of meals, but the doctor rejects his 
move, and in turn 9 she claims that it is the patient who eats, thus it is not so 
important that his wife listens to her recommendations. Her third argument is 
expressed in turns 9 and 11, “you are the one who eats and you are old enough 
to decide what to eat and to know when to stop.” The rather fragmentary and 
elliptical form in which this sequence is constructed by the participants is 
typical of spontaneous speech, which relies heavily on contextual elements, 
on intonation and gestures for the codification and interpretation of meaning 
(Voghera, 2010). This is certainly an extra layer of difficulty that should be 
taken into account when analyzing argumentation in real-life dialogues.
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Taking into account all the relevant contextual elements characterizing the 
interaction under scrutiny provides a better chance to understand what partici‑
pants are doing interactionally and to set argumentative sequences within the 
ongoing interactional work.

3 Conversation analysis and argumentation

Research on theory of argumentation has advanced our understanding of argu‑
ment as an interactive achievement (Jackson, 1992; Jacobs & Jackson, 1989). 
Researchers view argumentation as an activity of disagreement management 
that can happen in any interaction rather than a special kind of interaction 
(Jacobs & Jackson, 2006). It is a natural communicative process that takes place 
in non-ideal conditions. In this respect, one way to study argumentation is to 
apply conversation analysis.

3.1 The main principles of conversation analysis

Conversation analysis (CA) is an empirical qualitative method and approach to 
study language and social interaction, the focal point of which is the structure of 
talk (Schegloff, 1988). It was developed first by sociologists Harvey Sacks, Ema‑
nuel Schegloff, and Gail Jefferson, who were interested in exploring social actions 
and how they are carried out in interaction (Sacks, 1984; Sacks et al., 1974). Their 
work was influenced by Goffman’s (1983) and Garfinkel’s (1967) ideas that inter‑
action has its own order and deserves to be studied in its own right.

Conversation analysts (CAs) are concerned with the study of naturally occur‑
ring interactions, whether it is ordinary conversations (e.g., a chat) or institutional 
talk (e.g., mediation talk), as conversation is viewed as a form of social organi‑
zation. CA is a bottom-up approach, as researchers do not start with hypotheses 
about what they will find out in the talk they study. Rather they start with data and 
observe what the data reveal (see Mondada, 2013 on data collection). Conversa‑
tion analysts use audio or video-recordings and detailed transcriptions of interac‑
tion that capture various features of talk (e.g., intonation, pauses, cut-offs) (see 
Hepburn & Bolden, 2013 for details on transcription). CA starts with in-depth 
observation and analysis of one interaction (case-specific), and then looks for 
similar cases to make general claims about interactional patterns. These claims 
are grounded in how interactants orient to what is happening in interaction, that 
is, how the recipient of talk interprets and treats the other’s action. For example, a 
researcher who is interested in the features of the argumentative activity of dispute 
mediation would start with collecting (video)-recordings of mediation sessions, 
transcribe the interaction, analyze the mediator’s and the disputants’ communica‑
tive moves during one session and then investigate other mediation interactions to 
identify patterns. At the same time, the in-depth analysis of a single case also has 
value.
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Conversation analysts are interested in how social actions are accomplished 
in interaction. That is, when we communicate, we do not just talk and exchange 
information, we perform different actions (e.g., disagreement, invitations, and 
justification) and engage in different activities (e.g., argumentative activity). As 
Schegloff (1988) points out, three requirements are generic to talk in interac‑
tion: the organization of turn-taking, sequencing, and repair. These elements are 
forms of social organization of talk-in-interaction that serve as a basis for creat‑
ing and coordinating social actions.

3.2 The basic structures of conversation analysis

When we engage in interaction, we take turns. Each turn consists of units 
“including single words, single clauses or phrases, single sentences, or any com‑
bination of these” (Drew, 2005, p. 184). When we take a turn, we design it in 
relation to an action selection (e.g., request versus order) and the selection of 
words, grammatical, and syntactical structures to perform this action (e.g., the 
active voice versus the passive voice) (Drew & Heritage, 1992). Indexicality of 
actions is related to different aspects of context of their occurrence. Conversa‑
tion analysts are driven by the question “why that now” (Heritage & Clayman, 
2010) to understand an action, and explore what this action does in terms of the 
preceding action (i.e., an action is context-shaped by preceding talk) and the suc‑
ceeding action (i.e., an action is context-renewing, as it projects what action will 
be relevant next) (Heritage, 2005).

The actions we produce are usually paired. Adjacency pairs are composed of 
two turns that are produced by two interactants and are adjacently placed. The 
first-pair part (FPP) is an utterance that initiates exchange (e.g., a question, an 
invitation, a greeting). The second-pair part (SPP) is an utterance that is respon‑
sive to the action of a prior turn, such as an answer, an acceptance or a rejec‑
tion of the FPP. The SPP should be conditionally relevant, that is, it depends on 
the FPP. For example, a greeting (FPP) should be followed by another greeting 
(SPP). For some FPPs, different seconds can be relevant. These seconds can 
be preferred or dispreferred. The main idea of preference organization is that 
an SPP should be in agreement with an FPP (Pomerantz, 1978). For example, 
in the case of compliments (Pomerantz, 1978), in an agreement/disagreement 
system of constraints “agreements are generally performed as preferred seconds 
and disagreement as dispreferred seconds” (p. 81). The speaker might be held 
accountable for producing an action that is not relevant, as well as its absence 
(Drew, 2005). Adjacency pairs help achieve intersubjectivity, that is, mutual 
understanding of what is going on in interaction, as the SPP shows how the 
initial action was understood. If it is not understood in the right way, there is an 
opportunity to repair it. The notion of repair presupposes that the organization of 
talk provides resources to address breakdowns in intersubjectivity (e.g., troubles 
in speaking, hearing, or understanding) (Drew, 2005).
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Focusing on interactions that can be gathered under the umbrella of insti‑
tutional talk, Drew and Heritage (1992) point out that institutional talk differs 
from ordinary conversation on five major dimensions, namely, lexical choice, 
turn design, sequence organization, overall structural organization of the interac‑
tion, and social epistemology and social relations. The latter can manifest itself 
in interactional asymmetries in terms of knowledge, participation, and conver‑
sational resources (Drew & Heritage, 1992). The orientation to the goal of a 
particular type of interaction rather than to personal ones, at least by one of the 
participants, is an important feature of institutional interaction (Drew & Herit‑
age, 1992). For example, in the courtroom examination, the goal is to establish 
the truth (Drew, 1992), while in mediation sessions, the goal is to ensure that 
disputants can reach some agreement with help of a third party (Garcia, 1991; 
Vasilyeva, 2012).

3.3 Applying CA to study argumentation

The basic concepts and ideas of CA are helpful for investigating argumentation 
as an interactional activity. The main focus of researchers is the structure of con‑
versational argument, its emergence in the local context, interactional resources 
for disagreement management, and peculiarities of argumentation practices in 
institutional talk (Garcia, 1991; Hutchby, 1996).

From the CA perspective, an argument is viewed as an interactional accom‑
plishment, where both parties contribute to the unfolding of an argumentative 
situation and integrate their partners’ moves into their own. This response- 
centeredness serves as a basis for Hutchby’s (1996) Action-Opposition model, 
which, in his opinion, is especially important for understanding disagreement 
management in institutional context, as participants have asymmetrical inter‑
actional resources. The focus of this framework is on the sequential organiza‑
tion of argument. The main idea is that an oppositional move is the primary 
element in an argument as it “subsequently formulates the prior action as an 
arguable” (p. 23). This oppositional move, in turn, becomes an action that can 
be challenged by the next move. For example, in the episode of doctor–patient 
interaction, the doctor’s move in turn 9 is an oppositional one, as it challenges 
the patient’s action in turn 8. This is different from adjacency pairs that were 
discussed earlier, as the absence of oppositional moves is not accountable, in 
contrast to the SPP of adjacency pair.

Studying in-call radio talk, Hutchby (1996) demonstrated how a position in 
argumentative interaction is important in terms of who controls the argument, 
as first and second positions provide different resources. A disputant who goes 
second has a more powerful position, as they have an opportunity to make an 
oppositional move and to argue just by challenging the other interactant’s claim 
without taking their own stance (e.g., by challenging the validity of a statement 
or asking them to expand on it).
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Another approach that is rooted in the properties of interaction itself such as 
sequence organization of the talk and the concept of repair and in the ideas of 
pragmatics is Jacobs and Jackson’s model of conversational argument (Jackson, 
1992; Jacobs & Jackson, 1989). According to this view, argument serves as a 
kind of regulative, or repair mechanism, the function of which is to manage 
disagreement (Jackson, 1992). In connection with this, the researchers introduce 
the concept of disagreement space. Disagreement space is understood as a set 
of commitments, beliefs, and intentions of the speaker that can be reconstructed 
from their actions and “called out” by another participant (Jackson, 1992), thus, 
providing opportunities for argument. For example, in the performance of criti‑
cism, the protagonist’s credibility and qualifications can be “called out” (van 
Eemeren et al., 1993).

Jacobs and Jackson’s (1989) rational model links the function of an utterance 
and the sequence structure of talk. The bond between parts of adjacency pair is 
explained in terms of goals. A relevant SPP is conditioned by the goal underly‑
ing an FPP. According to Jacobs and Jackson, an SPP, however, is only one of 
the ways to respond to an FPP, and the orientation toward the goal of the utter‑
ance helps explain coherent responses that would be considered as anomalous 
for sequence organization. Understanding what action constitutes the FPP and 
what is its goal is essential for figuring out whether the response constitutes a 
valid oppositional move. For example, if an interactant makes a warning that the 
recipient of their utterance is in danger, challenging an aspect of this utterance 
that is not related to its goal (e.g., questioning how the people who present a 
threat to the recipient are referred to) is a digressive argument.

What is an adequate contribution to argumentative activity and what is 
a violation can be also viewed from the angle of activity type discussed ear‑
lier, as institutional forms of talk carry certain constraints on and affordances 
for what is possible in interaction. For instance, the interactional structure of 
cross‑examination can serve as an example of “a possible vehicle for the expres‑
sion of an argument” (Levinson, 1979, p.  383). The question–answer format 
of cross‑examination together with an assignment of questioner/answerer roles 
creates a turn‑taking organization that allows the questioner to control the 
interaction and elicit responses that they will incorporate in constructing their 
argument.

Taking a CA approach to studying argumentation is also beneficial for explor‑
ing how opposition is mitigated or aggravated in interaction. The way a move 
is designed in ordinary conversation can downplay its oppositional character or 
aggravate it. For example, framing one’s claim as an opinion (Schiffrin, 1990) 
can decrease one’s commitment (“That’s my opinion; I don’t know for sure”) or 
increase it (“That’s my opinion; I don’t care about what anybody else thinks”)  
(p. 245), and thus, mitigate or intensify argument. The structure of institutional 
talk also can serve as a resource to manage disagreement. For example, in dispute 
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mediation, disputants can be encouraged to talk to the mediator rather than to 
another disputant, which provides a constraint on how disputants make their 
moves (Garcia, 1991). Garcia argues that mediation prevents the development 
of conflict, as the interactional organization of mediation puts constraints on the 
expression of accusation, denials, and counter‑accusations, allows participants 
to choose whether to ignore accusations or respond to them, and provides for 
mitigated disagreement.

Thus, integrating a CA approach to studying argumentation gives insights into 
how argumentative activity is collaboratively constructed in naturally occurring 
interactions in the view of interactional and institutional constraints. At the same 
time, considering cultural and social contexts of argumentation provides a view 
of argumentation practices in connection to social structures, time, and space, 
which is central to the ethnography of argumentation.

4 The ethnography of argumentation

A different approach to study the practice of argumentation is the Ethnography of 
Argumentation (EOA). It can be combined with other interactional approaches 
such as conversation analysis, but it is a methodology in its own right and can be 
applied as the only approach to a research question. The EOA describes situated 
practices of arguing in a given field through methods appropriate to the field. It 
aims to develop an understanding of the function of arguments and argumenta‑
tion. Thereby an EOA sheds light on questions of argumentation as well as on 
questions concerning a specific field. Studying argumentation in medical con‑
texts from an ethnographic standpoint, for example, provides insights into the 
role of argumentation in medical decision-making and at the same time into the 
culture in certain medical institutions.

The methodology of EOA has been most prominently introduced for educa‑
tional contexts, especially science education. The leading interest has been to 
study children’s argumentative practices when they engage in problem-solving 
through reasoning. The term EOA was coined by Krummheuer (1995) and Prior 
(2005). Viewing the establishment of the validity of a claim as the central func‑
tion of argumentation, Krummheuer (1995) studied how children argue when 
solving mathematical problems and related these argumentative practices to 
epistemological practices. Asking for a focus on argumentation as a “sociohis‑
toric practice” (p. 133) rather than the production of distinct arguments, Prior 
(2005) proposed “to open up the ethnography of argumentation (EOA) as a 
branch of the larger ethnography of communication” (p. 133).

Although the EOA was introduced in the field of education, works from other 
research fields share this methodological approach implicitly or explicitly. Tracy 
(2005), for example, has put forward studies from different fields, concentrating 
on the mundane practices of rhetorical discourse and argumentation; Endres and 
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Senda-Cook (2011) stress the relevance of space and materiality as affordances 
for public discourse (and argumentation), and Hannken-Illjes (2006) has worked 
on the relation of narrative and argument in criminal case work relying on eth‑
nographic fieldwork.

4.1 The basic assumptions of ethnographic approaches

Two aspects are central to an ethnographic approach: the concept of ‘being 
there’ in the field as a researcher and the foci on practices and ‘how-questions’ of 
social practice. Breidenstein et al. (2013) name four hallmarks of ethnographic 
research: (1) the subject matter is social praxis, (2) the methods are opportune 
to the experience in the field and the logic of the field, (3) it demands an ongo‑
ing direct experience in the field, and (4) the description is then put into writing 
(see pp. 31–36). In a similar vein Hammersley and Atkinson (2019, p. 3) stress 
that what is named ethnography is quite a diverse range of methodologies. They 
argue that ethnography is what ethnographers do, but add that some characteris‑
tics are central to the approach like participant observation and the unstructured 
nature of the gathered data. This might seem circular, but it points to the impor‑
tance of the individual researcher for the study and the openness in method.

While ethnography as a methodological strand is very open, Hammersley and 
Atkinson (2019) point out that there are quite a few linkages to other methodolo‑
gies as ethnomethodology, grounded theory, conversation analysis.2 The EOA is 
also closely linked to two others strands of ethnographic research, namely the 
ethnography of communication and the ethnography of knowledge. Coined as a 
term by Hymes (1964), the ethnography of communication focuses on “actual 
communication events and occasions, in order to understand distinct cultural 
and contextual dimensions of communication” (Noy, 2017, p. 1). The ethnog‑
raphy of knowledge is interested in the situated practices to produce (scientific) 
knowledge (see among others Knorr Cetina, 1984) and is closely linked to Sci‑
ence and Technology Studies (Latour, 1987). Studying argumentation from an 
ethnographic perspective means to understand argumentation as a form of inter‑
action and communication as well as a form to establish, actualize, and display 
knowledge in social interaction.

4.2 Open methodology

It is central to the ethnographic endeavor, that the logic of the field should sug‑
gest methods. Hence, when entering the field and trying to understand the prac‑
tices in question, the researcher needs to model their methods on the logics and 
affordances they encounter. Hirschauer and Amann (1997) describe the under‑
lying research position as one of “discovery” (p. 8). This discovery needs to 
be reactive to the phenomena it encounters, therefore the researcher should not 
enter the field with a pre-determined set of methods but rather stay open to what 
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the field suggests. This general methodological stance is not that different from 
conversation analysis. As Hammersley and Atkinson (2019) put it: “all social 
research requires the exercise of judgement-in-context – it is never a matter of 
merely following methodological rules; nor can all problems be anticipated, 
with the best strategies for dealing with them predetermined. This is especially 
true of ethnography” (p. 21). An ethnographic study can comprise methods like 
participant observation, ethnographic interviews, document analysis, and group 
discussions as well as collaborative formats.

The openness to the field with respect to methods also relates to the central 
ethnographic stance: alienation or estrangement. Especially when conducting 
ethnography in one’s own culture, the ethnographer needs to alienate the field, 
what Hirschauer and Amann (1997) call befremden. Traditional social anthropol‑
ogy by definition has dealt with alien, unknown cultures. When doing research 
in one’s own, seemingly familiar, culture this alienation needs to be achieved 
through an explicit will to “making the familiar strange” (Polner & Emerson, 
2002, p. 121). This demands an ongoing reflection of one’s own role and posi‑
tion in the field.

4.3 Forms of data in the ethnography of argumentation

As the methods are field-sensitive in an EOA and vary from field to field, so 
are in consequence the types and forms of data that enter the study. The field 
might not only suggest what data to take but can also allow or prohibit certain 
types and forms. This in itself reflects on the logic of the field. For example, in 
criminal cases in Germany there is no verbatim transcript of court proceedings, 
at the same time audio- and video-recordings are prohibited. Taking notes might 
not seem ideal to the researcher who wants to capture the rich interaction in the 
court room and carry it home for analysis. Still, these restrictions reflect that the 
field stresses the singular, locally situated of the interaction in court, thereby 
also protecting it in part from consequences while at the same time making it 
unavailable for reference.

Forms of data usually will include field notes taken by the researcher during 
involvement in the field, either in the midst of the action or typed up in the even‑
ing. The focus in writing field notes might differ; Wolfinger (2002) distinguishes 
between two strategies: the salient hierarchy and the comprehensive approach. 
Whereas the salient hierarchy favours the unusual, the comprehensive approach 
is more structured and systemic, covering both the mundane and the exceptional. 
Field notes can be the main source for the study but can also be used in conjunc‑
tion with audio and video recordings. Especially when combining ethnographic 
work with conversation analysis, the recordings and their transcriptions play a 
pivotal part in the analysis.

A third major form of data is ethnographic interviews. These are designed to 
access the logics, explanations, arguments, and narratives of the participants. 
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They can encompass questions as the grand tour question (when you take on a 
new client, how do you go about?) or the walking through documents, for for 
example, the shared look through a criminal file. Next to verbal data, documents 
and artifacts can function as data.

4.4 The units of analysis in the ethnography of argumentation

After the brief introduction of ethnography as an approach, what are the specif‑
ics of the Ethnography of Argumentation? The focus in the EOA is not a single 
argument or a single argumentation but rather the argumentative practice embed‑
ded in a field, situated in time and space. According to Deppermann, Feilke and 
Linke (2015, p.3), practices, from a linguistic standpoint, are characterized by 
eight aspects, that can differ in importance depending on the field under consid‑
eration: materiality (body, space, objects), mediality, participation framework, 
relation to action, routinization, indexicality, relation to context and temporality, 
and historicity. The focus on argumentative practices is at the same time a focus 
on the question of how argumentation “is done” in the field by participants. This 
can take different angles: a focus on the establishment of the controversial point 
or on the relation of argumentation and narration or on the inclusion of mate‑
rial objects at certain stages. However, the plea for an EOA by Prior (2005) was 
coupled with the suggestion to give the display and analysis of product-oriented 
forms of analysis like diagrams a rest and focus rather on how arguments are 
being produced. Hence the unit of analysis could be a statement as it travels 
through discourse. For example, the claim of being from Calabria in defense  
of weight issues (see Figure 6.1); a claim that might get referred to and taken 
up in different doctoral appointments. It could be an object and how it is being 
appropriated for a certain argument, as, for example, trees that function as shel‑
ter during a protest and are then mourned when cut done. Or it could be a nar‑
rative that is taken up argumentatively in different forms, like the story of the 
defendant that it is not he but his long-lost twin brother who committed the 
crime, a story that starts to develop a life of its own, is told and retold at different 
times and by different participants with different argumentative purposes.

4.5	 The	field	as	a	concept	in	the	ethnography	of	argumentation

A central aspect of ethnographic work is the ‘being there’, the word ‘there’ refer‑
ring to the respective field and hence away from home. The notion of ‘field’ 
offers several theoretical and conceptual challenges, especially for an ethno‑
graphic approach focusing on argumentation. Here at least two concepts of 
the field become relevant: Toulmin’s (1958) concept of argument field and its 
development in argumentation studies and the anthropological– ethnographical 
conception of a local site of cultural practice. For argumentation studies the 
concept of ‘field’ has been one of the most fuzzy and productive at the same 
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time. Toulmin (1958) introduced the concept to account for the fact that although 
arguments might be structurally sound, they can at the same time lack relevance 
for a certain discourse. Hence, the form of arguments is field-independent, 
whereas their relevance is field-dependent. Toulmin’s concepts of argument field 
and field dependency have been understood to relate to different disciplines (see 
Wenzel, 1982) and Toulmin’s own conception could be read that way, when he 
refers to fields as different “logical types” (p. 104). This stresses the epistemic 
relevance of fields. According to this view, fields seem to be stable, pre-given 
entities. In contrast to this understanding, Willard (1983) formulates an under‑
standing of the argumentation field that corresponds to the concept of field as 
formulated by Bourdieu (1998), as a social structure that is constituted through 
practices: that fields “exist in and through the ongoing defining activities of their 
actors” (Willard, 1983, p. 439). This concept stresses the notion of practice that, 
although encompassing stability through routinization, at the same time points at  
the fluidity of the field, as practices need to be performed. This conception of 
an argument field is quite compatible with an ethnographic approach. The study 
of an argumentation field would equal the study of argumentative practices in 
interaction.

Field in the ethnographic sense has traditionally been viewed as a locality, a 
site where a culture can be studied through the different forms of data. Marcus 
(1995) distinguished between the common, traditional ethnographic approach to 
study a single site and an approach that reflects macro theoretical assumptions 
about the change of cultural forms that can be properly understood only if one 
goes beyond the concentration on a single site. Hence, there are units of analysis, 
phenomena if you will, that cannot be fully grasped by sticking to one locality 
as they are moving through different localities, temporalities, and materialities. 
“This mode defines for itself an object of study that cannot be accounted for 
ethnographically by remaining focused on a single site of intensive investiga‑
tion.” (p. 96). Marcus calls this strategy a ‘multi-sited-ethnography’. “Strategies 
of quite literally following connections, associations, and putative relationships 
are thus at the very heart of designing multi-sited ethnographic research” (p. 97). 
The modes of construction of these kinds of ethnographies are characterized 
by a methodological take to follow something trough different sites, different 
situations. Marcus (1995) provides a list, including exemplary studies of what 
could be followed: Follow the People, Follow the Thing, Follow the Metaphor, 
Follow the Plot, Story, or Allegory, Follow the Life or Biography and Follow the 
Conflict (see p. 105). This ‘following’ should be thought of not only spatially 
but also temporally, in the sense of writing the histories, the careers of certain 
phenomena, with their pasts, presents, and futures.

Marcus’ perspective includes two important aspects for the EOA. For one, it 
takes a unit of analysis – just let it be an argument or a premise – as something 
that stays the same (otherwise it could not be followed) and is still changing, 
due to its employment in different social situations. This oscillating between the 
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stable and the changing is not to be viewed as a problem (although it might prove 
problematic in practical research) but as the aspect that renders new insights into 
phenomena. First, how an argument is used, then taken up again in a different 
situation tells you something about the way argument is produced, mobilized 
and gains strength. The question of when participants in the field treat some‑
thing as ‘the same argument’ or ‘a different argument’ can shed light on the 
field-related distinctions with respect to the relevant topoi in the field. Second, 
the focus shifts to how an argument, a premise is taken up, by whom, with what 
means and how: this affects the form of the argument. The approach is interested 
in how the uptake of the argument in different situations aligns those.

5  What is to be gained? Studying argumentation as and in 
interaction

The social interaction approaches to argumentation discussed above are driven 
by the question ‘how.’ In contrast to approaches that develop models of argu‑
mentative discussion where the norms and rules do not necessarily stem from 
interaction itself (e.g., Walton’s dialogue types (1998)), studying argumentation 
in a naturally occurring interaction provides a better understanding of how argu‑
ment emerges in non-ideal circumstances, how participants themselves orient to 
what becomes arguable and develop practices of argumentation, what interac‑
tional resources they use to manage disagreement, and how they do so.

These approaches demonstrate that argumentation is a collaborative process, 
as all the participants contribute to constructing a specific interactivity, which is 
evident, for instance, in the example of medical interaction. The analysis shifts 
attention from a description of consultations merely as power struggles to one 
that considers them as instances of advice-seeking activity types in which par‑
ticipants have complementary roles aimed at reaching the shared goal of provid‑
ing expert advice/opinion to patients.

They also highlight the importance of context (whether we consider micro 
level of sequence organization (CA), meso level of activity types (CAT), or 
macro level of field and community practices (EOA)), as it creates affor‑
dances and constraints for how argumentative activity will unfold. The con‑
text also provides a point of reference for the assessment of the quality, or 
validity, of argumentation, which is in line with Walton’s approach (1998) to 
the assessment of argument schemes in relation to dialogue types. According 
to Walton, every type of dialogue has its specific features such as commit‑
ments, the structure, and moves. For example, in the negotiation dialogue, the 
commitments of participants are toward some course of action, whereas in the 
persuasion type of dialogue, it is toward the truth or falsity of a proposition. 
The moves interactants perform are considered to be relevant if they fit the 
normative structure and the goal of this type of dialogue. In the social interac‑
tion approaches, in turn, the consideration of whether an argumentative move 
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is valid or not is grounded in interactional properties, in relation to the goal 
of an activity type, or/and the field dependence rather than the norms imposed 
from outside.

Notes
 1 The idea of an ordered activity according to different phases, determined by the goal 

of the interaction, is described in Heritage and Sorjonen (1994) and in Robinson 
(2003), with specific reference to the healthcare domain and the organization of med‑
ical consultations.

 2 See Atkinson et al. (2001) for a comprehensive presentation and discussion of differ‑
ent methodologies and their relation to ethnography.
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7	 Approaching social media 
argumentation from 
a linguistics‑informed 
perspective
Methodological aspects

Barbara De Cock and Sara Greco

1	� Introduction: discourse and argumentation research  
on social media

Several reports agree on the fact that the use of social media has significantly 
increased in the past decade. For example, Eurostat (2024) noted that the use of 
social media by enterprises “increased by 24.8 percentage points” between 2015 
and 2023. In Switzerland, the Federal Commission of Media published a report 
on social media “power” in January 2025, worrying about the fact that a wide 
share of public debate happens on social media (COFEM, 2025, p. 4). These 
measures, among many others, show that social media discourse has become 
a significant companion of our personal and professional life. Not surprisingly, 
thus, research on social media has been prolific in a variety of disciplines, which 
consider not only technological aspects, but also communication and (multi‑
modal) discourse, to understand the opportunities offered by social media while 
critically examining potential dangers.

Within such a rich panorama of studies, in this chapter we aim at discussing 
some important methodological aspects that concern the study of social media 
argumentation from a qualitative perspective. To this aim, we make two choices. 
Firstly, we do not have the ambition to represent the whole body of research that 
has to do with linguistic and discursive approaches to social media. We therefore 
only consider those approaches that touch upon argumentation. Secondly, while 
the first part of this chapter is devoted to general methodological challenges, the 
second part focuses more narrowly on two (among many other) possible areas 
of research in this field.

So far, research on discourse and argumentation on social media has often 
considered political discourse and other public discourses, although opportuni‑
ties to study private companies’ argumentation abound (e.g. Balabanova et al., 
2023; Stachel et  al., 2025). Given the broad use and specific characteristics 
of social media, perhaps not surprisingly, a lot of scholarly attention has been 
devoted to specific forms of manipulation that are present or made more visible 
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by social media (Pietrandrea, 2021; Macagno, 2022), such as for example disin‑
formation (Paglieri, 2020) and polarisation (Gajewska et al., 2023). A prominent 
case within this field is represented by research on hate speech in linguistics, 
discourse analysis and argumentation (Assimakopoulos et al., 2017; De Cock 
et al., 2022; Serafis & Boukala, 2023; Dominiguéz Armas, 2024). This topic has 
attracted attention also due to the interest from public institutions to counter hate 
speech.

A smaller body of research has considered social media practices that are not 
necessarily manipulative and, on the contrary, could contribute to public debate 
in a positive way. Examples in this field often concern activism and social move‑
ments, given the affordances of social media to “amplify marginalized voices (…)  
outside of the restrictions of main media” (Dennis, 2019, p. 51). Lewiński and 
Mohammed (2012) have referred to “unintended consequences of designed 
communication tools” (3) to refer to creative or even “parasitic” (3) uses of plat‑
forms that go beyond the original intentions of the designers. In their work, these 
authors refer to activists appropriating some features of social media in the Arab 
spring. Later on, other cases of digital activism have been considered, includ‑
ing the anti-racist and anti-colonisation movement “Rhodes must fall” started 
in South Africa (Greco et al., 2018), and the #MeToo movement on Twitter1 
(Mohammed, 2019). More recently, a series of studies have concentrated on 
activism regarding climate (Goodwin, 2020; Foderaro & Lorentzen, 2022) and 
sustainability, especially in the field of fashion (Balabanova et al., 2023; Greco &  
De Cock, 2021; Greco, 2023; Greco et al., 2023; Mercuri, 2023; De Cock et al., 
2024). Because the majority of studies consider potentially harmful effects of 
social media discourse, in this chapter (Section 4), we select two concrete exam‑
ples of analysis of cases that can have negative effects but also explore poten‑
tially healthy aspects of argumentation on social media.

In this chapter, we will first discuss general aspects regarding opportunities 
for and challenges of doing research on social media (Section 2). Subsequently, 
important methodological aspects to be taken into account by researchers who 
are interested in discourse on social media are discussed (Section 3). In Sec‑
tion 4, by way of example, we select two promising research areas that have 
been investigated from the point of view of discourse and argumentation; by this 
doing, our aim is to show in practice some methodological challenges and sug‑
gestions proposed by the authors. Finally, Section 5 presents a brief conclusion 
of this contribution.

2  The complexity of social media data: methodological 
considerations

The analysis of discourses produced on social media has been prolific, reflect‑
ing the increasing presence of these media in our lives as sources of personal 
interaction, news gathering, professional communication, and entertainment. 
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This boost comes with a series of methodological opportunities and challenges 
related to the specificity of these media and the discourses produced on them.

In the first place, we are concerned with a variety of media and a variety 
of discourses. This is an important point to keep in mind, since social media 
are often discussed as if they were a homogeneous group of platforms or chan‑
nels for discourse production. However, just like not all printed discourses are 
the same – there are novels, newspapers, textbooks, publicity leaflets, lovelet‑
ters, law texts,…- not all discourses produced in social media are the same. The 
different platforms have different affordances (Hutchby, 2014) and guide users 
towards different types of actions, as we will detail below in Section 3.1. Thus, a 
platform like LinkedIn is rather conceived for communication concerning one’s 
professional life, whereas Facebook was conceived for contact with friends and 
classmates (Papacharissi, 2009, p. 204). However, the actual uses can diverge 
from those originally intended, e.g. Facebook is often employed for professional 
communication as well. As a consequence, the analysis of discourses produced 
on social media requires to take into account some basic aspects of discourse 
analysis in general, namely who is addressing whom and for what purposes.

Second, the social media landscape evolves constantly. This includes new 
platforms being launched, but also new uses of existing platforms. These new 
uses can be induced by the platform itself, for instance abandoning the 140 char‑
acter limit on Twitter in 2017, adding reaction types other than a mere ‘like’ 
(thumb up) on Facebook, changing the algorithm, or they can be induced by 
the users. Thus, Facebook has evolved from the initial platform to connect with 
classmates to a platform that increasingly also fulfils publicity or news spread‑
ing purposes (Welbers & Opgenhaffen, 2019, pp. 45–46). The constant and rapid 
evolution of uses makes longitudinal comparative work, even over a shorter time 
period, very complex. Moreover, in social media, the multimodal aspect has 
become increasingly important, with posts containing photos or videos receiv‑
ing more user attention and engagement than others. This calls for an increasing 
attention to multimodality in the analysis of these productions (see Section 3.2).

Finally, the analysis of social media raises a series of specific legal and ethical 
concerns for researchers who analyse argumentative discourse. In the following, 
we discuss some of these concerns which impact on methodological aspects 
of research on social media (for the connection with ethical and methodologi‑
cal aspects, see also Andone, this volume). Many popular platforms are created 
and owned by a company, meaning that they are a commercial product that can 
change its functioning but also data accessibility conditions. X (formerly Twit‑
ter) has considerably restricted data access for researchers since it came into 
the hands of Elon Musk in 2023 and Facebook restricted access following the 
Cambridge Analytica scandal in 2018. These changing access conditions ham‑
per creating datasets over a period of time. Furthermore, different (inter)national 
bodies provide legislation that impacts the use of social media data. Legislation 
concerns the right to privacy, including the right to being forgotten (Cabezas del 
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Fierro et al., 2013), but also legislation concerning freedom of speech or, at the 
other end, concerning hate speech (De Cock et al., 2022; Assimakopolous et al., 
2017). This legislation is partly specific to a certain country or area (e.g. GDPR 
for the European Union), whereas social media are intrinsically a more transna‑
tional phenomenon, making law enforcement, which is normally geographically 
bound, at moments more complicated. This geographical boundedness makes it 
difficult to analyse data collected from countries falling under different legisla‑
tions and/or to do joint work with researchers from different countries.

Also in terms of ethical concerns (see Andone, this volume), national require‑
ments and/or traditions can imply diverging views. Thus, the fact that users post 
on a public platform implies that these data are considered as public in vari‑
ous national traditions. However, some researchers have pointed out the impor‑
tance of informational norms within a specific (online) community and have 
shown highly variable individual positions of users to their discursive data being 
included in research and thus being made public to a broader audience than 
the more restricted circle of addressees they had in mind (Mackenzie, 2017; 
Beninger, 2016). This leads some ethics review boards to consider those discur‑
sive data not fit for use without the author’s consent, but, this judgment varying 
on national traditions, joint work between researchers of different countries or 
publishing in venues following a different tradition can pose particular hurdles 
related to these diverging views. An intermediate solution is often the anonymi‑
sation of non-public persons, especially when discussing potentially sensitive 
issues (see also Franzke et al., 2020). A further question concerns whether 
anonymisation always represents the users’ wishes or best interests. This is par‑
ticularly a case in point when analysing minoritised or activist voices, who suffer 
from being erased and sometimes consider an anonymisation to be yet another 
form of erasure, going against their will to publicly and proudly assume certain 
discourses or parts of their identity (Schifano et al., 2025, p. 13). These examples 
call for a contextualised approach to ethical concerns, if possible in interaction 
with those concerned by the research.

The retrievability of social media posts makes the anonymisation or pseu‑
donymisation discussion more complex, since an anonymised message can often 
be found on the platform in question through word searches (see Andone, this 
volume). Some disciplines suggest paraphrasing examples in order to reduce 
their retrievability (British Psychological Society, 2021). However, especially 
in disciplines with a strong focus on the analysis of linguistic phenomena, using 
created examples instead of authentic ones would be considered the unethical 
thing to do. Truncating or interrupting examples is a potential intermediary solu‑
tion. In all cases, ethical guidelines recommend that researchers ask questions 
about the vulnerability of individual data producers throughout the process, and 
find ways to discuss anonymisation (or requesting informed consent to individ‑
ual users), considering how retrievable data might be (Franzke et al., 2020; Brit‑
ish Psychological Society, 2021) and discussing individual cases in a nuanced 
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way. By way of example, the British Psychological Society (2021) observes that, 
“if a user includes a hashtag or term that very few others have used – it can be 
very easy to identify the original source even if the rest of the message has been 
paraphrased” (19). In this sense, the responsibility about what data can be made 
public in scientific work and databases lies with the researcher, who needs to 
carefully consider the source of the data (an individual user is different from a 
public company or NGO), the situation in which the data has been produced and 
the retrievability of the original post.

3  Important aspects to consider in studying discourse  
and argumentation on social media

This section gives a general overview of two important aspects that need to be 
considered when designing empirical methods to research discourse and argu‑
mentation on social media, namely the presence of multiple activity types (3.1) 
and multimodality (3.2).

3.1 Activity types on social media

In the past 15 years or so, argumentation studies have increasingly considered 
the relevance of context to a full understanding of argumentative discourse (see 
the discussion in Rigotti & Rocci, 2006; van Eemeren, 2018; for some concrete 
applications, see also Greco Morasso, 2011; Andone, 2013; Palmieri, 2014). 
In line with this, scholars have considered the specificities of argumentation 
in a variety of contexts of spoken and written discourse, juridical and politi‑
cal speeches being two prominent examples. At the beginning of this stream 
of studies, Rigotti and Rocci (2006), citing research in “various strands of the 
language sciences” (157), note that “communication context not only constitutes 
an essential factor in the processes of production and interpretation of speech 
acts, but also is integral to the constitution of meaning itself” (157); this is rel‑
evant for an argumentative interpretation, as well as for any other approach to 
the analysis of talk and discourse. Van Eemeren (2018) notes that the pragma- 
dialectical approach to argumentation has gradually seen “the incorporation of 
the contextual dimension” (144). Pragma-dialectics refers to clusters of activity 
types that make use of a certain genre in a specific domain (van Eemeren, 2018, 
p. 129ff): for example, a general debate in the European Parliament makes use of 
deliberation in the political domain (van Eemeren, 2018, p. 133, Fig. 8.1). What 
van Eemeren (2018) observes regarding pragma-dialectics, namely that “the 
incorporation of the contextual dimension (…) has considerably strengthened 
the connection between the theorizing and the study of argumentative reality” 
(144) can actually be generalised to all approaches to argumentation. For this 
reason, the consideration of contextual dimensions is often present in empirical 
approaches, including those detailed in some of the chapters of this volume.
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Against this background, one could legitimately ask whether social media dis‑
course corresponds to a single argumentative activity type. However, as antici‑
pated in Section 1, the reality of social media discourse is more nuanced and 
complex. There are different individual and institutional actors with social media 
accounts. These have different goals, fine-tuned with the social media account 
(e.g. an institutional account of the European Parliament on Instagram is differ‑
ent from an individual private account on TikTok). Variations also depend on the 
platform design and its affordances, including the digital contents that are fore‑
grounded (video, images, text, which might be permanent or ephemeral, etc.). 
Given such a plurality of actors, goals, and methods, it is important to stress that 
speaking of social media accounts is not speaking about one activity type.

On the opposite, a variety of activity types is present on social media, which, 
to our best knowledge, are still to be fully described from a viewpoint of argu‑
mentation. Some initial work has defined the characteristics and goals of digital 
activism as an argumentative activity type, considering activism that intends to 
foster social change, such as raising awareness on the #MeToo movement on 
Twitter (Mohammed, 2019) or advocating more sustainability of the fashion sys‑
tem on Twitter and Instagram (Greco et al., 2023; De Cock et al., 2024). Activists’ 
protests often intersect with fashion companies’ campaigns (Balabanova et al., 
2023), meaning that, often, activists respond to claims put forward by brands 
in their communication campaigns, by presenting counter-arguments or chal‑
lenging premises that brands take for granted (see Section 4.2 in this chapter). 
Other studies have considered political discourse on Twitter (e.g. Roginsky &  
De Cock, 2015). Future research could discuss the specificities of other argu‑
mentative activity types, such as advertising on Instagram. In this context, we 
argue that any analysis of social media discourse should first specify the contex‑
tualised dimension, taking into account that there are different activity types on 
social media, and defining the goals of the concerned activity type as well as the 
actors participating.

3.2 Multimodality

While some social media platforms initially rather privileged textual production 
(e.g. Twitter, especially in the earlier period) and others images (e.g. Instagram), 
at present virtually all social media allow for combinations of expression modes, 
including written text, images, videos, and audio fragments. Some also include 
interactive features, such as polls on X (formerly Twitter). The combination of 
modes can be used by users in order to convey more clearly a message (e.g. 
schematically represent an idea), but also for commercial purposes, or simply to 
attract attention. Multimodality can be intrinsic to the type of production itself, 
e.g. memes.

The multimodal nature poses some challenges, since the study of these dif‑
ferent modes typically tends to be done separately, sometimes in different 
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disciplines. Thus, traditionally, linguistics research integrated only to a small 
extent or not at all the role of images, and several multimodal argumentation 
studies consider data that were not produced on social media (e.g. Groarke, 
2017; Tseronis, 2021). Also when looking into the analysis of verbal production, 
the analysis of written vs. spoken data partly relies on different transcription 
systems and methods. Analysing multimodal data in social media then often 
requires combining different methods and/or disciplines in order to fully account 
for the multimodality, which is obviously also a challenge for multimodal pro‑
duction off-line. Moreover, merely combining existing methods and insights is 
not enough: new social media phenomena or new multimodal uses arise that 
require developing new forms of analysis.

Thus, Zappavigna and Logi (2024) describe emoji as “paralanguage” (7) in 
order to underline the importance of the relationship between emoji and lan‑
guage, rather than considering emoji as having an independent linguistic mean‑
ing. Bouko (2024, p. 224) proposes a framework to analyse how visual elements 
in social media can contribute to conveying appraisal or how they can represent 
visual arguments. Another popular social media phenomenon, namely memes, 
intrinsically relies on their iterative nature and therefore requires studying the 
meme in a broader discursive context. Indeed, memes “intersubjectively rely 
on the assumption that viewers will recognise certain sets of beliefs and certain 
frames, and also assume that viewers are likely to share the discourse viewpoint 
ultimately expressed by the whole construction” (Dancygier & Vandelanotte, 
2017, p. 591).

Though visual elements can also be culture-specific, their being more detached 
from a specific language contributes to their circulating across languages and 
sometimes cultures, as is the case for many emojis or memes. This opens up an 
interesting research route since multilingual material is then at hand, in which 
one can also take into account changing cultural settings. The typical example of 
the “I want you for the U.S. army” poster with a man pointing at the reader used 
in early 20th century U.S. army campaigns, for instance, appears nowadays in 
many countries for a wide variety of causes.

Most work has focused on the synchronous co-occurrence of different modes, 
e.g. an image that includes text, is accompanied by text or illustrates a text, a 
video that includes both visual and verbal information. However, less attention 
has been given to the sequential use of different modes in an asynchronous way, 
e.g. alternating text and voice messages on WhatsApp (König, 2024). König 
proposes the term ‘transmodal interaction’ and points at some challenges, such 
as ethical concerns related to the recognisability of voices in voice recordings or 
the detailed spatiotemporal information needed to adequately analyse the inter‑
action as it unfolds. Furthermore, one has to take into account how the interac‑
tion evolves and how the interlocutors actively engage in or comment on the 
choice of different modes in order to adequately analyse the co‑occurrence of 
modes in such asynchronous contexts.
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4  Promising entry points for analysing argumentation  
and discourse on social media

In the following sections, we discuss two promising research areas, including 
studies that adopt a linguistic perspective on discourse, mentioning aspects 
regarding argumentation: the discursive representation of agentivity (Section. 4.1)  
and the linguistic and argumentative role of hashtags (Section. 4.2). These two 
areas have been selected as possible entry points for research in this field, but 
they are not intended as exclusive; in this chapter, they play the role of examples 
of how research regarding argumentation on social media is ongoing, what types 
of methodological challenges it poses and what insights and new avenues for 
argumentation studies it can open.

4.1 Agentivity and argumentation

The linguistic expression of agentivity gives insights into who is being discur‑
sively constructed as responsible for a certain past, present, or future action. 
This is particularly relevant in contexts where the responsibility is not clear or 
debated. It can therefore be at the heart of argumentative misalignment, as we 
have shown to be the case in the public debate concerning who is responsible for 
the current lack of sustainability in the production of fashion (Greco & De Cock, 
2021). In online communication concerning this topic via the hashtag #fashion‑
revolution, we have seen that the very vast majority of messages containing a 
call for action towards fairer fashion do not specify who is responsible for this 
action (De Cock et al., 2024). The call for action often uses a 2nd person form 
which is not further defined, thus leaving vague who is responsible. In activist 
discourse, this is a frequent strategy, leading to any reader feeling potentially 
addressed and being incited to action. However, it also dilutes the responsibil‑
ity and it is striking that the messages in this campaign rarely explicitly portray 
the responsibility of major fashion brands, even though the Fashion Revolution 
organisation originated in reaction to the 2013 Rana Plaza disaster, very much a 
symbol of the problems of fast fashion production.

While the misalignment regarding responsibility in the context of the debate 
on sustainable fashion mainly remains implicit, social media are often a forum 
for discussion actively challenging the attribution of responsibility. Thus, Pécher 
(2024) shows how Twitter users actively challenged representations of human 
rights abuses during the 2019 social protests in Chili. Three major media outlets 
published an article concerning a man being hit by a truck from the carabineros 
(specific type of police). The analysis of the users’ comments to these tweets 
show how they try to reframe the responsibility depending on their support or 
not for the victim. Thus, those in support of the victim underline the responsibil‑
ity of the public forces and strengthen the intentionality of the action, by saying 
that they ran him over with the truck, rather than (potentially accidentally) hit‑
ting him. Those in support of the public forces rather construe the protesters as 
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agentive of violent actions towards the public forces, thereby inversing the agent 
and patient roles. These online discussions concerning agentivity – which are  
also frequently found in reaction concerning newspaper headlines on sex‑
ual abuse or domestic violence (e.g. Meluzzi et al., 2021) – show how the 
 polylogical nature of social media allows for a broader discussion concerning 
alignment and disalignment on responsibility.

4.2 Hashtags and argumentation

One of the distinguishing aspects of social media discourse, which has attracted 
the interest of linguists and argumentation theorists, is the use of hashtags. His‑
torically, as Zappavigna (2018) notes, the hashtag was coined in 2007 in a con‑
versation between two users: Chris Messina, who first suggested to use the # 
symbol, and Stowe Boyd, who then used it “to refer to Messina’s original post” 
(5), picking up the idea. Later on, Twitter and other platforms introduced the 
hypertextual link function on hashtag, accepting the users’ idea (Sanzo, 2014).

The co-presence of a technological function and a semiotic function in 
hashtags makes them semiotic technologies, i.e. “configurations of technical 
affordances interacting with the discursive functions” (Zappavigna, 2018, p. 16). 
On the one hand, a technical function corresponds to the classification of mes‑
sages according to a metadata. This function, Zappavigna notes, “may be traced 
to the origins of subject categorisation in the first ancient libraries” (Zappavigna, 
2018, p. 19) such as the Great Library of Alexandria. On the other hand, the clas‑
sification function goes hand in hand with a semiotic or communication func‑
tion, which means that hashtags are also part of social media discourse. They can 
precede or follow the text of a post, or they can be “seamlessly integrated into 
the linguistic structure of the post” (Zappavigna, 2018, p. 31). As we might add, 
this combination makes hashtags quite unique discursive objects, with a function 
of data and of meta-data alike.

So far, hashtags have been the object of different classifications in the field of 
linguistics (not specifically in argumentation studies, as we will detail below), 
depending on their functions. Zappavigna (2018, p. 42) claims that “Most lin‑
guistic studies of hashtags take as a basic distinction a difference in meaning 
between ideational hashtags, marking topics, and interpersonal hashtags, indi‑
cating attitudes or alignments.” Taking the concept of linguistic metafunctions 
from Halliday (1973), Zappavigna proposes to consider two metafunctions of 
hashtags, namely “an experiential function of classifying the post as being of 
a particular experiential type” (Zappavigna, 2018, p. 42, italics in the original) 
and “an interpersonal function of construing relationship” and evaluative stances 
(Zappavigna, 2018, p. 43, italics in the original). These functions are “enacted 
simultaneously in any linguistic performance, and are not mutually exclusive” 
(Zappavigna, 2018, p. 43). Adopting the perspective of linguistic pragmatics with 
a particular focus on speech acts theory and illocutionary forces (Austin et al., 
1976), Wikström (2014) derives categories of pragmatic functions of hashtags 
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from an empirical analysis of a dataset of around 1200 tweets collected in 2010. 
He distinguishes the following eight categories: topic tags (similar to the idea‑
tional hashtags mentioned by Zappavigna); hashtag games, which are similar to 
topic tags but, as we might say, more specific, because their function is “to mark 
it as participating in an ongoing communal game,” which is “often grounded in 
some kind of word play” (Wikström, 2014, p. 134); meta-comments, such as 
#itsajoke, “explicitly clarifying utterance intention” (Wikström, 2014, p. 137); 
parenthetical explanations and additions, which “supply additional information 
to help readers lacking relevant background knowledge make sense of the tweet” 
(Wikström, 2014, p. 138); emotive usage, referred to hashtags that have “clear 
emotionally expressive force” (Wikström, 2014, p. 139), expressed linguisti‑
cally in different ways; emphatic usages, in which the hashtags replaces other 
ways to express emphasis, humorous, and playful usage and memes and popular 
culture references. Some studies propose linguistic classifications that are more 
specific, taking into account specific cases within specific activity types. For 
example, De Cock and Pizarro Pedraza (2018) analyse pragmatic functions of 
hashtags relative to the #jesuisCharlie hashtag, created following the attack on 
Charlie Hebdo in 2015. Other semantic and pragmatic classifications of hashtags 
are presented in Musi (2024, p. 273).

In contrast to linguistic classifications, argumentative classifications of 
hashtags are still to be determined. As segments of discourse, hashtags may also 
play an argumentative function. We have argued elsewhere that hashtags may 
play the role of issues, standpoints and arguments (Greco & De Cock, 2021); 
Musi (2024) elaborates on this point, proposing a systematic investigation of 
the argumentative functions of the hashtag #genocide as used on Twitter at the 
beginning of the Russia–Ukraine war in 2022 in combination with syntactic and 
semantic properties of the same hashtag. However, research in this field is still 
to be developed.

Despite the lack of comprehensive argumentative classifications of hashtags, 
some studies on their specific functions have been proposed. One of the functions 
of hashtags that has been considered so far is raising awareness on new argumen‑
tative issues in activists’ campaigns (Greco, 2023), which are often guided by 
“rallying hashtags” (Karamalak & Cantoni, 2021, p. 238), which are proposed 
by activist organisations and picked up by anyone who wants to participate in 
the campaign. Previous research in sociology and communication highlighted 
that one of the functions of activists’ hashtags is “drive discourse in particular 
directions” (Kuo, 2018, p. 497) and “raise awareness of an issue” (Tombleson &  
Wolf, 2017, p. 15). In terms of argumentation, this function has been interpreted 
and further clarified: hashtags give an opportunity to activists to open new dis‑
cussion issues (Greco, 2023). Referring to the Latin term quaestio adopted in 
French (and other languages), we could say that activists open new questions 
around which the discussion may revolve or (Fr.) questions argumentatives 
(Plantin, 2021). In the case of activism advocating for more sustainability of the 
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fashion industry, some tweets and Instagram posts rediscuss the fashion brands’ 
presupposed starting points.

For example, in the following retweet (Example I) published in 2021 by the 
organisation Labour Behind the Label and discussed in Greco (2023), activists 
use the hashtag #PayYourWorkers as a pragmatic standpoint, proposing an action 
(paying their workers) to the two mentioned brands (Primark and Mango) and 
others alike. This standpoint contradicts a statement that brands often employ in 
their communication campaigns, i.e. that, as part of their commitment to sustain‑
ability, they care about their workers. The text of the tweet directly rediscusses 
this premise employed by brands to support the standpoint that they are sustain‑
able. In this way, the tweet opens a new discussion issue – “should brands such 
as Primark and Mango pay their workers?” that legitimises the standpoint “Pay 
your workers” expressed by the hashtag. This new argumentative discussion is 
opened by problematizing something that brands take for granted.

Example I

“Workers are literally going hungry because brands are failing to take responsi‑
bility for their supply chains. What are @Primark and @Mango doing to ensure 
that the workers who made their clothes before the pandemic started are receiving 
their full wages now? #PayYourWorkers” (LabourLabel, Retweet 15 February  
2021).

In Example I, the opening of a new discussion issue is performed through 
the whole text of the social media message, in which the hashtag is inserted as 
part of the argumentation. In this specific case, as said the hashtag rediscusses 
the premises that brands take for granted, presenting a standpoint that implic‑
itly contradicts the brands’ presuppositions (#PayYourWorkers presupposes that 
workers have actually not been paid despite brands’ claims to be socially sus‑
tainable). In other cases, the hashtag itself may include a question that opens 
a new discussion issue. A prime example of this latter category is the Fashion 
Revolution hashtag #WhoMadeMyClothes, one of the main rallying hashtags of 
this activist organisation, which is syntactically formulated as a question even 
though sometimes written without a question mark; this hashtag opens a discus‑
sion on the identity and social conditions of garment workers, which are nor‑
mally not explicitly considered (or even made available) by brands.

Given the methodological focus of this chapter, what is particularly relevant 
here is that, in order to understand how hashtags and related social media mes‑
sages contribute to argumentation, for example opening new discussion issues, 
one has to adopt a polylogical view of argumentation, taking into account public 
controversies that include multiple players, positions and places in which the 
discussion occurs (Lewiński & Aakhus, 2023, p. 81). Empirically, as noted in 
Greco and De Cock (2021), adopting a polylogical perspective on argumenta‑
tion means constructing multi-genre datasets (see for example the discussion 
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in Mercuri, forth. and in Catenaccio, 2024). This point is important because 
a polylogical view of argumentation, if implemented empirically, can change 
the evaluation of how much argumentation is present on social media, a topic 
which has often been discussed (Schaefer & Stede, 2021). Empirically, studies 
on social media argumentation in a polylogical perspective (going beyond the 
boundaries of each single platform, and connecting messages to the ongoing 
polylogical debate) are still relatively scarce and this is probably one of the chal‑
lenges for empirical argumentation research in the next few years.

5 Concluding remarks

In this chapter, we have aimed at reaching a double goal. On the one hand, we 
have given a broad picture of current empirical studies on social media discourse 
and argumentation, focusing on those that rely (also) on qualitative methods. 
While drawing this picture, we have discussed opportunities and challenges of 
this field (Section 2), taking into account also technological, legal, and ethi‑
cal development. We have furthermore outlined some specific features of social 
media discourse that are particularly relevant for methodologies of argumenta‑
tion studies, such as multimodality and the presence of different activity types. 
On the other hand, we have selected two examples of areas of investigation 
concerning the linguistic and argumentative analysis of social media discourse 
(Section 4). The goal of this second part of the chapter is to offer the readers an 
opportunity to reflect on the current state of research and to see how some meth‑
odological choices and challenges have been tackled concretely.

The constant evolution of social media, in terms of creation of new platforms, 
changes in popularity of platforms, changes of the activity types for which plat‑
forms are used, to name but a few, makes this field particularly challenging. 
However, it is clear that social media are here to stay and that the role they play 
in public argumentation is undeniable, thus justifying our continuous attention.

Note
 1 The name of Twitter has since changed into X. We will refer to Twitter for research 

carried out prior to this change.
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8	 Analyzing the linguistic dimension of 
argumentative texts

Maarten van Leeuwen and Ton van Haaften

8.1	 Introduction

Language users almost always have a choice when it comes to describing objects 
and states of affairs in reality. For instance, a tank filled for 50 percent can be 
said to be ‘half full’ or ‘half empty’; people opposing the political status quo can 
be characterized as ‘freedom fighters’ or as ‘rebels’; when someone did not pass 
an exam, the result can be described as ‘she failed’ or ‘she almost passed’; etc. 
(Van Leeuwen et al., 2022; Van Haaften, 2021; Van Leeuwen, 2015).

It has widely been acknowledged that linguistic variants are not interchange-
able semantically, but provide different ‘construals’ of reality (Stukker & 
Verhagen, 2019, pp. 26–32; Langacker, 1990; Van Haaften, 2021). Character-
izing the tank of your car as ‘half full’ or ‘half empty’ offers a different focus: 
‘half full’ suggests more than ‘half empty’ that there is no need to refuel yet. 
Similarly, ‘freedom fighters’ and ‘rebels’ create a very different picture of the 
people described and suggest a different evaluation of them, and ‘she almost 
passed’ suggests, more than ‘she failed’, that the student will be successful on 
her next attempt. In other words, alternative formulations offer different per-
spectives on a particular phenomenon or state of affairs: they ‘frame’ reality in 
a particular way. As such, they steer the reader or listener toward different ap-
preciations of a particular phenomenon or state of affairs (Van Leeuwen et al., 
2022; Van Haaften, 2021). This view on linguistic variants has been supported 
by experimental research (e.g. Fausey & Boroditsky, 2010; Holleman & Pander 
Maat, 2009; Levin et al., 1998).

Viewed this way, it should not be surprising that in the study of argumenta-
tion, the linguistic design of argumentative moves is explicitly acknowledged as 
a crucial factor in analyzing argumentative practices (e.g. Van Eemeren, 2010, 
2018). Strikingly, however, within argumentation theory, a well‑developed 
framework for the systematic identification and analysis of linguistic choices in 
actual argumentative discourse is lacking.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003502296-8
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The objective of this chapter is to highlight a set of methodological principles 
and tools for the systematic identification and analysis of linguistic choices in 
argumentative discourse, and to show how these can be applied in practice. We 
will do so by building on a set of principles and tools developed in the so‑called 
linguistic‑stylistic approach (Leech & Short, 2007; Van Leeuwen, 2015; Stuk‑
ker & Verhagen, 2019), and by applying them to a case study in which we will 
explicitly take the reader through the analytical process by relating our linguistic 
observations to these methodological principles and tools. The case study that 
we will analyze is the historic address by George W. Bush on 19 March 2003, 
in which he announced the Iraq War. This particular speech suits our objective 
well, since it is relatively short and full of linguistic choices that clearly serve an 
argumentative function.1

This chapter is structured as follows. In the next section, we will dis‑
cuss a series of methodological principles and tools for the identification and  
analysis of linguistic choices in argumentative texts. Then, we will apply these 
analytical techniques to our case study (Sections 8.3 and 8.4). In the conclusion 
(Section 8.5), we will summarize our main findings.

8.2	 �Methodological principles and tools for the identification and 
analysis of argumentatively meaningful linguistic choices2

An argumentative text is – like any other text – the outcome of a series of linguis‑
tic choices that are consciously or unconsciously made by the speaker or writer. 
However, not every linguistic choice in an argumentative text is interesting to 
analyze. For the analysis of an argumentative text, one is primarily interested in 
those linguistic choices that are argumentatively meaningful, i.e. those linguistic 
characteristics of the text which, on the basis of linguistic analysis, can be shown 
to be potentially effective in convincing a particular audience of the standpoint 
defended.3 It is important to realize that in this qualitative research approach, the 
focus is on estimated effectiveness, not on empirically observed effectiveness; 
actually achieved effectiveness is a topic of investigation in experimental effect 
research (see Van Eemeren & Van Haaften, 2023; Van Eemeren & Garssen, this 
volume; Van Leeuwen et al., 2022).

In order to identify and analyze linguistic choices that are argumentatively 
meaningful, it is necessary to make an analytic argumentative reconstruction 
of the argumentative discourse that is being analyzed, in which the argumenta‑
tive moves of the arguer are mapped out. A crucial part of such a reconstruction 
is an argumentation structure, in which the standpoint(s), the argument(s), 
and their interrelationships in the text are brought to light.4 Since the ana‑
lytical principles and tools for making an analytic argumentative reconstruc‑
tion are not the primary focus of this contribution, and have been described 
extensively in the literature (e.g. Van Eemeren, 2018; Van Eemeren & Snoeck  
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Henkemans, 2017; Van Eemeren & Garssen, this volume), we will not elaborate 
on these here.

An argumentative reconstruction is of help in ‘defining’ which linguistic 
choices in a text can be characterized as argumentatively meaningful. In order 
to actually trace such argumentatively meaningful choices, the analyst has to 
identify and analyze linguistic choices in the text that is under scrutiny. It should 
be stressed that the identification of linguistic choices and analysis of them go 
hand in hand. However, given the aims of this chapter, it is useful to disentangle 
them and highlight some important methodological principles and tools for each 
of these tasks separately.

A first methodological principle for identifying linguistic choices in a par‑
ticular text is that the analyst should proceed by comparison, i.e. should 
work with possible alternative formulations: in order to show that an arguer 
(consciously or unconsciously) made certain linguistic choices that might be 
argumentatively relevant, the analyst must be able to provide alternative for‑
mulations that the arguer could have used but did not. In practice, this means 
that the analyst, when searching for linguistic choices, should ask oneself con‑
stantly: how could this be formulated in another way? By contrasting actual 
formulations in the text with possible alternative ones, the analyst can bring to 
light the formulation potential from which an arguer could choose to formulate 
the argumentative moves. Proceeding by comparison is not only instrumental 
for pointing out the use of certain linguistic devices, but also for identify‑
ing the absence of a particular kind of phrasing. This includes the choice of 
leaving certain arguments unexpressed that could also have been formulated 
explicitly (cf. Van Eemeren, 2010, p. 120).5

Since an argumentative text often contains a variety of linguistic choices that 
are argumentatively meaningful, a second methodological principle is that the 
analyst should try to find this variety in a systematic way. An important tool for 
this is using a linguistic checklist, in which numerous linguistic phenomena are 
mentioned that can be relevant for the analysis. The use of a checklist as a tool 
for linguistic-stylistic analysis has been suggested at various times in linguistic 
and rhetorical approaches to linguistic style, and a variety of such checklists can 
be found in the literature.6 Although the composition of the checklists varies, 
the idea behind the use of it is the same: a checklist helps the analyst tracing the 
variety of linguistic choices that could be meaningful for the analysis of the text 
under investigation (cf. Leech & Short, 2007, p. 61). As such, the added value of 
using a checklist lies in its heuristic function: running systematically through all 
the categories mentioned in a checklist ‘forces’ the analyst to include a wide var‑
iation of linguistic devices in the analysis – including less or non-conspicuous 
ones (cf. Van Leeuwen, 2014, pp. 237–238). The checklist composed by Leech 
and Short (2007), for instance, lists under four main headings many linguistic 
features – including grammatical features that might otherwise easily remain 
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unnoticed.7 By systematically working through such a checklist, the risk of over‑
looking argumentatively meaningful linguistic choices is reduced.8

A third methodological principle that is of help for identifying argumenta‑
tively meaningful linguistic choices is that the analyst should use a ‘snowball 
technique’. It is not uncommon that during the analysis, some particular formu‑
lation choices stand out. Such eye‑catching formulation choices can be the start 
for a more systematic analysis of that type of choices in the rest of the text. For 
instance, suppose that the analyst observes that in a particular sentence, the pas‑
sive voice is used where the active voice could have been used as well. Such an 
observation could then be the incentive to also investigate systematically passive 
and active constructions in the rest of the text.

Fourth, the analyst should apply contextual knowledge. It is important to 
ask oneself questions like: what kind of argumentative (institutional) context is 
involved – colloquial, political, judicial, medical, etc.? Which specific audience 
needs to be convinced? What are the alleged goals of the speaker/writer – also 
indicated by the analytic reconstruction of the text? What kind of rhetorical 
dilemma(s) is the speaker/writer facing? This kind of background knowledge 
provides a lens for looking at the text and can steer the analyst toward linguis‑
tic observations, for instance when certain formulations are at odds with the 
conventions of the (institutional) context or somehow striking in light of the 
(alleged) audience of the text and the (alleged) goals of the arguer.

Combining these four methodological principles is instrumental for identify‑
ing linguistic choices in a systematic way. However, since the analysis is aimed 
at finding linguistic choices that are argumentatively meaningful, the identifica‑
tion of linguistic choices will naturally go hand in hand with analyzing them. For 
this interpretative task, various additional methodological principles and tools 
should be applied.

The reason that linguistic choices are interesting to look at from an argumen‑
tative point of view is directly linked to the idea that linguistic variants are not 
interchangeable semantically, but provide different ‘construals’ of the phenom‑
enon or state of affairs that is being described. In order to analyze the argumen‑
tative function(s) of linguistic choices, it is, first of all, important to explicate 
the kind of construal that is created by these choices. In order to show what 
kind of construal is created, the analyst has to provide a linguistic analysis, i.e. 
a semantic and/or pragmatic analysis of the language choices that were iden‑
tified. Sometimes, insights from linguistics literature in which properties of 
the language forms have been described can be fruitful for this. In any case, 
however, the method of proceeding by comparison is crucial again in order to 
substantiate the interpretative analysis. By contrasting a particular formulation 
choice with an alternative one, the analyst can show how a particular formula‑
tion depicts the phenomenon or state of affairs that is being described in a par‑
ticular manner. Proceeding by comparison makes it also possible for an assessor 
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of a linguistic‑stylistic analysis of an argumentative text to examine critically the 
plausibility of the analysis by checking it against one’s own linguistic intuitions 
(cf. Van Leeuwen et al., 2022, p. 158). In this way, claims about how formula‑
tion choices lead to a particular construal of a phenomenon or state of affairs 
can be given a motivated and intersubjective basis (Stukker & Verhagen, 2019, 
pp. 56–57; Van Leeuwen 2015, p. 180).

As Van Eemeren (2018, pp.  116–120, 2019, pp.  161–163) has made clear, 
argumentative moves may well be carried out according to a largely deliber‑
ate strategic design, where various argumentative moves, including the way in 
which they are formulated, are combined in such a way that they are likely to 
reinforce one another. For the analysis of linguistic choices that are argumenta‑
tively meaningful, this means that the analyst, in the end, will be mostly inter‑
ested in those linguistic choices that lead to similar ‘construals’, and steer the 
reader or listener in similar ways to a particular appreciation of a particular phe‑
nomenon or state of affairs. As such, the analyst has also to search for patterns 
in the construals of the identified linguistic choices.
Explicating the particular (patterns of) construals of the identified linguistic 

choices by means of a linguistic analysis is a crucial step for analyzing the argu‑
mentative function(s) of these formulation choices. However, it is not sufficient, 
since such an analysis in itself does not necessarily explicate yet how, exactly, the 
(patterns of) construals function argumentatively. In order to clarify the argu-
mentative function of the linguistic construals, the outcomes of the linguistic 
analysis have to be connected to the analytic reconstruction of the text. By re‑
lating the identified (patterns of) construals to the identified argumentative moves, 
the argumentative function(s) of the construals of the identified linguistic choices 
can be made explicit, i.e. how these (patterns of) construals optimize the potential 
effectiveness in convincing a particular audience of the standpoint defended.

In the next sections, we will demonstrate how the principles and tools dis‑
cussed above can be applied in practice. We will first introduce our case study 
(Section 8.3), followed by our analysis (Section 8.4).

8.3	� Case study: George W. Bush’s address announcing 
operations to disarm Iraq (2003)

On 19 March 2003, President George W. Bush announced in a short television 
address that America, supported by coalition forces of, amongst others, the 
United Kingdom, Australia and Poland, had started with the invasion of Iraq. 
The invasion had been preceded by more than ten years of political tensions and 
hostilities between America and the Iraqi regime lead by Saddam Hussein. The 
Iraqi regime was seen as a threat; the invasion followed a month after US Secre‑
tary of State, Colin Powell, had presented (false) evidence that Iraq was hiding 
weapons of mass destruction and had ties with Al Qaeda.
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Bush’s address to the nation and the rest of the world went as follows:

George W. Bush’s Address Announcing Operations to Disarm 
Iraq (2003)9

	 My fellow citizens, at this hour, American and coalition forces are in 
the early stages of military operations to disarm Iraq, to free its people 
and to defend the world from grave danger.

	 On my orders, coalition forces have begun striking selected targets of 
military importance to undermine Saddam Hussein’s ability to wage 
war. These are opening stages of what will be a broad and concerted 
campaign. More than 35 countries are giving crucial support – from 
the use of naval and air bases, to help with intelligence and logistics, 
to the deployment of combat units. Every nation in this coalition has 
chosen to bear the duty and share the honor of serving in our common 
defense.

	 To all the men and women of the United States Armed Forces now in 
the Middle East, the peace of a troubled world and the hopes of an op-
pressed people now depend on you. That trust is well placed.

	 The enemies you confront will come to know your skill and bravery. 
The people you liberate will witness the honorable and decent spirit  
of the American military. In this conflict, America faces an enemy who 
has no regard for conventions of war or rules of morality. Saddam 
Hussein has placed Iraqi troops and equipment in civilian areas, at-
tempting to use innocent men, women and children as shields for his 
own military – a final atrocity against his people.

	 I want Americans and all the world to know that coalition forces will 
make every effort to spare innocent civilians from harm. A campaign 
on the harsh terrain of a nation as large as California could be longer 
and more difficult than some predict. And helping Iraqis achieve a 
united, stable and free country will require our sustained commitment.

	 We come to Iraq with respect for its citizens, for their great civilization 
and for the religious faiths they practice. We have no ambition in Iraq, 
except to remove a threat and restore control of that country to its own 
people.

	 I know that the families of our military are praying that all those who 
serve will return safely and soon. Millions of Americans are praying 
with you for the safety of your loved ones and for the protection of the 
innocent. For your sacrifice, you have the gratitude and respect of the 
American people. And you can know that our forces will be coming 
home as soon as their work is done.
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In the next section, we will analyze systematically the argumentative 
function(s) of linguistic choices in Bush’s address. By doing so, we will dem-
onstrate the methodological principles and tools discussed in Section 8.2. This 
means that we will:

1.	 Reconstruct the argumentative characteristics of the speech, by making an 
analytic argumentative reconstruction (Section 8.4.1).

2.	 Identify linguistic choices by working comparatively, using a linguistic 
checklist,10 applying the snowball technique and using contextual knowledge, 
and describe the kind of (patterns of) construal(s) created by these formu-
lation choices by providing linguistic analyses and working comparatively 
(Section 8.4.2).

3.	 Analyze the argumentative function of these (patterns of) construal(s) of lin-
guistic choices, by connecting the outcomes of step  2 to the outcomes of 
step 1 (Section 8.4.3).

8.4	 Analysis of Bush’s address

8.4.1	 Analytic argumentative reconstruction

In his address, Bush announced the invasion of Iraq and the start of the Iraq War. 
However, given the seriousness of the event, it is likely that Bush was not only 
informing his audience about the start of the war, but that he was also defending 
the invasion by means of argumentation. The latter turns out to be the case in-
deed: it is possible to interpret and analyze the address as an argumentative text 

	 Our nation enters this conflict reluctantly – yet, our purpose is sure. 
The people of the United States and our friends and allies will not live 
at the mercy of an outlaw regime that threatens the peace with weap-
ons of mass murder. We will meet that threat now, with our Army, Air 
Force, Navy, Coast Guard and Marines, so that we do not have to meet 
it later with armies of fire fighters and police and doctors on the streets 
of our cities.

	 Now that conflict has come, the only way to limit its duration is to ap-
ply decisive force. And I assure you, this will not be a campaign of half 
measures, and we will accept no outcome but victory.

	 My fellow citizens, the dangers to our country and the world will be 
overcome. We will pass through this time of peril and carry on the 
work of peace. We will defend our freedom. We will bring freedom to 
others and we will prevail.

	 May God bless our country and all who defend her.
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and to make an analytic argumentative reconstruction of it. The reconstructed 
argumentation structure (see the Appendix) lays bare that Bush defends an in the 
text unexpressed standpoint that is supported by three in the text unexpressed 
main arguments. Each of these main arguments is supported further by explicit 
multiple or coordinative (sub)argumentation – cf. the following schematic over‑
view in which the unexpressed standpoint and the unexpressed arguments are 
made explicit on the basis of the interpretation and analysis of the text (see the 
Appendix for details):11

The fact that Bush’s standpoint and main arguments are all unexpressed, can 
be seen as a presentational choice in itself. After all, he could also have formu‑
lated them in an explicit way. Not explicating these in the address contributes 
to hiding the argumentative nature of the text: it helps Bush to come across as 
informing his audience and explaining the decision to invade Iraq, instead of 
defending it.

The argumentative nature of the text is further brought into the open when we 
look more systematically at the linguistic choices in the address by applying the 
methodological principles and tools from Section 8.2. Such an analysis reveals 
many linguistic choices that are argumentatively meaningful.

8.4.2  Argumentatively meaningful linguistic choices in Bush’s address

With his address, Bush officially marked the start of the Iraq War. Against this 
contextual knowledge, it is striking that the word ‘war’ is only mentioned twice: 
in line 6 (‘Saddam Hussein’s ability to wage war’) and line 18 (‘an enemy who 
has no regard for conventions of war or rules of morality’). In both cases, ‘war’ 

(1 America’s participation in the military operations to disarm Iraq is 
justified.)

(1.1a America’s participation to the military operations to disarm 
Iraq is necessary.)

 	  (…)
(1.1b America’s participation in the military operations to disarm 

Iraq will be effective.)
	  (…)
(1.1c America’s participation in the military operations to disarm 

Iraq is proportional.)
	  (…)

Schematic overview of the standpoint and main arguments in Bush’s address  
(cf. the Appendix).
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is connected to Hussein’s regime, and not to America and the coalition forces. 
This raises the question: what other words does Bush use for ‘war’? A closer 
inspection of the text, by using the snowball technique, reveals various alterna‑
tives: Bush speaks more euphemistically about a ‘conflict’ (lines 17, 37 and 44) 
and a ‘campaign’ (lines 7, 22 and 45). He also speaks of ‘military operations to 
disarm Iraq’ (line 2), ‘work’ (line 36) and ‘work of peace’ (line 49) – formulation 
choices that have more positive connotations than ‘war’ and put America and the 
coalition forces in a positive daylight.

In view of contextual knowledge, it is also striking that Bush frames the inva‑
sion in Iraq in terms of a defense, which suggests that America is not the aggres‑
sor in this conflict. In line 3, Bush could have announced the military operations 
in order to ‘attack a grave danger’, but he states that these are meant ‘to defend 
the world from grave danger’. In a similar vein, the coalition forces do not serve 
‘in a common attack’ but ‘in our common defense’ (line 11), not ‘to attack a 
danger to our freedom’ but ‘to defend our freedom’ (line 49): they do not ‘attack’ 
Iraq, but ‘defend’ America (line 51). This suggests that the Iraqi regime is the 
aggressor, and that the coalition forces are acting only reactively, in a way that 
in times of war is generally seen as morally defendable. In other words, framing 
the attack as a defense clearly contributes to a portraying the coalition forces as 
the ‘good guy’ in the conflict and the Iraqi regime as the ‘bad guy’.

This use of the verb ‘defend’ gives reason to look more systematically at the 
verbs in the text. (Methodologically speaking, we apply the snowball technique 
again here, but also the use of Leech and Short’s (2007) linguistic checklist 
(category A4) pointed us in this direction.12 It is striking that verbs with positive 
connotations often have America/the coalition forces as the grammatical agent: 
according to Bush, the coalition forces do not only ‘defend’ the world but also 
‘disarm’ Iraq (line 2), ‘free’ its people (line 3), ‘undermine’ Saddam Hussein’s 
ability to wage war (line 5), ‘liberate’ people (line 16), ‘make every effort to 
spare’ innocent civilians from harm (line 23), ‘help’ Iraqis (line 25), ‘achieve’ 
a united, stable and free country (line 25), ‘remove’ a threat (line 29), ‘restore’ 
control (line 29), ‘carry on’ the work of peace (line 48) and ‘bring freedom’ to 
others (line 49). This contributes to a positive portrayal of America and the coali‑
tion forces.13

A further look at the verbs also reveals that war‑related actions of the coalition 
forces are described in euphemistic ways. For instance, Bush does not state that 
America and the coalition forces ‘invade’ Iraq, but that they ‘come’ to Iraq (line 
27). Bush suggests that the coalition forces are acting responsively: he does not 
state that the coalition forces ‘start’ the military conflict, but that they ‘enter’ it 
(line 37) – which suggests that the military conflict had already begun by another 
party. Such a construal can also be found in other verb choices: the coalition 
forces do not ‘attack’ enemies, but they ‘confront’ them (line 15); they will not 
‘search for’ the threat but ‘meet’ it (lines 40 and 41). These verb choices sug‑
gest that the coalition forces are acting reactively to an aggressor who is making  
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a move (cf. Cap, 2010, p.  64). At other moments, America and the coalition 
forces get a more instigating role, but even here the formulation choices construe 
America and the coalition forces in such a way that their role as an aggressor is 
somewhat downplayed. Bush’s statement that the coalition forces ‘have begun 
striking’ (and thus are attacking) in line 4 is somewhat euphemistic: a more 
explicit alternative formulation like ‘have begun bombing’ is avoided, and the 
direct object following the verb is rather vague: the coalition forces have not be‑
gun striking ‘buildings’ or ‘the city of Baghdad’, but ‘selected targets of military 
‘importance’ (lines 4–5). Similarly, in lines 44–45, Bush states that in order to 
limit the duration of the war, it is important ‘to apply decisive force’: this can, 
again, be seen as a euphemism (cf. for instance, ‘to use widespread bombings’). 
At the same time, it is striking that America, being the grammatical agent of 
this action, is left implicit: ‘the only way (…) is to apply decisive force’ (cf. the 
possible alternative formulation ‘the only way (…) is that we apply decisive 
force’). Finally, at some other moments where Bush refers to invasive actions 
by the coalition forces, the action is not mentioned explicitly but described stati‑
cally, as a situation. In line 1, Bush speaks of American and coalition forces that 
‘are’ in the early stages of military operations, instead of explicitly saying that 
they ‘are starting’ or ‘have started’ these early stages. And in lines 12–13, Bush 
refers to ‘all the men and women of the United States Armed Forces now in the 
Middle East’, without using a verb at all. If he had done so (cf. ‘all the men and 
women of the United States Armed Forces now preparing for/starting the fight/
war in the Middle East’), the coalition forces would have been portrayed more 
explicitly as the aggressor.

All in all, the linguistic choices discussed so far clearly indicate a pattern: they 
steer in the direction of construing America as the ‘good guy’ in the conflict. 
Some of these linguistic choices suggest at the same time that the Iraqi regime is 
the ‘bad guy’: verbs like ‘defend’, ‘enter’, ‘restore control’, ‘liberate’ and ‘free’ 
are used in sentences in which the Iraqi regime is the implied aggressor. This neg‑
ative portrayal of the Iraqi regime can also be found in other linguistic choices. 
As we already noticed, Bush speaks of undermining ‘Saddam Hussein’s ability to 
wage war’ (lines 5–6), and a more systematic look at the ways in which the Iraqi 
regime is described (i.e. applying the snowball technique again) reveals that Bush 
does not speak of, for instance, ‘the Iraqi government’ but uses other vocabulary 
that has strong negative evaluations (evaluative vocabulary is also mentioned in 
Leech and Short’s (2007) checklist (see under A1) as a category to pay attention 
to). He refers to the regime as ‘a threat’ (lines 29 and 40) and as a ‘grave danger’ 
(line 3); he also speaks of an ‘outlaw regime’ (line 39), and instead of speaking of 
‘an opponent’ or ‘people’, he speaks in lines 17 and 15 of ‘an enemy’/‘enemies’.

This negative portrayal of the Iraqi regime is further strengthened by formu‑
lation choices that increase the seriousness and magnitude of the danger of the 
Iraqi regime. At the end of his speech, Bush speaks of a time of ‘peril’ (line 48), 
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which construes the situation as a serious and immediate threat, and he states 
that ‘the dangers to our country and the world’ will be overcome (line 47), in 
which both the use of a plural form and the choice for an explicit modifier are 
striking: Bush could also just have used the word ‘danger’ here (cf. ‘the danger 
will be overcome’). Similar choices can be found in line 3, where he doesn’t 
say that military operations have started to defend ‘America’, but to defend ‘the 
world’, from ‘grave’ danger; the adjective ‘grave’ has an intensifying function 
here. In lines 39–40, the seriousness of the danger is stressed by referring to the 
arms that the Iraqi regime could use: these are ‘weapons of mass murder’ – a 
formulation choice that stresses the magnitude of the impact (cf. ‘weapons of 
murder’) and more than an alternative characterization like ‘weapons of mass 
destruction’ explicates that these arms can lead to (intentionally) killing people.

As we observed above, Bush refers rather euphemistically to war‑related ac‑
tions by the coalition forces. When we compare this with how Bush describes 
such actions by the Iraqi regime, it is striking that Bush is much more specific 
in these instances. In line 20, he does not state that Saddam Hussein is attempt‑
ing to use ‘people’ to protect his own military, but he refers more specifically 
to ‘innocent men, women and children’. In a similar vein, he argues in lines 
40–43 that the threat will be met ‘now’, so that ‘we do not have to meet it later 
with armies of fire fighters and police and doctors on the streets of our cities’. 
Instead of the italicized words, Bush could also have used more abstract, less 
tangible formulations to refer both to the people involved and the location (cf. 
‘… so that we do not have to meet it later with ‘armies’ ‘in America’/‘in our own 
countries’). By being so concrete, Bush depicts a vivid, tangible image of what 
the Iraqi regime would be capable of, which contributes to the negative portrayal 
of the enemy.

One of the categories mentioned in Leech and Short’s (2007) checklist is 
the use of pronouns (B8/D1). In his address, Bush uses the first plural pronoun 
‘we’/‘our’ 21 times (which is relatively frequent compared to the 6 times that the 
first singular pronoun ‘I’/‘my’ is used). Not all these instances of this deictic ele‑
ment have exactly the same referent. Sometimes the pronoun refers to America 
and its citizens (e.g. ‘our nation’/‘our country’ in lines 37/51), but there are also 
cases in which Bush aligns himself with a broader audience. Bush argues that 
helping Iraqis (…) requires ‘our sustained commitment’ (line 26) that ‘we come 
to Iraq with respect for its citizens’ (line 27) and that ‘we have no ambition in 
Iraq, except to remove a threat (…)’ (line 28). Here, the pronouns refer to the 
‘coalition forces’ (line 22), consisting of ‘35 countries giving crucial support’ 
(line 7) in order to contribute to ‘our common defense’ (lines 10–11). By using 
the first plural pronoun in this way, it is stressed that the military mission is a 
joint responsibility and effort.14

Leech and Short’s (2007) checklist also mentions the use of modal auxilia‑
ries (B6). In this domain, it is striking that Bush uses the modal verb ‘will’ 16  
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times, whereas the total number of instances of other modal verbs in the text is 
only 3.15 Bush states, for instance, that the military operation ‘will be a broad and 
concerted campaign’ (lines 6–7), that the enemies ‘will come to know the skill 
and bravery’ of the United States Armed Forces (line 15) and that Iraqi people 
‘will witness the honorable and decent spirit’ of the American military (line 16). 
This use of ‘will’ contributes to a decisive tone: if Bush had used another modal 
verb instead (like ‘could’, ‘might’ or ‘should’), his tone would have been less 
certain. This is also the case in lines 47–50, where the use of ‘will’ is used repeat‑
edly: ‘(…) the dangers (…) will be overcome. We will pass through this of peril 
(…). We will defend our freedom. We will bring freedom to others and we will 
prevail’. Here, the choice for ‘will’ (instead of another modal verb) is presented 
in an anaphoric structure. This anaphora (a figure of speech, cf. C1 in the check‑
list) reinforces the decisiveness of Bush’s tone.16

When we search for other formulation choices that influence the certainty of 
Bush’s message (by using the snowball technique again), some other observa‑
tions can be made. In lines 45–46, the use of ‘will’ can be found again (it ‘will 
not be a campaign of half measures, and we will accept no outcome but vic‑
tory’); Bush introduces these sentences not with ‘I say to you’ but ‘I assure 
you’ – a lexical choice that expresses a great amount of certainty. This is also the 
case in line 37, where Bush explicitly states that the purpose of the invasion is 
‘sure’ (instead of using, for instance, the word ‘clear’). In the sentence ‘We will 
meet that threat now’ (line 40), the adverb ‘now’, which could have been left out 
of the sentence, contributes to a decisive tone by creating urgency; the syntactic 
position of this adverb (cf. category B4 in Leech & Short’s 2007 checklist) is 
also relevant here (cf. the possible alternative word order in ‘we will now meet 
that threat’). Something similar can be observed about the position of the inten‑
sifying adjective ‘grave’ in line 3, where Bush states that the military operations 
have begun ‘to defend the world from grave danger’: the attributive position 
of ‘grave’, i.e. before the noun (cf. the checklist, A3), helps to present the seri‑
ousness of this danger as common ground – a predicative presentation (‘… to 
defend the world from danger that is grave’) would make this more a separate 
claim that might come across as less obvious and in need of further support (cf. 
Kaiser & Wang, 2021). More in general it is striking that Bush only uses declara‑
tive sentences (B1 in the checklist) in which hedges are absent: words with a 
mitigating function are almost completely lacking.17

8.4.3  The argumentative function of the linguistic choices

By applying the methodological principles and tools from Section 8.2, we have 
identified all kinds of linguistic choices in Bush’s address and described the par‑
ticular construals associated with these formulation choices. More specifically, 
in the previous section, we have argued that in Bush’s speech, various patterns 
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of construals can be identified: he has (consciously or unconsciously) chosen for 
various linguistic means that construe…

(1) … America/the coalition forces as the ‘good guy’;
(2) … Saddam Hussein/the Iraqi regime as the ‘bad guy’;
(3) … the military mission as a joint responsibility and effort;
(4) … Bush/America/the coalition forces as being decisive, certain.

This leaves us with the question: what, exactly, is the argumentative function of 
these patterns of construals? How, precisely, might these patterns contribute to 
optimizing the potential effectiveness in convincing a particular audience of the 
standpoint defended in the address? In order to answer this question, the out‑
comes of the linguistic analysis (Section 8.4.2) must be connected to the analytic 
argumentative reconstruction of the address (Section 8.4.1).

How do the identified patterns of construals contribute to Bush’s argumenta‑
tion? The linguistic construal of Saddam Hussein/the Iraqi regime as the ‘bad 
guy’ presents the explicit arguments which support the unexpressed argument 
1.1a in a strategic way: by portraying the regime as a serious danger, it is made 
clear that taking action is necessary. At the same time, this pattern of construals 
is strategically functional for presenting the explicit arguments which support 
the unexpressed argument 1.1c, i.e. arguing that military action is proportional 
for dealing with this danger. Argument 1.1c is also supported by the cluster of 
explicit arguments which are formulated with the help of linguistic choices that 
depict America and the coalition forces as the ‘good guy’: suggesting that the 
coalition forces are only acting reactively, in a way that in times of war is gen‑
erally seen as morally defensible, contributes to arguing that the America’s ac‑
tions will remain within the bounds of what is appropriate in times of war. The 
third pattern of construals, i.e. choices that stress that the military mission is a 
joint responsibility and effort, can be linked to explicit arguments that support 
the unexpressed argument 1.1b: they contribute to making clear that the Ameri‑
can government is not standing alone in this conflict but is widely supported, 
and as such will not fail in obtaining the intended result. Finally, the pattern of 
construals that show decisiveness and certainty is instrumental for supporting 
all three unexpressed main arguments: by formulating supporting explicit argu‑
ments in such a way, Bush offers little room to question his statements.

8.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, we have highlighted and demonstrated a set of methodological 
principles and tools for the systematic identification and analysis of linguistic 
choices in an argumentative text that are argumentatively meaningful, i.e. those 
linguistic characteristics of the text which, on the basis of linguistic analysis, can 
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be shown to be potentially effective in convincing a particular audience of the 
standpoint defended. By describing these principles and tools and applying them 
to a case study, we hope to have shown that they are all crucial for studying the 
strategic linguistic design of argumentative moves.

It should be stressed that the principles and tools that we discussed together 
constitute an important set of ingredients for the systematic identification and 
analysis of meaningful linguistic choices in argumentative discourse, but they 
are in itself not a rigid methodology: the way in which these tools and principles 
are applied in practice can vary. However, since the kind of research we are de‑
scribing here is a form of text analysis, these principles and tools will normally 
be applied together in a cyclic, hermeneutic process of analysis (cf. Stukker & 
Verhagen, 2019, pp. 59–88) in which the three analytical steps can be distin‑
guished that we applied in our case study:18

1.	 Reconstruct the argumentative characteristics of a text, by making an analytic 
argumentative reconstruction.

2.	 Identify linguistic choices by working comparatively, using a linguistic 
checklist, applying the snowball technique and using contextual knowl‑
edge, and describe the kind of (patterns of) construal(s) created by 
these formulation choices by providing linguistic analyses and working 
comparatively.

3.	 Analyze the argumentative function of these (patterns of) construal(s) of  
linguistic choices, by connecting the outcomes of step 2 to the outcomes of 
step 1.

The first two steps do not necessarily have to be carried out in this order: the 
analyst can also start with step  2, or alternate between steps 1 and 2. In the 
end, however, one has to make both an analytic argumentative reconstruction 
and an analysis of the (patterns of) construal(s) that (systematically) identified 
linguistic choices create. The combination of these two steps enables the analyst 
to describe how formulation choices are argumentatively meaningful (step 3). 
Such an enterprise does not only offer valuable insights in the kind of linguistic 
strategies arguers use to try to be effective in convincing others of a standpoint; 
it can also form the basis for experimental research in which it is tested whether 
such linguistic strategies are actually effective.

Appendix: The argumentation structure of Bush’s address

For the reconstruction of the argumentation structure of Bush’s address (cf. 
Section 3), we used the analytical tools from pragma‑dialectics (Van Eemeren, 
2018; Van Eemeren & Snoeck Henkemans, 2017; Van Eemeren en Garssen, this 
volume). Argumentation can be multiple (i.e. alternative defenses of the stand‑
point), coordinative (i.e. arguments that must be taken together to constitute a 
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conclusive defense) or subordinative (i.e. arguments that are given in support of 
other arguments) (Van Eemeren & Snoeck Henkemans, 2017, pp. 55–70). In the 
argumentation structure, multiple arguments get the number of the standpoint 
and a number of their own (e.g. 1.1, 1.2); coordinative arguments get assigned 
the same number followed by a letter (e.g. 1.1a, 1.1b). Subordinative arguments 
are indicated by the use of decimal points (e.g. 1.1.1) (Van Eemeren & Snoeck 
Henkemans, 2017, pp. 60–63). Unexpressed standpoints and premises that are 
made explicit are placed between brackets (Van Eemeren & Snoeck Henkemans, 
2017, pp. 43–54; 67–68).

For reconstructing the argumentation structure of Bush’s address, we followed 
the strategies of maximally argumentative interpretation and maximally argumen‑
tative analysis of the text (Van Eemeren & Snoeck Henkemans, 2017, pp. 37–38; 
65–67). Maximally argumentative interpretation means that any utterance that, 
for example, might also be just a remark or an explanation is interpreted as argu‑
mentation. Being so charitable in cases where the argumentative function of an 
utterance is not really clear, but is nevertheless a realistic option, minimizes the 
risk that utterances which function as argumentative moves will be overlooked 
in the analysis – e.g. in the case of arguments 1.1b.2b.1b.1 and 1.1c.1c.19 Maxi‑
mally argumentative analysis means that in cases where a set of arguments could 
be analyzed as coordinative or multiple argumentation, it is preferable to choose 
for the analysis that makes the argumentation of the protagonist as strong as pos‑
sible, which often (but not always) implies that the set of arguments is analyzed 
as multiple – e.g. in the case of arguments 1.1b.1 and 1.1b.2 (a,b).

The argumentation structure of Bush’s address (cf. Section 8.3)

(1 America’s participation in the military operations to disarm Iraq is justified.)

(1.1a America’s participation to the military operations to disarm Iraq is 
necessary.)

1.1a.1a America’s participation in the military operations to disarm Iraq, 
defends our freedom.

1.1a.1a.1a Iraq’s military force is of grave danger to the world.

1.1a.1a.1a.1 It enables Saddam Hussein to wage war.

1.1a.1a.1b The coalition forces strike selected targets of military im‑
portance in Iraq to undermine Saddam Hussein’s ability to wage war.

1.1a.1b The people of the United States and our friends and allies will 
not live at the mercy of an outlaw regime that threatens the peace with 
weapons of mass murder.

1.1a.1c We will meet that threat now, with our Army, Air Force, Navy, 
Coast Guard and Marines.
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1.1a.1c.1 We do not want to meet it later with armies of fire fighters 
and police and doctors on the streets of our cities.

1.1a.1d We will pass through this time of peril.

(1.1b America’s participation in the military operations to disarm Iraq will 
be effective.)

1.1b.1 This will not be a campaign of half measures.

1.1b.1.1 We will accept no outcome but victory. / America’s par‑
ticipation to the military operations to disarm Iraq prevails.

1.1b.1.2a The peace of a troubled world and the hopes of an op‑
pressed people now depend on all the men and women of the 
United States Armed Forces now in the Middle East.

1.1b.1.2b That trust is well placed.

1.1b.1.2b.1a The enemies all the men and women of the Unit‑
ed States Armed Forces now in the Middle East confront, will 
come to know their skill and bravery.
1.1b.1.2b.1b The people the men and women of the United 
States Armed Forces liberate, will witness the honorable and 
decent spirit of the American military.

(1.1b.1.3 America is not alone.)

1.1b.1.3.1 The military operations to disarm Iraq is a broad and 
concerted campaign.

1.1b.1.3.1.1a More than 35 countries have chosen to bear 
the duty and share the honor of serving in our common 
defense.
1.1b.1.3.1.1b Every nation in this coalition is giving crucial 
support – from the use of naval and air bases, to help with 
intelligence and logistics, to the deployment of combat 
units.

1.1b.2a Our forces will be coming home as soon as their work is done.
1.1b.2b Our forces will be coming home safe.

1.1b.2b.1a The families of our military are praying that all those 
who serve will return safely and soon.
1.1b.2b.1b Millions of Americans are praying with them for the 
safety of their loved ones and for the protection of the innocent.

1.1b.2b.1b.1 For their sacrifice, the families of our military 
have the gratitude and respect of the American people.
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(1.1c America’s participation in the military operations to disarm Iraq is 
proportional.)

1.1c.1a Now that conflict has come, the only way to limit its duration is to 
apply decisive force.

1.1c.1a.1a In this conflict, America faces an enemy who has no 
regard for conventions of war or rules of morality.

1.1c.1a.1a.1 Saddam Hussein attempts to use innocent men, 
women and children as shields for his own military – a final 
atrocity against his people.
1.1c.1a.1a.1.1 Saddam Hussein has placed Iraqi troops and 
equipment in civilian areas.

1.1c.1b Coalition forces will make every effort to spare innocent civilians 
from harm.

1.1c.1c A campaign on the harsh terrain of a nation as large as California 
could be longer and more difficult than some predict.

1.1c.1d Helping Iraqis to achieve a united, stable and free country will 
require our sustained commitment.

1.1c.1e We come to Iraq with respect for its citizens, for their great civili‑
zation and for the religious faiths they practice.

1.1c.1f We have no ambition in Iraq, except to remove a threat and restore 
control of that country to its own people. / America’s participation to 
the military operations to disarm Iraq brings freedom to others.

1.1c.1g We will carry on the work of peace.

Notes
 1 George W. Bush’s war rhetoric has been studied extensively (e.g. Cap, 2010). How‑

ever, as far as we know, this particular address has not yet been analyzed in detail 
from an argumentative-linguistic perspective.

 2 This section is partly based on Van Haaften and Van Leeuwen (2021).
 3 A linguistic analysis of argumentative discourse could, of course, also take into ac‑

count or be focused on those linguistic characteristics which can be shown to be 
potentially in- or less effective in convincing a particular audience. We do not inves‑
tigate such linguistic choices here, but we think that this kind of research, which to 
our knowledge is barely systematically carried out, could be a valuable contribution 
to the study of linguistic choices in argumentative discourse. The methodological 
principles and tools for that kind of research would remain essentially the same.

 4 An argumentative text can consist of many levels of subordinate argumentation, but 
it is not always necessary to map these levels all out: for the argumentative analysis 
as well as the linguistic analysis, it often suffices if the reconstructed argumentation 
structure of the text explicates the standpoint(s), the main arguments, and relevant 
parts of the further defense lines adopted by the arguer.

 5 In order to bring the presence (or absence) of linguistic means in a text to light, it 
can be helpful to compare the text under scrutiny with another relevant piece of 
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argumentative discourse that is expressed in the same discussion context, for exam‑
ple, or which the analyst has created specially as a comparative criterion in the analy‑
sis. In this chapter, we do not make use of this in a strict sense (see Van Haaften and 
Van Leeuwen (2021) for an example), although it should be noted that in parts of our 
analysis in Section 8.4, we contrast Bush’s remarks about the coalition forces with 
his remarks about the Iraqi regime, which shows that the idea of using a ‘comparative 
text’ to a certain extent can be applied without using another argumentative text in the 
analysis.

	 6	 See Van Leeuwen (2015, pp. 26–28) and Stukker and Verhagen (2019, pp. 59–87) for 
an overview.

	 7	 The checklist by Leech and Short (2007) can be accessed online via https://osf.io/
qan38/?view_only=b503210277d345948796ea7464b1765d. Leech and Short (2007) 
developed their methodology, including the checklist, for the analysis of English 
fictional prose. However, their methodology is applicable also to non‑fictional dis‑
course genres, including argumentative texts (cf. Van Haaften & Van Leeuwen 2021, 
p. 102).

	 8	 For more elaborate discussions about the use of a checklist, see Van Leeuwen (2014, 
2015), Stukker and Verhagen (2019) and Van Haaften and Van Leeuwen (2021). Us‑
ing a checklist is an important methodological tool when the analysis is aimed at 
identifying the variety of linguistic choices that are argumentatively meaningful in a 
specific argumentative text. This does, of course, not mean that the use of a checklist 
is always necessary when studying linguistic choices in argumentative discourse. It 
could also be the case, for instance, that the analyst is interested in the argumentative 
function(s) of a particular linguistic phenomenon (in a specific argumentative text or 
in argumentative discourse in general). This is, however, a different kind of research 
objective than the one we are discussing here.

	 9	 The speech can be watched via https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WejYdT3Lof8 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WejYdT3Lof8. Text taken from https:// 
georgewbush‑whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2003/03/20030319‑17.html.

	10	 We will use the checklist by Leech and Short (2007). This checklist is accessible 
online via https://osf.io/qan38/?view_only=b503210277d345948796ea7464b1765d.

	11	 For this reconstruction, we used the analytical tools from pragma‑dialectics (Van 
Eemeren, 2018; Van Eemeren & Snoeck Henkemans, 2017; Van Eemeren & Garssen, 
this volume). We followed the strategies of maximally argumentative interpretation 
and maximally argumentative analysis of the text. Given the focus of this chapter and 
limitations in space, we do not elaborate on our argumentative reconstruction here, 
but see the Appendix for some further explanation.

	12	 The checklist can be accessed via https://osf.io/qan38/?view_only=b503210277d345 
948796ea7464b1765d.

	13	 On the notion of agentivity in the study of argumentation, see also De Cock and 
Greco (this volume).

	14	 Following this line of reasoning, it is also interesting that Bush does not start his ad‑
dress with ‘My fellow Americans’, but with ‘My fellow citizens’ (line 1), which from 
the start allows a broader audience than fellow‑Americans to feel included.

	15	 These are ‘want’ (line 22), ‘could’ (line 24) and ‘can’ (line 35).
	16	 One could ask whether such (repetitive) use of ‘will’ is typical for war declarations 

or political speeches in general. In such contexts, it is not uncommon to talk about 
the (uncertain) future in a decisive tone. Even if this is the case, the use of ‘will’ re‑
mains a linguistic choice with a particular construal that would have been different if 
another (but maybe less likely) verb would have been used.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WejYdT3Lof8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WejYdT3Lof8
https://osf.io/qan38/?view_only=b503210277d345948796ea7464b1765d
https://osf.io/qan38/?view_only=b503210277d345948796ea7464b1765d
https://osf.io/qan38/?view_only=b503210277d345948796ea7464b1765d
https://osf.io/qan38/?view_only=b503210277d345948796ea7464b1765d
https://osf.io/qan38/?view_only=b503210277d345948796ea7464b1765d
https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2003/03/20030319-17.html
https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2003/03/20030319-17.html
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	17	 An exception is the use of the modal ‘could’ in line 24, where Bush anticipates the 
scenario that the military operations ‘could be longer (…) than some predict’. It is 
logical that Bush mitigates this statement, since he is describing a scenario that is 
unfavorable for America.

	18	 The three steps described here differ slightly from the four steps in Van Haaften 
and Van Leeuwen (2021). The main difference is that their final step (searching for 
patterns) has been integrated here in step 2. Another difference is that in our current 
proposal, a more explicit distinction is made between describing the ‘construal’ effect 
of formulation choices and describing the argumentative function that this construal 
effect has, i.e. how this construal effect contributes to the realization of the argumen‑
tative goal(s) of the text.

	19	 A remark from Bush that we did not include in the argumentation structure is his 
comment that ‘Our nation enters this conflict reluctantly – yet our purpose is sure’ 
(line 37, according to the numbering in the speech in Section 8.3). This remark does 
not seem to support Bush’s (unexpressed) standpoint, but seems to be an informative 
statement.
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9	 Analysing multimodal 
argumentation
Theoretical and methodological 
considerations

Assimakis Tseronis

1	 Introduction

Analysing naturally occurring argumentation solely by focusing on the written 
or spoken words is like studying a theatrical performance by merely reading the 
script. While abstracting from the images, sounds, or gestures that co‑appear 
with the written or spoken words may sometimes be necessary, it inevitably lim‑
its the depth and quality of the argumentative analysis of communication. Until 
recently this has been the usual practice among argumentation scholars even 
when examining inherently multimodal texts such as advertisements, posters, or 
social media posts. Lacking suitable concepts and tools they would either select 
material where there is only verbal text appearing or overlook the use of images, 
graphical elements, colour, and typography.

In an attempt to synthesise the work done by scholars in rhetoric and argu‑
mentation studies (Dove, 2016; Groarke, 2015; Kjeldsen, 2015; van den Hoven, 
2012) and the insights offered by scholars in multimodality studies (Bateman 
et al., 2017; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2020; Stöckl, 2004), I have argued for the 
need to acknowledge the multimodal nature of communication in which argu‑
mentation as a social and rational activity finds its place, instead of juxtaposing 
the “visual” to the “verbal” argument (Tseronis, 2018b). Such an acknowledge‑
ment necessitates analysing the verbal and non‑verbal modes on an equal footing, 
considering how they contribute to specific argumentative moves, and attending 
to the semiotic properties of argumentative texts within their situational, institu‑
tional, and media contexts.

Instead of seeking to promote a single approach or provide a single method for 
the analysis of multimodal argumentation, in this chapter I discuss three ques‑
tions that are common to the various approaches that have studied multimodal 
argumentation so far: about the identification, reconstruction, and evaluation of 
multimodal argumentation. To illustrate the theoretical and methodological con‑
siderations related to these questions, I discuss three examples of static multi‑
modal texts making arguments on the topic of plastic pollution.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003502296-9
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2  Acknowledging the multimodal nature  
of argumentative communication

Multimodality describes the property of texts or communicative practices whose 
meaning arises from the combination of various sign systems (Stöckl, 2004, p. 9),  
and, by extension, the perspective one assumes to study communication, acknowl‑
edging that it results from combinations of different sign systems (Jewitt et al., 
2016, pp. 2–3). If various sign systems play a role in the production and under‑
standing of messages, then they necessarily play a role in the production and 
interpretation of arguments, since arguing is just one communicative act among 
others. This recognition necessitates that argumentation scholars draw insights 
from multimodality studies to understand what modes are and how they combine 
to make meaning before they analyse and evaluate multimodal argumentation.

Current approaches to the study of multimodality stem from disciplines that 
originally studied language in use and interaction, such as conversation analysis, 
social semiotics, and systemic functional linguistics, but later expanded their 
scope to include resources for meaning-making that go beyond the linguistic 
code (Jewitt et al., 2016). Bateman (2018) describes this expansion as the mul‑
timodal stage of disciplinary development that different research fields undergo 
when scholars acknowledge the significance of non-verbal semiotic resources. 
Rhetoric and argumentation studies entered their respective multimodal phases 
at different times: studies in visual rhetoric appeared in the late 1970s, while 
studies addressing the non-verbal dimensions of argumentative communication 
in the mid-1990s (see Olson, 2007, and references therein).

In parallel to these developments, Gilbert (1994, p. 162) argued that one needs 
to “go beyond the linguistic and even beyond the rational” if one is interested 
in understanding the sources on which people draw when they argue. According 
to him, argument is multi-modal (with a hyphen) in the sense that it is not only, 
what he calls, the logical mode of argumentation that counts for its interpreta‑
tion and evaluation, but also the emotional, the visceral (relates to the area of 
the physical and the body), and the kisceral (from the Japanese term ki meaning 
energy, which relates to the intuitive and non-sensory experience). While his 
concept of mode refers to evaluative standards rather than semiotic resources, 
it challenges the supremacy of the verbal mode connected to the logical mode 
of argument and thus aligns with the multimodal perspective to communication 
which also rejects the primacy of the verbal.

Of the available frameworks in multimodality studies, social semiotics, and 
systemic functional linguistics as combined in Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2020) 
grammar of visual design have been particularly influential among argumentation 
scholars (see, for example, Degano, 2017; Gonçalves-Segundo & Isola-Lanzoni, 
2021; Serafis, 2023). Social semiotics defines mode as “a socially organized 
set of semiotic resources for making meaning”, and semiotic resources as  
“a community’s means for making meaning” (Jewitt et al., 2016, p. 71). Image 
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is, for instance, one semiotic mode, next to writing, layout, and speech, while 
length of shot is one of its resources, next to vertical or horizontal camera angle. 
Specific to the systemic functional perspective is the idea that semiotic resources 
fulfil three generalised communicative functions, called “metafunctions”: the 
ideational (or representational) metafunction, which refers to what the sign 
says about the world, the interpersonal metafunction, which refers to how the 
sign positions the viewer in relation to someone or something, and the textual  
(or compositional) metafunction, which refers to the use of signs to create a 
coherent text.

Multimodal semiotics (Bateman et al., 2017) is a more empirical approach 
which has also been applied to the study of multimodal texts from an argumenta‑
tive perspective (Wildfeuer & Pollaroli, 2017, 2018). It proposes a more abstract 
definition of semiotic mode which acknowledges not only its material and semi‑
otic dimension but also the role of context in the interpretation of its meaning. 
Semiotic mode is thus defined as consisting of a material substrate, exhibiting 
a syntagmatic and paradigmatic organisation that specifies how the given mate‑
rial can be used in distinct ways, and characterised by discourse semantics that 
make possible the interpretation of that material in its context of use. In this 
view, terms like “language” or “visuals” are too broad to capture what a mode 
is. Instead, one needs to start out from recognising material regularities appear‑
ing on the physical or digital canvas on which signs are inscribed, and which 
can be used to make meaning. On the two-dimensional static canvas of a page, 
for example, one can inscribe signs recognised as letters, signs that can be rec‑
ognised as line drawings, and others that constitute a diagram or an illustration. 
Each of these modes has its own discourse semantics which make it possible 
to interpret its meaning by considering the context in which it appears and the 
modes with which it co-appears in each communicative situation.

Bateman et al. (2017) highlight the crucial role of genre and medium in the 
interpretation of multimodal texts and the importance of “slicing” the empiri‑
cal material. To interpret a multimodal text, one needs to identify the semiotic 
modes and to recover their discourse semantics. To do this, one needs to consider 
the medium in which the multimodal text is created and the specific genre to 
which it belongs. “Slicing” is the crucial first step of any analysis, because it 
determines what the canvas is on which the analyst seeks to identify semiotic 
modes and interpret their meaning. In the case of a news article appearing on 
a webpage, for example, one may select to focus on the headline and the top 
image, look at all images that feature other news items, or focus on the whole 
news article as it appears in the entire desktop view of the page.

Acknowledging the multimodal nature of argumentative communication 
means rejecting the definition of argumentation as a purely linguistic activity. 
Instead, argumentation is understood as a rational, cognitive, and social com‑
municative activity where verbal, visual and other semiotic modes contribute to 
the expression of the core elements of the argument and to the understanding of 
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the reasoning that connects them (see Tseronis, 2018b). This acknowledgement 
requires paying attention to the material and semiotic properties of the indi‑
vidual modes, their combinations and interaction, as well as the situational and 
institutional context in which they are used (see Stöckl, 2024). In the following 
three sections, I demonstrate how paying attention to the semiotic properties of 
the texts and their communicative settings can guide the analyst at the stages of 
interpretation, reconstruction, and evaluation of multimodal argumentation.

3 Identifying arguments in multimodal communication

The first step of the analysis is to determine whether the multimodal text is 
argumentative, that is to understand it as an attempt to make a claim and sup‑
port it by reasons, compared to an attempt to inform or instruct the viewer, or 
even to entertain. To do this, one needs to understand that the producer of the 
multimodal text makes two communicative moves, one of which is to advance 
a claim, and the other is to provide some reason in support of it. In naturally 
occurring arguments, it may be the case that one of these two elements is left 
unexpressed because it can be easily recovered from the rest of the text or the 
situational context. This is the argument that in classical rhetoric is called enthy‑
meme. Some scholars (e.g. Smith, 2007) have argued that multimodal arguments 
are inherently enthymematic because one of their constituents (or sometimes 
even both) are not explicitly stated in words, but they can be inferred from the 
visual elements or the overall context of the image. This view, however, carries 
the risk of interpreting any text as argumentative by filling in a claim or reasons 
statement that can be said to relate to the statement made.

That is why it is also important to establish that the two statements (whether 
expressed or implied) are communicated in a context of doubt (Houtlosser, 
2001), that is, in a situation where disagreement exists as to what is the case, 
what action should be taken, or what is the value of something, and where the 
aim of the communicator is to make the audience accept the proposal made or 
consider the perspective proposed. Such a context of doubt can be established by 
the genre, the institutional context or the rhetorical situation.1 Thus, attention to 
context and genre has been even greater in the analysis of multimodal argumen‑
tation. Birdsell and Groarke (1996), for instance, identify three layers of context: 
the immediate visual context, the immediate verbal context, and visual culture. 
Van den Hoven and Yang (2013) propose examining the rhetorical situation by 
focusing on how the communicator seeks to address, and thereby affect, an audi‑
ence. Kjeldsen (2015), too, examines the situational context and genre to justify 
the proposed reconstruction of multimodal argumentation.

When identifying claims and reasons in multimodal texts within a context of 
doubt, it is crucial to avoid a simplistic division of labour, according to which 
the image provides the reasons, and the text provides the claim of the argument. 
Such a view overlooks the complex interplay of semiotic modes. Both claims 
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and reasons can be fully stated in the written text, or they can be inferred from 
a combination of textual, visual, or contextual cues. Even when they are not 
expressed as a full sentence, they can be recovered from word fragments com‑
bined with visual cues and contextual knowledge (see Section 4).

Attention to the content and the form of the semiotic modes as well as to 
their combinations helps to identify claims and reasons, while it also provides 
cues about the context of doubt and the communicative situation. The identifica‑
tion of a multimodal text as being argumentative is thereby an interpretative act 
guided by inferences from the text’s semiotic properties and its context. Verbal, 
visual, and contextual cues offer thus distinct entry points for the interpretation 
process. The process can be initiated by focusing on the message (understanding 
what is said or what is depicted), the semiotic modes (paying attention to how 
the message is expressed verbally or visually), or the specific genre, medium or 
context (considering when/where the message is expressed). The starting point 
of the inference process depends on factors such as the salience of certain ele‑
ments, the semiotic design, the genre, and knowledge of the situation. This is an 
iterative process, continuing until a satisfactory and plausible answer is given 
regarding the presence or not of a multimodal argument.

The identification process spans a spectrum ranging from cases where the ele‑
ments of the argument are exclusively or primarily recovered from the text itself 
(internally) to cases where the elements are primarily or exclusively recovered 
from the context (externally). In the first case, both elements of the argument can 
be recovered almost directly from what is said or what is depicted, or the com‑
bination thereof. This is what I call context-independent interpretation because 
recourse to contextual knowledge is barely needed, if at all, to understand the 
image as making an argument. In the second case, knowledge of the genre, back‑
ground information about the producer of the message and of the rhetorical situ‑
ation are crucial for the recovery of the claim and the reasons. This is what I call 
context-dependent interpretation.

An example of a context‑independent interpretation comes from the 
EU-mandated pictograms on single-use plastics (Figure 9.1), where the prem‑
ises of the argument can be read from the syntax and semantics of what is 
depicted in the image.

Figure 9.1  Plastic in product pictogram © European Commission, 2021. Licenced under 
CC BY 4.0.
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Even without the text “Plastic in product”, the image can be understood as 
communicating the argument “Do not throw this product in the toilet because 
it will harm marine life”. The use of red colour in the left panel combined with 
the negation symbol X signal that the depicted act should be avoided, while the 
line drawing of a dead turtle on the right panel shows the negative consequences 
of it. The content of the two panels and their sequential arrangement guide the 
viewer to understand the two acts as relating in a causal chain. If we also take the 
text into account, we can understand it as providing the reason why one should 
not throw the product in the toilet. The right panel can then be understood as 
providing the link between the claim expressed by the left panel and the written 
text, namely that products containing plastic harm marine life.

On the other extreme of the interpretation spectrum, there are cases where a 
claim can be inferred based on knowledge of the context that helps to understand 
the image as providing the reasons in support of it. Consider the photograph of a 
small crab trapped inside a floating plastic cup (Figure 9.2).

At best, one could say that the photograph documents the suffering of the 
crab and subsequently the harm to marine life caused by plastic pollution. An 
argument with the claim “Plastic pollution is harming marine life” supported by 
a reason stating “Discarded plastic harms marine animals such as crabs” would 
be circular without providing an argumentative interpretation of the photograph. 
However, the appearance of the name of Greenpeace at the bottom right hand 
corner, which is an organisation known for raising awareness about plastic pol‑
lution, could lead the viewer to recover an inciting claim such as “Plastic pol‑
lution must be stopped” supported by what the image depicts. Even if such an 
interpretation is plausible, given the depiction of a negative situation (i.e. the 
crab’s entrapment and eventual suffering), the lack of a clear genre and context 

Figure 9.2  Plastic Waste in Verde Island, Philippines © Noel Guevara/Greenpeace. Per‑
mission granted.
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in which the photograph is used makes it difficult to identify the precise ele‑
ments of the argument. This example demonstrates that not all instances of mul‑
timodal communication readily count as making an argument, and that viewers 
need to carefully differentiate between the argument communicated within the 
multimodal text and the argument suggested by the context of its production and 
circulation.

The above examples illustrate the two paths for arriving at an argumentative 
interpretation of a multimodal text:

a The semiotic design guides the viewer to initially recover a claim, either 
directly from the written text or though inferences drawn from the interplay 
of text and image (with varying degrees of reliance on genre and context), 
followed by the recovery of reasons based on what is shown and/or what is 
said or from inferences drawn from the image-text-context interplay.

b The semiotic design guides the viewer to initially recover reasons, either 
directly from what is said or what is shown or through inferences drawn from 
the interplay of image, text, and context (with varying degrees of reliance on 
genre and context), subsequently leading to the inference of the claim.

4 Reconstructing multimodal argumentation

After establishing that the multimodal text under study communicates an argu‑
ment (i.e. provides reasons in support of a claim), the analyst needs to determine 
in a more precise way the content of the claim and the reasons to which the com‑
municator can be committed, as well as how these reasons relate to each other 
and to the claim. This is the stage of argument reconstruction (van Rees, 2001), 
where the elements of the discourse that are relevant for and of interest to the 
theoretical framework and theoretical purpose of the analyst are identified and 
presented in a structured way to facilitate the subsequent evaluation of it. Promi‑
nent frameworks that have been used in the study of multimodal argumentation 
include Informal Logic (Dove, 2016; Groarke, 2015), Pragma- dialectics (Deg‑
ano, 2017; Feteris, 2019; Tseronis, 2017), the Argumentum Model of Topics 
(Pollaroli & Rocci, 2015; Serafis, 2023), and rhetorical argumentation (Kjeld‑
sen, 2015).2

Regardless of the employed theoretical framework, the output of the recon‑
struction must minimally include the claim and the reasons in support of it, 
arranged in some hierarchical structure. Van Eemeren et al. (1993) emphasise 
that “The reconstruction should highlight and recover our intuitions about how 
the discourse can be seen to have an argumentative function, but it should main‑
tain a sensitivity to the way in which any argumentative potential in the discourse 
is communicated” (39). Paying attention to the verbal, visual, and contextual 
cues is thus crucial at this stage too, helping the analyst to justify the proposed 
reconstruction. In this section, I discuss two related questions: (a) how to recover 
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visual propositions that function as claim and reasons, and (b) how to present the 
argumentation structure. To illustrate how attention to the semiotics of the mul‑
timodal text can help to answer these questions, I analyse an advertising poster 
created for Greenpeace (Figure 9.3).

The image depicts a round-shaped plastic bottle lying on the sand. Its shape, 
texture and cap create a resemblance to a hand grenade, an association further 
emphasised by its shadow. The text in all capital letters at the bottom left-hand 
corner reads: “ONCE IT’S THROWN AWAY IT TURNS INTO A WEAPON. 
STOP THE WAR!” followed by the Greenpeace logo. These two sentences 
could potentially serve as reason and claim respectively, but their argumentative 
coherence is not readily apparent without understanding what is depicted. For 
one, we cannot understand what the referent of “it” is. Unlike the pictogram in 
Figure 9.1, where the claim could be read from the image, here the claim needs 
to be inferred from what the text says and what we understand the goal of the 
specific poster by the specific agent on the specific topic to be. Moreover, what 
the text says and what the image shows need to be combined to enrich the content 
of the propositions that can function as claim and reason in support of it. This is 
a borderline case between a context‑independent and a context‑dependent inter‑
pretation. While the image and the text provide initial cues for recovering the 

Figure 9.3  Plastic hand grenade © DDB Wien 2019. Creative Director/Art Director: 
Thomas Tatzl. Creative Director/Copywriter: Andreas Spielvogel. Photogra‑
pher: Viennapaint. Permission granted.
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content of the claim and of the reasons in support of it, their exact formulation 
requires an understanding of the genre and the situation.

4.1 Recovering visual propositions

After interpreting the image in Figure 9.3 as being argumentative, the analyst 
needs to decide on the exact formulation of the propositions that function as 
claim and reasons. In the case of arguments expressed entirely in words, this 
is a process of transformation, whereby the verbal argument is “standardised” 
or “dressed”, by replacing some elements of the original text or moving others, 
or by deleting some or adding others (see, for example, the dialectical transfor‑
mations described in van Eemeren et al., 1993, pp. 61–62). When it comes to 
the reconstruction of multimodal argumentation, however, we have what social 
semioticians call a process of transduction, where the meaning conveyed by the 
visuals is presented in verbal statements (Jewitt et al., 2016, p. 72). In this case, 
one may argue that the analyst can never be sure what the propositions are to 
which the communicator is committed, since the responsibility for recovering 
them lies with the viewer, thereby allowing room to communicators for evading 
their burden of proof. This criticism, however, overlooks that there is inferenc‑
ing and interpretation underlying the standardisation of verbal arguments too 
(Roque, 2015).

While images alone cannot assert because they lack the explicit subject- 
predicate structure that characterises linguistic assertions, they can function as 
assertive statements when their use is interpreted in context. When images rep‑
resent states of affairs anchored in recognisable situations, they operate as what 
Peirce has called dicisigns (Bateman, 2018, p. 303), that is a complex type of 
sign performing the functions of reference and description relating to the same 
object. So, while images and other non-verbal acts of communication cannot 
be directly said to express propositions, they express dicisigns, which count as 
making an assertion that can eventually be judged as true or false. As a matter of 
fact, a series of assertions can be recovered from an image through an inference 
process informed by both the verbal/visual content and the verbal/visual form 
(see Tseronis, 2018a). According to Bateman et al. (2017), the process of under‑
standing and interpreting a multimodal text is an abductive reasoning process 
whereby the viewer formulates hypotheses to the best explanation of how the 
semiotic choices should be interpreted to arrive at an understanding of the text. 
These processes are guided by the discourse semantics of the various modes and 
their combinations.

In the Greenpeace advertisement (Figure 9.3), the proximity of the label con‑
taining the pronoun “it” to the image of the plastic bottle allows us to identify its 
referent and enrich the assertion as follows: “Once the plastic bottle is thrown 
away it turns into a weapon”. The visual metaphor, fusing the shape of a plas‑
tic bottle with that of a grenade and juxtaposing the latter as a shadow of the 
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former does not only illustrate what the verbal text already states but also makes 
the assertion “Discarded plastic bottles are a serious threat to the environment”. 
Given that this is a poster of an environmental organisation and not a poster 
of a municipal beach authority, the image of a plastic bottle can be justifiably 
interpreted metonymically as representing plastic pollution in general. Finally, 
the war scenario evoked by words such as “weapon” and “war” as well as by 
the depiction of the hand grenade does not only emphasise the seriousness of the  
threat but also helps arrive at another assertion, namely “Discarded plastic 
causes severe damage to the environment”.

The recovery of propositions from the non-verbal elements of an image could 
be compared to the process of filling in unexpressed premises in verbal argu‑
ments in the sense that both rely on contextual cues and knowledge of communi‑
cation rules. However, not all premises recovered from the image or its interplay 
with the text are unexpressed, since a visual already depicts and expresses 
information, albeit not linguistically. Only premises inferred entirely through 
contextual knowledge should be considered as unexpressed. In the Greenpeace 
advertisement (Figure 9.3), for example, the inciting sentence “Stop the war” 
cannot be readily understood as the main claim because it is unclear what the 
war situation is to which it refers. Based on what is shown, the assertions recov‑
ered above, and knowledge about the one who communicates, the claim should 
be “Stop throwing plastic away”. Would this count as an unexpressed, implicit 
claim? No, if one considers the use of the word “war” to stand for the act of pol‑
luting the environment by throwing plastic, which is what the multimodal text 
communicates. Compare this with the crab in a cup photograph (Figure 9.2), 
where the unexpressed claim was recovered entirely based on our knowledge of 
the situation and of the purposes of the communicator.

The exact wording of the assertions recovered from the image or the image-text 
combinations is a matter of interpretive flexibility, contingent upon the quantity 
and quality of argumentatively relevant information that can be extracted from 
both the verbal/visual content and the verbal/visual form. This is because the 
recovery of visual propositions is the result of interpretation (transduction) and 
not of a direct replication (transformation) of verbal phrases found in the text. 
Consequently, questions may arise concerning the optimal wording in the for‑
mulation of the claim in the Greenpeace advertisement (e.g. “discarding” instead 
of “throwing”), or its scope (e.g. formulated more generally as “Stop polluting 
the environment” or more specifically as “Stop throwing plastic on beaches”). 
As Blair (2015, p. 224) notes, one should be guided by some version of the 
principle of charity, according to which the analyst should formulate the propo‑
sitions in the most plausible way that is in line with what is communicated. An 
overly broad or overly narrow formulation of the claim would be inconsistent 
with the genre and the rhetorical situation of the particular advertisement.

While the reconstruction process requires the verbalisation of content that is 
either not expressed or is expressed in non‑verbal modes of communication, the 
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subsequent argumentative analysis should nevertheless concern the multimodal 
text as such and not solely its verbal rendition. Quoting Blair (2015) again “ver‑
bal reconstruction rarely captures all that was expressed in the visual argument, 
but is a placeholder for it, and provides us with a reference for use in evaluating 
the cogency of the visual argument” (220). This observation resonates with the 
point that Kjeldsen (2015) makes about images providing a thick representation, 
which is inevitably weakened when verbal claims and reasons are extracted from 
them (see also Section 5).

4.2 Presenting the argumentation structure

The final step in the reconstruction stage is the diagrammatic presentation of the 
argumentation structure that serves the further analysis of the multimodal argu‑
ment. Groarke (2015), for example, proposes presenting the key elements of 
the argument (premises and conclusion) in a table followed by a diagram that 
depicts the argument’s structure. Feteris (2019) follows the notational system of 
Pragma-dialectics using numerical designations (1.), (1.1), and (1.1.1) to indi‑
cate the standpoint, the main argument, and subordinate argument, respectively. 
Kjeldsen (2015) presents the elements of the argument following Toulmin’s 
model. Serafis (2023) uses the Y-structure proposed by the Argumentum Model 
of Topics, distinguishing between the so-called “procedural-inferential compo‑
nent”, representing the logical side of the inferencing process, and the “material- 
contextual component”, representing the context-based side of the inferencing 
process, each with its own elements. Any of these structures function not only 
diagrammatically to visualise the elements of the argument and their relations, but 
also heuristically, providing a frame of reference that guides the analyst in assign‑
ing argumentative roles to the recovered propositions. Argument schemes with 
their distinct premise types and inference relations can also serve as a template 
guiding the analyst in identifying the relation between the reasons and the claim 
as an argument from analogy, argument from consequence, or argument from 
value, among others (see Dove, 2016; Groarke, 2020; Macagno & Pinto, 2021).

A radical proposal about the diagrammatic presentation of multimodal argu‑
ments is to incorporate directly the image or parts of the image that depict what 
is to be understood as premises of the argument, as exemplified by Groarke’s 
(2020) KC tables. Another approach entails the verbal description of the image’s 
argumentative function, as suggested by van den Hoven (2012). While the for‑
mer approach delegates the entire interpretive burden to the reader, the latter 
provides a degree of interpretive guidance, leaving nevertheless the reader to 
formulate the exact proposition that can be said to function as a reason for the 
claim. While not offering a definitive answer, I suggest that the analyst assumes 
responsibility for formulating a verbal proposition that to the best of their knowl‑
edge accurately reflects the inferable content of the multimodal text, grounded in 
the interpretation of its semiotic cues. In doing this, one can indicate the primary 
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source of the proposition within brackets or use typographical markers, such as 
boldface, to denote content derived from non-verbal modes of communication.

The presentation of the reconstructed argumentation from the Greenpeace 
advertisement (Figure 9.3) following the pragma-dialectical notation would thus 
look like this:

1 Stop throwing plastic away

1.1  Plastic pollution is a serious threat to the environment [Plastic pol‑
lution is like a war against the environment]

1.1.1  Discarded plastic causes severe damage to the environment 
[Discarded plastic bottles turn into hand grenades]

In the above presentation, I show the wording that construes the war metaphor 
inside brackets, acknowledging that this is the choice of presentation that was 
made in the original text. The question of how one reconstructs metaphors, 
expressed verbally, visually or multimodally, has been addressed in the literature 
without some definitive answer (see Pollaroli & Rocci, 2015; van Poppel, 2021). 
As Kjeldsen (2015) argues, metaphors and other tropes condense meaning in 
ways that cannot be captured by merely explaining the associations that they 
build. However, keeping the metaphorical formulation of the propositions also 
raises challenges for the stage of evaluation.

5 Evaluating multimodal argumentation

As I have explained so far, attention to the context and the semiotic resources 
is crucial for the interpretation of the multimodal text as argumentative and 
for the subsequent reconstruction of it. In this section, I extend the analysis 
of the Greenpeace advertisement (Figure 9.3) to explain how acknowledging 
the multimodal nature of argumentative communication affects also its evalua‑
tion. At this stage, the analyst needs to assess the quality of the argumentation  
(in terms of cogency, reasonableness, effectiveness, etc.) according to the norms 
and standards prescribed by the adopted theoretical framework (Zenker et al., 
2024). The evaluation of multimodal argumentation remains a comparatively 
under-explored area despite the existence of notable contributions (Blair, 2015; 
Dove, 2016; Groarke, 2020; Kišiček & Hinton, 2024). The discussion has mainly 
centred on the question whether the same criteria can be applied to the evalua‑
tion of both verbal and multimodal arguments.

In principle, the evaluation criteria are derived from the critical questions 
accompanying the argument scheme that characterises how the acceptabil‑
ity of the reasons is transferred to the claim. Critical questions pertain thus 
to the acceptability or correctness of the reasons offered, the inference rela‑
tion between reasons and claim, and the sufficiency of the provided reasons 
or of the inference drawn from them. Depending on the type of scheme, the 
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questions can be further specified and expanded (see Walton et al., 2008). As 
such, the questions primarily focus on the reason-giving relationship while 
neglecting crucial features of the mode, medium, genre, or context, in which 
and through which argumentation is communicated. While the identification 
of argument schemes represents an essential initial step in the evaluation of 
multimodal argumentation, it is not, in itself, a sufficient condition for a com‑
prehensive assessment of it.

Tseronis et al. (2024) have proposed an evaluation process of multimodal 
argumentation that combines a dialectical and a rhetorical perspective, and 
considers the semiotic choices made, the content of the arguments, as well as 
the context (dialectical or social) in which they are put forward. Following this 
approach, one does not only ask whether the argument is reasonable but also 
whether its design is effective. Three general guiding questions are thus pro‑
posed for the evaluation of multimodal argumentation reflecting three distinct 
norms (see Zenker et al., 2024), namely:

a Is the argument reasonable?
b Does the verbal/visual design of the argument foreground or background the 

content of the argument or critical information?
c Does the verbal/visual design align with the requirements and expectations 

of the specific activity in the specific context?

The first question concerns the dialectical and logical norms for evaluating the argu‑
ment’s internal cogency. Here the analyst can be guided by the critical questions 
associated to the identified argument scheme(s). Nevertheless, expecting all critical 
questions to be answered satisfactorily for an argument to be considered accept‑
able overlooks the fact that arguments in practice are often incomplete in the logical 
sense. Context is therefore essential for the analyst to decide which questions may 
be relevant to ask in a particular case or whether unanswered questions are justified.

When applying this question to the argument reconstructed from the adver‑
tisement in Figure 9.3, we need to make explicit the inference premises that 
connect the reason with the claim at the main and subordinate level, as follows:

1. Stop throwing plastic away

1.1 Plastic pollution is a serious threat to the environment
(1.1’ You do not want to threaten the environment)

1.1.1 Discarded plastic causes severe damage to the environment
(1.1.1’ Something that causes severe damage poses a serious threat)

The decision to keep the wording that construes the war metaphor or to explain 
the associations that it builds (see Section 4) has consequences on how the infer‑
ence premises will be formulated and how the argument can be evaluated. The 
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main argument (1.1) is an argument from negative values supported by an argu‑
ment from sign (1.1.1). The assertion that plastic pollution is a serious threat to 
the environment as well as the inference premise that we do not want to harm the  
environment are likely to be widely accepted by the intended audience of the 
advertisement, thereby providing sufficient support for the claim to stop throw‑
ing plastic away. What is less straightforward, however, is the severity of the 
damage to the environment caused by discarded plastic. If critical questions 
were asked at the version including the metaphorical associations, one would 
have difficulty accepting the analogies between plastic pollution and a war situ‑
ation or plastic bottles and hand grenades. But in doing that, one would have 
missed the point of the cognitive and rhetorical effect that the war metaphor has, 
which I discuss in connection with the two following questions.

The second question concerns the cognitive processing of the argument from 
the viewer’s perspective. Here, the analyst should assess whether and how the 
semiotic choices in the multimodal text may influence the viewer’s critical 
assessment of the argument’s content (reasons and claim). The semiotic design 
can foreground or background contextual information necessary for assessing 
the argument, thereby inviting criticism that can ultimately increase its accept‑
ance or inhibiting criticism that could eventually decrease its acceptance.

The visual design of the advertisement in Figure 9.3 puts the plastic bottle/
grenade in focus through a visual metaphor. The metaphor does not merely illus‑
trate what the verbal text already states but effectively foregrounds the idea that 
plastic waste has dangerous consequences, evoking negative associations with 
destructive weapons in war situations. In doing this, it emphasises the severity 
of the threat, strengthens the content of the argument, and makes it more acces‑
sible. However, it can also be argued that it risks backgrounding the complexity 
of the issue by simplifying the causes and effects of plastic pollution, focusing 
on individual disposal rather than systemic factors such as production and cor‑
porate responsibility.

The third question addresses the rhetorical and situational norms concerning 
how the argument is adjusted to the audience and context. Here, the analyst 
should assess whether and how the semiotic design of the multimodal argu‑
ment appropriately responds to the circumstances, adapting to the audience and 
enhancing the conditions for deliberation.

The advertisement in Figure 9.3 is designed for a public awareness campaign, 
aiming to persuade people to take action on plastic pollution. In this context, a 
strong and impactful message is often prioritised over a nuanced and detailed 
explanation. The design choices, such as the visual metaphor and the text that 
construe a war metaphor are appropriate for this purpose, as they are likely to 
capture attention and evoke an emotional response, which can be effective for 
raising awareness. At the same time, it can be criticised for relying entirely on 
the emotional appeal without providing the audience with factual information 
regarding the extent of plastic pollution or the contribution of plastic bottles to it.
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By considering the semiotic properties of the design of the argument and the 
context in which it is communicated, a more nuanced and comprehensive pro‑
cess of evaluation is proposed. In this approach, the semiotic design’s role in 
both the reconstruction and evaluation stages is recognised, thereby avoiding 
the assumption that it inherently obstructs the critical testing of the argument.

6  Contextualising the analysis of multimodal 
argumentation

In the previous sections, I have emphasised the crucial role of context in inter‑
preting multimodal texts as argumentative, reconstructing propositions from the 
semiotic choices made in them, and assessing the quality of the argumentation 
recovered from them. While doing this, the focus of my analysis remained on 
the multimodal text itself and its semiotic properties. However, the argumenta‑
tive analysis of multimodal communication can also focus on the context of 
production and circulation. Rather than asking how context helps us understand 
the argument made in the text, we can investigate how the multimodal argument 
actively shapes the context in which it is produced and circulated and is shaped 
by it. This approach would thus allow us to study how multimodal arguments 
are influenced by or reflect specific production processes or interests, how they 
function to legitimise or contest social identities and practices, and how they 
circulate across media, being appropriated and repurposed by various actors.

Serafis (2023), for example, draws on literature from critical discourse stud‑
ies, argumentation theory, and multimodal analysis to examine the legitimation 
of authoritarianism by print media during consecutive crises that dominated the 
Greek public sphere from 2008 till 2020. By analysing front pages of four main‑
stream Greek newspapers, he makes explicit the argumentation that underlies 
the presentation of the main stories and compares the different positions that cir‑
culated in the public sphere regarding the specific crises. Similarly, Serafis et al. 
(2024) analyse how right-wing populist parties in Sweden, Greece, and Romania 
framed the issue of Ukrainian refugees on Facebook. Through a close analysis 
of posted images and texts, they show how politicians from these parties con‑
structed arguments to create a favourable perception of Ukrainian refugees while 
implicitly reinforcing negative stereotypes about others.

Shifting the focus to the reception of multimodal argumentation, Kjeldsen 
and Hess (2021) study US political campaign advertisements to explore how 
audiences interpret multimodal rhetoric. By combining analysis of images, 
audio, and text, with in‑depth qualitative interviews they reveal how viewers 
made sense of and responded intellectually and emotionally to the messages 
communicated. Similarly, while drawing from the field of literacy research, 
Kiili et al. (2021) investigate the interpretation of a persuasive multimodal video 
about vaccines by Finnish upper secondary students. They show how factors 
such as the students’ knowledge of the topic, their school performance, and their  
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gender influence their interpretation of the use of various modes and the 
video’s main message. Finally, exploring the circulation and transformation 
of images across genres, mediums, and contexts, Jones et al. (2022) analyse 
environmental memes, showing how they are remixed by different groups in 
different digital contexts to mobilise action or criticise political inaction on 
environmental issues.

These studies, among others, highlight the growing need for intradiscipli‑
nary dialogue and interdisciplinary collaboration. The study of multimodal 
argumentation has united scholars from diverse frameworks within the com‑
munity of rhetoric and argumentation studies, driven by a shared interest in 
the persuasive and argumentative dimensions of multimodal communication. 
At the same time, it has become evident that synergies with related disci‑
plines, such as discourse analysis, pragmatics, cognitive linguistics, literacy 
studies, media studies, and political science, among others, are also necessary 
and beneficial for the study of these complex phenomena. Intradisciplinary 
dialogue and interdisciplinary collaborations open numerous avenues for the 
study of multimodal argumentation. One of them is the refinement of analyti‑
cal tools for capturing the complex interplay of verbal and non-verbal modes 
in argumentative communication. While progress has been made concerning 
the reconstruction of multimodal arguments more work lies ahead regarding 
the evaluation of instances of multimodal argumentation. Furthermore, we can 
expand beyond the dominant focus on image-text relations in static media by 
investigating argumentation communicated through less-studied modes, such 
as sound and music, gesture and gaze, or three-dimensional design, and study 
emerging genres and dynamic multimodal practices, such as TikTok videos, 
mediated interactions, and augmented reality experiences. Greater emphasis 
should also be placed on empirical grounding through the systematic study 
of multimodal corpora to identify patterns within specific genres and across 
genres. This will allow researchers to move beyond individual case studies 
and develop broader understandings of how multimodal arguments function. 
Finally, and perhaps most crucially, future research should prioritise the study 
of multimodal argumentation in concrete, real-world settings and situations 
examining its impact in connection with policymaking, social issues, and spe‑
cific institutional and organisational practices.

Notes
 1 Van Laar (2024) explains how the critical reaction of an existing or anticipated 

addressee can also be sometimes inscribed in the image itself.
 2 See Stöckl (2024) for an instructive overview and critical discussion.
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10	 Considering argumentation in context

Roosmaryn Pilgram and Lotte van Poppel

1	 Introduction

Argumentation never occurs in a vacuum: it always occurs in context. This 
context might be to a greater or lesser extent conventionalised, institutional‑
ised, recognised and regulated. Contrast highly regulated courtroom pleas with 
the informal nature of kitchen table discussions. Understanding the context in 
which argumentation occurs offers the analyst the tools to precisely analyse the 
argumentation.

Despite its importance for argumentation analysis, the notion of ‘context’ is 
rather elusive. In the argumentation literature, the context in which discourse 
occurs is described but the notion itself is typically not defined. Analysts 
approach contexts from various perspectives, such as cognitive, cultural, dia‑
lectical, institutional, interactional, intertextual, social and textual ones (Bigi, 
2012, p. 290).

To determine which contextual aspects analysts should take into account 
in argumentation analysis, Van Eemeren (2010) distinguishes between the (i) 
linguistic micro‑context, (ii) situational meso‑context, (iii) institutional 
macro‑context and (iv) interdiscursive context. The (i) micro‑context consists 
of the ‘co‑text’ of the argumentation that is being studied, that is, the parts of the 
text immediately preceding and following the argumentative contributions. The 
(ii) meso‑context consists of the setting and situation in which the argumentation 
occurs. The (iii) macro‑context consists of the ‘communicative activity type’ 
in which the discourse occurs: the more or less conventionalised communicative 
practice that is culturally established and to a certain degree institutionalised. 
The (iv) interdiscursive context refers to the broader network of texts and prior 
discourses that shape and inform the argumentative exchange. So, context con‑
sists of both intra‑linguistic (i) and extra‑linguistic (ii–iv) elements.

Incorporating the intra‑linguistic and extra‑linguistic elements in the analysis 
helps the analyst to interpret the intended meaning of utterances in the argu‑
mentative discourse (i.e., the speech acts), and to reconstruct the argumentation 
(i.e., argument schemes and argumentation structures). Interpreting utterance 
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meaning is, strictly speaking, not (only) a matter of argumentation analysis, but 
(also) of pragmatics. The co-text might enhance the analyst’s understanding of 
hyperbole, irony, understatement and other forms of indirectness or implicitness 
in any kind of discourse (Grice, 1975); it is also crucial for the argumentation 
analyst to interpret discussants’ argumentative contributions.

The extra-linguistic context also helps to understand why particular argumen‑
tative moves are performed and might even be needed to refine reasonableness 
judgments. By incorporating extra-linguistic elements, it becomes clear which 
roles and goals discussion parties aim to fulfil (e.g., in their strategic manoeu‑
vring in terms of Van Eemeren (2010)). This elucidates how their contributions 
to the discussion can be strategic in performing these roles and obtaining these 
goals. Furthermore, the institutional constraints of the context might help to 
specify the soundness conditions that apply to these moves.

In the following sections, we will discuss how to incorporate contextual ele‑
ments in the qualitative analysis and evaluation of argumentation (Section 2) and 
provide actual examples of such incorporation (Section 3). We will subsequently 
discuss challenges to the contextual analysis of argumentation (Section 4) and 
summarise the chapter’s main points (Section 5). We will predominantly take a 
pragma-dialectical perspective in this chapter.

2  Incorporating contextual factors in argumentation 
analysis

When analysing argumentation in context, analysts could take various variables 
into account, depending on the exact research question they want to answer. In 
general, analysts should at least pay attention to: the activity type and its argu‑
mentative characteristics (the macro-level), the setting in which the argumenta‑
tive activity takes place, including the medium and mode of communication (the 
meso-level), the information provided in the discourse itself (the micro-level) 
and any socially, politically or historically relevant background information (the 
macro-level and interdiscursive level). In this section, we will discuss these vari‑
ables in this order, since this order might be of use for the actual analysis of discus‑
sion contexts.

2.1 The macro‑context: characterising communicative activity types

Intuitively, a first step in any argumentation analysis is determining what type 
of text or discourse the object of study is. Is one studying courtroom cases, 
classroom interactions, political advertisements, online discussions? This comes 
down to determining the specific communicative activity type in which the 
discussion takes place and the institutional context in which the activity is 
embedded. The object of study could also be a series of diverting activity types 
within one domain (e.g., medical consultations and health leaflets), or multiple 
domains (e.g., editorials in science and journalism).
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Activity types within a domain all share an institutional point. The point of 
argumentative practices in the legal domain, for instance, is to speak justice. 
This is the reason why these activity types have come into being (Van Eemeren, 
2010, p. 130). In a legal plea, this institutional point specifically comes down to 
determining whether the accused should be convicted (e.g., Feteris, 2017). In 
highly formalised communicative practices, the institutional point is easier to 
determine than in loosely organised practices, such as dinner table discussions 
(cf. Bova, 2021).

To describe how argumentative discourse develops in a particular argumenta‑
tive practice, the activity type can be compared with the (context-independent) 
ideal model of a critical discussion described in pragma-dialectics. The activ‑
ity type can then be characterised in terms of the empirical counterparts of the 
discussion stages: the initial situation, starting points, argumentative means and 
discussion outcome (Van Eemeren, 2010, p. 146).

The initial situation is the empirical counterpart of a critical discussion’s con‑
frontation stage. In the confrontation stage, discussion parties ideally establish 
their difference of opinion; they advance or question a standpoint (Van Eemeren &  
Grootendorst, 2004). The way in which parties do this in reality depends on the 
context. For example, in internet forum discussions, the dispute is likely expressed 
much more explicitly than in classroom debates (Lewiński, 2010). To describe 
the activity type’s initial situation, the analyst should answer the following ques‑
tions: (1a) What type of difference of opinion do the discussion parties have? Is 
it, for instance, a conflict of interest, a matter of slightly diverging opinions or a 
full‑blown dispute? Is this difference of opinion mixed or non‑mixed?1 (1b) Who 
exactly are the parties involved? Do each of these parties participate in the interac‑
tion and can each of them make decisions about the dispute outcome?

Characterising the opening stage of an activity type amounts to identifying 
the discussion parties’ starting points that are typical for this activity type. In 
the opening stage, the parties decide upon their discussion roles, and their pro‑
cedural and material starting points: procedural starting points concern the 
discussion rules and division of the burden of proof, and material starting points 
consist of the propositions that the parties can use in their argumentation (Van 
Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, p. 60). An example of a procedural starting 
point in Dutch criminal court cases is that judges are not allowed to use analogy 
argumentation, since the Dutch legal system is codified, rather than based on case 
law. This starting point is made explicit in the Dutch Penal Code, but typically, 
discussion parties simply leave starting points implicit, as they are assumed as 
common knowledge. It is up to the analyst to make these assumptions and con‑
ventions explicit if they are relevant for the discussion under scrutiny. Important 
questions for identifying starting points are: (2a) What rules regulate this activ‑
ity type? Where can these rules be found? Are particular argument schemes or 
questions prohibited? Does the medium or mode of communication impose any 
constraints on the discourse? Does it offer opportunities? (2b) Are there any 
explicit commitments by the discussion parties?
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The argumentation stage can be specified by describing the use of the argu‑
mentative means in the activity type. In the argumentation stage, the protago‑
nist advances argumentation and the antagonist doubts, questions or criticises 
the protagonist’s standpoint. The means available for the discussants to do so 
depend on the specific context. For example, in parliamentary debates, dis‑
cussants typically make use of pragmatic argumentation, while philosophical 
debates might involve more cases of analogy argumentation or argumentation 
by example. To characterise the argumentative means in an activity type, the 
analyst should ask: (3) Are particular argument schemes or critical questions 
often used in this activity type?

Last, the concluding stage, where the parties decide whether and in whose 
favour their dispute is resolved (Van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004), can be 
characterised by describing the possible discussion outcomes of a particu‑
lar activity type. The activity type typically determines which outcomes are 
allowed. To come back to a court case, the judges do not have the option to post‑
pone judgment indefinitely, while this might very well happen in philosophical 
discussions. To identify the possible discussion outcomes, the analyst should 
ask: (4a) What type of outcome is typical? Is it a resolution of the difference of 
opinion or a mere settlement? (4b) Who are the parties involved in determining 
the discussion outcomes? (4c) Is it possible for the parties to return to the initial 
situation? An overview of these and the aforementioned questions can be found 
in Table 10.1.

The characterisation of the activity type should also be viewed in its histori‑
cal, sociocultural and political context. A legal case today is not the same as 
one taking place in the 1950s. Even though the procedure may be similar, laws 
and regulations are most likely different or interpreted differently. Addition‑
ally, there are cultural differences between activity types taking place across 
societies affecting the discourse, such as differences in the format, roles of par‑
ticipants, and argumentative strategies.2 Moreover, the political context may 
affect argumentative discourse. For instance, the particular political climate in 
which argumentative activities take place may put limits on the topics to discuss 
and the people to engage in discussions, thereby restraining the possibilities for 
argumentation.

2.2 Meso‑context: the concrete situation

The analysis can further benefit from taking into account the concrete situation 
of the speech event at the meso‑level. This entails, for example, determining the 
location, date and time of the activity and the actual participants. It might also be 
relevant to determine the ‘participation framework’ (Goffman, 1981), which 
involves describing the participants’ roles in the interaction, such as animator 
(the participant expressing the words), (un)addressed recipient or overhearer, 
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and (hierarchical) relations between participants. Note that these roles need not 
overlap with the discussion roles of protagonist and antagonist. These roles and 
relations may also be institutionalised: in a court case, for instance, a jury is the 
audience and indirect target, and not the speaker.

Additionally, the analyst should take stock of what other (speech) events led 
up to this particular communicative situation. For instance, taking the court case 
again as an example: was there a large amount of media attention for the case? 
Were the participants involved in a similar case before? Such information could 
help interpreting the participants’ contributions in the case. The attorney could, 
for example, refer to the previous behaviour of the accused or the judge could 
take into account a ‘trial by media’ in determining the sentence.

2.3 Micro and interdiscursive contexts: co‑text and other discourses

On the micro-level, the co-text should be taken into account, which consists of 
the utterances before and after the specific piece of discourse under analysis (cf. 

Table 10.1 Questions for analysts when argumentatively characterising an activity type

Activity type’s stages Questions for argumentatively characterising the activity 
type’s stages

Initial situation (1a) What type of difference of opinion do the 
discussion parties have? Is it mixed or 
non‑mixed?

(1b) Who are the parties involved? Does each of these 
parties participate in the interaction and can 
each of them make decisions about the dispute 
outcome?  

Starting points (2a) What rules regulate this activity type? Where can 
these rules be found? Are particular argument 
schemes or critical questions prohibited? Does 
the medium or mode of communication impose 
any constraints on the discourse? Does it offer 
opportunities?

(2b) Are there any explicit commitments by the 
discussion parties?

Argumentative means (3) Are particular argument schemes or critical 
questions typically used in this activity type?

Discussion outcomes (4a) What type of outcome is typical? Is it a resolution 
of the difference of opinion or a settlement?

(4b) Who are the parties involved in determining the 
discussion outcomes?

(4c) Is it possible for the parties to return to the initial 
situation?
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Langacker, 2001, p. 144). The meaning and function of the speech acts in a text 
can only be determined fully by including the co-text. For instance, based on a 
preceding utterance, a speech act can be interpreted as argumentative rather than 
merely informative (see, e.g. Macagno & Capone, 2016). Taking a multimodal 
perspective on argumentation, the co-text may also include images, sounds and 
movement.

The co-text can also be needed for evaluating the argumentation. Contradic‑
tory statements can result in fallacious inconsistencies. Also, the change in terms 
in one utterance versus the next can result in fallacies and relations between 
what is mentioned in the argument and what is mentioned in the standpoint can 
be misrepresented (e.g., as a causal relation instead of a correlation).

Lastly, one concrete speech event cannot be seen completely separate from 
other communicative situations taking place at another place and time. Any 
comment on a political forum is related to other communicative acts performed 
in, for example, a parliamentary debate. A speech event could also be a direct 
reaction to another speech event, such as a letter to the editor. These texts can 
then be seen as having a dialogic relation and both are needed for interpreting 
the discourse.

3 The analysis and evaluation of argumentation in context

Now that we have introduced the steps for analysing argumentative contexts, 
we will illustrate how to incorporate them in two contexts: argumentation in 
medical consultations and argumentation in protests. These contexts differ in 
conventionalisation, regulation and institutionalisation. We will explore how 
the well-defined context of a medical consultation can aid argument evaluation 
(Section 3.1) and how to deal with the more loosely defined context of protests 
in argumentation analysis (Section 3.2).

3.1 Case study: argumentation in medical consultations

Health communication is one of the areas in which qualitative research into 
argumentation has proven to be fruitful. Not all types of discourse in health 
communication are argumentative in nature. However, many activity types con‑
sist (partly) of argumentation since they revolve around promoting behavioural 
change, such as health campaigns or medical advertisements (Van Poppel, 2013; 
Wierda & Visser, 2012). Particularly medical consultations have received atten‑
tion from argumentation scholars.

When researchers want to study the argumentative discourse in medi‑
cal consultation, they first need to consider the macro-context in which the 
discourse takes place. The institutional point of medical consultation is to 
improve health and well-being. This can be deduced from ethical codes, such 
as the Hippocratic Oath and its modern counterparts, such as the Declaration 
of Geneva (2017).
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Medical consultation is a distinct activity type that consists of well-organised 
interactions between patients and health professionals about the patient’s health 
problem. They typically consist of complaint presentation, verbal and physical 
examination, diagnosis, treatment, prescription and/or advice (Ten Have, 1991, 
p. 139). Complaint presentation is, in principle, done by the patient, while verbal 
and physical examination is a shared process in which the health professional 
takes the lead. Diagnosis, prescription and advice are given by the professional, 
and treatment should be decided upon by both parties.

While medical consultations need not always be argumentative, argumenta‑
tion can play an important role in it. Indeed, because shared decision-making 
has become the ideal in western medical consultation, patients and health pro‑
fessionals are required to discuss the pros and cons of a particular (treatment) 
option and come to a decision about it together, which makes this process fun‑
damentally argumentative (Labrie, 2012; Pilgram & Snoeck Henkemans, 2018; 
Snoeck Henkemans & Mohammed, 2012).

The initial situation of argumentative discourse in medical consultation 
(question 1a/b) typically consists of a lack of agreement between the patient and 
health professional as to what to do about the patient’s health problem. This lack 
of agreement could be expressed by the patient (“I am not sure which option 
to go for”) or simply assumed by the health professional (e.g., when a patient 
comes across as hesitant). In such cases, in pragma-dialectical terms, the dif‑
ference of opinion is non-mixed. As Van Poppel and Pilgram (2025) point out, 
informal patient companions, such a patient’s partner, friend, parent or adult 
child, can also partake in medical consultations. This is, for example, quite likely 
in geriatric consultations.

For determining the procedural starting points that are typically in place, 
the analyst should (question 2a) look into the legislation and codes of conduct 
for medical consultation. These can be found in authoritative sources such as the 
guidelines from the World Health Organization or the World Medical Organi‑
zation. National regulations can be found in handbooks or codes from medi‑
cal associations, e.g. the Code of Medical Ethics from the American Medical 
Association. For the material starting points (question 2b), the analyst should 
determine whether there are any commitments by the participants. These com‑
mitments are established during anamnesis. The material starting points also 
include the patient’s past medical history, as recorded in their health record, and 
the outcomes of the professional’s physical examination of the patient. After all, 
they can be used in support of a diagnosis or treatment options.

So far, we focused on traditional face-to-face consultations. However, increas‑
ingly, consultations are video-mediated and/or conducted via chat, email or 
patient portals (Leung & Qureshi, 2021). The medium used for e‑consultations  
might offer particular opportunities (e.g., rereading the doctor’s advice in a 
patient portal) and constraints (e.g., a lack of synchronous feedback in email) for 
the argumentative discourse. The starting points that result from the medium 
should therefore be analysed by describing the mode of communication in this 
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medium, the interaction synchronicity it allows for, and any limitations the 
medium poses for the participants to react to each other (e.g., word limits).

Determining the argumentative means in medical consultations (question 3) 
can be done by closely examining which argument schemes and critical ques‑
tions are characteristic for these consultations. Given that medical consultation 
typically consists of a deliberation of the pros and cons of a certain (treatment) 
option, it can be expected that pragmatic argumentation fulfils an important role 
(Akkermans et al., 2018). Also, medical standards require health profession‑
als to only provide argumentation based on medical facts and evidence (Pil‑
gram, 2017). This also means that health professionals might have to resort to 
the source that established these facts and evidence in authority argumentation. 
Although the interaction is typically cooperative, patients do not always dare to 
express doubt or opposition to a health professional’s claims or proposals (Keij 
et al., 2021), unless in an indirect or mitigated form.

An example of a health professional’s use of authority argumentation can 
be found in the excerpt in Figure 10.1. In this excerpt, the family doctor states 
that he can remove the patient’s atheroma cyst just as well as and perhaps 
even better than health professionals at the hospital (turns 6 and 10), which 
can be regarded as an authority argument in support of the standpoint that 
the patient might just as well let the family doctor remove his atheroma cyst. 
Interestingly, although the doctor supports why he could remove the patient’s 
atheroma cyst (by emphasising his practical expertise in turn 10), he does 
not show why he would perhaps be better at it than people at the hospital. 
Nonetheless, the patient specifically asks for a referral to the hospital, so the 
doctor’s statement and support that he could do it equally well is not enough: 
he should also show why it is less advantageous to go to the hospital (e.g., 
because of higher costs).

1   P:   And then I wanted to ask something else right away.

2   D:  Yes?

3   P:   Is it possible to get a referral note to the hospital for that lump on my head or, erm, do I just 

have to let it be done by you here?

4   D:  Well, you don’t have to do anything, but…

5   P:   No, the point is, yeah, my mother had had it removed in the hospital and she says “Dear, go 

to the same, it…”

6   D:  I think that I can do it just as well as and perhaps even better than those people at the hospital. 

It was such a, such a, such an atheroma cyst on your head, wasn’t it?

7   P:   Yeah, it becomes yes, my mother, she, erm, she brings it up every day of course…

8   D:  Well…

9   P:   Yes…

10  D:  You don’t have to let it be removed by me, but I’m telling you, to be sure, I can do it just as 

well as someone at the hospital. I’ve removed a dozen of those things and it’s, in itself, a 

piece of cake.

11 P: Yes…

Figure 10.1  Excerpt of a medical consultation between a family doctor (D) and a patient 
(P) about the removal of the patient’s atheroma cyst (Pilgram, 2015, p. 37). 
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Based on the characterisation of the activity type, we can evaluate the use of 
the authority argument as problematic: it hinders a proper discussion of pros 
and cons of the treatment proposal and therefore prevents adequate shared 
 decision-making. So, the doctor can be regarded to commit the fallacy of evad‑
ing the burden of proof; by presenting the authority argument, the doctor fails to 
show why it is better to let him – and not the people at the hospital – remove the 
cyst. Pinpointing the doctor committing this fallacy is not that straightforward 
since the patient presents his request as something that his mother recommends 
him (turns 5 and 7). Yet, as it is not typical to ask your doctor for advice on what 
to say to your mother, the analyst could interpret the reference to the mother as 
an indirect and mitigated way of expressing doubt. This is strengthened by the 
co-text: the patient only refers to the mother after the doctor indicates that the 
patient could better let him remove the cyst (‘but’ in turn 4).

The medical consultation between the family doctor and patient ends in the 
patient’s rather ambiguous agreement with the doctor’s proposal to let the cyst 
be removed by him: the patient simply utters ‘Yes’ (in turn 11), which could be 
understood as a conversation continuer or an expression of agreement with the 
treatment proposal. Yet, the doctor immediately regards it as the patient’s agree‑
ment with the treatment proposal and continues to tell the patient how to make the 
appointment for this with his assistant (not in the excerpt). In principle, explicit 
agreement is in line with the possible discussion outcomes that are character‑
istic for medical consultation (question 4a/b/c): a resolution of a difference of 
opinion between the health professional and patient about the treatment should 
be explicit due to the legal principle of informed consent. This principle requires 
the health professional to not only provide the patient with the relevant infor‑
mation about the treatment, but also to obtain the patient’s explicit agreement 
before administering the treatment – although the question remains whether the 
doctor in Figure 10.1 has indeed fulfilled these requirements. Discussions dur‑
ing medical consultation can also not be endlessly continued or repeated: either 
the patient and health professional decide upon a course of action (e.g., a treat‑
ment), or the patient goes to another health professional to get a second opinion 
or specialist care.

In sum, the argumentative characterisation of medical consultation illustrates 
that, for well-regulated activity types, looking into the rules and regulations that 
apply to these activity types helps to determine their characteristics. Addition‑
ally, patterns in the discourse itself as well as research from neighbouring fields 
might shed light on characteristics that need to be incorporated in argumentation 
analysis and evaluation.

3.2 Case study 2: argumentation in protests

A relatively unexplored area of research is argumentation in protest actions 
such as demonstrations, sit-ins or occupations. Such events are intrinsically 
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argumentative, because their purpose is to go against existing or new policy and 
gather support for their position.

Contrary to medical consultations, protest is not so strictly institutionalised: 
in democratic societies, anyone can protest individually or in a group without 
being associated with any particular institution or organisation. While national 
laws may impose rules and restrictions (e.g., the obligation to announce a dem‑
onstration 48 hours in advance), protests can have any location, form, content 
and participants.

How can an analyst describe the contextual factors that are relevant for the 
analysis and evaluation of argumentation in such argumentative discourse? We 
will show this by means of a case study, consisting of a protest involving Vincent 
van Gogh’s Vase with fifteen sunflowers, in the National Gallery in London on 
October 14, 2022. During the protest, two young Just Stop Oil activists, Phoebe 
Plummer and Anna Holland, revealed their Just Stop Oil T-shirts, threw tomato 
soup over the (glass-protected) painting and glued their hand to the wall. Then, 
Plummer declaimed the following speech:

What is worth more, art or life? Is it worth more than food, worth more than 
justice? Are you more concerned about the protection of a painting or the pro‑
tection of our planet and people? The cost-of-living crisis is part of the cost 
of oil crisis. Fuel is unaffordable to millions of cold, hungry families. They 
can’t even afford to heat a tin of soup. Meanwhile, crops are failing. Millions 
of people are dying in monsoons, wildfires, and severe drought. We cannot 
afford new oil and gas. It is going to take everything we know and love.

(Just Stop Oil, 2022)

The attack attracted a lot of media attention and ultimately led to jail sentences 
for the two protesters involved. As concrete data, we have a videorecording 
filmed by independent journalist Rich Felgate (who followed the activists for a 
documentary) and spread by Just Stop Oil on YouTube and other outlets.

For analysing the Sunflowers-protest, the analyst first needs to determine the 
activity type and institutional point of such protest. A literature review guides us 
in determining some of the general characteristics of protests. Protests take place 
in the political domain, where communicative practices are geared towards gain‑
ing or resisting power and resolving conflicts of interests (Chilton & Schäffner, 
2002, p. 5). The specific institutional point of protests is to improve society by 
directly addressing those in power to change the status quo. Protests precisely 
come about when people observe that the (democratic) institutions do not man‑
age to solve societal or environmental problems and regular ways of influenc‑
ing policy, such as voting or citizen participation, are deemed to be ineffective 
(Della Porta & Diani, 2020, p. 13). Protests are thus typically carried out by 
groups that lack power to enforce the desired policy changes themselves.
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Based on the literature on protests (e.g., Della Porta & Diani, 2020), we can 
determine that the initial situation leading to argumentation in this context is 
that a person or group without direct power disagrees with the status quo in 
society, that is, the (lack of) policy or actions by the ones in power, and demands 
change (question 1a). This results in a mixed difference of opinion between the 
protesters and the parties in power (question 1b).

Contrary to medical consultation, the starting points at play in protests are 
very difficult to identify. There is no fixed format for the activity, except that the 
protesters are the ones initiating the activity and choose a location where they 
come into direct contact with the antagonists (e.g., an oil platform) or where the 
media can report on the protesters’ message (e.g., in front of Parliament) (ques‑
tion 2a). Additionally, as protests are meant to reach those in power via media 
coverage, their messages need to be appealing and easily adaptable by the media 
(Kinyon et al., 2023). In terms of material starting points (question 2b), one 
common commitment could be that in the struggle for power certain principles 
of democracy and justice should be respected, although Just Stop Oil is often 
testing the limits of legislation.

The argumentative means (question 3a/b) typical for protest are strongly 
related to the point of such actions. In any political activity type, aiming for 
changing the status quo, it is likely that pragmatic argumentation is used to refer 
to the negative consequences of current policy and the positive consequences of 
the proposed alternative (cf. Andone, 2016). To attract attention and be easily 
taken up by the media, argumentation is typically expressed through slogans and 
banners, and also multimodally, through speech, written text, images and even 
bodily movement (Van Poppel, in press). Based on similar previous protests, 
the act of throwing soup and gluing one’s hand to the wall can be understood as 
‘conventional’ ways of expressing arguments and showing commitment to the 
cause in the context of this activity type.

The discussion outcomes (question 4a/b/c) depend on whether the parties 
come to an agreement over the demands of the protesters. The outcome can be 
that the demands are granted, that the demands are retracted or that a compro‑
mise is found. These outcomes are usually not made explicit within the same 
activity, but communicated via other ways, such as a governmental statement or 
a protest group’s website. As long as an outcome is not reached, protests can be 
continued or repeated, meaning that a return to the initial situation is possible.

For the purpose of this chapter, we will focus here on how to identify and 
reconstruct the standpoint at issue in the Just Stop Oil protest action by making 
use of the micro-, meso- and macro-context. What is interesting about this case 
is that the analysis requires taking into account the dynamicity and multimo‑
dality of the event. As an analyst not being present at the event, one can gain 
access to the event via news and social media channels. The event can only be 
interpreted as a protest against fossil fuels once the protesters reveal the t-shirts 
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they are wearing by taking off their jacket. The logo of a skull on the back and 
the name of the organisation Just Stop Oil on the front of their t-shirts indicate 
that the subsequent throwing of the soup is not an act of vandalism but a form of 
protest. Contrary to other activity types in the political domain, such as speeches 
or debates, the protest does not unambiguously state the activists’ demands. To 
identify the standpoint, the analyst needs to take into account the utterance ‘Just 
Stop Oil’ expressed via written language on the t-shirts, but also the subsequent 
spoken utterances in the speech (i.e. the co‑text): from the references to the 
devastating effects of climate change in the speech, one can infer the standpoint.

However, the speech only indirectly refers to stopping oil and gas investments 
(for instance in the last sentence) and does not explicitly mention the target of 
the protest – which is presumably the UK government. Therefore, to identify 
the exact standpoint of the protesters, additional macro‑contextual knowledge 
about the societal and political circumstances is needed. From the news media 
and the Just Stop Oil website we can infer that they are a “nonviolent civil resist‑
ance group in the UK” that demands the UK government to “stop licensing all 
new oil, gas and coal projects” (Just Stop Oil, n.d.). Based on these contextual 
insights, the analyst can reconstruct the standpoint as “The UK should stop sup‑
porting fossil fuels”.

Reconstructing the standpoint in this activity thus profits from the characteri‑
sation of the protest as an argumentative activity type as it enables to incorporate 
various (multimodal) moves into the analysis. Additionally, due to the dynamic 
and multimodal nature of this protest, it requires an open view to what moves 
function as co-text and how the macro-context can guide the interpretation.

4 Challenges and conclusion

As the two case studies demonstrate, there is a great variety in potentially rel‑
evant contextual factors. It is impossible to comprehensively account for all 
aspects of context when analysing argumentative discourse, and there is no rule 
of thumb for determining which aspects are relevant and which are not.

Another issue is the limited availability of contextual information. Analysts 
may lack direct access to the individual realities of discourse participants. This 
is especially true for instances of monological discourse, such as advertisements, 
where the exact audience is unknown. Taking into account the activity type is 
nonetheless crucial for analysing the context.

However, a particular difficulty lies in delineating the boundaries of the 
activity type. A medical consultation, for instance, can take place at the Gen‑
eral Practitioner’s office, in a hospital, at the company doctor’s office and will 
revolve around slightly different propositions; does that mean that each of these 
consultations should be defined as a specific activity type? It is up to the ana‑
lyst to justify what level of specificity is chosen, but it is advised to include a 
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comparison of the activity type of interest with other (related) activity types that 
have already been delineated.

Argumentative discourse can also manifest itself across multiple activity 
types, raising the question of how to integrate these activity types in the analy‑
sis. For instance, protests may unfold across street demonstrations, social media 
platforms, performances and pamphlets, imposing different constraints and 
opportunities for argumentation. Additionally, the protest will evoke reactions 
which in turn will be voiced through diverse communicative activities, such as 
televised interviews. Capturing the public debate or the full argumentation of 
the protest group may then require incorporating this variety of activity types 
and speech events. To address this, argumentation analysts must account for 
the intertextual and polylogical dimensions of discourse. One possible strat‑
egy is to identify and trace the evolution of standpoints across different activity 
types, paying attention to how they are reformulated in different communicative 
settings.

Another challenge for contextual analysis is the fact that the analyst’s inter‑
pretation of context is shaped by their own background knowledge, which may 
diverge from that of the participants. Consequently, there is a dual risk of over 
and under interpretation. Over interpretation occurs when analysts assume an 
argumentative function where none was intended. Under interpretation arises 
when analysts fail to fully grasp the nuances of an argument as understood 
within its original context. To mitigate these challenges, analysts should engage 
in systematic reflection on their own biases and incorporate multiple perspec‑
tives on the data. Employing multiple coders with diverse backgrounds can also 
provide a more balanced interpretation of contextual factors. Interdisciplinary 
collaboration further enhances the robustness of contextual analysis by incorpo‑
rating insights from different fields of expertise.

A fundamental methodological challenge in contextual argumentation analy‑
sis is balancing the need for specificity with the goal of generalisability. While 
the study of argumentative speech events provides insights, it raises questions 
about the extent to which findings can be generalised. One possible solution 
is to adopt a comparative approach, examining multiple instances of an activ‑
ity type across different (cultural) contexts. By identifying patterns and vari‑
ations in argumentation, analysts can develop more nuanced generalisations 
while remaining attentive to contextual specificity. Additionally, mixed-method 
approaches that combine qualitative and quantitative analyses can help balance 
depth and breadth in contextual argumentation research.

In sum, this chapter has explored how to incorporate contextual elements in 
qualitative argumentation analysis. To systematically do this, the distinction 
between the linguistic micro-context (co-text), the situational meso-context 
(setting), the institutional macro-context (activity type) and the intertextual 
discursive context (related discourses) comes in handy (Van Eemeren, 2010). 
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Understanding these levels helps analysts reconstruct argumentative discourse, 
analyse strategic manoeuvring and refine soundness evaluations. The analy‑
sis of argumentation furthermore benefits from taking into account the insti‑
tutional points and goals of the context, discussion parties’ objectives and the 
argumentative characteristics of the activity type, while explicitly addressing 
the challenges that accompany incorporating contextual factors in qualitative 
argumentation analysis.

Notes
 1 A mixed difference of opinion occurs when the discussion parties adopt opposing 

standpoints, while a non‑mixed difference of opinion occurs when only one party 
adopts a standpoint and the other party expresses doubt about this standpoint (Van 
Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004).

 2 MacCormick and Summers (1991), for example, compare various legal systems 
and differences in, amongst others, the arguments, patterns of justification and style 
across countries.
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11	 Political discourse and 
argumentation
Qualitative approaches

Sten Hansson and Menno H. Reijven

1	 Introduction

Argumentative practices are historically tied to doing politics as these developed  
in the context of classical Athenian democracy where citizens could par‑
ticipate in decision‑making concerning the governance of the city (Dutilh  
Novaes, 2020). In one of the most influential works on argumentation, 4th century 
B.C. On Rhetoric, Aristotle (2007) explained how various forms of persuasion 
and proof used in civic discourse could help avoid potentially harmful political 
decisions and defend the rule of law. He also wanted his students to learn how to 
recognise when a speaker was trying to manipulate them. Similar concerns about 
the uses of political arguments for either good or ill of society are shared by many 
21st‑century scholars working within argumentation theory (e.g., Walton, 2000, 
2001; van Eemeren, 2013; Zenker et al., 2024), critical discourse studies (e.g., 
Reisigl & Wodak, 2001; Reisigl, 2014), and critical policy studies (e.g., Fischer &  
Gottweis, 2013). Ethnographers of communication have, in contrast, aimed to 
better understand argumentation as part of the social and cultural organisation 
of a community (e.g., Fitch, 2003; Tracy, 2010; Reijven & Townsend, 2021; 
Shrikant, 2021; Townsend & Milburn, 2023).

Political life has two sides, both related to argumentation: (1) a struggle for 
power, such as competition between politicians/parties and protest against gov‑
ernment, as well as (2) cooperation, that is, resolving clashes of interest over 
rights and resources (Chilton, 2004). Methodologically, it is useful to think of 
argumentation in political discourse as part of communicative practices (Car‑
baugh, 2007; Craig, 1999) that manifest within and across certain political 
‘fields of action’ (following Bourdieu, 2005; Girnth, 1996; see also Reisigl, 
2008) or ‘speech situations’ (Hymes, 1974; Kiesling, 2012). Fields of action and 
speech situations can be thought of as social settings, characterised by certain 
logics, forces, and incentives, in which social actors and their social positions 
interact and serve particular functions. In this chapter, we take a closer look at 
three fields of action in the political domain, and explain how to analyse argu‑
ments within these social contexts by applying methodological insights from 
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two qualitative research traditions: critical discourse studies and the ethnogra‑
phy of communication.

• First, political campaigning as a field of action consists of political parties 
and politicians as main actors who compete for political office, with argu‑
mentative exchanges regarding the question of ‘who should (or should not) 
govern us’.

• Second, policy making involves elected and non-elected officeholders 
attempting to devise and implement common courses of action, with argu‑
ments concerning ‘how we should be governed’.

• Third, political protesting involves disaffected citizens, critics and politi‑
cal opponents of government office holders expressing (oppositional) dissent 
towards those in power, mostly presenting arguments regarding ‘how not to be 
governed’.

A key challenge for analysts of political discourse and argumentation is: how 
to identify argumentation that is fallacious (Reisigl, 2014), manipulative (van 
Dijk, 2006), or problematic for the discussion more generally? Fallacies may 
be formally seen as argumentative moves that violate the standards for critical 
discussion, such as the obligation to present arguments that are logically valid 
and relevant to the advanced standpoint (van Eemeren & Garssen, 2023). Dis‑
tinguishing between sound and fallacious argumentation is often complicated 
and depends on the social context (Snoeck Henkemans & Wagemans, 2015). 
For example, personal attacks (argumentation ad hominem) are generally 
regarded as fallacies but could be evaluated as reasonable in certain specific 
circumstances (Walton, 2000), as are arguments from authority (argumentum 
ad verecundiam) (Koszowy & Walton, 2019; Lewiński, 2022), and arguments 
from popularity (van Laar, 2023). Even attempts to silence an opponent can 
be justified in exceptional cases (Kienpointner, 2009). However, fallacies are 
clearly more harmful when these appear in persuasive discourses that pro‑
mote the exclusion, discrimination, suppression and exploitation of groups in 
society based on, for instance, race, ethnicity, or gender (Reisigl & Wodak, 
2001). More broadly, a variety of discursive strategies – including fallacious 
forms of argumentation – should be seen as illegitimate when used by domi‑
nant groups in society to reproduce their own power, exploit the vulnerabilities 
of particular audiences, and propagate social inequality (van Dijk, 2006). This 
means that critical analysts of argumentation in political discourse should look 
beyond logical consistency and adherence to ‘the rules of the game’ – they 
should also identify misrepresentations of social reality and evaluate argu‑
ments from a moral perspective (van Leeuwen, 2018).

Qualitative analysts of argumentation in political discourse should thus base 
their assessments on contextual knowledge about social life that is ‘external’ 
to the text or talk at hand (van Leeuwen, 2018; Carbaugh, 2007). Cultural 
norms and expectations within a community determine what people accept 
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as commonsensical starting points for argumentation (Fitch, 2003), what is 
seen as sayable or unsayable (Van Over et al., 2019), what kind of issues are 
regarded as debatable or undebatable (Fitch, 2003), and what kind of argu‑
ments are seen as reasonable or unreasonable (Reijven & Townsend, 2021). 
Accordingly, an assessment of the quality of the argumentation may be guided 
by the cultural norms structuring the discourse and the relevant social goals 
that arguers try to attain (Philipsen, 1992, 2024). How a particular piece of 
discourse is tied to its social context can be analysed in four stages (Carbaugh, 
2007, 2017):

1 Descriptive stage: clarify what has “happened as a practice of communica‑
tion” (Carbaugh, 2007, p. 171) by looking for key terms which define what is 
going on and how these terms relate to their sequential context.

2 Interpretative stage: explore “the significance and importance of that phe‑
nomenon to participants” (Carbaugh, 2007, p. 172) by looking at how the key 
terms defining the social context are interconnected with other presumptions 
held by the participants regarding who is participating, how they are related, 
what they are doing, how they (should) feel, and what kind of environment 
this speech situation constitutes.

3 Comparative stage: compare the communicative practice to a different one 
or the same practice in a different community to highlight which beliefs are 
unique to the community and which beliefs are central to the type of practice 
being investigated.

4 Critical stage: “evaluate the practice from some ethical juncture” (Carbaugh, 
2007, p. 173) based on the sense of what the participants see as going on and 
what should be going on. Such natural criticism (Carbaugh, 1989) raised by 
participants themselves helps to understanding the link between argumenta‑
tion and its social context.

To evaluate discourse beyond the interpretation of participants, analysts may dis‑
tinguish between four analytical ‘layers’ of context in which a particular instance 
of political argumentation as social practice is embedded (Wodak, 2021, 2024).

1 Analysts study the immediate co‑text to evaluate the text‑internal consistency 
and logical validity of the argument in question, focusing on what kind of 
premises and conclusions are presented and how the sequences of argumenta‑
tive moves play out between the participants.

2 Analysts explore the intertextual and interdiscursive relationships between 
utterances, texts, genres, and discourses to understand how the presented 
arguments refer to or are related to other texts and arguments, both in the past 
and the present. They assess the truth value of the evidence (data, ‘facts’) 
provided by the participants in support of their claims, and identify possible 
instances of misrepresentation of social reality by consulting other texts on 
the same issue or by carrying out ethnographic research to better understand 
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people’s real-life experiences related to the argument at hand (van Leeuwen, 
2018).

3 Analysts investigate the institutional and situational context, including factors 
such as formal rules and informal norms that govern the participants’ behav‑
iour, technological affordances and constraints on communication (e.g., how 
are their argumentative moves mediated), and the involvement of different 
audiences that, in various combinations, could shape the content, moves, and 
outcomes of argumentation. Analysts try to grasp the logics and forces involved 
in the particular field of action where the participants operate (e.g., pre-election 
campaigning or post-election policy making) and the motivations and interests 
that lead participants to defend certain positions in certain ways.

4 Analysts take into account the historical and socio‑political context by study‑
ing the histories of the topics and events at the centre of the debate as well as the 
sociological insights and theories that could be applied to explain these. Impor‑
tant variables to take into account here concern the culturally shared norms and 
traditions or antagonistic political interests in society, background knowledge 
about past behaviour of the individuals and organisations involved, the specif‑
ics of the political system at hand, and the relevant research findings about the 
causes and effects of inequality and oppression in society.

For a qualitative, socially grounded evaluation of argumentation in political 
discourse, analysts should move recursively between the analysed text(s) and 
the social knowledge about the communicative activity at play, seek to dis‑
cover links between discourse data and social context, and engage with insights 
from critical theory (see Reisigl & Wodak, 2015) and ethnographic theory 
(see Carbaugh, 2007). This involves going beyond linguistic micro-analysis 
to investigate related discourses, consulting literatures from multiple disci‑
plines, and conducting fieldwork to understand the dynamics and organisation 
of the field of action/speech situation and the broader historical and cultural 
context in which the analysed arguments have been expressed. A critical analy‑
sis of political argumentation can serve a broad emancipatory agenda when 
researchers aim to support deliberative democracy and self‑determination by 
uncovering and reducing human suffering and unjustifiable inequalities in 
society (Forchtner & Tominc, 2012).

2 Argumentation and political campaigning

Before elections, politicians engage in communicative activities to garner 
votes. Politicians appeal to people to support their candidacy via various medi‑
ated genres, such as election debates (e.g., Reijven, 2024a), interviews (e.g., 
Reijven, 2021), and political advertisements (e.g., Kjeldsen & Hess, 2021).

Political campaigning (and argumentative discourse in general, see Philipsen, 
2024) often entails a clash of contrasting conceptions about the social world 
held by different speech communities. A speech community is a group of people 



Political discourse and argumentation: qualitative approaches 185

who communicate based on the same presumptions and values, and therefore 
interpret communication similarly (Hymes, 1974). Discourse is interpreted dif‑
ferently when concepts have irreconcilable meanings (e.g., Boromisza-Habashi, 
2024) or when participants disagree on what counts as good speech (e.g., 
Philipsen, 1992, Ch. 3).

Politicians’ argumentation is often analysed through the lens of ‘strategic 
maneuvering’ (see van Eemeren, 2010, on this concept): while they try to present 
reasonable arguments, they also seek to persuade the audience more effectively 
by strategically choosing the line of argument and presentational style to adapt 
to audience preferences (Zarefsky, 2008; Kienpointner, 2013; Hansson, 2018a). 
Below, we provide two example analyses to illustrate how to interpret political 
candidates’ attempts at adapting their arguments to the presumed beliefs of par‑
ticular audiences in televised election debates and to the expectations related to 
the genre of political interviews on late-night talk shows.

2.1  Example analysis: presidential debate between Hillary  
Clinton and Donald Trump

In the 2016 U.S. presidential election debates, Democratic candidate Hillary 
Clinton and Republican candidate Donald Trump addressed their audiences dif‑
ferently via arguments that relied on opposing sets of presumptions and values 
(Reijven, 2024b). In the U.S., some speech communities place more value on 
their community, hierarchy, and in-group priority, whereas others cherish indi‑
viduality, authenticity and cooperation (Philipsen, 1992). The debate contribu‑
tions of Clinton and Trump were shaped by these values.

Hillary Clinton:  “Independent experts have looked at what I’ve proposed and 
looked at what Donald’s proposed, and basically they’ve said 
this, that if his tax plan, which would blow up the debt by over 
5 trillion dollars and would in some instances disadvantage 
middle-class families compared to the wealthy were to go into 
effect, we would lose three and a half million jobs and maybe 
have another recession.”

(The Commission on Presidential  
Debates, n.d.)

Donald Trump:  “Our jobs are fleeing the country. They’re going to Mexico, 
they’re going to many other countries, you look at what 
China is doing to our country in terms of making our product. 
They’re devaluing their currency and there’s nobody in our 
government to fight them, and we have a very good fight and 
we have a winning fight, because they’re using our country as 
a piggy bank to rebuild China.”

(The Commission on Presidential Debates, n.d.)
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In these excerpts, opposing ways of thinking appear when the candidates position 
themselves as a leader based on competing notions of leadership. In Clinton’s 
contribution, central terms are ‘independent experts’, ‘middle-class families’, 
and ‘wealthy’. Each is marked as important: experts are presented as valued 
authority, disadvantages to middle-class families as a problem, and wealthy peo‑
ple as not needing to be the primary beneficiaries of tax policies. Thereby, Clinton 
places value on equality and the expertise and accomplishments of individuals, 
and displays a cooperative leadership style. This contrasts with the contribution 
by Trump, who presents countries as key entities in politics and ‘fighting’ as its 
central practice. He argues that leaders ought to ensure the prosperity of their 
own community and that the current U.S. government is failing at that. Trump 
constructs an in-group versus out-group (‘us’ versus ‘them’) opposition and 
displays a combative style. Clinton appeals to individuality and collaboration, 
whereas Trump appeals to in-group favouritism and hierarchy (Reijven, 2024b). 
The different leadership conceptions reflected in the candidates’ arguments are 
tied to different understandings of how the world works, and are used as strategic 
maneuvers to connect with their key voters from a specific speech community 
with whom they presume to share a particular worldview.

2.2  Example analysis: navigating the different demands  
of politics and entertainment

When political candidates give interviews on late-night talk shows, they need 
to navigate the different demands of politics and entertainment that are shaped 
by different communicative expectations (Dori-Hacohen et al., 2024). How par‑
ticipants orient to this form of ‘politainment’ is essential to consider when ana‑
lysing and evaluating their discourse. In the following example, Andrew Yang,  
a contender for the Democratic nomination for U.S. president in 2020, appears 
on Jimmy Kimmel Live! for an interview on 26 November 2019, running by 
claiming he was an outsider to traditional politics.

Interviewer:  Now you’re not a pol- or at least you weren’t a politician. Now 
you kinda are a politician.

Andrew Yang: Don’t say that! Nah, I’m ok ((gestures and smiles))
Interviewer:  But you you’re in the world of politics, like if you were to do 

magic you would be a magician right?
Andrew Yang: Yea, that’s right, yea

(transcript from Dori-Hacohen, Grimshaw &  
Reijven, 2024, p. 30)

Another example comes from Donald Trump being interviewed on 15 September  
2016 at The Tonight Show Starring Jimmy Fallon when running for the U.S. 
presidency in 2016.

Interviewer: You say you don’t traditionally prepare for the debate.
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Donald Trump:  Well, I prepare, I mean I certainly prepare, we- I never debated 
before. The other eleven debates, I was in eleven debates, ehm 
you know, primary system, and I loved it. I I really liked doing 
it, but I never debated professionally or from a political stand‑
point before but I enjoyed that process, and I look forward to 
the next debate.

(transcript from Dori-Hacohen et al., 2024, p. 32)

These two examples represent two modes of political communication on 
late-night talk shows. Andrew Yang’s interview displays the entertainment for‑
mat: it is conversational with congenial tone and jokes, characteristic of celeb‑
rity interviews (Loeb, 2015). While they talk about being a politician, it is not 
fully embraced (‘kinda’ expresses ambiguity) and compared to doing ‘magic’, 
resulting in not discussing policy. Donald Trump’s example, however, resem‑
bles a journalistic interview (e.g., Clayman & Heritage, 2002). After a critical 
‘question’ (in the form of a potentially problematic quote of Trump himself), the 
candidate gets a long turn to defend his position and describe himself as a politi‑
cian. Yet, the critical questioning typical of journalistic interviews is not pur‑
sued further. The political dimension of these interviews never undermines the 
general ‘feelgood’ nature of this entertainment genre like as established in the 
interaction shown with Andrew Yang. In political interviews on late-night talk 
shows, participants give an impression of a democratic discourse while actually 
avoiding a meaningful debate over difficult issues (Dori-Hacohen et al., 2024; 
Molek-Kozakowska, 2013). From a participants’ perspective, the argumentation 
may seem good as it upholds the show’s aims of entertainment. Yet, a critical 
analyst may ask whether it undermines the democratic ideal of having a rational 
debate.

The main methodological takeaway from the example analyses above is that 
qualitative researchers of argumentation in political discourse should seek to 
understand, by studying the broader context of the communicative practice at 
hand, how political actors try to persuade audiences by appealing to presum‑
ably shared knowledge, beliefs, and values and by adapting their argumentative 
behaviour to the expectations related to the genre of communication. This kind 
of strategic maneuvers are commonplace not only in the field of electoral cam‑
paigning but may be observed also in the domains of policy making and political 
protest.

3 Argumentation and policy making

Public policies are official proposals, decisions and actions aimed at solving 
societal problems in various aspects of life (e.g., healthcare, education, econ‑
omy, security). Policies are constructed through language and are products of 
argumentation. Policy making is a discursive struggle over what may count as a 
‘problem’ and how to solve it (Stone, 2012). These struggles may unfold in the 
field of electoral campaigning (discussed in the previous section), but important 
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deliberation over policies occurs between elections in the specific institutional 
contexts of legislatures (bodies that pass laws, such as parliaments and con‑
gresses) and executive government (organisations that propose and enforce 
policies, such as presidential administrations, ministerial cabinets, and various 
ministries/departments), and in various online environments and public hearings 
(Lewiński & Mohammed, 2015; Durnova et al., 2016; Garssen, 2022; Moham‑
med, 2008; Robles, 2011). Modern definitions of democracy emphasise the 
importance of substantial and unhindered policy debates. The normative ideal is 
that policy making should involve deliberation where those subject to collective 
decisions have an opportunity to participate without fear of coercion, oppres‑
sion, or manipulation (Habermas, 1996; Dryzek, 2002).

Argumentation may be seen as serving primarily two functions in pol‑
icy debates: arguments are constructed to support (1) assertions about social 
reality, e.g., that a particular ‘problem’ exists in society, and (2) normative 
claims –  directives or demands – about what should or should not be done, 
e.g., that a particular ‘problem’ in society should be solved in a certain way. 
The former function concerns knowledge, that is, what the arguer claims to be 
either true or false, while the latter – known as practical reasoning – concerns 
morality, that is, what the arguer claims to be either normatively right or wrong 
(Reisigl, 2014). Practical arguments are presented by policymakers to justify 
their proposals for common courses of action (who should do/get what, when, 
and how?) and the action of government more broadly (why should action X be 
done?) (e.g., Garssen, 2017). Public debates over policy proposals deal with the 
presumable future effects of policies and thus necessarily involve a degree of 
uncertainty.

Public deliberation is inevitably probable because the future is invariably 
more and less than expected. The full worth of a policy is always yet to be 
seen. Argumentation offers a momentary pause in the flow of events, an 
opportunity to look down the present road as well as paths untaken. As delib‑
eration raises expectations that are feared or hoped for, public argument is a 
way to share in the construction of the future.

(Goodnight, 1982, p. 214)

Argumentation scholars have analysed debates over a variety of controversial 
policy proposals, ranging from public spending cuts and tax rises (Fairclough, 
2016), to the closing of coal-fired power plants (van Laar & Krabbe, 2019), and 
the suspension of international security agreements (Mohammed, 2016). How‑
ever, policy debates often focus on the assessment of the past actions of policy 
makers, too, because policy makers try to justify their new policies by present‑
ing the outcomes of their previous policies in a positive light (Andone, 2015). 
Therefore, policy discourse can be analysed in terms of how officeholders use 
various strategies of legitimation, that is, persuasive appeals meant to justify 
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some problematic social action (van Leeuwen, 2007). Discourse analysts have 
unpicked the ways in which officeholders have tried to defend, for instance, their 
policies of immigration control (van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999), international 
military interventions (Reyes, 2011), and leaving the European Union (Hans‑
son & Page, 2023; Brusenbauch Meislová, 2023) by appealing to, among other 
things, personal authority, rules, role models, experts, tradition, moral values, 
fear, goals and effects, a hypothetical future, altruism, ‘the will of the people’, 
and time pressure.

There are multiple approaches to doing qualitative analysis of policy argu‑
ments, but usually a useful initial step is to make explicit the constitutive ele‑
ments of argumentation to understand its structure (Reisigl, 2014; see also Dunn, 
1981). An often-used analytical tool for this is Toulmin’s (2003) functional 
model that draws attention to three basic elements: (1) claim – the statement that 
has to be defended, (2) data – evidence presented to prove the claim, and (3) 
warrant – a (hypothetical and often unexpressed) conclusion rule that leads from 
the data to the claim. The formal structures of arguments can be reconstructed 
and expressed as syllogisms. For instance, an argument from authority may have 
the following structure: “If authority X says that action A must be carried out, 
then action A must be carried out (warrant). X says that action A must be carried 
out (data). Therefore, action A must be carried out (claim).”

Beyond formal analysis, some scholars of political argumentation are inter‑
ested in identifying content-specific warrants (also known as ‘content-related 
topoi’) that are used in particular fields of action in relation to particular top‑
ics, and which may function as quasi-argumentative shortcuts as their persua‑
siveness relies less on evidence and more on the presumably shared prejudices 
or feelings (e.g, fear, pride) among the audiences (see Reisigl & Wodak, 2001, 
pp. 74–80; Reisigl, 2014, pp. 77–79; Wodak, 2015). For instance, Wodak 
(2024) has documented how Austrian far-right politicians use appeals to 
‘normality’ and ‘common sense’ to justify discriminatory policies that harm 
minorities. These politicians suggest, without providing any evidence, that 
their policies should be adopted because these conform with socially accepted 
standards and would be endorsed by most people in the country. In a similar 
vein, after the 2016 referendum on the United Kingdom’s membership of the 
European Union, the British government tried to defend its particular hardline 
Brexit policy positions by appealing to ‘the will of the people’, disregard‑
ing that there was actually no evidence that the voters would have endorsed 
the government’s version of Brexit (Hansson, 2019; Hansson & Page, 2023). 
Politicians are also known to frame certain issues as threats to the nation 
(appealing to fear) and trying to legitimise their policy responses by present‑
ing arguments that rely on the conclusion rule that may called the ‘topos of 
government as a protector’ (Hansson, 2018a): a supposedly commonsensical 
understanding that the government has the duty to protect people against vari‑
ous hazards and crises.



190 Qualitative Research Methods in Argumentation Studies

4 Argumentation and protesting

An essential prerequisite for ‘doing democracy’ is citizens’ freedom to publicly 
express dissent (Bengtsson & Villadsen, 2024). People may experience loss due 
to bad policies and try to pressure policy makers to pay attention to their griev‑
ances, or regard particular officeholders as immoral and try to make them resign. 
Citizens can bring about policy change not only via voting at elections but also 
by expressing frustration and worry, by blaming those in power, and demanding 
change. Dissent may be expressed in different institutional contexts, including 
in-person meetings with officeholders such as public hearings and town meet‑
ings (Tracy, 2010), conference speeches (Augé, 2023), and various mediated 
forms, such as public letters (Katriel, 2020), newspaper columns (Omar, 2019), 
campaign posters (Tseronis et al., 2024), and social media posts (Hansson et al., 
2022; Greco & De Cock, this volume).

Protest against the (in)action of powerful actors is often central to the public 
communication of social movements and non-governmental organisations that 
fight for causes like environmental protection or human rights. Public rhetorical 
attacks against the government and its policies are also carried out by the politi‑
cal opposition, that is, the politicians and parties who do not control legislative 
nor executive bodies of government. Individual protesters, pressure groups, and 
opposition politicians all try to convince the public of the unacceptability of the 
current ways of governing and, accordingly, the need for change in leadership 
and/or policy.

The language of protest essentially involves pointed criticism: blaming. 
 Discourse-analytical exploration of the distinctive strategies of blaming (Hans‑
son et al., 2022) suggests that critics of the government use particular kinds of 
evaluative language – moral judgements of the veracity, propriety, capacity, or 
tenacity of government actors – that are focused either on the actor’s character 
(e.g., ‘you are incompetent’), behaviour (e.g., ‘you are lying’), or the outcome of 
their (in)action (e.g., ‘this is a failure’). When blaming focuses on the undesir‑
able outcome of a policy, protesters generally use an ‘argument from negative 
consequences’ (van Poppel, 2012; Tseronis et al., 2024): “If action X leads to a 
negative result Y, it should not be carried out. Action X leads to Y. Therefore, 
action X should not be carried out.” The premise that a particular policy leads to 
a negative result may require further support, so protesters usually try to illustrate 
the severity of the potential outcome for the target audience and choose to use 
expressive devices (lexis, metaphors) that emphasise the negative consequences.

While direct attacks on character (argumentum ad hominem) may be problem‑
atic when used to silence an opponent and avoid reasonable debate, questioning 
the veracity and expertise of an opponent may be seen as reasonable moves 
(Walton, 2000; Garssen, 2009). Yet, protesters or the opposition may not aim to 
resolve a difference in opinion but rather to present officeholders in a negative 
light and force them to resign. This may be classified as eristic dialogue, that is,
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a combative kind of verbal exchange in which two parties are allowed to 
bring out their strongest arguments to attack the opponent by any means, 
and have a kind of protracted verbal battle to see which side can triumph and 
defeat or even humiliate the other side.

(Walton, 1998, p. 181)

Experimental research suggests that while character-focused blaming is often per‑
ceived as the harshest form of criticism, people are more likely to share (repost) 
via social media expressions of blame that provide some evidence of a negative 
outcome caused by the target of blame (Hansson et al., 2024). Beyond blaming, 
activist groups may try to negotiate with the government to achieve policy change 
and, in the process, exert pressure on officeholders by using various threats (argu‑
mentum ad baculum) or even bribery or blackmail (van Laar & Krabbe, 2019).

When officeholders face public accusations or experience the risk of being 
blamed, they engage in blame avoidance behaviour that includes presenting 
arguments to defend oneself and hold on to power (Andone, 2013; Hansson, 
2015a; Demir, 2016). The resulting argumentative battles between government 
actors and their critics may be conceptualised and analysed as political blame 
games (Hansson, 2018a, 2025; Hansson & Page, 2024).

4.1  Example analysis: opposition – government blame  
game over Brexit deal

After the divisive 2016 Brexit referendum in the United Kingdom resulted in 
a 51.9 percent majority vote for leaving the European Union, the Conserva‑
tive government negotiated a withdrawal agreement with the EU. The agree‑
ment provided for a transition period between 31 January and 31 December 
2020, during which time the UK remained in the European single market to 
ensure frictionless trade until a long-term trade deal would be agreed. However, 
by December 2020 the negotiations for the trade deal had reached a deadlock. 
During a parliamentary debate, the then Leader of the Opposition Keir Starmer 
blamed Prime Minister Boris Johnson as follows:

Twelve months ago, he told the British people that he had an “oven-ready 
deal”. He did not say he had half a deal or that the next stage would be very, 
very difficult. In fact, he faced the British people and told them, before the 
election, that the chances of no deal were “absolutely zero”. /…/ So a year 
on, why should anyone who trusted the Prime Minister when he said he had 
a deal /…/ believe a word he says now?

(Starmer, 2020)

Starmer cites Johnson’s words as evidence to demonstrate that Johnson had made 
claims during the election campaign that turned out to be false: Johnson’s campaign 
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catch-phrase ‘oven-ready deal’ suggested that reaching a deal with the EU would 
be easy, and he claimed the UK would not leave the EU without a deal. Starmer 
suggests that Johnson only talked about the Withdrawal Agreement and failed to 
explain that this constituted merely the first stage of leaving the EU, and that the sec‑
ond stage – the transition period and negotiations over trading relationship – would 
follow, possibly ending without a free trade deal. The final sentence is a blame- 
implicating question: Starmer suggests that, based on the evidence provided, John‑
son’s claims concerning the trade deal should not be believed and Johnson deserves 
blame for being untrustworthy. The focus of blaming is on the moral character of 
the leader of the ruling party, not on the content or possible effects of their policy.

Prime Minister Boris Johnson responded with the following counter-attack:

I think it is a bit much of the Leader of the Opposition to criticise the Govern‑
ment for failure to come up with a policy on Brexit and to attack the putative 
consequences of coming out on Australian terms when he cannot even say 
whether he would vote for that deal—yes or no. If he cannot say whether he 
would vote for our deal—yes or no—he simply cannot attack the Govern‑
ment’s policy. Until he is able to come up with a position of his own, wrap a 
towel round his head and decide what he actually thinks, I find it very difficult 
to take his criticisms seriously.

(Johnson, 2020)

Johnson’s conclusion rule in this argument could be restated as: “the govern‑
ment does not deserve blame if the blame maker is not credible” or “the govern‑
ment deserves blame only if the one who blames the government is credible.” 
As evidence of Starmer’s lack of credibility as a blame maker, Johnson refers to 
Starmer’s (alleged) inability to take a firm stance on the question whether to vote 
for or against a deal that would end free trade between the UK and the EU. The 
phrase ‘wrap a towel round his head’ is an idiom used to suggest that a person 
in question must think very hard about something, so in this context Johnson 
applies this to cast Starmer and his criticism as imprudent. Johnson also uses 
the euphemistic phrase ‘coming out on Australian terms’ to refer to the no-deal 
scenario (Australia has no free-trade deal with the EU), thereby possibly trying to 
background the idea that not reaching a free trade deal should be seen as a failure.

The main methodological takeaway from this example analysis is that qualita‑
tive researchers of political argumentation should pay close attention to discur‑
sive struggles over blameworthiness in political life, and explore how blame is 
placed to particular actors by using evaluative language that focuses either on 
their character, behaviour, or the outcomes of their actions.

5 Conclusion

Methodologically, the analysis and evaluation of political argumentation should 
include a careful consideration of its social context. Argumentation always 
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appears as a part of a culturally shaped communicative practice embedded in a 
system of values and expectations. The commonly accepted beliefs, the bounda‑
ries of the sayable, conceptions of reasonableness and the purpose of the activ‑
ity at hand should be specified to understand why people are arguing and how 
they believe it ought to happen. However, argumentative discourse can also be 
socially disruptive and manipulative and undermine ideals like freedom and 
equality. Moral evaluation of discourse (i.e., determining whether it is used by 
dominant groups in society to exploit the vulnerabilities of particular audiences 
and propagate social inequality) is essential to articulate the broader social con‑
sequences of fallacious and potentially harmful argumentation.

The different ways in which strategic maneuvering occurs in various (medi‑
ated) contexts deserves much more detailed research. Future research should 
investigate how argumentation plays out in simultaneous discussions and 
inter‑issue maneuvering where multiple political issues are at stake (Moham‑
med, 2019). An ethnographic analysis is needed to understand complex public 
debates within their cultural and social context and from the perspective of the 
participants. And a critical approach is required to identify instances of manipu‑
lation, discrimination, and abuses of power. Manipulative argumentation may 
involve, for instance, ‘calculated overcommunication’: the strategic production 
of irrelevant and overly repetitive text and talk with an aim of distracting and 
exhausting the opponents and audiences (Hansson, 2015b).

Another phenomenon that deserves more research is multimodal argumenta‑
tion in politics (Hansson, 2018b; Kjeldsen & Hess, 2021; Tseronis et al., 2024). 
Political actors may use symbolic resources beyond verbal language, such as 
visuals, sounds, gestures, and settings, the meanings of which rely on culturally 
shared beliefs and values, and which can be exploited to manipulate audiences 
by provoking strong emotions, such as fear or pride.

Finally, it is important to keep in mind that argumentation in the political domain 
is being studied also quantitatively by using corpus linguistics tools (e.g., Deg‑
ano, 2016; Macagno, 2022; Hansson & Page, 2022) and experimentally by test‑
ing hypotheses about its effects (e.g., Schumann et al., 2019) to identify patterns in 
human argumentative behaviour. The insights from these studies could inform more 
detailed qualitative studies, but qualitative research is also a useful source for new 
research questions for future quantitative enquiry. A deeper knowledge about the 
social context of argumentation allows to formulate predictions about argumentative 
behaviour and offer explanations for the potential effects of manipulative arguments.
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12	 The ethics of qualitative 
research in argumentation

Corina Andone

1	 Introduction

Discussions about ethics in all scientific fields are nowadays more common than 
ever before. Until recently, mainly medical sciences, psychology, and the social 
sciences were preoccupied with ethical matters. Encouraged also by institutional 
requirements to explain our ethical choices, we now witness a time in which 
calls for open science, accountability regarding our methodological choices and 
data, from its collection to its management, require us to ponder on ethical issues 
in all fields (see McKinley & Rose, 2019).

Argumentation studies, an area within the humanities in essence concerned 
with analyzing and evaluating the way in which language is communicated 
both publicly and in the private sphere, is also affected by these discussions. 
Other language‑oriented disciplines, such as linguistics and discourse studies, 
pay increasing attention to ethical matters as evidenced by the growing number 
of events and publications dedicated to this area. For example, a recent issue of 
the journal Linguistics, edited by Terkourafi (2025) is fully dedicated to ethi‑
cal issues. It explains very convincingly not only why ethical concerns in the 
language sciences are more needed than ever before (Terkourafi, 2025), but it 
also treats in great detail issues of digital data (Dalmaijer et al., 2025), ethical 
theoretical research (Chandra et al., 2025), going as far as being concerned with 
ethical training (Dobrin, 2025) and ethical budgets for research (Sarvasy, 2025).

The argumentation community has so far not been explicitly preoccupied with 
providing an account, let alone a detailed explanation, of these aspects. As things 
stand in this area, there is neither a clear‑cut agreement as to which ethical con‑
cerns we should be dealing with in our research, nor as to how we should take 
into account certain ethical constraints. As will be shown in this chapter, this sit‑
uation results not only in arbitrariness by the various researchers who make their 
own personal choices, but it can easily put us at a disadvantage as compared to 
other areas of study in which ethical concerns enjoy a certain, even if prone to 
change, degree of standardization and explicit peer agreement.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003502296-12
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This chapter will not be able to deal with all the ethical issues that our field 
of study encounters. Instead, it will bring into discussion a number of salient 
concerns and problems that we need to consider from an ethical perspective. 
The main purpose that can be achieved within the boundaries of this chapter is 
to explain and thus raise awareness within the argumentation community about 
the different approaches currently taken as concerns ethics, how we can place 
these approaches within the larger discussion on ethics in the humanities, and 
potentially suggest some recommendations embodying ethical principles that 
could guide our field. In fact, it would be an undesirable ideal to establish a 
rigid code to address all argumentation-specific ethical aspects given the fast 
evolution of ethics in general. Instead, I will point at some ethical problems 
that can be observed in the current publications (Section 2) and lay out which 
aspects the scope of ethics in our field should cover (Section 3). In discussing 
some concrete examples, this chapter also raises a number of ethical dilemmas 
that can serve us as a scholarly community and potentially support new scholars 
in the field.

2 Some ethical problems in argumentation studies

The field of argumentation theory has seen a remarkable focus in the last decades 
towards the predominantly empirical study of the way in which people argue 
(see for a detailed outline van Eemeren et al., 2014 and for one representative 
case in point see van Eemeren et al., 2015). Scholars in this area commonly 
examine monological and dialogical written and/or oral argumentative texts 
and multimodal aspects thereof, as well as more rarely, data elicited through 
interviews, focus groups, online surveys, and data scrapping. For this purpose, 
scholars employ various qualitative research methods that enable them to draw 
conclusions regarding the analysis, evaluation, and ultimately, the improvement 
of argumentation in various contexts, such as politics, law, science, education, 
policymaking, and health. The explosion of qualitative empirical research in 
such contexts, nowadays by far dominant in the field as visible from the large 
number of such publications, is the natural result of an expansion not so much 
in the topics dealt with, as in the methods employed for research. In an era of 
big data and more data available publicly than ever before (see alsoMcKinley, 
2020), the field witnesses a complex and at the same time dynamic development 
in terms of new research designs, new data collection techniques, and new tools 
for data analysis and interpretation.

Such an evolution should naturally bring with it a preoccupation for the ethi‑
cal aspects, since all the mentioned aspects bring with them challenges in this 
respect. Yet in argumentation studies the notable evolution of the field has so 
far not been matched by equally great concerns for the ethics of the reported 
research, let alone reporting on them. A quick scan of the publications in special‑
ized journals that employ qualitative research methods, combined also with my 
own insights as a regular reviewer of manuscripts and research proposals, brings 
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to light a picture that reveals at least four issues with regard to ethics that are 
particularly striking within argumentation studies.

2.1 No mention of ethical issues

First, much research is based on data that is available on social media, either 
through a simple online search (such as data from twitter/x and bluesky) or 
accessible through a personal account (such as Instagram and Facebook). This 
situation, conveniently labelled by the authors as involving ‘publicly available 
data,’ leads many scholars to leave aside any mention of ethical issues. This 
observation highlights a situation that seems to be characteristic of studies of 
discourse in general. Stommel and de Rijk (2021, p. 281), for example, based 
on a relatively elaborate research on the ethical issues within discourse studies, 
point out that 85 out of 132 investigated articles included no reference whatso‑
ever to ethical issues.

The easy access to social media data, however, does not and should not auto‑
matically imply that the data is usable for research, let alone be a reason to 
ignore ethical concerns altogether. In the first place, data has not been produced 
for research purposes (European Commission, 2021, p. 10). Moreover, by exam‑
ining such personal aspects as people’s views and arguments as we do within 
argumentation studies, issues of informed consent, anonymization of partici‑
pants and sensitivity to dissemination of findings which may have unintended 
consequences, to name just a few aspects, should all be properly accounted for 
in the research. Social media data involves millions of short messages written by 
individuals who could be directly or indirectly affected by research in a way that 
we as researchers cannot easily appreciate (European Commission, 2021, p. 10).

Longer than a decade ago, Markham and Buchanan (2012, p. 7), reporting on 
the research carried out by the Association of Internet Researchers, presented 
considerable evidence that even ‘anonymized’ data sets, such as those resulting 
from large social media data, may make individuals identifiable if they contain 
enough personal information (such as age, gender, profession, etc.), thus poten‑
tially producing harm. In our field, direct quoting of one’s words is standard 
practice, and while it may seem harmless now, it may turn out to be harmful 
over several years. While people operate in the public space, they still have 
expectations of privacy, especially when they argue about sensitive topics, such 
as their political views (Serafis et al., 2024), health issues (Bigi et al., 2019), 
legal aspects (Giner, 2023), personal issues (Landowska et al., 2024), etc. While 
people know that the substance of their communication is public, they do not 
expect third parties to interpret and use that communication to draw conclu‑
sions that may expose them to potential harm (see Markham & Buchanan, 2012, 
p. 6). This applies also in those cases in which people’s names are known from 
the media, as in Ladd and Goodwin (2022), who aim to demonstrate the power 
of argument analysis for investigating radicalization appeals. For this purpose, 
they offer a detailed case study analysis of a talk by Yemeni-American al-Qaeda 
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leader Anwar al‑Awlaki from which they quote and which they assess in terms 
of argument soundness. It also applies in those cases in which the topics may not 
seem controversial at first sight, but may turn out to be so at some point, such as 
fashion, food or energy, to name just a few (Greco et al., 2023).

2.2 Only institutional requirements are invoked

Second, meeting institutional ethical requirements is mentioned as sufficient, 
with no further explanation about the pertinent ethical aspects applicable to the 
research in case. However, fulfilling ethical procedural and formal requirements, 
either of the research institutes or of the journals and publishers, is only a neces‑
sary requirement, but not always sufficient for satisfying all ethical concerns. 
Think, for instance, of research involving the transcription of vulnerable par‑
ticipant’s words even in those cases in which they or their representatives gave 
their consent. Greco et al. (2018), as one case in point, reconstructed children’s 
inferences in adult-child dialogical conversations in family interactions (audio 
recordings) and during kindergarten activities (audio and video recordings). In 
both contexts, institutional ethical requirements have been fulfilled and consent 
has been obtained from parents for the researchers to be present, to interact with 
the children and to report on that data. Yet, as the researchers’ objective was to 
explain misunderstandings that might arise during adult-children interactions, 
a dilemma arises here as to whether reporting on such sensitive information 
may not raise additional ethical issues, such as creating a certain image of those 
families.

Ethical institutional rules raise no more than legal and administrative issues 
about such aspects as data collection, data transcription, data management and 
sometimes though not always, data sharing, with data being used here to include 
both the textual and/or verbal data, as well as data provided by participants (see 
also De Costa Lee et al., 2019). But research in the field raises ethical con‑
cerns that, just like any study concerned with language, “extend well beyond 
regulatory matters, encompassing the professional, the social and the scientific” 
(D’Arcy & Bender, 2023, p. 54). Moral issues may arise here as to whether we 
can just report about vulnerable populations even if strictly following procedural 
guidelines.

2.3	 Guidelines	from	other	fields	are	exclusively	applied

Third, unlike other more specialized fields of research, many authors pub‑
lishing on argumentation are not necessarily argumentation scholars, but 
are many times originally trained in adjacent and/or complementary areas of 
study, such as discourse studies, linguistics, ethnomethodology, rhetoric, com‑
munication. Inevitably, these authors follow the more or less conventionalized 
guidelines of the fields they come from. Obviously, many of these guidelines 
are applicable directly given the closeness of these fields and especially as  
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concerns those rules that apply to any research area, such as informed consent, 
privacy, etc. Yet the scientific investigation of argumentation as it occurs in prac‑
tice, just like linguistic studies in general, “cannot be understood in isolation of 
its sociopolitical and sociocultural context” (D’Arcy & Bender, 2023, p. 50), 
generally left aside especially in more technical areas such as computational 
argumentation. This brings with it additional ethical responsibilities and choices 
that require an appropriate explanation, as in those cases in which moral choices 
need to be made.

2.4	 Sensitive	topics	are	not	qualified	as	such

Finally and closely related to the above points, sensitive topics are hardly ever 
mentioned and dealt with. The standpoints and arguments advanced by people 
in, for example, Facebook interactions about personal problems (Cionea et al., 
2017), forum discussions on political issues (Lewiński, 2010), discussions 
about cancer (Akkermans et al., 2018), political opinions in the media (e.g., 
Andone, 2013), twitter/x/bluesky interactions about activism (Greco, 2022), 
adult- children interactions (Greco et al., 2023), to give just a few examples, are 
oftentimes directly quoted, analyzed in terms of their strength, strategic value, 
and rationality and reasonableness, with little or sometimes no concern for the 
delicate subjects and exposure to potential harm when data is shared with new 
audiences and interpreted from an argumentative perspective. Even when such 
data cannot be traced back to one individual, taken together these interactions 
could possibly lead to stigmatization of a certain group, indirect discrimination, 
marginalization, and the like (see European Commission, 2021, p. 10). Scientific 
publications analyzing and evaluating such discussions should at least provide an 
explanation of how risks are considered in the research and possibly mitigated in 
reporting on such research. This is all the more important within argumentation 
studies in which typically language is analyzed in great detail, remarks are made 
about its potential to convince, and conclusions are drawn about the soundness 
of the advanced positions and arguments.

As a case in point, Serafis et al. (2024) study what they call ‘populist argumen‑
tation’ in order to provide a framework for the analysis of inferences implicitly 
emerging from multimodal political artifacts. Their focus is on the contribution 
of visual discourse to the process of inference-making in interrelation with ver‑
bal discourse. For this purpose, they selected three Facebook posts (two images 
and a video) after ‘having followed the right-wing parties’ and their members’ 
and leaders’ online interactions’ over a period of two months in 2022. They made 
a purposive selection of certain cases, but they “regard the cases [they] discuss 
as exploratory and illustrative of the parties’ positions that took shape on their 
social media at the time” (Serafis et al., 2024, p. 242). In all cases, the posts are 
published in the article, the images, including the people in them, are all visible. 
Moreover, there is a reference in a footnote that in the meantime those posts have 
been removed from the private portals. Undoubtedly, as naturally occurring data, 
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such interactions are particularly valuable for argumentation scholars to under‑
stand political language use as it occurs in practice and potentially ultimately to 
improve such practices (see also Dalmaijer et al., 2025, p. 411). But the use of 
private data is perhaps the more so a reason to address ethical issues, especially 
if we consider the high risk due to the easy traceability to individuals (see also 
Page et al., 2022). Aspects regarding informed consent, harm to individuals, per‑
sonal information and even legal aspects regarding privacy, arise in such cases 
requiring ethical choices being made and properly implemented (see for choices 
regarding such aspects arising in medical discussions via a medical app Dalmai‑
jer et al., 2025).

3 The scope of ethics in argumentation studies

The four ethical issues identified in the previous section raise an important ques‑
tion: which ethical aspects should be dealt with by publications and research in 
the area of argumentation studies? To answer this question regarding the scope 
of ethics in our field, it might be useful to emphasize some fundamental ethical 
aspects applying to research in the humanities more in general.

In its most basic understanding, ethics reflects “the fundamental rights of 
human dignity, autonomy, protection, safety, maximization of benefits and mini‑
mization of harms, or, in the most recent accepted phrasing, respect for persons, 
justice, and beneficence” (Markham & Buchanan, 2012, p. 4). This general defi‑
nition captures aspects of ethics aimed mainly at protecting people, including 
those cases in which the words and actions of people are studied, as is typical 
of argumentation studies. After all, protecting individuals is the cornerstone of 
ethical conduct and decision-making in the research process. Bearing in mind 
that ethics is “a contextualized process of decision-making at all critical junc‑
tures of […] research” (Spilioti & Tagg, 2017, p. 166), it refers to good conduct 
and the grounds for making judgments about what good conduct is. Thus, ethics 
involves interrelated aspects of research design, participants, and interpretation 
of data.

In essence, the ethical aspects pertain first and foremost to the methodological 
norms followed to answer the research question and to deal with the data and the 
data itself, such as factuality, accuracy, transparency, and accountability. These 
norms dictate that scientific methods must be used in a responsible and ethical 
manner. As things currently stand in our field, methodological aspects are not an 
easy endeavor, if only because qualitative research cannot be described in terms 
of a fixed methodology (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). Yet, as an illustration, there 
are big differences between dialectical and rhetorical approaches, each one of 
which is characterized by its own very specific conventions that need to be made 
transparent. What is more, such approaches can also be combined. Yet, rather 
than leaving it to the reader to ‘reconstruct’ the methods, we should be more 
explicit about what an ‘argumentative analysis/evaluation’ actually amounts 
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to, which perspective is taken, which tradition is followed and which tools are 
being applied to the study of argumentative texts. This is all the more important 
if we take into account the exploratory, descriptive and interpretative goals of 
qualitative research in argumentation studies, which hardly speak for themselves 
and can be interpreted very differently. Generally, our main objectives in the 
field are to discover various aspects during the process of research (e.g., which 
arguments should doctors justify in the context of terminally ill patients?), to 
describe these aspects (e.g., what are the main characteristics of doctor-patient 
interactions from an argumentative perspective?) and assess them (e.g., are spe‑
cific argument types employed in doctor-patient interactions fallacious?). This is 
quite different from quantitative research which isolates and defines categories 
in advance, such as argument types/fallacies/standpoints, and attempts to deter‑
mine precisely the relationships among them. While less clear-cut, qualitative 
research in argumentation studies does operate based on a number of scientific 
principles, which can be applied correctly and thus generate reliable research 
results. There is quite a lot of agreement as to what constitutes good qualitative 
research in the field and its core principles regarding reliability of methods, data 
and results, rigorous data analysis, correct interpretation, and useful conclusions.

Data in argumentation studies consists of a constructed or already existent 
corpus (including texts and/or images), may be derived from interviews and 
focus groups, or it may be constituted by particular case studies. Each such data 
type has its own challenges and requires different ethical explanations. While 
in all cases the way in which data has been collected is to be explained, other 
aspects need to be considered, as well. Unlike in sociolinguistics or pragmatics, 
for example (see Locher & Bolander, 2019), in argumentation studies we gener‑
ally extract data from a corpus rather than examine in detail the whole corpus. 
This is not problematic in itself, but becomes problematic to the extent to which 
researchers ignore to explain this, ultimately affecting data reliability and valid‑
ity. This is all the more so as generalizations are oftentimes drawn suggesting 
that the conclusions are applicable to the whole corpus, when in fact the corpus 
only serves as a source from which data is extracted, rather than as the object of 
study itself.

Likewise, interview and focus group data involve issues of external validity, 
which may be threatened due to the inevitable interaction between the researcher 
and the participants (see Rolland et al., 2019; Atkins et al., 2025). Rarely do 
argumentation studies explain how such validity has been ensured or at least 
mitigating factors minimized, let alone how participants were selected, whether 
they gave their informed consent or whether voluntary participation was the 
case. And while participants will be aware of their participation in a research 
study by agreeing to be interviewed based on a clear account of how their data 
will be used (so-called informed consent), they are likely not to understand 
really how the data they generate will be used and interpreted by the argumenta‑
tion analyst. This is not necessarily harmful (see the discussion on deception in 
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discourse analysis in Hammersley, 2014; Taylor & Smith, 2014), but it needs 
to be explained what kind of questions participants were asked and how they 
were introduced to the research. Only in this way can we properly assess the 
reliability and robustness of the reported research results. Moreover, providing 
informed consent is one ethical aspect that should be mentioned, but explaining 
how and under which circumstances participants can withdraw their consent is 
also pertinent (see Hurd, 1996). This is especially relevant in our area of studies 
in which people share personal standpoints and arguments about various mat‑
ters regarding their perception of how for example, medical practitioners com‑
municate with parents of sick children, judges communicate their decisions and 
parents communicate with children at home.

Case studies in argumentation studies also bring with them their own ethical 
challenges. More than any other data, we employ them when our research ques‑
tions seek to explain some circumstances (how and why something works the 
way it does) and when an extensive description of an argumentative phenom‑
enon is in focus (e.g., how analogies are employed to justify a new policy). We 
employ case studies for analytic generalization purposes (Yin, 2014) by using a 
previously developed theory as a template with which to compare the empirical 
results of the case study. The ethics of case study research (Yin, 2014) requires 
that for internal validity purposes we need to address rival explanations, for 
construct validity purposes we need to establish a chain of evidence, for external 
validity purposes we need to use a theory, and for reliability purposes we need 
to make procedures clear. What is most noticeable in the field is a tendency to 
interpret our cases as representative or typical, when in fact many times they 
might be unique. We tend to start from a certain argumentative phenomenon 
(e.g., arguments from authority, hate speech, dissociation) and only afterwards 
find case studies in which they are employed, just far too quickly to draw the 
conclusion that they always occur in that context and that the persuasiveness or 
lack thereof in a certain text (e.g., a political speech) is due to that argumentative 
phenomenon. Actually, there is nothing wrong and it would be even ethically 
correct to indicate that a case study enables documenting a new or emerging 
phenomenon or trying to investigate something for the first time. Instead, a con‑
firmation bias seems to be at issue and tends to make us confirm our (originally 
intuitive) conception that the phenomenon occurs with some regularity and we 
only look for evidence that re-confirms our views and makes us overlook discon‑
firming evidence (see Kunda, 1999).

4 Conclusion

Argumentation scholars commonly face challenging ethical problems. Although 
such problems concern every step of the research process and have become more 
entrenched in institutional rules than ever before, ethical choices are becoming 
more and more intricate and fuzzy at the same time. Research in our field is 
nowadays particularly dynamic and progressing towards new research methodo‑
logical standards and new tools data collection and analysis. Ethically sensitive 
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decisions are not always easy to make and some questions require balancing 
between moral decisions and conflicting ethical principles, as well as constant 
communication with peers. Ethical choices are not always or maybe not at all a 
matter of black and white. On the contrary, this chapter hopefully provides a set 
of helpful observations and guidelines emphasizing the vital importance of con‑
text and case-by-case considerations when engaging in ethical decision-making 
(see Gorup, 2019). Working towards shared ethical standards involves first and 
foremost awareness of the constraints faced and the practices adopted by argu‑
mentation scholars of various convictions and disciplinary traditions.

This chapter highlighted some of the most obvious concerns we currently face 
and aims to encourage argumentation scholars to engage in continuous reflection 
on ethical aspects. The ethical rules and norms, whether moral or institutional‑
ized, are constantly changing and new ones are emerging. Ethics is a process 
rather than something that can or should be ticked off at some early stage during 
one’s research. Living up to trustworthy ethical standards has important implica‑
tions for our research data and participants, our research community and society, 
and also for how argumentation studies are perceived and judged within the 
humanities.
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