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Introduction

Doing empirical qualitative research in
argumentation

Corina Andone, Marianne Doury, Sara Greco,
Kati Hannken-Illjes, and Menno H. Reijven

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.
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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
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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
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Brauw from Routledge for appreciating the value of our project and supporting
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