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6 
THE PRAGMA-DIALECTICAL 

APPROACH TO 
ARGUMENTATION 

Frans van Eemeren and Bart Garssen 

6.1 Efectiveness through Reasonableness 

When people use argumentation to convince others of their standpoint, they presume that 
their audience does not yet share this standpoint and make an appeal to reasonableness to 
resolve the diference between them. Characteristically, instead of trying to persuade the audi-
ence by putting pressure on them, parading their own qualities, or exploiting the audience’s 
emotions through fattery or emotional appeals, they give reasons for accepting the stand-
point. The point of departure of our approach, therefore, is that argumentation is aimed at 
achieving efectiveness through reasonableness. 

The distinctive features of our approach are that it is “pragmatic” and “dialectical.” It is 
pragmatic because argumentation is put in the perspective of contextualized human interac-
tion: All argumentative moves made in trying to resolve a diference of opinion are treated 
as communicative acts of the parties in an argumentative speech event that are discussing the 
diference. Viewed from this perspective, every argumentative move involves the performance 
of a communicative act aimed at achieving as its interactional efect the other party’s accept-
ance. Our approach is dialectical because it puts argumentation in the perspective of a critical 
discussion aimed at testing the tenability of the standpoint(s) at issue: All communicative acts 
performed in the resolution process are treated as argumentative moves to be subjected to 
systematic criticism. Viewed from this perspective, only if in the argumentative process none 
of the standards of reasonableness applying to a critical discussion has been violated, a difer-
ence is resolved on the merits of the argumentative moves that are made. It is the methodical 
integration of these two perspectives that makes our approach pragma-dialectical (van Eeme-
ren 2018: 15–16). In this chapter, we explain what this approach involves for the analysis and 
evaluation of argumentative discourse. 

6.2 Conducting a Critical Discussion and the Need for Strategic Maneuvering 

More often than not, in actual argumentative practices, indispensable argumentative moves 
are partially left out, realized implicitly, conveyed indirectly, or presented in a fuzzy way. 
To achieve a fair and adequate analysis and evaluation, the argumentative discourse, there-
fore, needs to be methodically reconstructed with the help of appropriate analytical tools. To 
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facilitate the analysis and evaluation, we developed in pragma-dialectics a model of a critical 
discussion optimally attuned to resolving a diference of opinion on the merits (van Eemeren 
& Henkemans 2017; van Eemeren 2018: 33–50). This ideal model portrays the argumenta-
tive process as a methodical exchange of communicative acts conveying argumentative moves 
aimed at resolving a diference by putting the tenability of the standpoint at issue system-
atically to the test. By being “projected” as a template of the argumentative process on the 
discourse, the model of a critical discussion can serve heuristic, analytical, and evaluative 
functions in the analysis and evaluation. This makes it easier to determine in the analysis 
which argumentative moves pertinent to resolving a diference are made in the communicative 
acts performed and to determine in the evaluation whether in performing these communica-
tive acts the required reasonableness has been maintained. 

Because a diference of opinion cannot be resolved unless it is clear what it involves, in 
the critical discussion serving as an ideal model there is a confrontation stage in which the 
standpoint(s) at issue and the positions of the parties in the diference are introduced. A dif-
ference of opinion cannot be resolved either if there is nothing the parties involved agree on, 
so there is no common point of departure whatsoever. In a critical discussion, it is determined 
in the opening stage which premises the parties are supposed to accept as their point of de-
parture. In addition, something must be done to resolve the diference. Therefore, a critical 
discussion also needs an argumentation stage, where reasons for accepting the standpoint(s) 
at issue are advanced and subjected to critical testing. Finally, to resolve the diference, the 
argumentative process needs to be brought to a close. This takes place in the concluding stage 
of the critical discussion by determining whether the standpoint(s) at issue can be maintained 
or need(s) to be given up in view of the argumentative process. 

When trying to resolve a diference by convincing others of the acceptability of their stand-
point, arguers are in actual argumentative practices always confronted with the argumentative 
predicament that aiming for efectiveness needs to be combined with maintaining reasonable-
ness. In every argumentative move they make, they must keep a balance between pursuing 
rhetorical efectiveness and observing simultaneously the dialectical standards of reasonable-
ness. As a consequence, they have to maneuver strategically (van Eemeren 2010). Not only in 
advancing their argumentation, but also in all stages of the argumentative process: in defning 
the diference that is to be resolved, in establishing the starting points constituting the point 
of departure, and in concluding to the outcome after the argumentation and criticism have 
been advanced. 

In the strategic maneuvering, three aspects can always be distinguished which relate to dif-
ferent kinds of choices that are made. First, in every argumentative move, a specifc selection 
is made from the topics that could be dealt with at that particular point in the argumentative 
process—the topical potential. In the confrontation stage, this involves, for instance, selecting 
the proposition at issue in the main standpoint; in the opening stage, the starting points that 
constitute the point of departure; in the argumentation stage, the reasons advanced as argu-
ments; and in the concluding stage, the outcome that is claimed. Second, depending on the 
audience the arguer intends to convince, a specifc adaptation takes place to audience demand. 
This involves an adjustment of the argumentative move to the frame of reference and prefer-
ences ascribed to those addressed. Third, from the options available in the arguer’s communi-
cative repertoire, a specifc choice of presentational devices is made. 

In argumentative moves made in the confrontation stage to achieve a reasonable and ef-
fective defnition of the diference, a reasonable and efective topical selection is aimed for, 
but also a reasonable and efective adjustment to the audience and a reasonable and efec-
tive choice of presentational design. In the other stages, a similar coordination of aims is 

55 



The Routledge Handbook of Argumentation Theory

 

pursued—to establish a reasonable and efective point of departure in the opening stage, with 
a reasonable and efective topical selection of starting points, adjustment of these starting 
points to audience demand, and presentational design; to establish a reasonable and efective 
argumentative defense in the argumentation stage, with a reasonable and efective topical 
choice regarding the arguments in support of the standpoint, adjustment of these arguments 
to the audience’s preferences and frame of reference, and presentational design; to achieve a 
reasonable and efective outcome of the argumentative process in the concluding stage, with 
a reasonable and efective topical closure, adaptation to audience demand, and presentational 
design. 

Dealing with each aspect separately is helpful in making a careful analysis of what is in 
a particular case involved in the strategic maneuvering. The distinction between the three 
aspects, however, is purely analytical: in actual argumentative discourse, they are interdepend-
ent and manifest themselves simultaneously. In every coherent strategic maneuver, the topical 
selection is combined with a corresponding adaptation to audience demand and a matching 
presentational device. A topical selection radiating commitment to the cause at issue, for in-
stance, will go together with conveying communality with the intended audience in adapting 
to audience demand, and expressing inclusiveness in the choice of presentational devices. A 
strategic maneuver is not coherent, for instance, when the topical selection radiates objectiv-
ity, but the audience adaptation conveys communality with the listeners and the presenta-
tional devices expresses inclusiveness. 

6.3 A Code of Conduct and Fallacious Violations 

In making argumentative moves to resolve a diference, the parties must comply with rules 
for critical discussion that ensure that this result can indeed be reached. In pragma-dialectics, 
we developed a “code of conduct” for argumentative discourse in which the required critical 
standards of reasonableness are incorporated. This code of conduct consists of ten basic rules 
applying to the argumentative moves that are indispensable in the four stages of the argumen-
tative process. In these rules, the dialectical standards for a critical discussion have been made 
applicable to actual argumentative practices. To remain in agreement with these standards of 
reasonableness, in the communicative acts performed in the discourse, the rules of the code 
of conduct need to be observed. Since the rules are stated as prohibitions, they are known as 
“the ten commandments.” Because all violations of the rules are obstructions or hindrances 
to resolving a diference, they are—in line with the traditional view of “wrong” argumenta-
tive moves—designated as fallacies (van Eemeren & Grootendorst 1992: 102–220). Fallacies 
can be committed in all four stages of the argumentative process, by both parties. All fallacies 
prominently noticed in the literature can be analyzed as violations of the rules—and some 
“new” (so far unnamed) fallacies can be identifed in addition. 

A diference cannot be resolved if it is not clear what it involves. The parties must therefore 
have every opportunity to make their position known. Rule 1 of the code, the Freedom Rule, 
ensures that this is the case: Discussants may not prevent each other from advancing stand-
points or calling standpoints into question. This rule can be violated in the confrontation stage 
by imposing restrictions on the standpoints that may be advanced or called into question or by 
denying the other party the right to advance or criticize a certain standpoint. In the frst case, 
standpoints are excluded from discussion by declaring them taboo or treating them as sacro-
sanct. Violations of the second kind aim at eliminating others as a serious discussion partner 
by discrediting their integrity, impartiality, expertise, or credibility (ad hominem), appealing 
to their compassion (ad misericordiam), or threatening them with sanctions (ad baculum).1 
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A critical discussion is stuck when a party that advanced a standpoint is not prepared to 
defend it. Rule 2, the Obligation to Defend Rule, ensures that this cannot happen: Discussants 
who advance a standpoint may not refuse to defend it when this is requested. This rule can 
be violated in the opening stage by evading or shifting the burden of proof. By evading the 
burden of proof, the impression is created that there is no point in calling the standpoint into 
question and no need to defend it. This is done, for instance, by giving a personal guarantee 
of its correctness (cf. argumentum ad verecundiam). By shifting the burden of proof, an an-
tagonist who does not have a burden of proof is challenged to show the standpoint defended 
wrong by proving that the opposite standpoint is right (cf. argumentum ad ignorantiam). 

A diference cannot be resolved if the standpoint at issue is distorted. Rule 3, the Standpoint 
Rule, prevents this: Attacks on standpoints may not bear on a standpoint that has not actu-
ally been put forward. This rule can be violated by both parties. In particular, in a “mixed” 
diference, where both parties have a standpoint to defend, they can distort the standpoint or 
impute a fctitious standpoint to the other party (straw man). 

A diference cannot be resolved on the merits when the reasons advanced do not support 
the standpoint or when the defense is only based on ethos or pathos and not on reasons 
(logos). (Logos may be combined with ethos or pathos, but not be replaced by them.) Rule 
4, the Pertinence Rule, prevents these two misfres: Standpoints may not be defended by ar-
gumentation not relevant to the standpoint or by non-argumentation. In the argumentation 
stage, this rule can be violated in two ways—by putting forward argumentation not pertaining 
to the standpoint at issue (irrelevant argumentation or ignoratio elenchi) or by relying on non-
argumentative means of persuasion, such as parading one’s own qualities (cf. argumentum ad 
verecundiam) or playing on the audience’s emotions (cf. argumentum ad populum). 

A diference cannot be resolved when the responsibility for an unexpressed premise is 
evaded, nor when an unexpressed premise is misrepresented. Rule 5, the Unexpressed Prem-
ise Rule, ensures that such implicit argumentative elements are taken seriously: Discussants 
may not falsely attribute unexpressed premises to the other party nor disown responsibility 
for their own unexpressed premises. A protagonist of a standpoint can violate this rule in 
the argumentation stage by denying an unexpressed premise, an antagonist by distorting an 
unexpressed premise. When denying an unexpressed premise (“I never said that”), the respon-
sibility assumed in advancing argumentation is evaded by escaping from one’s commitment 
to the unexpressed premise. Antagonists are guilty of distorting an unexpressed premise when 
they give a reconstruction of the unexpressed premise that goes beyond the protagonist’s 
commitments. 

To resolve a diference, the starting points of the discussion must be properly used. Rule 6, 
the Starting Point Rule, ensures that this happens: Discussants may not falsely present some-
thing as an accepted starting point or falsely deny that something is an accepted starting point. 
Protagonists can violate this rule by presenting something falsely as a common starting point; 
antagonists by denying a common starting point. Among the techniques used by protagonists 
in evading the burden of proof are enveloping a proposition in a presupposition of a question 
(many questions) and advancing argumentation amounting to the same as the standpoint (pe-
titio principii, also called begging the question or circular reasoning). 

If the reasoning underlying argumentation is logically invalid, the diference cannot be 
resolved. All reasoning explicitly presented in full, therefore, needs to be checked for its valid-
ity. If the reasoning is not fully explicit, such a check would be futile because the reasoning 
can always be made valid by adding the logical minimum “If [reason], then [standpoint]” as 
the missing premise. Rule 7, the Validity Rule, responds to the need to check the validity of 
the reasoning where this makes sense: Reasoning that is in an argumentation explicitly fully 
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expressed may not be invalid in a logical sense. In arguments with an “If …, then …” premise, 
protagonists can violate this rule by confusing a necessary condition with a sufcient condi-
tion, or vice versa (afrming the consequent; denying the antecedent). 

A diference is resolved only if the standpoint at issue has been defended conclusively. Rule 
8, the Argument Scheme Rule, ensures a proper defense by relying on argument schemes: 
Standpoints defended by reasoning that is not fully explicit may not be regarded conclusively 
defended unless the defense takes place by means of appropriate argument schemes that are 
applied correctly. Protagonists can violate this rule by relying on an inappropriate argument 
scheme or using an appropriate argument scheme incorrectly. In “symptomatic argumenta-
tion,” a characteristic mentioned in the argument is presented as symptomatic for what is 
claimed in the standpoint (“He must be diligent, because he is Chinese”)—or vice versa. Its 
use is inappropriate, for instance, when in defense of a scientifc claim the number of people 
who accept it is used as an argument (the populist variant of argumentum ad verecundiam 
known as argumentum ad populum). It is used incorrectly when a generalizing standpoint is 
defended by observations that are not representative or insufcient (hasty generalization or se-
cundum quid). In “comparison argumentation,” a standpoint is defended by comparing what 
is claimed in the standpoint with what is reported in the argument (“This plan is bound to 
fail, because a similar system failed in London”)—or vice versa. Comparison argumentation is 
used inappropriately, for instance, when a descriptive standpoint is defended by a comparison 
with an evaluative judgment, and incorrectly when the conditions for a correct comparison 
are not fulflled (false analogy). In “causal argumentation,” what is stated in the argument is 
presented as the cause of what is stated in the standpoint (“She will have a cold, because she 
has been standing in the rain”)—or vice versa. Causal argumentation is used inappropriately 
when, for instance, a descriptive standpoint is rejected because of its undesired consequences 
(argumentum ad consequentiam); it is used incorrectly when it is without good reason sug-
gested that a proposed course of action will lead to going from bad to worse (slippery slope). 

A diference of opinion is resolved in favor of the protagonist only if both parties agree that 
the defense is conclusive. Rule 9, the Concluding Rule, ensures that the parties ascertain cor-
rectly what the result of the discussion is: Inconclusive defenses of standpoints may not lead to 
maintaining them and conclusive defenses may not lead to maintaining the doubt concerning 
these standpoints. Protagonists can violate this rule in the concluding stage by considering a 
standpoint true merely because it has been successfully defended (making an absolute of the 
success of the defense); antagonists by automatically concluding from the fact that it has not 
been proved that something is the case, that it is not the case (making an absolute of the fail-
ure of the defense or variant argumentum ad ignorantiam). By automatically assuming that 
a discussion must always end in a victory for either a positive or a negative standpoint, other 
possibilities can be overlooked (false dilemma). 

A diference can only be resolved if the parties express their intentions and interpret 
the other party’s intentions as accurately as possible. Otherwise, a pseudo-diference or 
pseudo-solution may be generated. Rule 10, the Language Use Rule, aims at preventing 
misunderstandings resulting from nontransparent, vague, or equivocal formulations and 
inaccurate, sloppy, or biased interpretations: Discussants may not use formulations that 
are insufciently clear or confusingly ambiguous and not deliberately misinterpret the other 
party’s formulations. This rule can be violated in all stages by both parties by taking undue 
advantage of unclearness (unclearness fallacy) or ambiguity (ambiguity, amphiboly fallacy). 

The rules for critical discussion included in the code express the various standards of rea-
sonableness that need to be observed in argumentative discourse in resolving a diference. 
If any of these standards is violated, the strategic maneuvering taking place “derails” into 
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fallaciousness. Experimental research has shown that all standards of reasonableness empiri-
cally investigated so far are intersubjectively acceptable to ordinary arguers (van Eemeren, 
Garssen, & Meufels 2009). This means that the rules of the code provide in principle suitable 
standards for judging the reasonableness of strategic maneuvering in actual communicative 
practices. Together with the model of a critical discussion, we therefore take these rules as 
our guidance in demonstrating the pragma-dialectical method of analyzing and evaluating 
argumentative discourse. 

6.4 Analysis and Evaluation of Argumentative Discourse 

We will illustrate a pragma-dialectical analysis and evaluation of argumentative discourse by 
an example: The advertorial “KLM apologizes for destroying squirrels” of the Dutch airline 
company KLM, published after the company had euthanized 440 squirrels, after having been 
ordered to do so by the national agency for the inspection of cattle and meat. The animals 
were put alive through a meat processor meant to cut up male chicks. Male chicks, however, 
are substantially smaller than squirrels, who thus likely sufered in the process. The slaughter 
of the squirrels led to an outburst of anger in Dutch media. 

In the advertorial, KLM accounts for having destroyed the squirrels. Anticipating a recon-
structive analysis, in the reproduction of KLM’s advertorial below we have indicated the parts 
of the discourse belonging to the confrontation stage that are explicitly represented in the 
discourse in bold, the parts belonging to the opening stage in italics, and the parts belonging 
to the argumentation stage by underlining. The concluding stage is not explicitly represented 
in the discourse. 

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 justi-
fed, 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 hap-
pened 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 has 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 at the same time that this employee has made an assessment mistake. 

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

vii KLM has informed the Animal Protection Society, the AAP Foundation, the Worldwide 
Fund for Nature (WWF), the Cites Netherlands Foundation, the Foundation for the Shelter 
of Squirrels in De Meern, the European Association of Zoos and Aquaria, and the Dutch 
Association of Zoos of the above and has invited these organizations to come to a consulta-
tion on how to avoid deplorable situations of this kind at a short term. 

59 



The Routledge Handbook of Argumentation Theory

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

6.4.1 The Stages of a Critical Discussion in This Argumentative Process 

KLM’s discourse is defnitely argumentative, because it provides argumentation for the com-
pany’s standpoints. 

The confrontation stage starts with the claim that KLM’s way of acting is formally justi-
fed (paragraph I). It continues with the assertion that the Department of Agriculture, Envi-
ronmental Management and Fishing (AEMF) is to be blamed for giving an unethical order 
(paragraph IV). Based on the fact that KLM elaborates on their actions to ensure that all will 
go well in the future, the company can be said to extend the confrontation stage by the implicit 
claim that KLM acted appropriately after the destruction of the squirrels. In addition, the 
company ascribes implicitly the counter-claim to their accusers that KLM is to be blamed for 
what went wrong with the squirrels. Because it motivates KLM’s advertorial, this claim may 
be considered part of the confrontation stage. 

In the opening stage, KLM acknowledges that it was wrong that 440 squirrels had to be 
euthanized (paragraphs I and IV), that they fully endorse the criticism of this action by the 
public and various organizations (paragraphs I and VI), that they were ordered by AEMF 
to have 440 squirrels destroyed (paragraphs I and IV), and that they regret what happened 
and apologize emphatically to all animal lovers and other interested parties (paragraphs I 
and VI). 

In the argumentation stage, KLM argues that they have acted formally correctly in destroy-
ing the squirrels because they received an order from AEMF to do so (paragraph IV) and their 
employee promptly followed AEMF’s directives (paragraph V). KLM also argues that AEMF 
is to be blamed for giving an unethical order because the order lacked the correct form and 
no feasible alternatives were ofered (paragraph IV), that KLM has acted appropriately after 
the squirrels had been destructed because they started a thorough investigation into what 
happened at the reception of the package in Beijing and in the KLM Cargo animals’ hotel 
(paragraph II), made the employee who carried out the orders stay at home pending the inves-
tigation (paragraph III), and made sure that such deplorable situations will not happen again 
in the future because they informed all interested parties and started consultations with them 
(paragraph VII). 

The concluding stage is not explicitly represented in the discourse—it is suggested that the 
conclusion is clear. 

6.4.2 The Strategic Maneuvering in KLM’s Argumentative Discourse 

The provisional analysis above can be enriched by taking into account that strategic ma-
neuvering in argumentative discourse involves not only the maintenance of reasonableness 
captured in the model of a critical discussion but also the arguer’s pursuit of efectiveness. A 
more realistic and insightful analysis can be achieved by doing in this way justice to the fact 
that KLM’s advertorial is supposed to serve simultaneously both these two aims in all three 
aspects of the strategic maneuvering. 

In the confrontation stage, strategically, KLM seems to admit right away to have made an 
assessment mistake: The destruction of the squirrels is undeniable and ostentatiously denying 
any responsibility would not be good for the company’s image. However, by explicitly stating 
that AEMF forced them to have the squirrels killed, KLM suggests that (1) AEMF is to be 
blamed. By making in addition clear that they acted responsibly, also after the destruction had 
taken place, the company implies that (2) KLM itself is not to be blamed. Statements (1) and 
(2) are KLM’s topical choices for (implicit) standpoints to be defended in their advertorial. 
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In the opening stage, the act of fnishing of the squirrels, which is detrimental to their posi-
tion, is pushed by KLM to the background: They wrap it up in expressions of regret. Signif-
cant here is their use of the passive voice as presentational device when formulating the key 
issue: “An ethical assessment mistake was made.” Other self-serving presentational choices 
are the explicit mentioning of facts that are positive for the company’s position: KLM received 
an order from higher up to fnish of the animals and sent home the employee who decided to 
carry out this order. Highlighting the latter is not only relevant to arguing that KLM acted 
appropriately after the incident, but also because it suggests that there could be something 
wrong with this employee. By trying to shift the blame in this way to one of their employees, 
KLM is out to establish the idea that the company as a whole is not to blame—the company 
takes the blame only partly. 

To make sure that their intended audience does not blame the company as a whole when 
only one employee is guilty, KLM uses in the argumentation stage the technique of dissocia-
tion. By their topical choice of dissociating between the company and their employee, KLM 
installs an additional safety valve: What is true of a specifc part is not automatically true of 
the whole. Their standpoint that AEMC is to be blamed is supported by the argumentation 
that AEMC gave the order concerning the squirrels and this order was ethically wrong. The 
argumentation for their standpoint that KLM is not to be blamed is supported by the implicit 
argument that KLM has acted responsibly, which is defended by coordinative argumentation: 
AEMF gave an ethically wrong order, KLM responded in a way that is formally justifed, and 
KLM acted also appropriately after the destruction of the squirrels. KLM’s argumentation is 
strategically adapted to what audience demand can be imagined to involve: When those in 
charge issue an order you do not approve of, all you can be expected to do is doing what you 
are formally required to do and trying to prevent by your further actions any future repetition 
of the wrongness. 

The strategic rationale for leaving out the concluding stage, with the two implicit main 
standpoints as conclusions, is that emphasizing too strongly that it is not KLM but AEMF 
that is responsible for what went wrong with the squirrels would not go together with the 
company’s apologetic expressions of regret, which are necessary because of the public turmoil. 
Leaving this stage out serves in this case audience demand. It proves that in none of the vari-
ous stages, KLM’s strategic maneuvering is exclusively aimed at maintaining reasonableness 
but also at being efective in achieving the company’s aims. This is why the analysis of the 
advertorial becomes more realistic and insightful when the strategic maneuvering is taken into 
account. 

6.4.3 Critique of KLM’s Strategic Maneuvering 

In the advertorial, there is a striking pragmatic inconsistency in KLM’s position of apologizing 
and at the same time claiming not to be guilty. Although KLM acts at frst as if they take the 
blame, they later pass the buck to others—to AEMF and the employee. Contrary to what their 
frst paragraph seems to suggest (“KLM sincerely apologizes,” “admits that an ethical assess-
ment mistake was made”), it conveys that it is not KLM that has made an assessment mistake. 
This explains in hindsight KLM’s use of the passive phrasing “having been forced,” their 
vague formulation “that an ethical assessment mistake was made” (by whom?), and the awk-
ward statement “KLM fully endorses the criticism” instead of “KLM accepts the criticism.” 

These unclear and even misleading formulations help to cover up the pragmatic inconsist-
ency in KLM’s position, which shifts from an apologetic quasi-admission of guilt to what ef-
fectively amounts to a retraction of this admission in paragraphs IV and V. Who is responsible 
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for the “ethical assessment mistake” mentioned in paragraph I is initially not clear. Later we 
learn that it is not so much having the squirrels destroyed that is unethical but AEMF’s order-
ing to do so, and that it is its employee, not KLM, that has made an assessment mistake. 

KLM’s formulations are in fact so confusingly misleading that their strategic maneuver-
ing violates Rule 10 of the code of conduct: the Language Use Rule. It is the equivocality of 
their presentation that hides KLM’s inconsistency from view. We can therefore conclude that 
KLM’s strategic maneuvering in this advertorial centers around the fallacy of ambiguity. 

When the strategic maneuvering is taken into account, it becomes clearer what is really the 
matter in argumentative discourse. In the case of KLM’s advertorial, one then understands 
that KLM can in fact not apologize because, in their view, they did nothing wrong. However, 
against the background of the public turmoil and the protests, they are forced to be apolo-
getic. They are indeed apologetic, but in a way that, due to lack of reasonableness, eventually 
proves to be fallacious. 

Note 

1 For examples of the various fallacies, see van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1992: 107–207). 
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