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Introduction

Our aim in this book is to present a new approach to analysing political discourse as a contri-

bution to the development of critical discourse analysis (CDA). The approach we propose is

characterized both by continuity with the theoretical and analytical concerns of earlier work

in the version of CDA we work with and by innovation. What is new about this approach in

comparison with other approaches within the field of research known as ‘political discourse

analysis’ is that it views political discourse as primarily a form of argumentation, and as

involving more specifically practical argumentation, argumentation for or against particular

ways of acting, argumentation that can ground decision. In deciding what to do, agents con-

sider both reasons that favour a particular tentative line of action and reasons against it, as

well as reasons in favour or against alternatives, i.e. they deliberate over several possibilities for

action. We are not suggesting that political discourse contains only practical arguments, or

indeed that it only consists of arguments. What we are suggesting is that politics is most fun-

damentally about making choices about how to act in response to circumstances and goals, it

is about choosing policies, and such choices and the actions which follow from them are based

upon practical argumentation – or as Aristotle put it in the Nicomachean Ethics (Irwin 1999),

on ‘deliberation’.

The examples of political discourse which we shall discuss in the book are all taken from

political responses to the financial and economic crisis which began in 2007 and continues

at the time of writing (2010–11). The readership we envisage for this book includes

advanced undergraduate students and postgraduate students in language, communication,

discourse and argumentation studies, politics and political economy and other areas of social

science, and allied fields such as media studies, as well as academic staff carrying out teach-

ing or research in such areas. The book is therefore addressed to several academic commu-

nities (political discourse analysts, critical discourse analysts, analysts and theorists of

argumentation and political analysts) and proposes something new to each of them. Let us

briefly summarize the main claims we are arguing for in each case. We address to political

discourse analysts and critical discourse analysts the claim that political discourse is funda-

mentally argumentative and primarily involves practical argumentation. Consequently, we

think, analysis of political discourse should centre upon analysis of practical argumentation.

In addition, we address to critical discourse analysts the claim that analysis of texts should

focus upon the generic features of whole texts rather than isolated features of the text, and

primarily on action, not on representations. In particular, analysis should focus on how dis-

courses, as ways of representing, provide agents with reasons for action. Analysis of non-

argumentative genres (narrative, explanation) should also be viewed in relation to the

arguments in which they are usually embedded. We address to analysts and theorists of

argumentation the claim that argumentation theory and analysis has not only much to offer



 

but also much to gain from interdisciplinary collaboration with discourse analysts in theoriz-

ing argumentative genres in the political field (e.g. deliberation). To political analysts, we

address the claim that an adequate treatment of political choice and decision-making in con-

ditions of uncertainty and value pluralism demands systematic analysis of political discourse

as fundamentally argumentative discourse.

Let us summarize what we see as the main contributions we are making, theoretical,

methodological and descriptive. Theoretically, we are making a contribution to argumenta-

tion theory in developing an original view of the structure and evaluation of practical argu-

mentation, which we hope will be of interest to argumentation analysts. With respect to

methodology, we present a framework for analysing argumentation in a sufficiently explicit

and clear way, working through a great many examples, for students and researchers to be

able to use it as a model for carrying out analysis of argumentation in their own work. We

hope that the book will be of value in teaching people how to analyse arguments and will

work well as a course-book on advanced courses in discourse analysis. Students and aca-

demics doing research in various areas of the social sciences often wish to analyse bodies of

texts of various kinds (e.g. policy texts, interviews, media texts), but commonly find it difficult

to find appropriate frameworks for analysis. It is our intention to offer a practically useable

framework, a method, for those who wish to analyse political discourse as argumentative dis-

course. Descriptively, we apply the framework in analysis of political discourse in which poli-

ticians and others are advancing ways of responding to and dealing with the current

financial and economic crisis. We cover diverse aspects of the current political debate over

the crisis and adequate policies aimed at overcoming it and we hope that the book will be of

interest to the many researchers in politics and other social sciences who are now focusing

upon aspects of the crisis. Most of them would recognize the vital importance of discourse in

the development of strategies to overcome the crisis, but few currently have suitable

discourse-analytical frameworks at their disposal. Finally, the book is offered primarily as a

contribution to political discourse analysis, especially analysis which uses a CDA approach.

Our focus on analysis and evaluation of practical argumentation is a new one, and we show

how more familiar focuses (e.g. on representations, identities, narratives, metaphors) can be

incorporated in analysis of argumentation in ways which account much better for their polit-

ical significance and effectiveness.

We shall begin with a discussion of the crisis and political responses to it, then go on to

give a rationale for the book, in the form of a set of objectives, and a chapter outline. We will

also attempt to pre-empt possible misunderstandings of our position.

Accounts of the financial and economic crisis and the relevance
of argumentation theory

According to explanatory critical theories of capitalism (such as Harvey 2010, Jessop 2002),

crises occur when the inherent contradictions of capitalism lead to imbalances, i.e. the loss of

the balances (e.g. between what is produced and what is consumed, between the funds avail-

able for investment and the demand for capital, between the number of people available for

work and the demand for labour) which are necessary for the existing system to continue to

function. Crises are not only inevitable but also necessary, for when imbalances develop,

people have to impose some order on a situation of collapse and chaos. We can say, follow-

ing Harvey (2010: 71), that crises have a rationalizing function, the function of restoring

rationality where it has been undermined. In Harvey’s words, crises are ‘the irrational
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rationalisers of an always unstable capitalism’. Crises have an objective or systemic aspect

(the structural imbalances we referred to), but they also have a necessary and indeed crucial

subjective aspect, which is agentive and strategic. In a crisis, people have to make decisions

about how to act in response and to develop strategies for pursuing particular courses of

action or policies which will hopefully restore balance and rationality. It is the subjective

aspect that is of particular importance in this book, because practical argumentation feeds

into people’s decisions about how to act. Agents’ choices, decisions and strategies are politi-

cal in nature, they are contested by groups of people with different interests and objectives,

who are competing to make their own particular choices, policies and strategies prevail.

Many accounts of the current financial and economic crisis recognize the importance of

the subjective aspect, but there is little agreement on its precise nature. Different authors

accentuate different things. Foster and Magdoff (2009: 8) emphasize action (‘the full ramifica-

tions’ of the crisis ‘depend on the concrete actions people take in response’ to it) and indicate

that action depends upon decision: people might undertake ‘radical change’, but only if they

‘decide that economics is really political economy and hence theirs to choose’. Harvey (2010:

71, 236–237) emphasizes choice (‘at times of crisis there are always options’) and the depen-

dence of which option is chosen on ‘the balance of class forces and the mental conceptions as to

what might be possible’. Harvey refers to the Great Depression of the 1930s as an example of

how erroneous conceptions played a crucial role both in the emergence of the crisis and in failures

to find a way out of it, and to Keynes’ contribution to the ‘revolutionising’ of mental concep-

tions (‘the knowledge structure’) that was needed. To transcend the present crisis, he says, ‘we

need new mental conceptions’ and a ‘revolution in thinking’. Žižek (2009: 17–19) emphasizes

that the outcome of the crisis depends on how the crisis is ‘symbolized’, which ‘ideological

interpretation’ or ‘story’ or ‘narrative’ ‘imposes itself and determines the general perception of

the crisis’. He argues that the ‘central task of the ruling ideology in the present crisis is to

impose a narrative which will place the blame for the meltdown not on the global capitalist

system as such, but on secondary and contingent deviations’ (e.g. weakness of regulation, cor-

ruption). Jessop (2002: 6–7, 92–94) emphasizes ‘strategies’ and the ‘narratives’ and ‘imaginaries’

associated with them. Crises create the space for competing ‘strategic interventions to signifi-

cantly redirect the course of events as well as for attempts to ‘‘muddle through’’’, and which

strategies prevail partly depends upon ‘discursive struggles’ between different ‘narratives’ of

the nature, causes and significance of the crisis and how it might be resolved, including eco-

nomic and political ‘imaginaries’ for possible future states of affairs and systems.

All of these accounts contribute useful insights into the nature of the subjective aspect of

crises. But in order to research the crisis we need a more comprehensive view of the subjec-

tive aspect, which brings together the elements of it identified in these accounts, as well as

others, in a coherent way. One notable omission in these accounts, from the perspective of

this book, is that none of them mentions deliberation or argumentation. But narratives and

explanations of the crisis, as well as imaginaries, cannot function as part of action unless they

provide people with reasons for acting in particular ways. The study of narratives, explanations or

imaginaries is pointless unless we see them as embedded within practical arguments, as feed-

ing into and influencing processes of decision-making, briefly, as premises in arguments for

action.

In our view, the ‘subjective’ aspects of crises, i.e. those aspects which have to do with the

agency of political and other actors in making decisions and developing strategies and poli-

cies in response to the crisis, can most fruitfully be seen in terms of the Aristotelian account

of political action as based upon deliberation that leads to decision. This entails recognizing

that deliberation (and practical argumentation) is an essential part of the responses of actors
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to the crisis. From this perspective, in which argument is the main analytical category, the

‘narratives’, ‘mental conceptions’ and ‘imaginaries’ discussed in these accounts are elements

of practical arguments: narratives of the crisis are incorporated within what we will call the

‘circumstantial premises’ of practical arguments (premises which represent the context of

action); ‘imaginaries’ for possible and desirable states of affairs are incorporated in our

account within the ‘goal premises’. Practical argumentation can be seen as ‘means–ends’

argumentation, where the claim or conclusion (‘we should do A’) is a judgement about what

means should be pursued to attain the end (goal). Practical argumentation is often character-

ized by complex chains, not only of means and ends (goals), but of goals and circumstances,

where the goals of one action, once turned into reality, become the context of action (the cir-

cumstances) of a further action. We understand ‘strategies’ to be such complex chains.

All the accounts we referred to above recognize, correctly in our view, that the responses

of political and other actors to the crisis inherently have a semiotic or discursive dimension:

‘narrative’ is obviously a semiotic category, ‘imaginaries’ have a semiotic character, and

‘mental conceptions’ are necessarily realized in semiotic forms. But unless we see narratives,

imaginaries and such-like semiotic constructs as elements of practical argumentation, we

have no way of showing how they affect decisions and actions or how they may, contin-

gently, thereby have effects on the direction of social and economic change. Let us take an

example. Žižek (2009: 17) claims that a narrative which ‘imposes itself’ in the ‘‘‘discursive’’

ideological competition’ which the crisis opens up will ‘determine the general perception of

the crisis’. But what interest is there in imposing narratives and determining perceptions? Is

imposing a narrative an end in itself, or a means to some other end – maybe to determining

perceptions? But then, is determining perceptions an end in itself? We would suggest rather

that getting people to accept a particular narrative of the crisis, to see it in a certain way, is

generally a political concern precisely because it gives people a reason for favouring or accept-

ing certain lines of action and policies rather than others. The process of giving and receiving

reasons is called argumentation. Žižek claims that a successful narrative and its determina-

tion of perception will influence the effects of the crisis, will determine whether what will

emerge will be ‘a radical emancipatory politics’, or ‘the rise of racist populism’, or the emer-

gence of a more radical form of neo-liberalism, or other outcomes, but in the absence of a

consideration of the relationship between representations, decision and action he has no way

of showing how this can happen.

Although ‘imposing’ or winning acceptance of particular representations (descriptions,

narratives, explanations) and thereby shaping perceptions are concerns in politics, we would

argue that they subserve a greater concern of political agents and agencies to make their

proposed lines of action, their strategies and policies, prevail over others. In this sense,

actions have primacy over representations, and representations are subsumed within action.

Accordingly, in analysing political discourse, it is crucial to ensure that the focus on how

events, circumstances, entities and people are represented does not obscure or displace a

focus on what agents do; or, as we might put it, that genres are given at least as much atten-

tion as discourses. This has tended not to be the case in political discourse analysis, where the

focus has tended to be on representations and discourses. But given that we are concerned

with the subjective aspect of the crisis as well as its objective aspect, i.e. with how agents

respond to the crisis and what effects follow from these responses, we must clearly investigate

and analyse what agents do in response to the crisis, including what they do discursively (in

what they say or write). Our claim is that in politics they primarily engage in argumentation,

and particularly in practical argumentation, including deliberation. In the accounts of

Harvey, Žižek and Jessop, a focus on what agents do would have to involve reference to
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argumentation, and narratives, explanations and imaginaries would have to be seen as

embedded within arguments.

Not all accounts of crisis overlook the question of argumentation. Debray (1993) claims

that there is ‘an imbalance in a crisis situation’: it is ‘objectively over-determined’ (through

the ‘fusion’ of diverse contradictions which have ‘accumulated’ within the established sys-

tem), ‘while subjectively indeterminate’ (i.e. there are various possibilities, none of which

imposes itself, although not ‘everything is possible’). He emphasizes the necessary ‘choice’ in

a crisis situation between one ‘road’ (policy) and another, but also stresses the indeterminate

nature and inherent unclearness of the crisis situation, and the inherent uncertainty of what

effects actions will actually have. Moreover, the practical imperatives of politics demand

immediate choices between simplified alternatives which do not do justice to the complexity

of the crisis situation. While it is the task of theory to ‘untangle’ this complexity, from a polit-

ical perspective, ‘a crisis is a knot that cannot be untangled, but must be cut’. Such a choice

is ‘rational’, in the sense that there are reasons in support of it and it is ‘the end of a chain of

reasoning’. However, this end is ‘reached only by way of a discontinuity’, ‘for if reasoning

consists in an analysis of conditions as they are . . . we have made a leap beyond those pres-

ent conditions, a leap into the future, an anticipation, in short a policy’. Such a choice ‘is

not a deduction’ but a ‘gamble’, a ‘well-judged leap in the dark’. It is ‘a decisive moment yet

at the same time undecided; it is essentially uncertain in its results, yet it is subject to a total

rational process; an indeterminate moment of determination’ (Debray 1993: 102–115).

Aristotle’s treatment of the relationship between deliberation, decision and action in

Book III of the Nicomachean Ethics seems to point in a similar direction. Voluntary action fol-

lows from decisions which themselves follow from deliberation in which judgements are

made about what is the right thing to do in conditions of uncertainty and human fallibility.

Aristotle recognized that one circumstance in which ‘we enlist partners in deliberation’ is

when we are dealing with ‘large issues when we distrust our own ability to discern [the right

answer]’, and in the same paragraph he observes that we deliberate ‘when the outcome is

unclear and the right way to act is undefined’ (1112b 9–12, Irwin 1999). More obviously

still, Debray’s observations accord with the Popperian (1959, 1963) view that the premises

of an argument never justify the conclusion, or the conclusion never follows from the pre-

mises as a matter of inference. If it did, if there was no discontinuity or hiatus, then we

would know with certainty that the conclusion was true, or that the proposed line of action

was the right one, and we could confidently act in accordance with it. However, human

action occurs against a background of incomplete information, uncertainty and risk, and

deciding which action is appropriate always involves an element of ‘gamble’, however care-

fully well-judged. It also occurs against agents’ fundamental freedom. Practical reasoning does

not force agents to act in any way; agents may arrive at a judgement and yet fail to act: there

is always a gap between reasoning and action.

Our emphasis on practical argumentation and deliberation is also relevant to one issue

which is often raised in explanations of the crisis: that one factor which contributed to the

crisis was the reliance of economists and economic and financial advisors on highly sophisti-

cated models for economic forecasting which are now being heavily criticized for failing to

recognize the inherent unpredictability of the future. One conclusion that might be drawn

from the failure of economic forecasting and the failure of experts to predict the financial cri-

sis (or indeed political crises, including the collapse of the Soviet Union and other socialist

countries in eastern Europe in 1989–90, and the sudden emergence and success of demo-

cratic movements in Egypt, Tunisia and other Middle Eastern countries in the spring of

2011) is that public deliberation is a vital corrective to the proven tendency of experts to get
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things catastrophically wrong. For deliberation, in probing and testing proposed lines of

action in terms of their possible consequences, in systematically subjecting proposals to criti-

cal scrutiny, has a crucial epistemic capacity to lessen the impact of bounded rationality,

including the tendency of experts to be locked into closed ways of thinking and reasoning.

From this perspective, the way we understand deliberation and the importance we ascribe to

it may be of value not only in analysing political debate over responses to the crisis, but also

in indicating how public debate and deliberation need to be strengthened. This can be seen

as a contribution to ‘deliberative democracy’ as a normative ideal, but also more concretely

in terms of dealing with an urgent practical political question of the day: how to avoid a

repetition of the current crisis.

We have focused above on just a few accounts of the crisis, but the main point we are

making can be extended to a great many others. The significance of the agency of political

and other actors, of how they respond to the crisis, in affecting its outcomes is widely recog-

nized, and so too is the significance of discourse, of how the crisis is represented, interpreted,

narrated and explained, and how possible policy responses and possible outcomes are repre-

sented. But what is generally missing is a coherent way of showing how these representations

connect with human agency, how they function as reasons for action.

Main types of account of the crisis and arguments for action
in response to it

It is fairly evident that which ‘narratives’ of the crisis come to prevail will strongly affect

which strategies and policies win out and what the effects of the crisis and the longer-term

outcomes are. In the examples we shall analyse in this book, we find various interpretations,

narratives and explanations of the crisis functioning as reasons for or against particular con-

clusions about what should be done. We now want to provide some context for evaluating

particular arguments for action by identifying what seem to be the main accounts of the cri-

sis and the main arguments from particular types of account to conclusions in favour of

particular courses of action. We base this categorization partly on our observation of

the argumentation which has gone on since the crisis began, and partly on the academic

literature (see for instance Gamble 2009).

The primary division is between accounts of the crisis which attribute it to what we can

broadly call systemic origins and causes, and accounts which attribute it to non-systemic origins

and causes. Systemic origins and causes are those which arise from the nature of the eco-

nomic system as such. There are two main variants: those which attribute the crisis to the

form of capitalism which has been dominant especially in the USA and Britain for the past

30 years or so – neo-liberalism; and those which attribute it to the nature of capitalism as

such, not just a particular form of it. Non-systemic accounts attribute the origins and causes

of the crisis to peripheral attributes of the economic system rather than the economic system

as such, or to the intellectual or moral failures of people with responsibility for or within the

economic system. We can distinguish two main accounts which blame such peripheral attri-

butes: market fundamentalist accounts, which blame state attempts to regulate or control

markets (on the principle that markets should be left to manage themselves), and regulationist

accounts, which blame inadequate regulation, either on a national scale or a ‘global’ (interna-

tional) scale. Accounts which blame people may focus upon their failure to understand or

even consider the consequences of their actions (intellectual failures) or on their selfishness,

recklessness or greed (moral failures).
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The primary division in arguments is between those which proceed from non-systemic

accounts of the crisis to advocate measures to get back to ‘normal’, the ‘status quo ante’ or the

economic situation which prevailed before the crises, and those which proceed from systemic

accounts of the crisis to advocate radical changes in the economic system. The former are

not only more common but also more developed than the latter. Although arguments which

advocate radical change on the basis of systemic accounts of the crisis are not too difficult to

find, there is little clarity or consensus, so far at least, over the nature of the radical change

that is needed. Change can be more or less radical: one version of this argument proceeds

from accounts which blame the neo-liberal form of capitalism to advocate a different form of

capitalism, often a form based on Keynesian principles (as advocated around the time of the

Great Depression of the 1930s by the economist J. M. Keynes); another proceeds from

accounts which blame capitalism as such to advocate a non-capitalist economy. Arguments

for getting back to ‘normal’ do generally envisage some change in the status quo ante, though

not fundamental ones, including changes in peripheral attributes of the economic system,

such as more and better regulation or regulation on a ‘global’ as well as national scale, and

in the behaviour of people with economic responsibilities (they should be less hubristic about

economic models or assumptions, less greedy, and so forth). The line between such changes

and what we have called radical change is not always a sharp one. For instance, those who

advocate introducing particularly stringent regulation are arguably advocating a new form

of capitalism, if deregulation is an essential element of neo-liberalism. There are currently

two major variants of arguments for getting back to ‘normal’, which differ in the means

advocated: those which prioritize state fiscal stimulus to sustain demand until a recovery is

clearly underway, and those which prioritize the early reduction of public deficits, usually by

cutting government spending rather than raising taxes.

We can summarize these distinctions as follows:

Explanations and narratives of the crisis – what’s to blame?

• Systemic – capitalism as such.
• Systemic – neo-liberal form of capitalism.
• Non-systemic – peripherals of the economic system (e.g. too much or too little

regulation).
• Non-systemic – people (intellectual failures, moral failures).

Practical arguments based on these explanations and narratives

• Argument for ‘getting back to normal’, from non-systemic accounts of crisis.
• Argument for radical change, from systemic accounts of crisis.

What we are suggesting is that different accounts of the crisis involve different descrip-

tions, narratives and explanations of the context of action, which are present in the (circum-

stantial) premises of arguments. Along with the goals of arguers (in the goal premise) – and

these may involve various ‘imaginaries’ or visions – and a means–goal premise, they provide

reasons in favour of particular courses of action (the conclusion of the argument). How the

context of action is represented (or narrated, explained) affects which course of action is pro-

posed, which explains the intense competition and conflict over winning acceptance for or

imposing one account (one narrative, one explanation) of the crisis rather than others.
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To illustrate this range of accounts and arguments, we shall discuss three examples. The

first is taken from an editorial in the Financial Times (2009), entitled ‘The Consequence of Bad

Economics’, which launched a series of articles on ‘the future of capitalism’ (see Callinicos

2010: 12–13).

Those who sound the death knell of market capitalism are therefore mistaken. This was

not a failure of markets; it was a failure to create proper markets. What is to blame is a

certain mindset, embodied not least in Mr Greenspan. It ignored a capitalist economy’s

inherent instabilities – and therefore it relieved policymakers who could manage those

instabilities of their responsibility to do so. This is not the bankruptcy of a social system,

but the intellectual and moral failure of those who were in charge of it; a failure for

which there was no excuse.

This is a non-systemic account of the crisis which explicitly rejects a systemic account (this

is ‘not a failure of markets’, not the death of capitalism, etc.) and blames primarily the people

who were responsible (their ‘mindset’ and ‘intellectual and moral failure’), as well as inade-

quate regulation or more exactly the absence of a proper regulatory regime (‘it relieved policy-

makers who could manage those instabilities of their responsibility to do so’). Although it is a

non-systemic account, it does attribute inherent flaws to capitalist economies (‘inherent instabil-

ities’), but represents them as ‘manageable’. The editorial does not explicitly advocate a course

of action and does not explicitly involve practical argumentation, but in the context of the

debate over the future of capitalism which it initiates, we can interpret it as implicitly advocat-

ing some form of return to the status quo ante. This may seem at face value to be just epistemic

argumentation over the nature of the crisis, but the implicit practical point of that argumenta-

tion – what is to be done – would be evident to those who joined in or followed the debate.

The second example is from an important speech on economic policy given in August

2010 by George Osborne, Chancellor of the Exchequer in the British Conservative–Liberal

Democratic Coalition government elected in May 2010 (Osborne 2010):

First we need to understand how Britain got here.

The previous government’s economic policy was based on two central assumptions:

• that they had abolished the economic cycle; and
• and that they had achieved a permanently high trend rate of economic growth.

These assumptions were used to justify increased spending, persistent deficits, cheaper

credit, growing imbalances and ballooning personal debt.

Of course many of the same features existed elsewhere, notably the US, but they were

more pronounced in Britain than anywhere else.

We were left with the biggest deficit, the most indebted households, the most lever-

aged banks.

I don’t think it’s unreasonable to say that this was the greatest failure of British eco-

nomic policy-making for more than 30 years, since the IMF crisis of 1976.

The fallacy of the first assumption – the end of boom and bust – is plain for all to see.

What was said to be sustainable growth turned out to be a debt-fuelled boom that

was followed by the deepest and longest bust since the War.

Sadly for us all, the second assumption – an increase in the trend growth rate – also

turned out to be a fallacy. [Section omitted.]
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When disaster struck, the explanation was simply that a perfectly sustainable eco-

nomy had been hit by a bolt from the blue that knocked 5% off the economy’s sustain-

able level of output. [Section omitted.]

Rather than a bolt from the blue, the recession now looks wearily familiar – the bust

that follows a boom.

Osborne’s account of the recession involves here narrative and explanation. Mainly,

there is an explanation of ‘how Britain got here’, i.e. as a result of Labour’s mistakes, based

on ‘false assumptions’ and ‘fallacies’. Labour’s explanation for the crisis is also contrasted

with the allegedly genuine explanation: the crisis was the result of Labour’s economic poli-

cies, not an unexpected ‘bolt from the blue’, which is why, implicitly, Labour is to blame. In

the speech, this explanation is placed within a longer narrative of the crisis as having had

three stages, spread over two years: ‘inter-bank credit markets froze up’ (August 2007); ‘tax-

payer-funded bailouts of some of the largest banks’ took place (August 2008); finally, these

were ‘signs that fears about the liquidity and solvency of banks would become fears about

the creditworthiness of the governments than stand behind them’ (August 2009). Ultimately,

these narratives and explanations are embedded within practical argumentation for immedi-

ate ‘decisive plans to deal with the deficit’, primarily by cutting government expenditure.

This account of the crisis (and specifically the recession) is a non-systemic account

which puts the blame for the recession on the policies of the previous Labour govern-

ment (‘the greatest failure of British economic policy-making for more than 30 years’).

This account has been challenged on various grounds: there is, for instance, an alterna-

tive argument that the deficit is only high because of government interventions, which

were necessary and effective in reducing the severity of the crisis. Another argument

observes that the policy failures attributed to the Labour government were neither specifi-

cally British failures nor, in Britain, specifically Labour failures, since the ‘disaster’ arose

from mistakes and ‘fallacies’ in the economic policies of all governments, Conservative

and Labour, since 1979. The course of action advocated – giving priority to deficit

reduction – has also been challenged on the grounds that the claimed threat to national

creditworthiness is greatly over-exaggerated and the danger of a double-dip recession or

prolonged stagnation as a consequence of the proposed cuts in government spending is

much greater (see Balls 2010 for some of these counter-arguments).

The third example is from an interview given by Vince Cable, the Business Secretary in

the British Coalition government, to the Guardian newspaper (Wintour 2011):

We have had a very, very profound crisis which is going to take a long time to dig out

of. It is about the deficit, but that is only one of the symptoms. We had the complete col-

lapse of a model based on consumer spending, a housing bubble, an overweight banking

system – three banks each of them with a balance sheet larger than the British economy.

It was a disaster waiting to happen. It has done profound damage that is going to last for

a long time.

He goes on to criticize the Labour Party:

They are in a state of denial that there is a big structural problem with the UK econ-

omy. So we stick to this short-term tit-for-tat; why has the growth in this quarter been

slower, the scale of the cuts should be slower – there is genuine debate we should be

having about how radical the reforms of the financial sector should be – but there is not
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from the progressive wing of politics a sustained critique or pressure and argument.

Ultimately, it comes back to this defensiveness and an unwillingness to accept that

Britain was operating a model that failed.

Cable gives a systemic explanation of Britain’s crisis as a consequence of ‘a model that

failed’, an unsustainable model of financial services that underpinned a ‘golden decade of

growth’ that was only apparent. ‘People do not understand how bad the economy is’, he

was reported as saying in the same interview, and politicians have not adequately explained

how difficult and painful it will be ‘to restructure Britain’s broken economic model’. He

does not advance an explicit argument on the basis of the explanation he provides, but he

seems to be hinting at a course of action that includes ‘radical reforms’ when he laments

the absence of a debate, on the ‘progressive wing of politics’, about ‘how radical the

reforms of the financial sector should be’. Although this is a systemic explanation, its repre-

sentation of the systemic causes of the crisis is rather narrow: the cause was the model, which

is characterized in terms of a set of features (‘consumer spending, a housing bubble, an

overweight banking system’), but apparently not the system as such. However, there are

persuasive arguments which explain the high level of consumer spending as due to high lev-

els of borrowing and the availability of loans at low interest rates, which were themselves

related to structural imbalances leading to huge volumes of surplus capital and pressure to

find ways (e.g. loans and mortgages) of profitably investing it. (See Harvey 2010 for a much

more developed systemic explanation.)

Given the sheer complexity of the crisis, including the diversity of the forms it has taken

in different parts of the world, and the vast range of political and other responses to it, a

comprehensive coverage of it is clearly beyond the scope of this book. We shall limit our dis-

cussion of political responses to the crisis to British material. Given the aim of the book, this

limitation is, we think, justified: it is not a book about the crisis, it is a book about an

approach to political discourse analysis, which we have developed in part by following and

analysing political responses to the crisis, from which we draw our illustrative examples.

Main objectives

We shall now give a fuller account of what the book is about, what our objectives are, and

why we have adopted them. These are our main objectives:

1 Starting from a particular view on the nature of politics, to make a case for viewing and

analysing political discourse as primarily argumentative discourse, and more specifically

as involving primarily practical reasoning or practical argumentation and argumentative

genres (deliberation) and activity types; to integrate analysis of theoretical (epistemic) rea-

soning and non-argumentative pre-genres (narrative, description, explanation) within an

approach that gives primacy to practical argumentation;

2 to give an account of the character and structure of practical argumentation, and

develop a framework for analysing it as well as a framework for evaluating it; this

account should be compatible with philosophical accounts of practical reasoning as well

as with conceptions of the nature of politics in political theory;

3 to integrate analysis and evaluation of practical argumentation into an approach to criti-

cal analysis of political discourse based upon a version of critical discourse analysis and

thus expand and refine CDA’s analytical framework;
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4 to apply this approach to the analysis and evaluation of political discourse, specifically,

political responses to the financial and economic crisis, as instantiated in different types

of data: government reports, parliamentary debates, other debates on public matters,

internet discussion forums, newspaper articles, and so on;

5 to provide a model for analysis that is sufficiently comprehensive, systematic and clear to

be acquired and applied by students and analysts of political discourse.

With respect to Objective 1, we summed up the case for viewing political discourse as

primarily practical argumentation at the beginning of this chapter. This objective rests upon

a particular view of politics: politics is most fundamentally about making choices about

how to act in response to circumstances and events and in light of certain goals and values,

and such choices and the actions which follow from them are based upon practical reason-

ing about what should be done. What people do in reasoning practically is make judgements

about what the best thing to do is in the circumstances, given their goals and values, and

based on how they weigh together a variety of considerations, i.e. based on the normative

priority that they assign to various reasons. In deciding what to do, it is rational to assess the

probable consequences of one’s action, where consequences can be understood more gener-

ally to include a possibly negative impact on goals and values that should (arguably) not be

overridden. A reasonable decision (including a political decision) will emerge from sufficient

critical examination of reasons, from considering and balancing reasons in favour but also,

essentially, from considering reasons against a proposed course of action, i.e. from at least a

minimal process of deliberation. In our view, the goal of practical reasoning is arriving at a

reasonable practical judgement that can ground reasonable decision-making and reasonable

action.

Objective 2 is to give an account of the character and structure of practical argumenta-

tion, and develop a framework for analysing and evaluating practical argumentation.

Practical argumentation is argumentation about what to do in response to practical prob-

lems (and practical arguments are often problem–solution arguments). The conclusion of a

practical argument is a practical claim or judgement about what we should do, what it

would be good to do, or what the right course of action is. In the account of practical argu-

mentation which we present in Chapter 2, the conclusion is arrived at on the basis of pre-

mises of four sorts: a circumstantial premise, which represents the existing state of affairs

and the problems it poses; a goal premise, which describes (and ‘imagines’) the future state

of affairs agents want to bring about or think ought to be brought about; a value premise,

expressing the values and concerns which underlie the agents’ goals (but also affects how

they represent the context of action); and a means–end premise, which represents the pro-

posed line of action as a (hypothetical) means that will presumably take agents from the

current state of affairs to the future state of affairs that is their goal. Analysis is a matter of

identifying within an argument its premises and its conclusion and the relations between

them. We also suggest what deliberation involves: minimally, deliberation involves consider-

ing a counter-argument, i.e. looking at reasons that support the claim that the action should

not be performed, such as negative consequences that might undermine the goals or values

pursued by the agent. Deliberation can also involve considering other courses of action and

reasons for and against them, and weighing all these considerations together in order to

arrive at a judgement on balance.

Evaluation of arguments involves critical questioning of the acceptability of these pre-

mises and the relations between them and the claim, as well as critical examination of the

claim itself. It is necessary to develop an approach to practical argumentation which is both
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descriptive and normative, which can both provide good descriptions and analyses of practi-

cal arguments and offer a sound basis for evaluating them. Evaluation needs to include both

evaluation of arguments and evaluation of claims for action (conclusions). We can criticize a

claim by showing that the action will have negative consequences that will undermine the

goals and values that the agent is committed to, hence the action should not be performed.

The account we propose is compatible with a coherent view of politics and political deci-

sion-making, as produced in political theory. Politics on this view is about decision-making

and action in conditions of uncertainty and disagreement. It is also compatible with views of

practical reasoning produced in philosophy, particularly moral philosophy, and with a gen-

eral theory of speech acts and of the construction of social reality by means of speech acts.

We also share the underlying philosophy of reasonableness of pragma-dialectics (as one of

the major dialectical approaches to argumentation), and its critical rationalist view of the

essentially critical function of argument.

In relation to Objective 3, we see evaluation of practical argumentation as a bridge

between the normative concerns of argumentation theory and the concerns of CDA with

critique of discourse, which also involves a form of evaluation from an analytical normative

standpoint. CDA aims to extend forms of critique familiar in critical social science to dis-

course, and we see argumentation analysis as potentially increasing the capacity of CDA to

do so in offering powerful ways of analysing argumentative discourse. A concern of critical

social analysts is to investigate how the political question of what is to be done in response to

the crisis is addressed, how and why certain answers, certain choices of how to act, certain

strategies for seeking to resolve the crisis, come to prevail over others, taking account of not

only the actions and strategies of social agents, but also of how the nature and tendencies of

existing social structures, institutions and relations of power bear upon such outcomes. We

shall consider how the analysis and evaluation of arguments relates to and may contribute

to forms of normative and explanatory critique that can be applied in investigating how the

political question is addressed.

All arguments have logical, rhetorical and dialectical aspects, and need to be analysed

and evaluated in logical, rhetorical and dialectical terms. A good argument is one which is

good in all these respects. Rhetorical aspects are, however, integrated within a dialectical

normative framework, on our approach. Following dialectical theories of argumentation, we

give primacy to an external, analytical normative standpoint in the evaluation of actual argu-

mentative practice. In so doing, we are not neglecting lay normativity, the way that social

actors themselves evaluate the arguments of others and sometimes their own arguments.

Participants’ evaluation of arguments is for instance inherent to ‘deliberation’ as a genre, as

we describe it. This means that the object of analysis for analysts of argumentation includes

both people’s arguments and their evaluation of the arguments of others from a systematic

theoretical perspective, grounded in a view of human rationality. Political discourse analysis

needs to incorporate both descriptive and normative standpoints. But it also needs to incor-

porate an explanatory viewpoint, the point of view of explanatory critique, in assessing how

actual discursive practices contribute to maintaining or transforming a given social order,

including existing power relations.

One of the main claims we are making in this book is that a proper understanding of the

argumentative nature of political reasoning explains how agency and structures are con-

nected: structures provide agents with reasons for action. Power itself provides such reasons and can

only be understood in relation to how it enters agents’ reasoning processes. In arguing

practically, agents draw on various discourses and such selections are linked to the diverse

interests of particular (groups of) social agents, and give rise to the sort of critical questions
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about discourse which CDA characteristically addresses (about domination, manipulation

and ideologies).

Objective 4 is to apply this approach to the analysis and evaluation of political discourse,

and specifically of political responses to the financial and economic crisis and thus throw

some light on the broad public debate on the causes of the crisis and particularly on the stra-

tegies of dealing with its effects. Evaluation of arguments is seen as providing a sound (rigor-

ous, non-arbitrary) basis for normative and explanatory social critique.

Finally, Objective 5 is a pedagogical and methodological one, which we regard as essential

in view of our proposal that a new approach is needed in political discourse analysis. This is

why we provide not only a comprehensive framework for analysing and evaluating practical

argumentation, but also extensive illustration by working through a large number of exam-

ples, so that those who wish to adopt this approach in their own work can acquire sufficient

competence from this book to do so. We know from experience that students wishing to use

CDA are often frustrated by the eclectic and not always coherent character of existing meth-

ods of analysis and evaluation of discourse, and it is one of our objectives to provide a new

and better method that can be replicated in the analysis of different sets of data.

Possible misunderstandings

In order to pre-empt possible misinterpretations, let us briefly go through some of the claims

that we are not making and thus respond to some objections and questions that have some-

times been raised against the primacy we give to arguments. These, we think, rest on some

persistent confusions which we hope to dispel. Some of these confusions rest on a failure to

distinguish between the actualities of political discourse and normative models of what politi-

cal discourse should be like, between a descriptive and normative level of analysis. Others

arise from a mistaken conception of human rationality in which reasoning (hence argumen-

tation) seems to play no part and the way in which power (and structural factors) can limit

capacities for human agency is equally misunderstood. Others emerge from a misunder-

standing of the nature of practical reasoning, from failing to grasp its relation to the genre of

deliberation, as well as its relation to the world of human evaluative and emotional concerns.

First, let us briefly define a few recurring terms, which we will define in more detail later

on. Deliberation is an argumentative genre in which practical argumentation is the dominant

mode of argumentation. Deliberation is therefore a genre, while argumentation (including

practical argumentation) can be called a ‘pre-genre’ (Swales 1990), but is more adequately

defined in theories of argumentation either in terms of its premise–conclusion structure or as

an activity of giving and receiving reasons, of justifying and criticizing claims, or a complex

speech act. Practical reasoning is the mental process that corresponds to the practical argument as

linguistic object, as premise–conclusion set.

We are not saying that political discourse consists only of argumentation. Other, non-

argumentative genres have a significant presence in politics: narrative, description and expla-

nation. The primacy of (practical) argumentation is a matter of its relationship to these other

pre-genres which are typically embedded within (or subordinated to) it. For example, as we

have indicated, descriptions, narratives or explanations of the context of action (e.g. the cri-

sis) provide premises in practical arguments. Nor are we saying that argumentation in politi-

cal discourse is always and only practical. Arguments supporting a view of how the world is

are also common in political discourse, but again they tend to be embedded within or subor-

dinated to practical argumentation, as the purpose of political discourse is ultimately not to

describe the world but to underpin decision and action.
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A particularly confused objection to an argumentative approach to political discourse goes

along these lines: there is no actual deliberative democracy, no genuine democratic delibera-

tion in politics, therefore politics does not involve argumentation/deliberation. This is obvi-

ously mistaken. In saying that deliberation is the primary genre of political discourse, we are

making a descriptive statement. The structure of practical reasoning, even when an agent

deliberates alone, typically involves a ‘weighing’ of considerations for and against a proposed

action (i.e. reasons that support both the claim for action and its opposite). Any practical argu-

ment which involves such a balancing of reasons is an instance of deliberation (as Aristotle

also saw). However, not all instances of deliberation are ‘good’ examples of deliberation: in

both single-agent and multi-agent contexts, insufficient consideration of relevant reasons for

and against a proposal may lead to a hasty, unreasonable decision. Nor is all deliberation

democratic deliberation in the normative sense which presupposes equality of access, freedom

from various constraints, etc. In saying that decisions are based on deliberation, we are not

therefore saying that political decisions are actually made on the basis of deliberation involv-

ing all those who are affected by them, or that all participants, including ordinary citizens,

have an equal chance to contribute to such deliberation, or that all relevant reasons are con-

sidered and impartially weighed. Deliberation in politics often falls short of normative stan-

dards but it is deliberation, hence argumentation, nonetheless. Nor are we saying that political

deliberation is inherently tied to consensus or that disagreements are (or can) be resolved in

practice. On the contrary, deliberation in politics is implemented in activity types (such as

parliamentary debate) that are designed to lead to a reasonable and legitimate outcome pre-

cisely in the absence of consensus and disagreement resolution. We accept that ‘deliberative

democracy’ is a normative model in politics, but we certainly do not claim that actual politics

is normally consistent with that model; however, this does not mean that the nature of politi-

cal discourse is not fundamentally argumentative and deliberative.

A related and persistent misconception is that it is not argumentation, not reason, but

power which determines what decisions are taken, hence the study of argumentation in poli-

tics is pointless. We are of course not saying that political decision-making and action are

always determined by the force of the better argument rather than by reasons having to do

with power interests, but a bald opposition between reason and power makes no sense.

Certainly those with power use their power to dominate the process of political decision-

making and to take action on the basis of their interests. Nevertheless, their decisions are still

based upon judgements which they arrive at on the basis of practical reasoning. Reasons for

favouring certain lines of action rather than others may include such goals as holding onto

power or increasing it, so power can be and often is itself a reason for action. If a decision is

made not on the strength of the better argument but on the basis of power factors, we could

say that ‘bad’, unacceptable reasons have prevailed, but these would still be reasons in a rea-

soning process. An unreasonable argument is still an argument. Whatever the quality of

agents’ reasons, whether the force of the better argument or unreasonable power considera-

tions prevail, decision-making processes are argumentative in nature.

We also want to argue against a tendency (in discourse analysis) to declare normative

models of argumentation as utopian, as unrealizable in practice, hence of no value for the

discourse analyst or social scientist. On the contrary, standards of good politics are intrinsi-

cally related to standards for good argumentation; a normatively legitimate outcome in poli-

tics must satisfy standards of good argumentation (Rheg 2009). The conditions of possibility

for reasonable argumentation, however, involve the ‘higher order’ conditions of an actual

social and political context, including facts about agents (how competent or cooperative they

are) and facts having to do with power: agents may not be free to challenge arguments, or
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power inequalities may prevent them from doing so (van Eemeren 2009b). The latter are the

kind of pre-conditions for democratic public space dialogue that CDA has typically focused

on (Fairclough 2000b). On the approach we suggest, they should be seen as affecting the rea-

sonableness of an argumentative (hence political) outcome, as shaping (in ways which the

analyst might want to challenge) agents’ reasons for action. These reasons are premises of

various types in the practical arguments that correspond to agents’ practical reasoning.

Another misunderstanding relates to the role of emotion in argumentation. We are not

saying that judgements and decisions about what to do are determined by reason rather than

emotion. It is a mistake to set up reason in opposition to emotion, and to assume that reason

is good and emotion is bad, as critical discourse analysts often tend to do. For one thing, not

all emotional appeals in arguments are unreasonable or fallacious. Arguments can in fact be

made stronger by coupling appeals to logos with appeals to pathos, as the latter might better

achieve adaptation of the argument to the audience. Emotional appeals are not necessarily

irrelevant and deceptive but can increase understanding of the issues being argued about.

For another, devaluing emotional appeal goes with a mistaken assumption that arguments

for action can and should only be based upon premises which assert beliefs about the world.

On the contrary, as we argue in Chapter 2, the premises of practical arguments necessarily

include what we shall call ‘concerns’ as well as beliefs, and concerns subsume emotions and

emotional dispositions. Without a motivational and emotional investment, no belief could

ever lead us to act at all, because nothing would really matter to us.

Finally, we are not separating facts from values. We distinguish premises which describe the

circumstances of action from premises expressing the goals and values of action. Goals are

explicitly informed by our values or concerns: the futures we imagine are in relation to what

matters to us, such as the values we are committed to. But the way we perceive the circum-

stances in which we act is also informed by our values and concerns. The context of action, as

a problem, is of course objective, not of our own making, but it can be described or repre-

sented in various ways. These alternative ways of representing it can even support radically

different claims for action. Facts, in other words, have evaluative content, and can therefore

support various normative conclusions.

Outline of chapters

Our main concern in Chapter 1 is to make a case for developing a new approach to political

discourse analysis. Political discourse analysis should in our view proceed from a coherent

view of the character of politics to an account of what characteristics differentiate political

discourse from other sorts of discourse, and develop an approach which seeks to address

what is distinctive about politics and about political discourse. We support our criticism of

political discourse analysis in its current form through a (necessarily brief) discussion of two

existing approaches to political discourse, and we discuss a number of contributions to politi-

cal theory, both classical (Aristotelian) and modern, to support our claim that giving primacy

to practical argumentation and deliberation in political discourse analysis is justified by the

nature of politics.

Chapter 2 outlines an original conception of the structure and evaluation of practical rea-

soning, starting from existing accounts in argumentation theory and philosophy. It also dis-

cusses a number of fundamental concepts in argumentation theory and grounds the

approach in a critical conception of reasonableness, in which the critical examination or

testing of arguments is essential. On the view we propose (building on dialectical theories of

Introduction 15



 

argumentation), reasonable decisions (and actions) are likely to emerge from pursuing a

dialectically adequate procedure, defined in normative terms, in terms of systematic critical

questioning of all the components of arguments and relations between them.

In Chapter 3 we present an approach to CDA and discuss its relationship to critical social

science and the forms of critique associated with it, and then discuss how the analysis and

evaluation of arguments as we have presented it in Chapter 2 can increase the capacity of

CDA to pursue its aim of extending critique to discourse. We do this by returning to an ear-

lier analysis of part of a speech by Tony Blair (Fairclough 2000a), showing how the analysis

is strengthened if we build it around the practical argument which Blair is advancing. We

then discuss in more general terms how analysis of practical argumentation fits in with and

contributes to normative and explanatory critique, and we look at other concepts that CDA

works with (imaginaries, political legitimacy, manipulation, power) from the viewpoint of a

theory of argument.

In Chapters 4–6 we move to analysis of practical argumentation in political responses to

the crisis. We begin in Chapter 4 with a corpus of policy-making texts, the British Pre-

Budget and Budget Reports, delivered annually to the House of Commons by the

Chancellor of the Exchequer. We offer a detailed analysis of two of these: the November

2008 Pre-Budget Report delivered by Alistair Darling, Chancellor of the Exchequer in the

Labour government led by Gordon Brown, and the May 2010 Emergency Budget report

delivered by George Osborne, Chancellor of the Exchequer in the current government led

by David Cameron. These reports mark different significant stages in the development of

UK government strategy for responding to the crisis. We carry out an analysis and evalua-

tion of these reports using the approach introduced in Chapter 2. We take as our object of

analysis and evaluation not just the reports themselves, but also reactions to and evaluations

of the reports by other participants in the public debate over government strategy

(politicians, economists and journalists). We relate analysis and evaluation of argumentative

political discourse to normative and explanatory critique.

Chapter 5 focuses on how concerns, including interests and desires, on the one hand, and

moral values, duties, commitments, on the other, motivate action and enter as premises in

practical arguments, by looking at a fragment of the wide-ranging public debate on whether

or not bankers should continue to receive bonuses. We will see that various claims for action

that have been made on this subject are underlain by either interest (in what we shall call

prudential arguments) or by moral–political values such as justice and equality (in moral

arguments). The latter are external reasons for action, which agents often view as reasons

which should not be overridden. We develop this discussion in the final section of Chapter 6

where we discuss political promises as such reasons.

Finally, in Chapter 6 we discuss deliberation in parliamentary debate, a multi-agent insti-

tutional context where a political decision has to be arrived at. We focus on the debate in the

House of Commons on the government’s proposal to raise university tuition fees. We outline

the main argument developed in the debate by the supporters and opponents of the motion;

we show how the arguments were evaluated by the participants themselves and suggest our

own evaluation. We also discuss institutional constraints on deliberation in the institutional

context of parliament and how these constraints, arising from the nature of politics, lead to a

contextualized view of the reasonable aims and possible outcomes of political deliberation.

In the Conclusions chapter, we pull together the strands of the arguments we have devel-

oped throughout the book and try to synthesize our main contributions to CDA, to argu-

mentation theory and to the analysis of political discourse in social-political science.
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1 Political discourse analysis and
the nature of politics

This book presents a new approach to the analysis of political discourse. Its novelty resides

in the integration of critical discourse–analytical concepts with the analytical framework of

argumentation theory, on the basis of viewing political discourse as primarily argumentative

discourse. It is based on a view of politics in which the concepts of deliberation and decision-

making in contexts of uncertainty, risk and persistent disagreement are central. This is a view

of politics in which the question of action, of what to do, is the fundamental question. In accor-

dance with the critical conception of reasonableness that underlies our approach, we will

define a reasonable decision as one which has emerged from a reasonable (dialectical) proce-

dure, i.e. from the systematic critical testing of reasons, claims and arguments for action. This

chapter includes a brief discussion of the current state of play in political discourse analysis

and a discussion of political theory which supports the particular approach we advocate.

In our view, although some very interesting work has been done in political discourse

analysis, this research area has not so far developed a clear distinction between political dis-

course and other sorts of discourse, or an agenda, a set of objectives, theoretical categories,

and methods of analysis which would clearly distinguish political discourse analysis from

other areas of discourse analysis and enable principled, systematic evaluation. To achieve

this, we think, it is necessary to work from a coherent view of the nature of politics. Political

discourse analysts have in many cases sought to do this, but have tended to end up with

views of politics in which the question of representation is central, as opposed to the questions

of decision-making and action, which should be in focus in our view. Of course, establishing a

view of politics is not a simple matter, because there are many different views in political

theory. But what we are suggesting is that there is a need for more reflection about the con-

nection between views of politics, views of political discourse and analytical approaches to

political discourse. Our own approach, which gives primacy to analysis of practical reason-

ing in political discourse analysis, is grounded in a view of politics which has a strong basis

in classical and modern political thinking and theory.

Regarding the definition of political discourse analysis (or PDA), we adopt van Dijk’s

(1997b) definition, as well as his view on the significant contribution PDA can make to politi-

cal science. As van Dijk observes, critical discourse analysis practitioners see the analysis of

political discourse as an essentially critical enterprise. PDA is therefore understood as the

analysis of political discourse from a critical perspective, a perspective which focuses on the

reproduction and contestation of political power through political discourse, and this defini-

tion can be taken to underlie our own approach in the chapters that follow. We also adopt

van Dijk’s characterization of political discourse as attached to political actors – individuals

(politicians, citizens), political institutions and organizations, engaged in political processes and

events – and his emphasis that a notion of context is essential to the understanding of political



 

discourse. This means that, outside political contexts, the discourse of politicians or any other

‘political actors’ is not ‘political’. For us, as we shall argue in the chapters that follow, this is

because political contexts are institutional contexts, i.e. contexts which make it possible for

actors to exert their agency and empower them to act on the world in a way that has an

impact on matters of common concern. The institutional dimension is obvious in the case of

such political contexts as parliament or government (see Chapters 4 and 6 of this book), but

is also present in more weakly institutionalized contexts, such as internet discussion forums

(which we illustrate in Chapter 5), where citizens avail themselves of their right to publicly cri-

ticize government policy for failing to meet legitimate commitments and obligations. Rights, obli-

gations and commitments are elements of the institutional fabric of society, of its deontology,

and – as we shall see, it is this deontology that provides (or should provide) agents with some

of their reasons for action. The prominence we give in this book to politics as action should be

understood against the background of human institutional reality, and the possibilities it

offers agents to work towards the cooperative resolution of conflict.

We agree with van Dijk that PDA can have a lot to offer political science and can con-

tribute to answering genuine political questions, but only if – as he observes – it focuses on

features of discourse which are relevant to the purpose or function of the political process or

event whose discursive dimension is being analysed (van Dijk 1997b: 38). In our view, focus-

ing on the structure of argumentation in a political speech is relevant in precisely this sense,

as the purpose of the speech, what it is designed to achieve, may be to convince an audience

that a certain course of action is right or a certain point of view is true, and this is the intended

perlocutionary effect that is intrinsically associated with the speech act of argumentation.

Likewise, being able to analyse the structure of a practical argument is indispensible (as our

analyses will hopefully show) to being able to evaluate it critically in a systematic, rigorous

manner, something that political scientists would also want to do. Understanding the argu-

mentative nature of political texts is therefore key to being able to evaluate the political stra-

tegies they are a part of.

We shall begin with a discussion of classical thinking on the relationship between politics

and language, specifically Aristotle’s view of politics, which has been a point of reference for

many political theorists and a number of political discourse analysts. We shall then discuss

some recent contributions to political discourse analysis. Our objective is not to give a com-

prehensive overview of this area of study, which would be beyond the scope of this book, but

to refer to two influential contributions in order to support our claim that current work tends

not to provide a sufficiently clear distinction between political discourse and other types of

discourse or to establish an agenda and set of objectives for political discourse analysis which

clearly distinguishes it from other forms of discourse analysis. We shall then turn to political

theory, starting from a recent attempt to define a broad and inclusive conception of politics

through identifying common ground in a wide range of definitions of politics, and showing

how the approach to political discourse analysis which we are advocating arises out of such a

conception of politics.

Aristotle

What did Aristotle have to say about the relationship between politics and language? The

following is a well-known extract from his Politics:

But obviously man is a political animal in a sense in which a bee is not, or any other

gregarious animal. Nature, as we say, does nothing without some purpose; and she has
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endowed man alone among the animals with the power of speech. Speech is something

different from voice, which is possessed by other animals also and used by them to

express pain or pleasure . . .. Speech, on the other hand, serves to indicate what is useful

and what is harmful, and so also what is just and what is unjust. For the real difference

between man and other animals is that humans alone have the perception of good and

evil, just and unjust, etc. It is the sharing of a common view in these matters that makes

a household and a state.

(1253a 1–18, Ackrill 1987)

Aristotle makes a connection between man’s political nature and the power of speech

(Greek logos); the text seems to imply that the ‘purpose’ of the human power of speech (see

the second sentence) is to do with man’s political nature. He characterizes speech as ‘serving

to indicate what is useful and what is harmful, and so also what is just and what is unjust’.

This is similar to a passage in the Rhetoric where Aristotle distinguishes three genres of rheto-

ric: deliberative, forensic and epideictic (Rhetoric 1358b, Lawson-Tancred 1991), which differ

in the function of the audience, time-orientation, and objective. In deliberative or political

rhetoric, one deliberates about public affairs, about what to do – what we should choose or

avoid. In forensic or legal rhetoric, one seeks to defend or condemn someone’s actions. In

epideictic or ceremonial rhetoric one is concerned primarily with praising or discrediting

another person or action. In deliberative rhetoric, an assembly of citizens are ‘judging’ ques-

tions about the future, ‘for it is about what is to be’ that the deliberator deliberates (and this

differs from legal rhetoric, whose orientation is towards past events). The objective of delib-

erative rhetoric is to exhort towards or to dissuade from a course of action, depending on

whether it is judged to be useful (‘advantageous’) or harmful. The function which Aristotle

attributes in a general way to speech (logos) in the section from the Politics is attributed here

to a specific type of rhetoric, deliberative rhetoric.

We also need to include Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics to get a clear picture of his view of

the relationship between politics and language. In the Ethics, Aristotle characterizes politics

as action in pursuit of the highest good, based upon decisions, which arise out of deliberation (1094a, 1094b,

1111b, 1112a, 1112b, 1113a). According to him, we deliberate about actions which are

within the scope of our own agency:

We deliberate about what is up to us, that is to say about the actions that we can do . . .

no Spartan for instance, deliberates about how the Scythians might have the best politi-

cal system. Rather, each group of human beings deliberates about the actions that they

themselves can do. . . . we deliberate about what results through our agency.

(1112a 30–1112b 5)

Moreover, deliberation takes place ‘where the outcome is unclear and the right way to

act is undefined’; and we ‘enlist partners in deliberation on large issues when we distrust our

own ability to discern [the right answer]’ (1112b 5–15). Furthermore, ‘we deliberate not

about ends, but about what promotes ends’, i.e. about means:

A doctor, for instance, does not deliberate about whether he will cure, or an orator

about whether he will persuade, or a politician about whether he will produce good

order . . .. Rather, we lay down the end, and then examine the ways and means to

achieve it. If it appears that any of several [possible] means will reach it, we examine

which of them will reach it most easily and most finely; and if only one [possible] means
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reaches it, examine how that means will reach it, and how the means itself is reached,

until we come to the first cause, the last thing to be discovered.

(1112b 10–20)

Deliberation is closely tied in with decision: ‘What we deliberate about is the same as

what we decide to do, except that by the time we decide to do it, it is definite; for what we

decide to do is what we have judged [to be right] as a result of deliberation’ (1113a 1–10).

(All references above are to the Irwin 1999 translation.)

It would seem then that, if we are to be guided by Aristotle towards a view of what distin-

guishes political discourse from other sorts of discourse, the political genre of deliberation

ought to be given primacy. Deliberation is, as we shall argue below, an argumentative genre

in which the main type of argumentation is practical reasoning. Moreover, if deliberation is

an essential part of politics, then political analysis must include analysis of discourse, and

particularly of argumentation.

Political discourse analysis: two current approaches

In this section we shall briefly refer to two well-established and influential contributions to

political discourse analysis. Our main objective is to show how they differ from our approach

and what our approach can bring that is new. Both approaches seem to give primacy to anal-

ysis of representations, not to the question of action. Our approach, being grounded in a view of

politics where questions about decision and action are the fundamental questions, will see

ways of representing reality as subordinated to the question about what to do, to action.

Chilton (2004) is an important and original treatment of political discourse analysis which

is widely referred to. It is strongly anchored in cognitive science and cognitive linguistics,

and is thus able to offer interesting insights on the relationship between language and politics

from a cognitive and evolutionary perspective. Apart from a brief discussion (in Chapter 3)

of political action as verbal action by means of performing speech acts, it does not include a

view of politics as action and focuses mainly on the ways in which actors represent reality.

Unlike our approach, Chilton’s approach does not treat political discourse as fundamentally

argumentative and deliberative in nature, but the discussion of representations could in prin-

ciple be integrated within an account of deliberation and action. (In more recent contribu-

tions, Chilton (2010) has begun to develop the ‘language-ethics interface’ in a way that is

grounded in Habermas’s theory of communicative action, and this development, we find –

while not focusing on argumentation – is broadly compatible with our approach.)

In the final chapter (‘Towards a theory of language and politics’), Chilton summarizes his

view of political discourse in terms of a list of twelve propositions (Chilton 2004: 198–205).

These include some interesting claims that can be taken up in political discourse analysis,

particularly if one pursues questions of representation (e.g. metaphors and binary distinctions

are frequent in politics, political discourse draws on spatial cognition, political representa-

tions are sets of role-players and relations, etc.). The list does not include references to delib-

eration (argumentation) or to decision and choice as leading to action, which are in our view

central features of political discourse (or political, deliberative rhetoric, in Aristotle’s sense).

The focus being proposed is therefore different from ours.

Chilton begins with a discussion of Aristotle’s passage on man as a political animal in the

Politics, which we have also quoted above, which he sees as linking together ‘the main ingre-

dients of a theory of politics and language that will serve as framework for practical analysis
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of political discourse’ (Chilton 2004: 199). We suggest starting instead from Aristotle’s views

on politics in the Rhetoric and the Nicomachean Ethics. These show that Aristotle’s view of the

relation between politics and language is itself founded upon a coherent view of the nature of

politics: politics is action in pursuit of the highest good, based upon decisions, which arise out of deliberation.

Deliberation, decision and action are crucial in Aristotle’s view and also in the account we

propose in this book, but they are not in focus in Chilton’s approach to political discourse.

The focus on representations, particularly from a cognitive linguistics perspective, is never-

theless extremely interesting and could complement the focus on action that we advocate as

primary. In our own approach we show how representations (including metaphors and other

forms of rhetorically motivated representations) provide premises in arguments for action, and

how representation issues can therefore be integrated within an account of action.

The important question of the relationship between cooperation and conflict in politics is

interestingly addressed by Chilton, who refers here to political theory and notes that there

are two ‘strands’ in definitions of politics within political studies: on the one hand, politics is

a struggle for power; on the other hand, it is cooperation to resolve clashes of interest. He

links this distinction to a pragmatic argument that ‘non-cooperation’ (lying, deceiving, domi-

nating, etc.) in communication is possible only because there is a tacit presupposition of

cooperativeness in communication. (We also propose, as we show later on, to draw on a the-

ory of speech acts, but we link the constitutive rules of types of speech acts, in Searle’s sense,

or the rational presuppositions of discourse, in Habermas’s sense, to a conception of reasons

for action.) The question of cooperation and conflict is prominent in political theory as well,

and contemporary political theory might provide a better starting point for understanding

its implications for political discourse analysis. In our view, we need to move from political

theory, from an understanding of how democratic deliberation can be at once cooperative

and conflictual (and thus try to resolve disagreement or settle it in other ways if resolution is

not possible), to ways of analysing and evaluating it which allow us to take these characteris-

tics into account. The way we attempt to do this in this book is by developing an account of

the genre of political deliberation which emphasizes its adversarial character, but also shows

how it feeds into cooperative decision-making within institutional practices that are designed

for this purpose. The normative model of evaluation of argumentation is thus contextualized

in each institutional setting given the goals of institutions and a variety of institutional con-

straints. We find Chilton’s focus on the question of cooperation and conflict to be very

important and we suggest addressing it more specifically in terms of a theory of argumenta-

tion and deliberation. People’s arguments are based on different but often reasonable values

and value hierarchies (normative priorities), which often turn out to be hard or impossible to

reconcile, and political deliberation has to find ways of dealing with these differences, while

democracy has to set up institutions that can accommodate them.

Another political discourse analyst who has made a highly influential contribution is

Ruth Wodak (for example Wodak 2009a, 2009b; Wodak and de Cillia 2006). Together with

Martin Reisigl, she is the most prominent exponent of the discourse-historical approach

(DHA). In DHA, the field of politics is viewed as segmented into a number of ‘fields of

action’: ‘lawmaking procedures; formation of public attitudes, opinion, and will; party-

internal formation of attitudes, opinion, and will; inter-party formation of attitudes, opinion,

and will; organization of international/inter-state relations; political advertising; political

executive and administration; political control’. Each field of action is associated with a dis-

tinct set of political sub-genres (Wodak 2009a: 41, originally Reisigl and Wodak 2009: 91).

The taxonomy provided is presumably not meant to be exhaustive, as sub-genres that are

most obviously oriented to action (e.g. parliamentary debates or consultations within
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government) are not included. Overall, this approach is classificatory or taxonomic, and it

gives a persuasive picture of the sheer diversity of political discourse. However, taxonomical

approaches can also lead to a rather atomistic view of politics and political discourse as a

series of parts, without a coherent account of the character of the whole, without an indica-

tion of what is common to all these fields of action, or why it is that they can be classified as

such and what enables agents to act on the world by participating in these sub-genres. While

recognizing the potential value of an approach like Wodak’s or Reisigl’s, our approach to

the diversity of political discourse is different. We identify a range of activity types (such as

parliamentary debate, government report), implementing a limited number of argumentative

genres (in this case, deliberation; another example could be negotiation) and each oriented

towards a normative goal, where what is possible to achieve (hence reasonable) is con-

strained by the institutional context and the rationale of the institution in question, e.g. what

it is designed to achieve. We can see these activity types as associated with fields of action in

the sense that they all involve practical argumentation, a process in which agents give and

receive reasons that attempt to justify or criticize a proposal for action which can subse-

quently ground decision and action.

Wodak (2009a) begins by discussing a very interesting example, a quote from a 2000

speech by Romano Prodi (former president of the European Commission) – ‘The challenge

is to radically rethink the way we do Europe. To re-shape Europe’ – and observes (in a way

that is compatible with our approach) that the ‘doing’ aspect of politics is important, and so

are political ‘visions’. She nevertheless does not view this quote as making an argument in

which the ‘vision’ itself can be taken as a reason (premise) supporting the claim for action (as

we would suggest, if we were to analyse the same example), but instead relates the ‘vision’ to

Bourdieu’s theory of the political field, i.e. to a view of ‘politics as a struggle to impose the

legitimate principle of vision and division’ (Wodak 2009a: 1). In other words, politics seems

to be about imposing representations and about how representations serve power, but there

is no indication about how this can occur. Later on, in analysing the same quote, Wodak

observes that politics is ‘intrinsically linked with shaping, thinking and doing’ (Wodak 2009a:

29) but once again the connection of representations to action via (practical) arguments is

not made, as (obviously) the view of what is distinctive about politics is different.

The approach identifies six dimensions of politics. Briefly, these are said to be: (1) the sta-

ging/performance of politics (the front stage); (2) the everyday life of politics and politicians

(the back stage, including politics du couloir); (3) the impact of politicians’ personality (char-

isma, credibility) on performance; (4) the mass-production of politics (media, advisors, spin-

doctors); (5) the recontextualization of politics in the media; (6) participation in politics (i.e.

‘power, ideology, gate-keeping, legitimacy and representation’) (Wodak 2009a: 24). We

agree these are all interesting aspects of politics that are worth studying. What we attempt to

do, however, is work from a definition of what is characteristic about politics (which we take

from political theory) towards a view of what is distinctive about political discourse. To

Wodak’s dimensions of politics, we would want to add the one feature which is crucial in

our view, namely that politics is oriented towards decision-making that can ground action. Decisions

are taken in conditions of disagreement, uncertainty and risk, which make deliberation with

others, and ideally democratic deliberation, essential in arriving at a reasonable decision.

Although, as we have said, not all arguments are good arguments, and actual deliberation

often falls short of a normative ideal, political discourse is none-the-less fundamentally argu-

mentative and – being geared to choice and action – deliberative.1

The analytical framework of the DHA is different from ours; it either involves different

concepts (e.g. ‘topos’ ) or a different understanding of concepts which we also use
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(‘argumentation’, ‘strategy’). For Reisigl and Wodak (2001: 46, 2009: 94), argumentation is a

strategy, more precisely a ‘discursive strategy’. They list, for example, five such strategies:

nomination (reference); predication; argumentation; perspectivation (involvement); intensifi-

cation (mitigation). (These are, moreover, said to be ‘strategies of positive self-presentation

and ‘negative other presentation’, which supports our view that, in current approaches, polit-

ical discourse is primarily about representation, not action.) Strategies of argumentation are said

to be realized linguistically by topoi and fallacies; strategies of nomination by ‘membership

categorization devices’, metaphors, and so on. In our approach, unlike in DHA, it would not

be possible to see argumentation as a strategy. Argumentation (a central analytical concept in our

approach) is a verbal, social activity, in which people attempt to criticize or justify claims; it is

a complex speech act whose intended perlocutionary effect is convincing an interlocutor to

accept a standpoint. Moreover, it would not be possible to see argumentation as an object of

the same order, or the same kind, as ‘reference’ or ‘predication’, nor place the latter categories

at the same level as (or compare them with) ‘perspectivation’ or ‘intensification’, within the

same taxonomy, as ‘kinds of’ strategy. What we would say instead is that, in arguing, as in

any other (simple) speech acts (assertions, directives, etc.), people refer to individuals and

objects and predicate properties of them: speech acts have a propositional content (as well as

having an illocutionary force). Consequently, from the point of view of our approach, and

from the perspective of an argumentation theory grounded in a theory of speech acts, it

would not be possible to see reference, predication and argumentation as strategies, any more

than we could describe speech acts as strategies. Given our own theoretical presuppositions,

we are therefore unable to use the DHA taxonomy of strategies and we develop our own

account of what strategies are, which we briefly explain further on.

Like the approach we propose, DHA also involves an explicit focus on argumentation

but the way it does this, while certainly productive and influential, is different from ours.

The main and most obvious difference is that there is no argument reconstruction as a basis

for analysis and evaluation, hence for the purpose of normative or explanatory critique. In

our view, however, a well-grounded critical perspective on political discourse requires argu-

ment reconstruction and analysis, as a basis for non-arbitrary evaluation and, if an explicit

focus on argumentation is intended, then analysis should be carried out in terms of the ana-

lytical framework of some version of argumentation theory. This is why we have developed

a way of representing and evaluating practical argumentation, partly drawing on informal

logic and pragma-dialectics, and using concepts such as validity, soundness, argument

scheme, etc.

DHA is also different from our approach in the use it makes of the Aristotelian concept

of topos. (This is a fundamental analytical concept in DHA, and extensive taxonomies of topoi

are provided based on surveying large samples of text.2) Topoi in DHA are sometimes highly

abstract (‘comparison’, ‘definition’, ‘consequence’) and could, in accordance with the classi-

cal Aristotelian view, yield arguments with any conceivable content, but sometimes they are

very specific in content (‘topos of culture’, of ‘humanitarianism’, the ‘topos of constructing the

hero’, ‘topos of finance’, of ‘burden’, of the ‘threat of racism’, etc.). Our approach to political

discourse does not use the concept of topos at all; instead we speak of argumentative schemes, e.g.

the scheme we propose for practical reasoning, as ways of connecting premises to conclu-

sions. However, we could, if we wanted, say that argumentation from negative consequences

(widely involved in deliberation) involves a topos of consequence. In so doing, we would be in

accordance with the classical Aristotelian view, as we would not go further than identifying

an abstract pattern that can connect a premise to a claim, an argumentative scheme, a warrant (in

Toulmin’s 1958 sense). But we would not also designate as topoi all the specific types of
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negative consequences that may be cited in various arguments for or against a particular

(political) action (i.e. negative effects on human well-being, unemployment, undesirable

moral consequences, financial loss, etc.). In our view, a premise of the form ‘if the action is

taken, then the goals will not be achieved’ can be viewed as a topos of negative consequence,

but the sundry possible manifestations of negative consequences are not themselves topoi. In

this respect we differ from the approach taken in DHA, which identifies a wide range of topoi

at a very detailed concrete level. This may have the advantage of keeping a close focus on

the particularities of the text, but also has the disadvantage of obscuring the (small number

of) abstract argumentative schemes that lie behind particular arguments, their character as

abstract place-holders for any conceivable content.3

Our understanding of strategies is also different. The treatment of ‘strategies’ is in fact a

clear case where we should proceed from a view of politics to the distinctive character of

political discourse, and then to developing an analytical approach. ‘Strategy’ has been recog-

nized as an important concept and category in political and political-economic theory. Hay

(2007: 67) suggests that one key feature of politics is ‘the capacity for agency’; he notes that

‘emphasizing agency . . . serves to bring out the strategic dimension of politics’ and that, ‘in

so far as it involves reflexive actors’, politics ‘is, or has the capacity at any point to become,

strategic’. The development and pursuit of political strategies, with the ultimate goal of trans-

forming the world in particular ways, is an essential feature of political action. A strategy, on

the account we develop in this book, can be understood as a plan of action for achieving a

particular goal, involving sequences of means–goals relations. A goal (as we argue in Chapter

2) is a future state of affairs to be achieved by means of action, starting from an actual situation

(usually perceived as a problem). Strategies have a partly discursive character: they are devel-

oped and formulated in discourse, and their goals (we argue later) can be conceived as discur-

sive ‘imaginaries’ ( Jessop 2002) and seen as future states of affairs that agents want to bring

about by means of action.

However, although strategies have a partly discursive character, we would not treat ‘strat-

egy’ as a discursive category. ‘Strategy’ is a category within theories of action, not within the-

ories of discourse. It is action and, in the case of politics, political action, that may be strategic,

not discourse in itself. Language is, of course, a form of action, as speech act theory has long

recognized, but strategies (we argue) involve goals which are outside and beyond discourse, i.e.

they involve desired changes in the world, not in discourse. Speech act theory can also be taken

to make the same point, in talking for instance about the ‘world-to-word’ direction of fit of

directive or commissive speech acts. The goal of performing such speech acts is an extra-

linguistic goal, i.e. to change the world so that it matches the orders we give or the promises

we make. The ‘discursive strategies’ theorized in the approaches to political discourse analy-

sis we have referred to are not strategies in the action-theoretical sense discussed above, and

their goals or objectives are not goals in the sense above, as they are not future states of affairs

in the world.4

From our perspective, then, argumentation cannot be viewed as a ‘discursive’ strategy in

itself (as in DHA); nor can we speak about ‘discursive strategies’ in general. This is because,

as we have said, strategies involve goals outside discourse, i.e. changes in the world. Moreover,

it would not be possible to speak of ‘discursive strategies’ as well as political and economic

strategies, or of ‘discursive imaginaries’ as well as political and economic imaginaries. In our

view, changing the world so that it matches a certain political vision (imaginary) is the goal of

action (i.e. a future state of affairs in the world, which can be described by means of language)

and it is partly pursued argumentatively (discursively), by attempting to give agents (or one-

self, as agent) reasons for acting in a way that will bring about that change in the real world.
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In relation to this extra-linguistic goal, agents formulate strategies, as plans of action, involv-

ing sequences of means–goals relations (and sometimes several, coordinated such sequences

subordinated to the same goal) where the goals of one action, once achieved (i.e. turned into

reality), can become the means to further goals or can create new circumstances of action for

further action in pursuit of those goals. Strategies have a discursive dimension in the sense

that they are devised in processes of practical reasoning, and formulated in language, but the

argumentation that corresponds to this reasoning is not in itself a strategy.

As we have said, the DHA approach is (in our view) primarily taxonomical, not analytical

(at least not in the sense of analysis that we advocate) and this is a significant way in which it

differs from ours. We agree that taxonomies, when they are systematic and exhaustive, can

be useful and illuminating. But the disadvantage of a taxonomical approach, in general, in

our view, is that it can lead to an enormous proliferation of categories of analysis, which may

be so particular and detailed that they prevent a synthetic grasp of the nature of the object

of study rather than facilitating it.5 We are, however, not averse to taxonomies and we do

draw on a number of them ourselves, particularly those of speech act theory (Searle 1969,

2010) and pragma-dialectics (van Eemeren and Grootendorst 1992, 2004; van Eemeren

2010); we have opted for them because, in our view, they provide systematic accounts of the

relationship between language and action based on unambiguous and consistent principles of

classification.

The approaches to political discourse that we have looked at, while very interesting and

highly influential in their own right, are very different from the approach we suggest. This is

because their underlying presuppositions and conceptual frameworks are different. In con-

trasting these approaches with ours and trying to highlight compatibilities and incompatibil-

ities, we are not of course questioning the legitimacy of the particular focus on political

discourse that they have chosen to pursue, but merely trying to clarify what our own

approach is trying to do, given its grounding in a view of politics as oriented to action and

underlain by practical reasoning. This is a view we take from both Aristotle and contempo-

rary political theory. Let us now turn to how the nature of politics is discussed in political

theory.

Political theory on the nature of politics

Political theory is concerned both with what politics is like and with what politics ought to be

like; it is both descriptive and normative. The two are not entirely separate, because political

actors in actual politics constantly evaluate political action against normative standards,

assessing for instance what actually happens in (what are recognized as) political democracies

against standards of what democracy ought to be like. This feature of politics must in our

view be carried over into our accounts of political discourse and our ways of analysing politi-

cal discourse, which does not always happen in political discourse analysis. In our approach,

practical argumentation and deliberation are analysed descriptively but also evaluated in

terms of normative standards, and we include in our account the ways in which political

actors themselves evaluate political action against normative standards (‘lay normativity’) as

well as the external analytical normativity of our approach.

We start our discussion of political theory with a book by Colin Hay (2007). Hay gives a

list of twelve current definitions of politics or ‘the political’. According to one, for instance,

‘politics is concerned with the distribution, exercise and consequences of power’. Another

definition sees politics as a ‘set of processes and rituals’ through which citizens may
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‘participate . . . in the process of government’. Yet another views it as a ‘process of public

deliberation and scrutiny of matters of collective concern’ (Hay 2007: 61–62). There are

sharp differences between these definitions, but Hay suggests that it is nevertheless possible

to identify certain common elements which provide a basis for building ‘a broad and inclu-

sive conception of politics’. He identifies four features of politics which are common to these

definitions: politics as choice, as the capacity for agency, as deliberation, and as social

interaction.

All of the definitions of politics cited by Hay see political action as occurring only in situa-

tions where alternative choices might be made; if there are no alternatives, there is no poli-

tics. Politics is about making choices and decisions about what to do, what action to take in

response to a situation. It is typically about making decisions is a context of scarcity: there

are never enough resources to do everything, or to do what everyone wants. Politics can

therefore be seen as being about the allocation of scarce resources, about ‘Who Gets What,

When, How?’ (Lasswell 1958). In complex modern societies, there are fundamental differ-

ences of interests, purposes and values, and making decisions is therefore almost invariably

an adversarial process in which participants advocate conflicting lines of action.

Furthermore, political choices are characterized by uncertainty: both the nature of the situa-

tion we are responding to and how the choices that we make will affect or change the situa-

tion are inherently uncertain. This adds to the controversial character of political choices,

because different agents and groups will interpret the situation in different ways, and advo-

cate different possible lines of action in response to it even when they agree on the goals;

most often there is also disagreement on the goals of action and underlying values, and on

which value or goal should be given priority. Finally, political choices have to be made with

greater or lesser urgency: faced with a situation of crisis, responsible political agents must act

quickly, and they have to act in spite of uncertainty and controversy. Politics is premised on

the capacity for agency, the capacity of actors to make a difference, to change things.

Agency implies strategy: actors or groups of actors have the capacity to develop and pursue

strategies for changing things in particular directions.

A similar conception is outlined by Garner (2009), who begins by citing a popular defini-

tion of politics as the process by which groups representing divergent interests and values

make collective decisions. As societies are diverse, there will always be a need for a mechan-

ism whereby different interests and values are reconciled. As scarcity is also an inevitable

characteristic of all societies, the mechanism of politics is needed to decide how goods are to

be distributed. Politics is then essentially a mechanism for making decisions and several ques-

tions can be asked about how political decisions are taken. First, what values are underlying

these decisions? Are they informed by a concern for justice or liberty, do they serve the inter-

ests of the many or of the few? Second, who makes these decisions? Is it one person or are

they made democratically? Are democratic decisions in any way better? Finally, what enables

decision-makers to enforce these decisions? Can they enforce them because they have the

power to do so? Or is it because they have the legitimate authority to do so? What is the

difference between power and authority? (Garner 2009: 2–5.)

Because politics is concerned with decision-making, political discourse is inherently delib-

erative. As we will argue, deliberation involves weighing reasons in favour of one or several

proposals and reasons against. Not all deliberation is ‘good’ or reasonable, in the sense of

adequately considering and balancing as many relevant considerations as possible, and not

all deliberation is democratic: it is often the case that (not necessarily unreasonable) decisions

are taken by very small groups of agents on behalf of many, with no democratic participa-

tion. However, the process of arriving at a decision, to the extent that it involves a minimal
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weighing of options, is deliberative and argumentative in nature. We will have more to say

about deliberation in the next chapters, but one possible confusion should be dispelled from

the start. To say that political discourse is deliberative is a descriptive statement, a statement of

fact, and says nothing about how normatively appropriate actual deliberative practices are,

either from the normative viewpoint of a theory of argument, or from that of a theory of

(deliberative) democracy. Hay also comments on this possible misunderstanding. To say that

politics involves deliberation, he says, can be criticized as an ‘idealized and distorted depic-

tion’ of what actually goes on in politics:

To define politics in terms of deliberation may entail something of a value judgement –

and a positive one at that. But there are a great variety of forms that deliberation may

take, some more inclusive and egalitarian, some more exclusive and authoritarian, than

others. To associate politics with deliberation is neither to endorse all activity which falls

under that rubric, nor to commit ourselves to taking the legitimating rhetoric of formal

politics at face value.

(Hay 2007: 69)

Political discourse is therefore deliberative (whenever it is oriented to a normative conclu-

sion and weighs reasons, however minimally), even when it is instantiated by particularly

‘bad’ or undemocratic examples of deliberation. Disagreements are not always resolved in

political deliberation, even in those instances of deliberation which satisfy normative criteria

for good deliberative practice, and reaching consensus is not generally an expected outcome,

although it is a possible outcome. More commonly, as we shall see in Chapter 6, delibera-

tion terminates in some procedure, such as voting, which determines which proposed course

of action will prevail.

Like ancient democracies, modern democracies combine democratic and oligarchic ten-

dencies. Politics could be more democratic, and hence in a sense more properly politics, if

public practical reasoning were closer to a normative idea of deliberation than it is in prac-

tice. If political decision-making followed on from large-scale public debates, organized so

that citizens could contribute substantively to discussions about what the nature of political

situations actually is, what values and goals should inform decisions, what possible alterna-

tive courses of action and what arguments there are for and against particular courses of

action; and if the machinery of decision-making were so designed that these debates could

lead to informed decisions which citizens could partake in, then political decision-making

practices would be closer to a normative conception than they currently are. There is a ten-

dency for oligarchic forces and interests in modern democracies to represent societies as

more democratic than they actually are and to represent deliberation as closer to democratic

ideals than it is (what Hay alludes to above as ‘the legitimating rhetoric of formal politics’).

Claims that politics actually is democratic deliberation, or that political decisions are actually

made in ways which arise out of and reflect public debate, may be made descriptively as

part of the business of sustaining and legitimizing oligarchic power, and may even come to

be taken as mere common sense in some contexts, and work ideologically in helping to sus-

tain the status quo and the social relations which constitute it. But we need to be careful not

to allow this possibility to blind us to an alternative possibility: that such claims can be

advanced normatively as part of an effort to advance democracy.

Many political theorists place the notions of cooperation and conflict at the core of demo-

cratic politics. Mouffe (2005: 52), for example, advocates an ‘agonistic’ view of democracy:

‘Democratic dialogue is conceived as a real confrontation. Adversaries do fight – even
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fiercely – but according to a shared set of rules, and their positions, despite being ultimately

irreconcilable, are accepted as legitimate perspectives.’ ‘Agonistic’ politics is an alternative to

open antagonism and conflict (and the use of force), and presupposes a measure of coopera-

tion between adversaries. Rancière (1995: 12–13) also discusses the coexistence of coopera-

tion and conflict in relation to what he identifies as ‘two origins of the political’ offered in

Aristotle’s Politics: the ‘good origin’ in Book I, which we have referred to, ‘the peculiar power

of the logos to project a sense of the useful and of the harmful into the circle of the commu-

nity and thereby to usher in a shared recognition of the just and the unjust’; and the ‘bad

origin’ in Book IV – which says that

the question of politics begins in every city with the existence of the mass of the aporoi,

those who have no means, and the small number of the euporoi, those who have them .
two irreducible components, ever virtually at war.

The ‘bad origin’ of politics bears upon the question of democracy. In Rancière’s view, a

bad democracy, according to Aristotle, ‘is a democracy true to its name, where the demos

exercises the power’, and a good democracy ‘comes as close as possible to the ideal regime

of the politeia’ and ‘contrives to distance the demos’. The art of politics is to reduce the poten-

tial for conflict inherent in the division between the aporoi and the euporoi and in the power of

the demos, and to accentuate cooperation (Rancière 1995: 15–16). Cooperation is therefore

not simply a necessary precondition for democratic dialogue as Mouffe’s ‘agonistic’ under-

standing of it suggests, but may also be a resource for oligarchies to limit and contain democ-

racy. This suggests that, in analysing democratic debate as a form of practical reasoning, we

should not simply be looking to identify shared sets of rules which regulate cooperation, but

also looking at how and whether the terms of cooperation are open to being contested and

redefined (see Fairclough et al. 2006 for discussion of a particular case). It is, as we shall see

in Chapter 3, a manifestation of political power that people’s perceived preferences and

needs are often shaped for them in such a way that conflict, although real, does not even

arise, and people passively (and cooperatively) acquiesce in their domination.

Bauman (1999: 78–86) sees democratic politics as the pursuit of freedom or autonomy,

and the essence of politics as critical reflection. Autonomy begins with the understanding of

the ‘inescapably human origins of human institutions’, and rejects ‘de facto validity’ (the claim

that institutions, practices and norms which exist are inherently valid) in favour of ‘de jure

validity: validity that is the product of reflection and deliberation’. The search for de jure valid-

ity ‘calls for critical reflection, and refrains from exempting anything, including itself, from

it’. Critical reflection is ‘the essence of all genuine politics’ and politics is ‘an effective and

practical effort to subject institutions that boast de facto validity to the test. Democracy itself is

a ‘site of critical reflection, which derives its distinctive identity from that reflection’. Bauman

advocates a ‘reinvention of politics’ based on a new forms of collective agency coming from

civil society, and involving a reconstruction of public space as a space where issues of com-

mon concern can be brought to political attention, where options can be critically examined,

questioned and negotiated, as a basis for decision. The ‘agora’ should be the space where pri-

vate problems can be ‘translated’ into public issues and people can use the power of institu-

tions to ‘seek collectively managed levers powerful enough to lift [them] from their privately

suffered misery’ (Bauman 1999: 2–3). This view supports the claim we are making in this

book that collective deliberation, involving the critical examination of reasons for action on

matters of public concern, is fundamental in politics and political discourse. It also accords

with the view (which we take from Searle and develop in the following chapters) of the
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political context as an institutional context which binds agents into a complex deontic network

of relations (rights, obligations, commitments, etc.) that provide them with reasons for action.

‘Reinventing politics’ can thus be interpreted as the effort to ensure that people can actually

exert their formally recognized rights or can effectively compel others to abide by their obli-

gations and commitments, for instance that citizens can effectively challenge government

decisions on the strength of the state’s existing commitment to a set of publicly recognized,

legitimate values. We illustrate this point in Chapter 5, by analysing arguments from justice

produced by Guardian readers in a comments thread.

An ‘argumentative turn’ in political theory?

For quite a while, a case has been made for an ‘argumentative turn’ in the field of policy dis-

course (more specifically, policy planning and analysis) (Fischer and Forester 1993). Policy

discourse, as a type of political discourse, has been recognized as fundamentally argumenta-

tive, as involving a ‘process of deliberation’ that ‘weighs’ together multiple considerations

under a multiplicity of interpretative frames (see Dryzek’s contribution to Fischer and

Forester, Dryzek 1993: 214).

More recently, a persuasive case that analysis of political discourse needs to focus on

argumentation, and particularly on the rhetorical properties of discourse, has been made in

political theory by Finlayson (2007). According to him, political decision-making is distinc-

tive in the way it combines two levels of contingency and uncertainty: ‘the uncertainty of the

world’, the need to act on the basis of incomplete information, not knowing for certain what

the nature of the circumstances is, what the best way to act is, or what effects any action

may have; and the uncertainty caused by ‘the (possibly competitive) presence of others’ who

think in different ways which include not only conflicting interests but the possibility of a

clash of ‘first principles’, of basic values. Given that the reasons for taking one course of

action rather than another may provide more-or-less convincing support for it but never

logically determine it, and that there may be good reasons for and against a course of action,

and for and against alternatives, practical argumentation with others has an essential role in

political decision-making, and analysis of it has an essential role in political analysis. In addi-

tion, he observes, the logical properties of arguments are not the only ones that matter:

policy-makers and analysts are also engaged in finding those arguments that will effectively

persuade various groups of people, in order to create a convergence of interests and views in

a world of persistent disagreement. Finlayson argues in fact for the primacy of rhetorical anal-

ysis: ‘democracies are premised on the recognition that people disagree not only about

means but about ends and even about the meaning and value of means and ends’, and the

field of politics abounds in ‘problems without solution’, in the sense of problems without one

obvious solution that everyone might be brought to agree with. Hence, in the absence of

indisputable truths, given fundamental uncertainty and risk, divergent interests and value

pluralism, the role of rhetoric is essential in convincing others to see things in the same light

as we do, so as to produce agreement around a contested claim (Finlayson 2007: 550).

Insights linking political discourse to argumentation in political theory are nevertheless

not always as clear as the above observations might suggest. The questions of how policies

are ‘framed’ and ‘narrated’ are sometimes discussed in studies of policy in political theory,

but – as the contributions by Rein and Schön (1993) and Kaplan (1993), respectively, in

Fischer and Forester (1993) show – no connection is made between frames or narratives, on

the one hand, and arguments or the ‘argumentative turn’ that these discussions supposedly
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illustrate, on the other, or between frames or narratives and action. More puzzling still is the

occasional conflation of argument and explanation: Parsons (2007) sets out to be an analysis

of ‘arguments in political science’, but focuses entirely on explanations, without any refer-

ence to actual arguments. On the whole, there is considerable confusion between argument,

explanation, narrative and description (particularly in political science, but also occasionally

in critical discourse analysis), and the way in which narratives and explanations can contrib-

ute to the justification of a course of action has not so far been theorized. As we suggest later,

in deliberative discourse, narrative, description and explanation can be viewed as subsumed

to or embedded within arguments. Ways of describing (including ‘framing’) the situation, of

explaining its causes, or of narrating a sequence of events are usually contributing premises

to an argument for action, whose conclusion will be supported by certain ways of describing,

narrating or explaining, and not others. Epistemic/theoretical arguments (with a descriptive

conclusion, about what the situation is) are also usually supporting the conclusion of a more

general practical argument, and are embedded in arguments about what should be done.

Political theory on deliberative democracy

Deliberation is intrinsic to democracy. According to Kenneth Burke, democracy is ‘a device

for institutionalizing the dialectical process, by setting up a political structure that gives full

opportunity for the use of competition for a cooperative end’ (Burke 1973/1941: 444, cited

in Williams and Young 2009: 2). The argumentative nature of this competition for coopera-

tive ends manifests itself variously, in public debates and controversies, and is variously aimed

at disagreement resolution, compromise, collective decision-making and, on this basis, action.

Democracy can also be seen as a ‘mechanism for dealing with disagreement’ (Swift 2006:

203). Two conceptions of democracy can be distinguished, based on the way they manage

disagreement and interpret the fundamental idea of collective decision and of equal treat-

ment: a deliberative and an aggregative conception. According to the aggregative conception,

decisions are collective and binding when they arise from arrangements that give equal

consideration to the interests of each person bound by the decision. According to the delib-

erative conception, decisions are collective and binding when they emerge from arrange-

ments that establish conditions of free public reasoning among those who are affected by the

decision, viewed as equals. In the aggregative model, citizens’ preferences are expressed by

voting and each vote counts equally. In the deliberative model, citizens’ preferences are not

only expressed but also transformed through public reasoning, in a process where everyone

has the right to advance and respond to reasons, propose issues and solutions for the agenda,

and justify or criticize proposals (Cohen 1998: 185–186).

‘Deliberative democracy’ as a normative ideal means a democratic system where decisions

are made by discussion among free, equal and rational citizens. Collective decision-making

involves the participation of all those who will be affected by the decision, and this makes

decisions legitimate and binding. Participation is by means of arguments (reasons) offered by

and to citizens who are committed to the values of freedom, impartiality and rationality. As

Elster notes, ‘deliberative democracy rests on argumentation, not only in the sense that it

proceeds by argument, but also in the sense that it must be justified by argument’ and ‘argu-

ing is logically prior to all other modes of collective decision-making’. This is because the

decision not to decide by public deliberation but by some other procedure is itself justified by

reasons, therefore argumentatively, whatever those reasons may be, for those who make that

decision (Elster 1998a: 9–10).

30 Political discourse analysis and the nature of politics



 

Supporters of deliberative democracy justify it on grounds of human fallibility. An individ-

ual’s resources of knowledge and imagination are limited, and by pooling their limited cap-

abilities together, individuals stand a better chance of making a good decision. Deliberating

or discussing matters with others will ‘lessen or overcome the impact of bounded rationality’

(Fearon 1998: 45). Deliberating with others not only reveals information that is relevant for

the choice to be made, but enables people to see matters from other people’s perspective and

encourages a particular mode of justifying claims, not by appeal to self-interest but in terms

of the common good or the public interest. In the ‘deliberative setting’, the use of force-based

threats is ruled out, as the only force that should count is the force of the better argument

(Elster 1998b: 103). As a side-effect, deliberation develops civic virtues: public reasoning as

social practice produces better and more informed citizens, with an increased sense of

responsibility for a shared community. Independently of any positive consequences, however,

deliberation is good in itself because it produces politically legitimate decisions. They are

legitimate because they are the outcome of a fair procedure, which gives everyone (including

those who will in the end disagree with the outcome) the right to advance and respond to

reasons and to understand, given that reasoning is public and not private, why a certain

choice was made. Those who will disagree with the outcome will see that the result was not

arbitrary but justifiable. Deliberation thus tends to produce outcomes that are seen as more

legitimate than those produced by voting. This is because, for one thing, public reasoning

tends to produce greater consensus, as more people get persuaded that a certain outcome is

good by participating in debate and may reshape their preferences (if voting takes place with-

out discussion, this may not happen). For another, the opportunity of expressing one’s view

will make people more inclined to support the collective decision, even if they might disagree

with it in the end (Fearon 1998: 52–60). But a decision arrived at deliberatively will not only

be more legitimate, in virtue of the fair procedure, but will tend to be a better decision. And

this is because, through its cooperative nature, the deliberative procedure is more likely to

get things right, to produce better answers to problems than other procedures. Deliberative

democracy has ‘epistemic value’, it can be a way of generating better responses to problems.

This can refer to both means and goals: ‘deliberation helps us to discover which are the best

means to which ends, but it also helps us work out which ends are better than others’ (Swift

2006: 216).

Those theorists who are pessimistic about the possibility of achieving deliberative democ-

racy in practice observe that genuine democratic politics is very rare and only occasionally

asserts itself over and above power interests. Many obstacles to the feasibility of a deliberative

conception are typically acknowledged: social inequalities, power asymmetries, media distor-

tions, public ignorance and apathy. Some are described as ‘pathologies of deliberation’

(Stokes 1998) and seem to contradict the belief that deliberation improves the quality of

decision-making (as people may enter deliberation or cast their vote with ‘pseudo-preferences’

and ‘pseudo-identities’ created by powerful private interests). Those who have confidence in

deliberative democracy point to the existence of ‘outbreaks of democracy’ as proof that delib-

erative democracy is not an impossible dream (Rheg 2009: 12). As Rheg observes, at least on

some issues and some of the times, the quality of arguments and the argumentative process

does makes a difference in terms of the outcome and of people’s assessment of the outcome.

Moreover, there is empirical evidence that the norms embodied in the ideal of deliberative

democracy sometimes function as a guiding normative framework in actual public delibera-

tion: people orient towards and hold others accountable to norms of reasonable communica-

tion, e.g. they criticize politicians for not sufficiently including citizens in deliberation and

decision-making, for not thinking through the consequences of their actions, and so on.
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It has been suggested (Gaus 2003) that the central problem of modern liberal-democratic

societies is: how can shared political principles be justified in a deeply pluralistic world?

Following Isaiah Berlin (1990), many liberal theorists start from an acknowledgment of the

‘reasonable value pluralism’ of modern democratic societies. People are understood as free,

equal and reasonable, and as having conflicting philosophies of life, such as a religious or secu-

lar, liberal or traditionalist worldview, hence a plurality of rationally incommensurable values.

This value pluralism makes it impossible to find a common framework of discussion on the

basis of which disagreements might be resolved. According to Gutmann and Thompson

(1996), to acknowledge value pluralism is to say that citizens reasoning together might ‘recog-

nize that a position is worthy of moral respect even when they think that it is morally wrong’.

These are ‘deliberative disagreements’, disagreements that can form the object of an effort to

find a morally acceptable way of resolving them in a mutually acceptable way. Not all dis-

agreements are deliberative. If the disagreement were over a proposal to legitimize discrimina-

tion against blacks or women, then the same obligation of mutual respect would not arise,

and to deliberate over the matter would be inappropriate (Gutmann and Thompson 1996: 3).

In what follows we are discussing only reasonable value pluralism, pluralism that generates

reasonable disagreements that can form the object of public deliberation.

Given the reality of reasonable value pluralism, citizens who deliberate together will have

to find reasons that are compelling to other reasonable citizens, of whom many will endorse

a different (religious, moral) worldview or radically different political views. According to

one view, to require that justifications for political action be acceptable to others is to say

that all those who are governed by collective decisions and are expected to govern their own

conduct by those decisions must find the bases of those decisions, the substantive political values

that underlie them, acceptable even when they disagree with particular decisions (Cohen

1998: 222). Rawls’s theory of justice (1971, 2001) and his version of political liberalism as a

framework for democracy were offered as a response to value pluralism. The solution advo-

cated is to leave reasonable conflicting ethical viewpoints in play without trying to adjudicate

among them, by providing principles of justice which are neutral in the political sense, so that

all involved can accept them as offering fair terms of cooperation when viewed from their

particular value commitments. Another response to value pluralism is Gray’s ‘agonistic liber-

alism’ which stresses the need for compromise, for finding a modus vivendi among inherently

clashing views (Gray 1989, 2000). Yet another response is the ‘deliberative’ liberal demo-

cratic conception defended by Habermas, to which we will briefly refer below.

Dryzek (2000) acknowledges that there is a conflict within theories of deliberative democ-

racy, between those more influential versions which overstate consensus and understate conflict,

such as Habermas’s (1996a) and Rawls’s (1971) proceduralist models of deliberative democracy,

and other versions which acknowledge the irreducible value pluralism of modern societies,

hence the impossibility of consensus. According to Dryzek, deliberative democracy can be res-

cued only if deliberation is understood as including not only dialogue oriented to achieving con-

sensus on ‘the best available course of action’ but also dialogue characterized by conflict over

different courses of action based on different interpretations of political situations, different goals

and different values, differences which cannot generally be resolved through deliberation.

In his theory of communicative action, Habermas (1984) defines human rationality in

relation to the ability to offer reasons or grounds in support of truth claims, normative claims

or evaluative claims, and to handle such reasons or grounds that are advanced by other

interlocutors. This is why, he claims, the concept of ‘communicative rationality’ can only be

explained adequately in terms of a theory of argumentation, understood as the linguistic activity

in which participants construct arguments in order to justify or criticize problematic validity
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claims – e.g. claims that some theoretical statement is true or that some normative statement

is appropriate or right:

We use the term argumentation for that type of speech in which participants thematize

contested validity claims and attempt to vindicate or criticize them through arguments.

An argument contains reasons or grounds that are connected in a systematic way with

the validity claim of a problematic expression.

(Habermas 1984: 18)

Habermas’s (1984, 1987, 1990, 1996a) answer to modern pluralism is a theory of justice,

whose aim is to reconstruct the moral point of view as the perspective from which competing

normative claims can be fairly and impartially adjudicated. The justification of norms in the

public sphere is tied to reasoned agreement among all those subject to the norm in question.

For Habermas (who distinguishes between theoretical, normative and evaluative statements),

both theoretical and normative issues hold out the prospect of rational consensus. (Unlike these,

evaluative questions are subjective and relative in a way in which neither the statements of

science nor the normative prescriptions that ought to guide us in our moral–practical life are

not.) Habermas’s proceduralist model of deliberative democracy views public space dialogue

as a ‘conversation of justification’ (Benhabib 1992: 89) taking place under the constraints of

an ideal speech situation, with participants being free and equal, and able to engage in reflex-

ive questioning of previously taken for granted beliefs. In such conditions, agreement would

be motivated only by the force of the better argument. The reason why participants engage

in ‘discourse’ (seen as a second-order argumentative communication) is to provide justification

for a particular contested claim, for instance to justify the validity of a particular norm for

action. Moral–practical issues can in principle be settled by way of argumentation, through a

procedure which requires all participants in communication to adopt an impartial point of

view from which their own particular interests and needs count no more than those of any-

one else’s. For Habermas, then, moral–practical questions can be discussed from a universal

standpoint of impartiality – from a ‘moral point of view’, which is rooted in the pragmatic pre-

suppositions of rational communication.

Not everyone agrees that Habermasian consensus on moral–practical issues is a normative

requirement that is compatible with actual democratic societies: the existence of reasonable

value pluralism denies that all disagreements can be resolved by all parties converging on a

single view. Bohman (1996) develops Habermas’s proceduralist model, whose normative

requirements he finds too strong, in a way that enables him to respond to scepticism about

the possibility of deliberative democracy and to take into account the obstacles affecting the

possibilities for deliberation: cultural pluralism, which produces deep and persistent moral

conflicts; social inequalities, that limit the scope of democratic participation; social complex-

ity, which removes decisions from public spaces where citizens might participate directly

and attaches them to complex institutions.

Bohman’s (1996) (non-proceduralist) ‘dialogical model’ of deliberative democracy aims to

show how deliberation works to promote agreement and cooperation in conditions of irredu-

cible value pluralism. Deliberation, in Bohman’s view, is a ‘joint cooperative activity’ of

exchanging reasons for the purpose of resolving problematic situations. The primary aim of

deliberation is to restore cooperation among actors in problematic situations and enable coor-

dination of action. The agents involved in deliberation should be conceived as a plural agent,

composed of many agents with different perspectives and interests. The agreement reached

will be a plural agreement. The normative ideal of deliberation should not be that all citizens
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should agree for the same reasons, but that they should continue to cooperate and compromise in

the same process of public deliberation. A plural agreement means that each side could agree

for different reasons. The outcome in this case would be a moral compromise, in which the rea-

sons of all parties are recognized and taken up as part of the overall solution (Bohman 1996:

98). Such a solution, on his view, is a form of mediation. This, Bohman argues, is a more realis-

tic proposal for dealing with pluralism than either Rawlsian ‘overlapping consensus’ or

acknowledging, with Habermas, that consensus might give way to bargaining and compro-

mise in democratic politics: the former solution brackets away disagreement, while the latter

(as negotiation) presupposes that some common ground exists, which is often not the case.

The disagreements we will address in the analytical chapters of this book are not ‘deep dis-

agreements’, they are not rooted in irreconcilable comprehensive conceptions of the good,

but are underlain by a shared framework of moral–political values, freedom, equality, justice.

They are grounded, rather, in different interests and different normative priorities that agents

assign to (broadly shared) values. Such disagreements are still difficult, if not sometimes impos-

sible to resolve, which is why consensus seems an implausible outcome. However, the orienta-

tion of participants in such deliberative dialogue is still towards persuading others of the

acceptability of their own standpoint as one which is worthy of being accepted by all.

Conclusion

Our main concern in this chapter has been to establish the basis for developing a new

approach to political discourse analysis. In our view, political discourse analysis should pro-

ceed from a coherent view of the nature of politics to an account of what characteristics

differentiate political discourse from other sorts of discourse, and develop an analytical

approach which seeks to address what is distinctive about politics.

Throughout the chapter we have sought, both in discussing existing approaches to politi-

cal discourse and ideas within political theory, to substantiate our claim that giving primacy

to practical argumentation and deliberation in political discourse analysis is justified by the

particular character of politics and of political discourse. Politics is about arriving coopera-

tively, and through some form of (collective) argumentation (deliberation), at decisions for

action on matters of common concern, it is about what to do in response to public disagree-

ment and conflict (e.g. over such issues as the distribution of scarce social goods) and in

response to circumstances and events. It is ‘by definition about conflict and its peaceful reso-

lution’ (Searle 2010: 162). Politics operates not only in a context of disagreement and con-

flict, but also in conditions of uncertainty, incomplete information and risk, where what is

often required is an immediate decision in response to some problematic situation. All of

these constraints can affect the rationality of the decisions that are made. The role of delib-

eration is therefore crucial: carefully weighing a variety of relevant considerations, and ide-

ally with others, in a democratic setting where a wide range of viewpoints can be expressed

and taken into account, will not only produce a legitimate decision in the procedural sense,

but will also enhance the rationality of the decision-making process and therefore stand a

chance of producing a better, more reasonable decision. The decision will be reasonable as

a result of the procedure by which it has been arrived at, even though it may not always be

the ‘best’ decision (given unavoidable time and information limitations and other con-

straints). Given the undemocratic way in which politics often actually works in liberal

democracies, this largely remains a normative ideal, one against which actual practice can

be evaluated, and a goal for those who seek to take politics in a more democratic direction.
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2 Practical reasoning

A framework for analysis and evaluation

Let us now outline the analytical framework used in this book. We will present our own pro-

posal for the structure of practical reasoning and its evaluation and relate it to existing work

in argumentation theory and philosophy. In addition, given that one of our objectives is to

familiarize critical discourse analysis (CDA) practitioners with argumentation theory and

offer a framework that is sufficiently explicit and detailed as to be practically usable in CDA,

we will begin with an introductory discussion of a few fundamental concepts. Readers who

are already familiar with argumentation can choose to skip the first three sections.

Practical reasoning and theoretical reasoning

Practical reasoning is reasoning concerning what to do. It arises in response to practical

problems which are addressed to us as agents who are acting in particular circumstances

and aiming to achieve various goals. By contrast, theoretical (or epistemic) reasoning is rea-

soning concerning what is or is not true. It arises in response to problems addressed to us as

knowers with fallible cognitive capacities, trying to figure out what is the case. Theoretical

or epistemic reasons are reasons for believing, while practical reasons are reasons for action.

Theoretical reason is guided by a search or need for knowledge, while practical reasoning is

guided by a desire or need for appropriate action. There is, therefore, a fundamental differ-

ence in purpose, and a corresponding difference in the kind of conclusion that is reached: a

conclusion about what we should do, or would be good to do (a normative conclusion), in

the light of our circumstances and our goals, and a conclusion about what is (probably) true

(a descriptive conclusion), in view of what we know.

Practical reasoning occurs in two basic situations. Sometimes, agents start with an open

question: what should I do, given the situation I am in and what I want to achieve? For

instance, which future career should I choose among various alternatives? At other times,

agents are presented with a particular possibility for action (a particular job opportunity),

and they have to decide whether to take that option or not (should I do A or not? ), by exploring

reasons for and against, such as the probable consequences of taking it. In both situations,

practical reasoning involves an imaginative effort to think of as many considerations that

might have a bearing on the situation as possible. What does the agent want to achieve?

What other goals does he have and how would these be affected by the action in question?

What are the agent’s values, what are his concerns, what does he care about? Which of these

goals, values or concerns would he be willing to sacrifice by doing the action and which

would he not? What constraints on his action are relevant to his decision? What might be the

positive and negative consequences of the various actions that are open to him? Are there

better alternatives for fulfilling his goals?



 

A frequent confusion is that of assuming that theoretical reasoning occurs only in connec-

tion with theoretical, e.g. scientific, matters, while practical reasoning is connected exclu-

sively with everyday practice and decisions, or is a sort of ‘practical wisdom’ or ‘know-how’

and is therefore unrelated to theory. This confusion is based on a terminological misappro-

priation that ignores the way ‘practical reasoning’ and related terms (‘practical reason’,

‘deliberation’) are used in the philosophical tradition beginning with Aristotle. The fact is

that we engage in theoretical reasoning in all sorts of trivial everyday situations, for instance

when we claim that, based on today’s promising weather conditions and the weather fore-

cast, tomorrow will be a sunny day. The reasoning here is ‘theoretical’ or ‘epistemic’ because

the conclusion aims to (hopefully correctly) describe a future state of the world and, depend-

ing on how the weather turns out tomorrow, the utterance will be true or false. If, on the

other hand, I argue that, based on what the weather looks like now and my desire not to

catch a cold by getting wet, I should take an umbrella when going out, I have engaged in

practical reasoning: the conclusion of my argument is about what I should do.

It is of course true that scientists typically engage in theoretical reasoning. Physicists test-

ing out hypotheses or arguing in favour of various claims, e.g. that string theory can ade-

quately unify general relativity and quantum physics, are engaged in this type of reasoning.

But scientists also engage in practical reasoning all the time, for instance when they try to

figure out what to do in order to fix the flawed mirror of the Hubble telescope. In order to

arrive at some decision for action, they would have to reason from a diagnosis of the prob-

lem and of the possibilities at their disposal (so theoretical reasoning would be involved as

well), as well as from a desire, need or obligation to make the telescope work properly.

Clearly then, the difference between theoretical and practical reasoning is not one of content

(scientific vs. mundane; knowing that vs. knowing how) or context (academic vs. lay), but

one having to do with (a) purpose – arriving at true (or at least rationally acceptable) belief

or deciding on the right course of action, and (b) the nature of the conclusion: a descriptive

or normative conclusion. Both types of reasoning occur in both everyday contexts and in

highly specialized professional contexts.1

In this book we are using practical reasoning in the sense in which it is used in contempo-

rary argumentation theory and philosophy, for instance in the work of Audi (2006), Walton

(1990, 2006, 2007a, 2007b) and Millgram (2005), in the tradition that begins with Aristotle,

continues with Kant and Hume and leads a variety of contemporary theories, such as those

surveyed by Raz (1978) and Millgram (2001).

Types of argument: deductive, inductive, conductive

An argument is a set of statements (explicit or implicit), one of which is the conclusion (claim)

while the others are the premises. The conventional view is that the premises give reasons in

support of the conclusion, or attempt to justify the conclusion, and the conclusion purport-

edly follows from the premises. This definition, focusing on formal structure, is used in logical

approaches. But argumentation is also understood as a social and rational activity of attempt-

ing to justify or refute a certain claim, and aiming to persuade an interlocutor (a reasonable

critic) of the acceptability (or unacceptability) of a claim (van Eemeren and Grootendorst

1992, 2004); on this view, argumentation is a complex speech act. It is also seen as an inherently

dialogical or dialectical social practice, whose aim is the rational persuasion of an interlocutor by giv-

ing reasons; in other words, it is ‘manifest rationality’ ( Johnson 2000). The last two defini-

tions, used in dialectical approaches, focus on argumentation as social practice and
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interaction, and on persuasion as its intended purpose or point. People advance argumenta-

tion (give reasons) in order to change other people’s beliefs about what is the case or what

would be good to do, so a theory of argumentation is inextricably linked with a theory of

action, and should be seen (as pragma-dialectics explicitly does) as part of a theory of speech

acts (of action by means of language).

Ever since Aristotle, a distinction has been drawn between two types or modes of argu-

mentation: inductive and deductive. In a deductively valid argument, the conclusion necessa-

rily (and therefore certainly) follows from the premises: if the premises are true, the

conclusion will also be true. It is not possible for the premises to be true and for the conclu-

sion to be false (the premises entail the conclusion). But valid deductive arguments can be

constructed on false premises: an argument can be deductively valid without being sound. A

sound argument, however, is one which is both deductively valid and has true premises. The

following argument (from Lepore 2000: 11):

All fish fly.

Anything which flies talks.

So, all fish talk.

is deductively valid, because it is not possible both for its premises to be true and the conclu-

sion to be false. If, for some reason, the premises were true, then the conclusion would have to

be true. However, the argument is not sound (because the premises are actually false). Unlike

soundness, validity has nothing to do with the actual truth of the premises.

In inductive arguments, we speak not of validity but of inductive strength or force, and not

of certainty but of probability. In an inductively strong argument, there is a high probability

that the conclusion is true, if the premises are true. In other words, given no other informa-

tion except that contained in the premises, it would be more reasonable to expect the conclu-

sion to be true than to expect it to be false. It is, for instance, very probable that, since most

children have loved the Harry Potter novels and films, and your child is probably no different

from most children in most respects, your child will also love them. It is by no means certain,

though: the conclusion of this argument might turn out be false, even from true premises (the

argument may be unsound). Your child might turn out to be one of a minority of children

who hate Harry Potter, while being a typical child in most other respects. Inductively sound

arguments are inductively strong arguments with true premises. Unlike deductively sound

arguments, they may have false conclusions from true premises (as in this particular example).

In deductive arguments, the major and minor premise are always linked together: each is

necessary and together they are sufficient to support the claim. The two premises ‘Poirot is

Belgian’ and ‘Belgians are foreigners’ are together, and not separately, not independently,

supporting the conclusion ‘Poirot is a foreigner’. Inductive arguments (e.g. empirical general-

izations) exhibit a coordinative pattern where several premises of the same type are also linked

together: ‘Tom likes Harry Potter, Alex likes Harry Potter novels, Kate likes Harry Potter, and so

do other children I know, therefore children like Harry Potter’. All these premises have to be

taken together in order to support the conclusion, as each would be too weak by itself to do

so, but each is relevant to the claim. The strength of this inductive argument comes from the

enumeration or accumulation of relevant examples: the more children seem to confirm the

claim, the stronger its probability. Take away some premises and the argument becomes

weaker. By contrast, the deductive validity of the Poirot argument above does not depend on

anything empirical, but solely on the meanings of the terms. The conclusion is logically con-

tained in the two premises, or the conjunction of the premises deductively entails the
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conclusion. Take away either of the two premises and the conclusion is not merely weakened

but no longer follows from the remaining premise.

A third type of argumentation is sometimes recognized, distinct from either deduction or

induction, namely conductive argumentation (Bickenbach and Davies 1997; Govier 2001). In

conductive arguments, the support pattern is said to be convergent (also called multiple argu-

mentation) and the premises are put forward as separately or independently relevant to the

claim (if they are taken together, the argument will be stronger, but each premise can pro-

vide sufficient justification even in the absence of the others). Practical reasoning is usually

discussed as an example of such reasoning. As a conductive argument, practical reasoning

involves the ‘weighing’ of pros and cons, of various considerations that are thought to have a

bearing on the claim, and the conclusion is drawn ‘on balance’. In conductive argumenta-

tion the premises are not of the same kind, as they are in inductive argumentation. Widely

different considerations, from different if not altogether incommensurable spheres of life,

often seem to be relevant in deciding what to do, and some will be reasons for the conclu-

sion, while others will be reasons against. How well the claim for action is supported will

depend on how a certain person will weigh these reasons together and how thoroughly and

imaginatively she will explore as many relevant considerations as possible, including different

and possibly conflicting goals, likely consequences, moral implications, different conceptuali-

zations of the context of action, coherence with an overall plan of action, including a broad

life plan, and so on. The sufficiency criterion for practical arguments, as Bickenbach and

Davies (1997: 10) suggest, can be approximated to a Habermasian ideal of ‘communicative

rationality’, i.e. it goes beyond the merely instrumental rationality of finding the best means

to one’s goals, or the most cost-effective solution, and involves a process of weighing possible

goals and values against each other in a process that is as extensive as possible and aims to

decide whether what we value or aim for is worth valuing or aiming for (we will return to this

discussion in discussing reasonableness).

Let us imagine how someone might reason practically when faced with a particular diffi-

cult choice. Should the person in question take up a job opportunity in London? She can

think of several desirable goals that such an option might enable her to achieve, having to

do with a successful and enjoyable academic career, financial rewards, enjoying the cultural

attractions of London, being close to certain old friends, and so on. But she can also think of

a number of reasons against such a decision, again having to do with other goals that are

important, which the decision might have an adverse impact on: other family members

would be affected, their lives might be disrupted, existing emotional attachments to places

and people would be placed under strain. Such considerations are often impossible to quan-

tify and measure against each other. The agent would have to weigh a multiplicity of consid-

erations in favour and against accepting the job and come up with a conclusion embodying

the ‘best’ option, on balance. The situation is particularly difficult where several goals and

concerns are all important to the agent, and whatever choice she makes in the end, some-

thing important will have to be sacrificed. Confronted with the same choice, and even with

exactly the same range of considerations, different people may arrive at different conclu-

sions, depending on what they care about most, what hierarchies of goals and values they

have, or what reasons matter comparatively more or override other reasons for them.

Plausible arguments

Walton (1991, 1992a, 1993, 2001a, 2006, 2007a) has theorized a type of argument which he

calls plausible argument, distinct from deductive and inductive arguments. Plausible
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argumentation is based on presumption and is therefore in principle defeasible: the conclusion is

inferred tentatively from the premises, it ‘seems’ to be true, based on all the evidence available,

and is therefore reasonable to believe, but it is subject to defeat by the various particular fea-

tures of a given situation. A presumption is a ‘qualified, tentative assumption of a proposition

as true that can be justified on a practical basis provided there is no sufficient evidence to show

that the proposition is false’ (Walton 2006: 72). For example, drawing a conclusion on the

basis of the testimony of a witness may be a reasonable thing to do, but when more compel-

ling evidence comes to light, we might want to revise this otherwise plausible inference.

Plausible argument is appropriate where a tentative conclusion needs to be drawn, in

conditions of uncertainty and incomplete knowledge and often under constraints of time, as

a provisional basis for further reasoning and/or action. A lot of the propositions we use in

everyday arguments are presumptions, as opposed to firmly established conclusions of previ-

ous arguments. Presumptions come into play in the absence of firm evidence or knowledge.

Without presumptions no argument could ever move forward, as people would endlessly

challenge each other’s premises or be forced to produce ever more evidence. We would for

example, never be able to accept an experienced doctor’s recommendation that a medicine

which has so far helped thousands of patients might be good for us as well in a similar situa-

tion. The reasonable inference that takes the doctor’s professional authority as premise

would be blocked, defeated by the knowledge that there is a possibility that the doctor might

be wrong. Thus, hoping and asking for absolute certainty, for infallibility, we would find

ourselves paralysed by uncertainty and inaction. Usually, in such situations, we wisely accept

the doctor’s advice, on a presumption that he is an expert and knows what he is doing.

However, the conclusion of a plausible argument is always defeasible in principle, even in

those cases where the presumption in favour of it is very strong.

Practical arguments are plausible arguments. In reasoning practically, agents come up

with a claim for action as a presumptive means to an end or goal. The claim can be accepted

presumptively unless there are stronger, overriding reasons against it. All other things being

equal, a job opportunity that is attractive in various ways, say financially, ought to be

accepted. But if this decision undermines goals which are more important to the agent than

financial considerations, then the presumption in favour of accepting the job as the right

action will disappear. The argument will be invalid, that is, it is possible for the conclusion to

be false while the premises are true: it may be true that the job is financially attractive and

financial security is something I want, but, if accepting the job clashes with goals that are

more important to me, then I should not accept it. Practical reasoning is essentially defeasi-

ble. Even when a claim for action seems reasonably supported, some additional premise

(expressing some new information, some better alternative means that is brought to our

attention, a competing goal or moral principle, some undesirable consequence of action we

had not thought of before) may lead us to revise the argument or to reject the original claim.

Bearing in mind that new considerations of this sort can always come up, until they do, if we

have paid sufficient attention to all considerations we could think of, if the claim has survived

our attempts to find (overriding) reasons against it, we can presumptively accept the proposal

for action as a reasonable one, as the right thing to do.

Our proposal for analysing the structure of practical reasoning

This book makes an original proposal about the structure and representation of practical

reasoning in political discourse. We start from two existing proposals (Audi 2006 and
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Walton 2006, 2007a), from which we take over important insights, but we develop these

insights in a different direction and suggest a different structure. Mainly, we suggest a differ-

ent view of agents’ goals (as future states of affairs, underlain by values or concerns) and a

factual, circumstantial premise that is not present in existing accounts; this circumstantial

premise can include institutional (socially constructed) facts. To pre-empt misunderstanding,

let us say from the start that the circumstantial premise is not divorced from what agents

value, but is in fact selected as a relevant premise and under a certain linguistic formulation

precisely in relation to what agents value or care about. Besides arguing, in our view, from

goals and circumstances, agents argue from goals and the possible consequences of the

action they are contemplating, so we are also proposing a second practical reasoning

scheme, which takes agents’ goals and the possible negative consequences of action as pre-

mises and may conclude that the action should not be performed. We also relate the two

schemas and suggest that this integrated version represents the minimal structure of (single-

agent) deliberation.

According to Audi (2006: 92–99), practical reasoning has a cognitive-motivational structure.

It is an inferential process,2 whereby agents infer judgements favouring action from premises

expressing motivation and (instrumental) cognition. (Instrumental beliefs are means–end

beliefs, i.e. by doing something I will attain a certain end.) Practical reasoning (as a process) is a

way of responding to a practical problem or question and a practical argument is a premise–

conclusion structure that corresponds to that reasoning. The conclusion of a practical argu-

ment, called a practical judgement, is the agent’s answer to the problem (question). However,

concluding that an action is the right one need not be followed by an intention or decision to

act, nor by the action itself. Arriving at the judgement that I ought to stop smoking may or

may not be followed by an intention to stop, a decision to stop, or by the action of stopping

smoking. There are therefore four categories of responses to a problem: a cognitive response

(drawing the conclusion is making the practical judgement that I ought to do A); an intentional

response (drawing the conclusion is forming an intention to act); a decisional response (draw-

ing the conclusion is making a decision); a behavioural response (drawing the conclusion is

the action itself ) (Audi 2006: 87).

The simplest schema for practical reasoning, according to Audi (2006: 96) involves desires

and instrumental beliefs as premises:

1 major premise – the motivational premise (I want ’);

2 minor premise – the cognitive (instrumental) premise: my doing A would contribute to

realizing ’;

3 conclusion – the practical judgement I should do A.

To use one of Audi’s examples, suppose I am confronted with a problem that I want to

resolve, e.g. my friends have quarrelled over their failure to organize their children’s week-

end. I might reason as follows: given that I would like to reconcile my friends (my goal,

major premise) and given that, if I offer to look after their children over the weekend, I might

resolve my friends’ conflict (minor premise, means–goal relation), I should perhaps offer to

look after their children (conclusion). Practical reasoning is very often, as here, a problem–

solution type of argument. The action advocated in the claim as the means towards the goal

is the solution to the identified problem. Unlike Walton (see below), Audi does not mention

values as premises, but he does indicate (implicitly) how an argument like the one above is in

fact informed by values. As he says, my goal is to reconcile my friends because I care about (in

other words, value) marital harmony and friendship (Audi 2006: 4). As we will argue later,
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something only becomes a problem to resolve because of certain things that matter to us,

because of what we value or care about. We ‘see’ problems around us partly because of the

concerns (values) we have.3

Walton (2007a) distinguishes between instrumental and normative (value-based) practical

reasoning. The former structure is simpler: if you want to get the train, you ought to buy

tickets. The latter makes reference to some value underlying the goal:

I have a goal G.

G is supported by my set of values, V.

Bringing about A is necessary (or sufficient) for me to bring about G.

Therefore, I should (practically ought to) bring about A.

(Walton 2007a: 35, emphasis added)

To use Audi’s example again, I want to reconcile my friends (goal) because I value friend-

ship and marital harmony, and this is why I will offer to perform an action that might lead

to this goal.

Let us say a few things about necessary and sufficient conditions. Let us imagine our (recent

and successfully accomplished) goal of going to London to see Beckett’s play Waiting for

Godot, starring Ian McKellen and Patrick Stewart. What should we do in order to achieve

this goal? It would be first necessary to buy tickets for the play; this would be a necessary condi-

tion for achieving the goal. But buying theatre tickets is not a sufficient condition as well. It

will not ensure that we get to see the play, unless we are also prepared to travel to London

on that day, get train tickets, actually show up at the appropriate time at the theatre, etc.

Doing something that is necessary in view of a goal may not be sufficient to fulfil that goal,

but doing something that is sufficient in view of the goal may not really be necessary, if other

better or easier means are available. Suppose that queuing at the box office early on the

morning of the play in order to get some of the tickets which are released without fail on the

day of the performance would be sufficient to get us the tickets. Would it follow that this is

what we should do? Most probably not, as long as we are aware that easier alternatives are

available, such as booking tickets online or by phone in advance. If there is an obvious alter-

native means that is far better than the action A that we first envisaged (even if A were in

itself sufficient to realize the goal), then it would be unreasonable to conclude that we should

do A. A typical situation is one in which several separate and connected actions are all neces-

sary and together presumably sufficient in view of a goal, but we can imagine alternative

sequences of such connected actions that will also lead to the same goal. We will have to

choose, depending on how we weigh alternative means, consequences of action (e.g. com-

parative financial costs of alternative means of transport), and so forth. According to one

such sequence, at least, in order to see the play it is necessary to book theatre tickets on-line,

then buy train tickets, then take the train to London, show up at the right time at the the-

atre, etc., and provided that the performance is not cancelled and everything goes according

to plan, these might together provide a sufficient set of conditions for seeing the play. So,

presumably, this is what we will have to do, unless we can think of further considerations

why we shouldn’t (why we shouldn’t book on-line, or why we shouldn’t take the train).

On the basis of the examples we have given so far, it would seem that we can identify the

goals of action with what agents want (this may include wanting to do their duty in a situa-

tion). My goal is to see Waiting for Godot, and this is something I want to do. If values are

explicitly involved, they can be taken to indicate why the goal is desirable. I desire to recon-

cile my friends or to see this play because of such-and-such values that are important to
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me.4 However, we think it is misleading to identify goals with what is desired by the agent.

There is a clear sense in which the goal is not always desired, strictly speaking, by the agent. I

may decide to do an action because my goal is to fulfil a promise that I have made, abide by

a contractual obligation I have entered into, or some other suchlike reason, although my

desires and inclinations strongly point the other way. If I decide to perform an action, in

spite of my current desires, and only because I promised to do it or feel it is my obligation to

do so, I would be clearly acting against my current desires and inclinations. I would not be

motivated by what I want but by some normative reason which, if I actually do the action

in the end (if I fulfil my promise), will effectively override my other desires.

In order to make sense of such situations, it is a good idea to look at some recent discus-

sions of practical reasoning in philosophy. We will do so in more detail later in this chapter,

but for our present purposes a distinction between internal and external reasons for action is

essential. What is involved in saying to myself ‘I ought to recycle all these newspapers’? For

one thing, the sentence could mean that, given my goal of behaving in an environmentally

friendly way, as something I desire to do, and my belief that recycling paper will help

achieve that goal, I am motivated to recycle rather than throw everything away. There is a

direct route from my desires to the claim and, if I do recycle my newspapers, then that

behaviour can be explained in terms of my desired goal and the belief in the existence of

an appropriate means–end relation. My reasons to recycle my newspapers are internal, they

are real psychological motives, here having to do with what I want, and they can explain

why I choose to recycle. But there is another interpretation available. I could in fact use

the same sentence even when I do not have any particular desire to behave in an environ-

mentally friendly way. I could say I know I ought to recycle but I can’t be bothered to do

it, it’s too complicated. In this case someone could still say I have a reason to recycle my

newspapers (and I ought to do it), but that reason could not be interpreted as a an internal

motivation I have, but as an external reason, an external constraint, in the sense that ‘there

is a reason’ why I ought to do it, although that reason doesn’t actually motivate me or

prompt me to act accordingly. A very interesting view of the relationship between external

reasons such as duties and obligations and internal ones (wanting to fulfil them) is suggested

by Searle (2010) and we will return to this discussion at this end of this chapter when we

explain his theory of institutional facts.5

To account for situations in which agents do not desire the goal they nevertheless (feel

they) ought to bring about, we make the following theoretical proposal: the goal premise

should not be equated with what the agent wants but should be understood as a future, possi-

ble state of affairs that the agent envisages, compatible with his concerns (as expressed in the

value premise). These concerns can be his actual wants and desires, or concerns to fulfil

(and thus comply with) duties, requirements, obligations, norms, rules, laws, i.e. what he

ought to want. We take this understanding of goals as possible states of affairs from possible

world semantics and a particular theory of modality (Kratzer 1981, 1991).6 Modal verbs

(including deontic should, must and ought to, which are of interest to us here because they fig-

ure in practical claims) are discussed there in terms of different types of premises from which

speakers reason. Deontic modals involve reasoning from circumstantial premises, specifying

what the facts are, and normative premises, variously relating to what is desirable, what is

good, what is morally required, what the law requires, what other people require, what the

agent’s desires, plans and wishes are, and so on. In terms of practical arguments, we can

say, therefore, that, given a set of actual circumstances and a future state of affairs that cor-

responds to the agent’s concerns (i.e. a state in which his desires, obligations, etc. have been

realized), the agent ought to do A. The envisaged action (as means) is thus intended to take
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the agent from the current set of circumstances to a future situation, one which matches (at

last in some respects) a certain normative ideal.

This view of deontic modality as involving normative and circumstantial premises does

not fit in very well with either of the two accounts we have been discussing, as neither Audi

nor Walton incorporate a factual, circumstantial premise into the structure of practical rea-

soning. For them, people reason from goals, means–goal and (in Walton’s schema) value pre-

mises. When beliefs enter the picture, they are seen only as instrumental beliefs, expressing

the means–goal premise. The context of action is not taken into account as a premise,

although it is sometimes alluded to as being a ‘problem’ that needs solving, or by saying that

agents take knowledge of the context of action into account. We think the semantic account

of deontic modality is correct, and that the primary two premises that are involved in practi-

cal reasoning are a circumstantial and a normative premise (the latter corresponds in our account

to the goal premise, underlain by the value premise).7 We suggest that practical reasoning is

of this form: given the circumstances I find myself in and a certain goal (this may be a future

situation I desire or one that I don’t particularly desire but think I ought to bring about), and

given that I am or ought to be concerned with the realization of this goal, I ought to do A.

In other words, I know what the circumstances are, and I know what the future outcome

should be: these are two states of the world, one immediately present, the other an imagined

future in which what I want or what is morally required (what I ought to want) has been

achieved. What I don’t know is what means will take me from the current situation to the

future one, and I will conjecture that action A might be that means, based on my knowledge of

the world, past experience, imagination, etc. So, we suggest, the action I eventually conclude

in favour of is the one that appears to connect the present circumstances to the future ones,

the one that can transform my current circumstances in accordance with the source of normativity

specified in the value premise.

If we are correct, and if the conclusions of practical arguments are based on these two

types of premises, circumstantial and normative, then Audi’s and Walton’s accounts are incom-

plete, to the extent that premises referring to the circumstances or context of action do not

figure within the cognitive-motivational structures they advocate and goals are simply equa-

ted with the agent’s desires. The understanding of goals we propose is in terms of future

states of affairs generated by some source of normativity, and the latter is specified in the

value premise. Our view of the status of the means–goal premise also derives from this

understanding of circumstances and goals as states of affairs. When we reason practically,

the means appear to us as a conjecture, a hypothesis that could presumably lead us from our cir-

cumstances to our goals, from one state of affairs to another. If we nevertheless become

aware that the action may not lead us to our goals, or might even compromise our goals,

then we might want to revise the claim. It might be more reasonable not to do the action.

Let us say a few words about the relationship between consequences and goals. Actions

have intended and unintended consequences. The intended ones are the goals of action

(there may be a sequence of such goals terminating in a long-term, final goal). But conse-

quences can also be unintended and therefore unforeseen, and such consequences can be

more or less desirable, or may be ‘costs’ that agents would not want to incur. A distinction

should be made, we suggest, between consequences of action that have a negative impact on

the goal, while still making that goal possible to attain (these are costs that can be reasonably

traded off against the benefits of achieving the goal), and consequences of action that com-

promise the goal of action (so that it is no longer achieved) or other goals of the agent that

he would not want to compromise. We suggest that agents operate with hierarchies of goals and

hierarchies of values and they are willing to accept some costs but not others, depending on

Practical reasoning: a framework for analysis and evaluation 43



 

how these affect highly ranked goals and values, i.e. goals and values that (in their view)

should not be overridden.

Let us also further explain our view of goals and values. We have been making a distinc-

tion between goals which agents effectively desire and goals which they do not desire but

nevertheless can shape what they do. Your goal can be a future state of affairs in which your

present desires are fulfilled, a future state of affairs in which some value you care about is

more fully realized (friendship, politeness, kindness, freedom), and can also be a moral or an

institutional order, governed by moral principles or norms, or by laws, rules, regulations. We

can say, for instance, that, in view of your goal, i.e. in view of what is moral or legal, or just

friendly, polite or kind, you should not cheat your customers. You should not cheat them,

even if you feel strongly inclined to do so. The goal in this case, as a future situation in which

your behaviour is honest, is one which may clash with what you in fact want to do, and this

supports our argument that goals are not to be equated with what the agent wants. In addi-

tion, let us note that it is possible to invoke more than one source of normativity for the same

action. You should not cheat your customers, in view of what is moral, what is legal, in view of

your long-term interests, or in view of other values (it is not nice or kind to cheat your custom-

ers). The claim can thus be made against the background of a moral order (informed by

shared moral values or by universalizable rules of conduct), an institutional order (generated

by laws or rules), against a background of various other values (kindness, generosity), or sim-

ply in view of what your actual desires and preferences are. We can say that in view of what

the world ought to be like according to these norms, values, laws, desires, as sources of norma-

tivity, we ought to do A. But it is often the case, and moral principles, duties, promises, laws

illustrate this situation, that in addition to a concern for acting in accordance with these rea-

sons, the fact that we have these reasons, that they exist objectively in the social world (that

there are such obligations and laws, that promises were made, etc.) and are consequently bind-

ing on us as agents, is also a reason. It is, as we show, later, recognition of such a reason that

can create a corresponding concern to act accordingly, although it may not. We propose to

include such reasons in the circumstantial premise as (social, institutional) facts.

The structure of practical reasoning that we suggest is shown in Figure 2.1, where the

hypothesis that action A might enable the agent to reach his goals (G ), starting from his cir-

cumstances (C ), and in accordance with certain values (V ), leads to the presumptive claim

that he ought to do A. It is often the case that the context of action is seen as a ‘problem’

(and is negatively evaluated in view of the agent’s existing values or concerns) and the action

is seen as the solution that will solve the problem. As the conclusion that the action might be

the right means to achieve the goal or solve the agent’s problem follows only presumptively,

we have represented the link from premises to conclusion by means of a dashed line.8

The way we see practical reasoning differs from other accounts in the following ways.

1. In our view, practical arguments take circumstances and goals as premises. Agents com-

bine knowledge of their circumstances and of their goals with a presumptive means–end

relation that might take them from the circumstances they are in to the future state of affairs

which is their goal. Agents choose certain actions over others not just in view of the goal,

but also because they find themselves in particular circumstances and not others. The con-

text of action restricts the range of actions that can be thought of and the choices that can

be made. The action that emerges as (presumably) the right action, is supposed to transform

the present set of circumstances so that they match the agent’s goal, which is itself informed

by the agent’s values (either his actual values or the values that he – or some other arguer –

thinks he ought to have). Thus, current circumstances will be brought more in line, so to

speak, with the source of normativity that underlies the action.

44 Practical reasoning: a framework for analysis and evaluation



 

2. We began by suggesting that goals should not be identified with what the agent wants

in any simple manner. To say that a premise of the form ‘I want ’’ expresses the agent’s goal

is misleading. We suggested instead (following modal semantics) that agents’ goals are (possi-

ble) future states of affairs. The goals we have are futures we imagine. The relation we stand in

with respect to these imagined futures may be one of actual desire (we actually want to bring

about that state of affairs). But we may also think that we ought to desire them, because they

are normatively appropriate, they correspond to moral values that we think are right, and so

on. We often give ourselves goals that we don’t actually desire but we think are right, appro-

priate, worthy of being pursued. Many goals (such as conforming to a moral or legal order)

are in fact typically imposed on people as external constraints, independent of their desires.

If agents act in accordance with what is moral or legal, they will of course do so because in

some sense they want to, however reluctantly (as all intentional action presupposes that the

agent wants to do the action, however weakly). But there is an important difference, one that

is worth preserving, between action which springs from one’s desires and action that springs

from recognition of an external reason, therefore from what the agent thinks he ought to do,

even when he may not really desire the final outcome.

3. Both Walton and Audi illustrate practical reasoning with examples of action formulated

from a first-person-singular perspective (‘My goal is . . .’/‘I want ’’). However, this type of

example tends to obscure a very important fact about practical judgements. Deontic modal-

ity (‘He ought to do A’) is speaker-oriented (as opposed to subject or agent-oriented) (Bybee

et al. 1994). The source of modality (obligation) is the speaker of the sentence, not the putative

agent of the action proposed. In the Walton and Audi examples, the agent (subject) and the

speaker coincide, which is one of the reasons why goals seem to be identical with what the

CLAIM FOR ACTION:     
Agent (presumably) ought to do A.

GOAL (G ): Agent’s
goal, i.e.  a future state
of affairs in which
values are realized  

CIRCUMSTANCES
(C ): Agent’s context
of action: natural, 
social, institutional 
facts 

MEANS-GOAL (M-G):
If the Agent does A,
he will (presumably)
achieve G.  

VALUES (V ): what
the Agent is actually
concerned with or
ought to be concerned
with

Figure 2.1 Our proposal for the structure of practical arguments.
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agent wants. If we devise examples in which a speaker is arguing that an agent ought to do A,

then it will be easier to see that the agent may not actually desire a particular goal but, in the

arguer’s view, he ought to desire it. Similarly, the agent may not actually care about a particular

value but, in the arguer’s view, he ought to care.

4. According to Walton’s (2006, 2007a) schema for value-based practical reasoning the

goal premise is supported by the value premise. This understanding of the relationship val-

ues and goals is taken from Atkinson et al. (2004), for whom values determine goals. A more

encompassing concept than value is that of ‘concerns’ (Blackburn 1998), which we explain

later. I act to help you because I am concerned about your well-being, I value it, or it mat-

ters to me. We agree that the goal premise is supported by the value premise, as the goals

we set ourselves are obviously a function of what matters to us, our values, our concerns.

Arguers can explicitly invoke an audience’s known values in support of a claim for action,

and ground their argument in these known commitments, as part of a rhetorically effective

strategy. Our suggestion is that values restrict the set of actions that are compatible with the

goals, seen as desirable or normatively appropriate states of affairs, by excluding all those

which are not compatible with the value in question. Values also restrict the goals that can

be imagined or desired by an agent. An agent can get rich (goal) by various means, but only

some of these means may be compatible with the set of values he adheres to. In his search

for appropriate means, the agent will choose from among those means that are compatible

both with the goal and the values that inform the goal. Our values or concerns – and by this

we understand both our actual values or concerns and those we think we ought to have –

are sources of normativity that shape our goals and the action we take to realize them.

As we explain in more detail below, we will draw a distinction between values in the

sense of actual concerns, i.e. what the agent may actually care about or value (e.g. his health,

the interests of his family, honesty, fulfilling his promises, etc.) and values in the more objective

sense of socially recognized moral values or other types of value commitments that individuals are

bound by in virtue of being part of a moral, social and institutional order. In the latter cate-

gory we include the fact that honesty is a socially recognized norm, the fact that the agent

made a promise or is bound by an obligation. Such facts belong (in our view) to the circum-

stantial premise and may also be actual concerns of the agent, things he actually values: the

agent may actually want to act honestly or fulfil his promise. But the agent may also recog-

nize that he is bound by such moral values or commitments and still fail to act accordingly.

In such cases, the moral value or commitment in question (as an external, objective reason)

has not been internalized as an actual concern or motive.

5. Regarding values or concerns, we argue that, besides informing goals, they also inform

the selection and description of the relevant circumstances. Circumstances are described in

ways that fit in with the claim that is being made. We not only imagine goals in relation to

values, but we ‘see’ problems around us in relation to our values. The ‘facts’ that people rea-

son from are not divorced from what they value but have evaluative content. Often, the situ-

ation is described in highly value-laden terms, but even when this is not apparent, the

circumstances of action in a practical argument are inherently seen as a problem to be

resolved, and are therefore negatively evaluated from the point of view of the agent’s goals.

The facts of the matter are only a problem in relation to the agent’s concerns or values; for

a different agent, with different concerns, the situation might call for a totally different type

of action or no action at all.

Depending, for example, on how the current situation in the UK is described (e.g. as

a state of economic bankruptcy brought on by decades of excessive spending encouraged

by previous Labour governments, or by decades of neoliberal Thatcherite financial
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deregulation), certain claims for action (e.g. cutting spending and borrowing or, on the con-

trary, intensifying state intervention) will be more reasonable than others. Alternative

descriptions of the situation are the direct result of different systems of value and may be

drawn from different discourses. Not only the description, but the selection of what counts

as relevant circumstances are determined by the arguer’s concerns or values. Our concerns

explain our action, they explain why we act in one way and not another, and justify it, by

giving us reasons to pursue certain goals and take certain means towards them.

6. In a previous section we said that practical reasoning is conductive in the view of some

theorists, and that it is represented as multiple (convergent) argumentation, as each reason

counts separately for or against the claim. In the example we discussed there (taking up a

job opportunity or not), there were several possible goals that could be attained and several

others that would be negatively affected, several positive consequences and several negative

consequences, and the decision depended on how the agent weighed all these reasons

against each other. To say that arguers have to arrive at a conclusion on balance, by weigh-

ing various considerations, can only mean, in our view, that they balance considerations in

favour of the claim against considerations that go against the claim, and which therefore support a

counter-argument whose conclusion is the negation of the original claim. For example, by doing

A in circumstances C, I can achieve goals G1 and G2 (so two distinct arguments will support

the claim). But if I do A, negative consequences will arise that will go against other important

goals I have, G3 and G4 (there will be two arguments that support the counter-claim).

Which of these goals is more important to me, which would I not be prepared to sacrifice?

It is only in this sense that practical reasoning can involve weighing of reasons and can lead to

a conclusion that is drawn on balance: what we balance in fact are considerations belonging

to different arguments. In such cases, we suggest, when an argument is weighed against a

counter-argument, practical reasoning is one and the same as deliberation (more about this

later). In weighing goals against other goals, and values against other values, practical rea-

soning (seen as deliberation) displays a rationality which is more than instrumental, and is

oriented towards comparatively assessing goals and values, in an attempt to decide which

should override others, which are more worth pursuing than others.

If we look at a simple practical argument, however, when people reason from a single,

given goal, the structure is not convergent. Agents seem to be starting from an assessment of

the context of action (the real world) and a goal they want to achieve (or think they ought to

achieve), as a future possible situation, and with some tentative idea about what means

(action) might take them from the current circumstances to their goal. These premises have

to be taken together in order to support the claim for action, which is why the argumentative

structure is coordinative or linked. This is how we have represented it in the schema above.

7. We want to integrate ‘institutional facts’, such as theorized by Searle (2010), into the

practical reasoning schema, as reasons that people have, whether they act on them or not.

Once you make a promise, you have a reason to act accordingly, whatever your desires, and

the same can be said about duties, obligations and other forms of commitments people

undertake which constrain their action. We suggest placing such external reasons in the cir-

cumstantial premise: they are facts that speakers argue from in saying that agents ought to be

concerned with their realization and therefore do A. In the case of promises or moral norms or

laws, the fact that the agent made a promise or is bound by a law or moral norm typically

override any other possible consideration of what the context is or might require, or what

the agent’s actual concerns are. When we say, for instance that, regardless of other circumstances

and regardless of what he actually wants, the agent ought to do A because he promised, we regard

the fact that the agent made a promise as the only relevant fact or reason.
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The structure we propose in Figure 2.1 can account for arguments which say that, given

the agent’s actual concerns or desires, and given his actual goals, as well as his circumstances,

he ought to do A. But it also aims to account for arguments which say that, given that the

agent is bound by a promise or moral value (these are institutional or social facts belonging

to the circumstantial premises), and given that he ought to be concerned with the realization of

this promise or moral value, he ought to do A. In this case, we suggest, the value (commit-

ment, duty) in question enters the argument as a social or institutional fact, but not necessa-

rily as an actual concern as well, as the agent may recognize the objective and binding

nature of his promise or of a socially recognized, legitimate moral value and still fail to be

actually concerned with its realization (or be motivated by it).

To sum up, any moral value (or institutional fact, such as promises) has to be internalized by

the agent as a concern, in order to actually motivate his action (in order for the agent to actually

do the action). But even when the agent is not concerned to act morally (or to fulfil his promises),

moral values, duties, commitments, norms and other such reasons are still there, as external rea-

sons which the agent has, even if he chooses not to be concerned with their realization.

Figure 2.2 gives a slightly more detailed representation of the structure of practical argu-

ments that sums up these theoretical points. The value premise may refer either to the

agent’s actual concerns (what he actually values) or to what the agent ought to be concerned

with (what he ought to value), either in his own view or according to another arguer (the

arguer and the agent may or may not be one and the same person). For instance, it may

CLAIM FOR ACTION:     
Agent (presumably) ought to do A.

GOAL (G): Agent’s goal is 
a future state of affairs G in 
which Agent’s actual 
concerns or Agent’s value 
commitments are realized.  

CIRCUMSTANCES 
(C): Agent’s context 
of action is 
composed of the 
following relevant 
facts: (a) natural  
facts; (b) social, 
institutional facts, 
e.g. Agent’s value 
commitments (e.g. 
duties, promises, 
socially recognized 
(moral) values and 
norms). 

MEANS-
GOAL (M-G):    
Action A is the 
means that will 
(presumably) 
take the Agent 
from C to G in 
accordance with
V.

VALUES (V):  Agent is 
actually concerned with the 
realization of V, or Agent 
ought to be concerned with 
the realization of V (V
designates Agent’s actual 
concerns or Agent’s value 
commitments).  

Figure 2.2 The structure of practical reasoning: a more detailed representation.
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state that the agent actually values or is actually concerned with fairness or with keeping his

promises, or it may state that he ought to be concerned with fairness or with keeping his pro-

mises, i.e. he ought to want to abide by his pre-existing value commitments (specified in the

circumstantial premise). These external reasons may or may not be turned into actual

motives in the end, but the agent can be nevertheless said to have them in virtue of being part

of a social, moral and institutional order in which fairness and promises enjoy collective recog-

nition. (We use ‘value commitments’ here to refer to external reasons such as promises,

duties, moral values and norms that the agent is bound by.)

8. From a critical rationalist perspective, agents do not move from premises to a claim for

action that is allegedly supported or justified by those premises. There is always a gap between

premises and conclusions, a leap, as we cannot reason logically, inferentially from premises

about what is known to claims about what is unknown. A more accurate view of what goes

on would be then the following. People come up with a tentative choice, a judgement, an

idea, as possibly the right thing to do, and then think of its implications for various spheres

of life. What consequences would this option have, as far as they can anticipate? How would

it affect their other aims and concerns? In order to increase the rationality of their final decision,

people have to think of challenges to their original hypothesis, i.e. the hypothesis that the

action is the right one. If we think about it in this way, we can say that a claim for action can

be provisionally accepted if it survives our critical attempts to refute it by imagining what

considerations would count against it. Instead of launching into unwise action, we derive the

implications of our tentative choice or decision, and if these are undesirable, we allow (in

Popper’s words) our hypotheses to die in our stead. If unacceptable consequences have been

exposed, we might abandon the hypothesis and look for a better one. Criticism, not justifica-

tion, is the way in which rational argument can advance our search for both scientific truth

and rational decision-making (Miller 1994, 2005, 2006).

According to Miller (1994, 2006), the typical situation, as far as practical decision-making

is concerned, is one in which an agent is faced with several possible courses of action and

the available evidence does not indicate that any of these is clearly the wrong way forward.

How can the agent eliminate some of these alternatives and choose one? How can the agent

use the information he has in order to decide rationally? How can he compensate for all the

information he does not and could not possibly have? What the agent can do is to subject

these alternatives to thorough criticism in an attempt to find reasons against the proposed

course of action (not reasons in favour), and thus eliminate the worst alternatives. The agent

should then adopt the practical proposal that has best survived the most testing criticism that

he has been able to direct at it. Because alternative proposals for action cannot be tested

empirically as long as no action has yet been undertaken, the agent will examine these pro-

posals critically by using the relevant theoretical (e.g. scientific, empirical) knowledge at his

disposal. It is also rational to try to compensate for all the knowledge that he does currently

have and could not possibly have by allowing for continuous piecemeal adjustments and

revisions of the action if things turn out unexpectedly. Rational decision making does not

guarantee that the ‘right’ or ‘best’ decision has been arrived at. What can be said, however, is

that, having resulted from a rational procedure, the conjecture in question can be provision-

ally accepted. ‘Rational decision making is not so much a matter of making the right deci-

sion, but one of making the decision right’ (Miller 1994: 43; see also Miller 2006: 119–124).9

9. In light of the above discussion, our suggestion is that there are two types of practical

arguments. One is the argument from circumstances and goals, which cannot justify a claim

except tentatively, presumptively: the argument is always open to defeat if new relevant con-

siderations come to light. The second one is an argument from consequences, which takes
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the probable consequences of the action as a premise (if I do A, the following consequences,

which are negative in light of my goals, are likely to occur) and infers, given the agent’s com-

mitment to achieving the goals, that the action should not be performed.

Agents hypothesize that a certain means (action) might connect their present circum-

stances to their goals, or might take them from the present to the desirable or normatively

appropriate future. This corresponds to the structure of practical arguments we represented

in Figure 2.1. Next, what they have to determine is whether the proposed action will not

have unintended consequences that will compromise their goal rather than achieve it. In the

light of everything they know, they should try to explore all the probable consequences of

action that would count as reasons against it. If the proposal for action seems to survive criti-

cism, they can provisionally adopt it. How can this argument from negative consequences

be integrated with the main practical reasoning schema? We suggest the following represen-

tation, where the practical argument from negative consequences is a counter-argument to the

practical argument from goals and circumstances. As we show further on in this chapter,

pointing to consequences of action that undermine the goal can be used to rebut or reject

the original claim, i.e. show the claim is unacceptable or false; such consequences are pre-

mises in a counter-argument. If consequences are exposed that undermine the stated goals of

the action, then not doing the action is a more rational decision if one maintains one’s com-

mitment to those goals. This counter-argument is not presumptive but deductively valid (if

the premises were true, then the conclusion would also be true). The question is of course

whether the premise that such-and-such negative consequences will occur or have occurred

is actually true. If, for instance, negative consequences have already emerged and compro-

mised the goal, then the original claim has been conclusively rebutted; more often, however,

the consequences that figure as premises in such argument are only probable, they are pre-

dicted to occur, but it is by no means certain that they will.10

We suggest that the two types of practical argument can be represented and connected as

in Figure 2.3.

10. Finally, let us say a few words about deliberation, which will be in focus particularly in

Chapter 6. In our view, deliberation is an argumentative genre in which practical reasoning is

the main type of reasoning. The view we propose on the relationship between practical rea-

soning and deliberation is the following. Agents deliberate either by themselves or together

with others. In both single-agent and multi-agent contexts, deliberation involves balancing

considerations in favour of one proposal for action against considerations that support various

alternatives (minimally, the alternative of not doing the proposed action, but also other actions).

Deliberation involves therefore considering alternative practical arguments, supporting different

claims and examining and weighing considerations that support these alternative claims. This

is what agents deliberating together are doing. But this is what agents reasoning practically

on their own are often doing, when they are trying to make a reasonable decision by consid-

ering reasons that support various possible courses of action, or count against the proposal

they originally thought of. They do not always do it very well, and sometimes they do not do

it at all, and a hasty and unwise decision may result from the absence of a minimal delibera-

tive process, for instance from failing to think of the possible consequences of action or better

alternatives. Sometimes, agents can revise and refine their decision as events unfold, some-

times they cannot, and the consequences of a bad decision sometimes cannot be undone.

Deliberation involves therefore ‘balancing’ several practical arguments, in favour of different

claims for action, against each other. Minimally, it involves weighing reasons in favour of a

claim against reasons against it (reasons supporting the counter-claim), or balancing each

argument against a counter-argument. Saying that practical reasoning is ‘conductive’ (as we said
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earlier) already involves seeing practical reasoning as a form of deliberation. The structure

of practical reasoning we represented in Figure 2.1 does not yet involve deliberation, only

the one we represented in Figure 2.3 does, although only in a minimal sense, as it does not

consider several alternatives, with their associated goals and values, but only reasons against

doing the action. Considering the probable impact of a proposed action on other goals – not

just the stated goal of action, but other goals that might be affected, including other agents’

goals – involves deliberation over goals, not just over means. Instrumentally, we may deliberate over

whether a hypothetical action will be the right means in view of a certain goal; but we may

also expand the deliberative context beyond this purely instrumental rationality and wonder

whether perhaps we should not be considering other goals and shape our action to fit in with

those goals. This may involve deciding against the action, if it seems likely that it will compro-

mise those other goals, even if it seems to achieve the goal we started with. Or it may involve

deciding on alternative action, alternative means, as being better suited to meeting a revised

conception of what our goals should be.

In Chapter 4, we will say more about deliberation over means and over goals. In Chapter

6 we will continue to develop our view of deliberation as genre and suggest in what way

multi-agent deliberation in highly institutionalized contexts such as parliament differs from

the simple model of single-agent informal deliberation.

Argument evaluation

The normative question ‘what properties make an argument a good one?’ has received vari-

ous formulations from various theorists, depending on the particular perspective adopted on

CLAIM FOR ACTION: I 
(presumably) ought to do A / A is 
(presumably) the right thing to do. 

GOAL (G): My goal is a 
future state of affairs G and I 
want G to become actual, or 
G ought to be realized in 
accordance with V. 

CIRCUMSTANCES 
(C):  I am acting in 
this particular 
context, composed 
of the following 
relevant (natural, 
social, institutional) 
facts…  

MEANS-
GOAL (M-G):    
If I do A, I will 
(presumably) 
achieve G. 

VALUES (V):  I am 
concerned with the 
realization of V / I ought 
to be concerned with the 
realization of V.  

COUNTER-CLAIM: I ought not 
to do A / A is not the right thing 
to do. 

NEGATIVE 
CONSEQUENCES 
(NS): Doing A will 
have negative 
consequences that 
will make G
impossible to achieve 
(If I do A, I will not 
achieve G). 

Figure 2.3 Deliberation: argument and counter-argument.
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argumentation in general: logical, rhetorical, dialectical, and which one of these three is

thought to be the dominant perspective that can integrate and ground the others. We follow

Blair (2003) and others in regarding these perspectives as complementary: all arguments have

logical, rhetorical and dialectical aspects, and can be evaluated from a logical, rhetorical

and dialectical perspective. We will take the view that a ‘good’ argument is one which is,

at the same time, good from all three perspectives. Let us say a few words about argument

evaluation from all of these perspectives.

The logical perspective: rational persuasiveness

According to the informal logical perspective, including the fast-expanding discipline of ‘Critical

Thinking’ ( Johnson 2000; Johnson and Blair 2006; Bowell and Kemp 2005; Govier 2001, etc.),

a good (‘cogent’) argument is a ‘rationally persuasive’ one, i.e. an argument that provides ‘good

reasons’ or ‘rational support’ for the conclusion, such that belief in the conclusion is ‘justified’.

‘Rational persuasiveness’ is an epistemic notion that takes into account the fallibility of human

knowledge claims, and replaces ‘soundness’ as a cogency criterion. A sound argument is a valid

argument with true premises, but it is not always easy to tell which premises are true and which

are not. An argument can be rationally persuasive without being sound and premises can be

rationally acceptable without being true. It is now reasonable for physicists working at the Large

Hadron Collider in Switzerland to believe that the particle they call the Higgs Boson exists and

to try to test this hypothesis experimentally, but it is by no means certain that the Higgs Boson

does exist and in fact it may not. In other words, reasonable belief is not one and the same as

true belief, but is belief which, given the evidence we have at a certain time, it is reasonable to

hold. Soundness is therefore not necessary for cogency.11

‘Rational persuasiveness’ is not only distinct from ‘soundness’ but also from mere ‘persuasive-

ness’ (the province of rhetoric). An argument may be persuasive, but not rationally persuasive.

People are all the time actually persuaded by arguments that they should not be persuaded

by, for instance by fallacious appeals to popularity or novelty. Such arguments are not ration-

ally persuasive for them because the reasons that are being offered (you should buy this

product because it is new, or because everyone else is buying it, and whatever is new and

popular should be bought) are not good reasons. Fortunately, not everyone is easily per-

suaded by bad reasons, and a bad argument which is persuasive for a person will not be

necessarily persuasive for another person as well.

In informal logic, a good argument is defined in terms of three criteria: premise acceptabil-

ity, relevance and sufficiency. From the perspective of an epistemic subject, premises must be

rationally acceptable, relevant to the claim, and together must provide sufficient support (or

adequate grounds) for the claim. Premise acceptability is an epistemic notion, concerning the

relationship of premises to audiences, and is a weaker notion than truth (an objective notion,

concerning the relationship of premises to the world, independently of people’s beliefs). If in a

given context we have good reasons to believe a premise (e.g. it is grounded in evidence, sup-

ported by reliable testimony or authority or by cogent argumentation), then it is rationally

acceptable. Sometimes, premises may be acceptable and relevant but insufficient to establish

the acceptability of the claim, for instance in an inductively weak argument, in which a gen-

eral conclusion is hastily drawn on the basis of insufficient evidence. Or premises may fail to

be relevant to the claim. Such is the case of many fallacies, such as fallacious ad hominem

appeals (when an appeal to the personality of the arguer is irrelevantly brought to bear on the

acceptability of his claim) or irrelevant emotional appeals (when appeals to emotion that are

not relevant to the claim are used in place of relevant rational appeals).
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Being able to dismiss an argument as a bad argument does not entail that the argument’s

claim is unacceptable. A weakly supported claim, one for which there is little or even no evi-

dence, or one which is supported by an invalid or in other way fallacious argument, may

very well be a true claim. In other words, to say that an argument is not good is not the

same as showing that the conclusion is false. The conclusion may well be true, but it may be

inadequately supported by the argument in question. In order to have sufficient grounds for

dismissing the conclusion, one would have to be able to do more than simply knocking down

the arguments that claim to support it. One would have to provide a rationally persuasive

counter-argument, one that supports the opposite standpoint (the denial of the conclusion)

(Govier 2001: 81–82). We have seen that, for practical claims, negative consequences that

undermine the goal can serve as premises in such a counter-argument.

The dialectical perspective: dialectical reasonableness

From a dialectical perspective, argumentation is a dialogical exchange of moves between two or

more interlocutors. Argumentation involves dialogue because it always arises in response to

some difference of opinion, some expressed or anticipated doubt or criticism. For pragma-

dialectics (van Eemeren and Grootendorst 1992, 2004; van Eemeren 2010), the normative goal

of this dialogue is the resolution of a difference of opinion in a reasonable way, or ‘on the merits’. Thus,

argumentation is best understood as a procedure for testing the acceptability of a standpoint in

light of critical questioning, and this procedure is developed on the basis of a critical rationalist

conception of reasonableness. According to the philosophy of critical rationalism (Miller 1994,

2006), the function of argument is essentially critical, not concerned with justification.

A pragma-dialectical approach in argumentation theory is a normative approach that takes

an external, analytical perspective on its object of study. Unlike descriptive theories, which can

yield models of the empirical internal normativity that is regarded as sound in practice by

participants themselves, normative theories such as pragma-dialectics construct an external

(a priori) normativity, by stipulating a set of norms defining optimal argumentative behaviour.

Pragma-dialectics constructs an ideal model of argumentative interaction (‘critical discus-

sion’), in relation to which actual practices can be assessed. Argumentation theory on this

view is part of ‘normative pragmatics’, i.e. language use and verbal interaction viewed from

a critical perspective. As a complex speech act, or a type of social verbal action, argumentation

has a goal, a purpose or point. Each argumentation is viewed as part of a discussion between

(two or more) parties who try to resolve a difference of opinion in a reasonable way. It is in relation to

how they (instrumentally) contribute to this goal that actual argumentative moves are to be

assessed (van Eemeren and Grootendorst 2004; van Eemeren 2010). (Note that ‘critical dis-

cussion’ in pragma-dialectics is not an empirical object, is not actual argumentative dialogue,

but an abstract theoretical construct. Any actual argumentative dialogue, implementing any

argumentative genre and activity type, can be reconstructed as critical discussion.)

In pragma-dialectics, the abstract theoretical model of ‘critical discussion’ embodies the

critical ideal of reasonableness. Critical discussion is defined in terms of specific stages and

in terms of a set of dialectical rules (or norms of argumentative conduct), which the argu-

mentative moves that are relevant at every stage must comply with in order to promote the

goal of a reasonable resolution of the difference of opinion.12 These rules define therefore an

ideal procedure for conducting argumentation, against which argumentative reality can be

evaluated, and they are designed to ensure maximum opportunity for the critical examina-

tion (testing or questioning) of standpoints. Unreasonable or fallacious argumentative moves

are those which violate these rules and thus obstruct the goal of the procedure. In other
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words, the aim of the procedure is to enable the resolution of a difference of opinion on the

merits, by delivering a standpoint that is tenable in the light of systematic criticism, a stand-

point that has successfully answered all the critical questions that have been directed at it, a

reasonable standpoint. Specific critical questions are attached to each of the three argumenta-

tion schemes defined in pragma-dialectics.13

In this book we are drawing on a distinction (made in pragma-dialectics) among concrete

speech events (e.g. a particular debate between two presidential candidates, or a particular

debate in parliament), communicative activity types which they instantiate (e.g. presidential

debate, parliamentary debate) and (abstract) genres of communicative activity (deliberation,

negotiation, adjudication, etc.) Argumentation always takes place in context, and the context

is often an institutional context, with its own purposes, rules and procedures, and offering

various institutional preconditions, constraints and opportunities to arguers. What counts as

reasonable argumentation in such cases depends partly on the institutional context, so the

model of ‘critical discussion’ should be contextualized in an empirical way in relation to

communicative activity types in order to do justice (in the analysis) to the specific demands

and criteria of particular kinds of institutional contexts (for instance, different activity types

have different institutional rationales or goals; what is possible to achieve may also be also

different) (van Eemeren 2009a, 2010: 129–151). In simple terms, it would not be reasonable

to hold arguers responsible for argumentative moves which they are either forced to make

or cannot make due to the constraints placed on them by the institutional context; nor

would it be reasonable to hold them responsible for failing to achieve outcomes that cannot

be achieved. (In Chapter 6 we will present our own view of the features of deliberation in

parliamentary debate that arise from the nature of the institutional context.)

Critical discourse-analysts might view the pragma-dialectical model of critical discussion

and its definition of reasonableness as utopian, as unrealizable in practice, hence of little

potential value to the critical concerns of social science. To do so would be misconceived.

The dialectical rules for critical discussion can be naturally viewed in relation to the ideals of

deliberative democracy. They define a ‘first order’ set of conditions for reasonable discussion,

whose adoption in actual practice is, however, dependent on the fulfilment of ‘higher order’

conditions (van Eemeren 2009b). The norms for reasonable discussion presuppose that partici-

pants actually want to resolve a disagreement and they are capable of reasoning. Thus, ‘first

order’ conditions are embedded in, and presuppose ‘second order’ conditions, involving

appropriate attitudes and competences. In addition, there are ‘third order’ conditions that

must be met, having to do with the social-political context, that should be such as to enable

participants to ‘claim the rights and responsibilities’ associated with their roles, for instance

give them the power and freedom to question and challenge arguments. Primarily, they

involve ideals of equality, non-violence, freedom, intellectual pluralism, the absence of con-

straints arising from unequal power. These conditions may be counter-factual in actual prac-

tices, but this should not lead to a rejection of the normative model as a standard against

which actual practices can be assessed and improved. There is, after all, no other way of cop-

ing with the overwhelming problems of the modern world than by ‘promoting a culture of

critical discussion’ (van Eemeren 2009b: 48–49).

Other dialectical approaches

Walton’s (1989, 1992a, 2006, 2008a) dialectical framework is also based on the view that

argumentation takes the form of a dialogue and has a critical function. A dialogue is seen as

a type of ‘goal-directed conversation’ in which (minimally) two people are participating by
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taking turns. It is a ‘connected sequence of moves’ (speech acts) in which participants ask

and answer critical questions in order to test the (tentative, provisional) acceptability of a

claim (Walton 2006: 2). Walton attaches a set of critical questions to every argumentation

scheme. In the case of the appeal to expert opinion we cited earlier (the doctor advising on

the right medication), the argumentation scheme looks as follows (Walton 2006: 133):

• Major Premise: Source E is an expert in subject domain S containing proposition A.
• Minor Premise: E asserts that proposition A (in domain D) is true (false).
• Conclusion: A may plausibly be taken to be true (false).

Critical questions:

1 Expertise Question: How credible is E as an expert source?

2 Field Question: Is E an expert in the field that A is in?

3 Opinion Question: What did E assert that implies A?

4 Trustworthiness Question: Is E personally reliable as a source?

5 Consistency Question: Is A consistent with what other experts assert?

6 Backup Evidence Question: Is E ’s assertion based on evidence?

According to Walton (2006), putting forward a presumptive statement (in plausible argu-

mentation) is a move in a dialogue that lies between an assertion (which incurs a burden of

proof – the proponent is supposed to support it with reasons, if challenged) and an assump-

tion (which carries no burden of proof ). Presumption is not a substitute for knowledge, but

enables agents to proceed with action in contexts of incomplete knowledge, uncertainty and

risk, in all those situations when there is not enough evidence to indicate clearly which course

of action will be appropriate. In advancing something as a presumption, the proponent is

reversing the burden of proof: it is now the respondent that has the obligation to disprove or rebut

it. To advance a statement as a presumption is somewhat like saying: ‘I think this is true, or

this seems to me to be true, based on all the evidence available to me. Correct me if you

think I’m wrong.’ The burden of proof, which rests originally with the proponent, is thus

shifted from the proponent (who openly acknowledges the presumptive, tentative nature of

his statement and its inherent fallibility) to whoever doubts the statement. It is the interlocu-

tor’s task to ask critical questions that point to the particular conditions in which a claim

based on a presumptive scheme is in principle likely to default. We take this view of the allo-

cation of the burden of proof to mean that plausible arguments are evaluated in a dialectical

process in which what is important is not how strongly the claim seems to be justified (by the

proponent) but how well it can withstand criticism and deal with reasons against it.

For instance, in order to accept an argument based on an appeal to expert opinion, a

critical question will be whether or not the individual is an expert in the actual field under

discussion. If the answer is yes, then the argument has survived critical testing based on this

question, and a new question can be asked (and so on, until there appears to be no other rea-

son why the conclusion cannot be provisionally accepted in those circumstances). However,

if the answer is no, then the inference to the claim is defeated (Walton 1992a, 1996, 2007b).

The question indicates that in all circumstances when appeal to expert opinion is based on

the views of an expert whose field of expertise is other than the relevant one (e.g. a linguist

pontificating on nuclear physics), the argument, although based on a plausible argument

scheme, will default. This does not mean that the linguist’s view may not be in fact correct,
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but only that the argument from authority in this particular case is not reasonable; the claim

cannot be validly supported in that way.

Walton classifies dialogues according to the goals of the dialogue, the goals of the partici-

pants and the situation at the commencement of the dialogue. There are six primary dialo-

gue types in his view (not all of them involving argumentation to the same extent), as follows:

• persuasion dialogues (e.g. a discussion of the benefits vs. dangers of GM food);
• information-seeking dialogues (e.g. interviews or asking for and receiving directions);
• inquiry dialogues (e.g. scientific or philosophical reasoning);
• negotiation dialogues (e.g. trade union vs. management wage negotiations);
• deliberation dialogues (e.g. public deliberation among citizens on what solution to adopt to

solve a problem of common concern); and
• eristic dialogues (e.g. quarrels).

Each type of dialogue has its collective goal, as a framework governing both participants

and all their moves, but each participant also has his own goal. For example, in persuasion

dialogue, the cooperative goal of the dialogue is disagreement resolution but each party is

also actively promoting or advocating their own viewpoint and attacking or criticizing the

other as strongly as they can. An argument is reasonable in a framework of dialogue if it con-

tributes to the collective goal of the dialogue, if it is a cooperative move in view of that goal.

But within this cooperative framework there is also room for each participant to seek his own

goal (Walton 2006: 183, 2007a: 60).

The rhetorical perspective: effectiveness

There is a lot of confusion surrounding the definition of rhetoric. Generally, it is defined as

the study of persuasion, and adaptation to the audience in order to achieve persuasion is essential

to this definition. Plato held a negative view of rhetoric, by contrast with dialectic. While

dialectic was for Plato a cooperative search for truth, by means of dialogue, or questions and

answers, rhetoric was the art of arguing both sides of an issue, as if they were both equally

acceptable (which for Plato they could not be), thus making even a bad argument look

cogent, and deceiving the audience in matters of truth. The negative meaning surfaces in

the postmodern appropriation of ‘rhetoric’ in the sense of ‘creating truth’, i.e. Foucault’s

‘regimes of truth’ or ‘epistemes’ understood as rhetorical constructs, as exercises in power,

whereby particular communities or groups of people are hegemonically imposing their own

particular standards onto the rest of society and declaring them universal and acceptable for

all. The same negative meaning appears in ordinary linguistic usage, where ‘rhetoric’ is most

often used in a negative sense, to mean words without substance, spin, language intended to

deceive and manipulate. To say that a political speech is ‘just rhetoric’ means that the rea-

sons provided in support of a claim are not good reasons but can be nevertheless effective in

persuading the audience. This would be the case of arguments which tap into widely shared

feelings, desires, instincts or sensitivities. Advertising and political discourse abound in

appeals to emotions and social instincts, and often attempt to create effective bonds of trust

between arguers and audiences by adapting rhetorically to their emotional sensibilities. Such

appeals are often irrelevant to the claim being made and disguise a failure to produce rele-

vant arguments of a less emotional nature.14

For Aristotle, unlike Plato, rhetoric was the legitimate counterpart of dialectic and it had

to do with the ‘ability in each case to see the available means of persuasion’. As Aristotelian
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scholars emphasize, Aristotle defined rhetoric as an ‘art’, a techn�e (Rhetoric 1.2.1), more specifi-

cally an art of civic discourse. As an art, rhetoric is thus ‘morally neutral’ and can be used for

both good and evil purposes (Kennedy 1994: 8, 57). On this view, supported by many mod-

ern theorists of rhetoric (Tindale 1999), the conventional association between rhetoric and

deceit, sophistry and manipulation is simplistic and wrong.

Van Eemeren (2010: 66) suggests viewing rhetoric as the ‘study of aiming for effective-

ness’ in argumentative discourse. It is important, as he also warns, not to understand this as

actual persuasive effectiveness or success, as this would turn the study of rhetoric into a purely

empirical, descriptive enterprise. To judge whether an argument is a good one, one would

have to investigate empirically whether it has actually managed to persuade a substantial

number of people for whom it was intended. This would be independent from any other

normative criteria. An argument could be then rhetorically effective, therefore good by this

standard, while being logically or dialectically weak. Clearly, unless there is some other type

of normativity that we can associate with rhetoric, not just actual effectiveness, any argument

designed to successfully persuade any particular audience that actually succeeded in doing so

would be a good argument, regardless of the argument’s intrinsic qualities. Similarly, argu-

ments that fail to persuade would be regarded as bad arguments, whatever their other

merits. The rhetorical perspective would then collapse into relativism, and this in fact is an

objection that has often been aimed at various rhetorical approaches (for instance by van

Eemeren and Grootendorst 2004).15

Aiming for rhetorical effectiveness is not in itself sufficient to make an argument good, as

an argument could be designed to be rhetorically effective while being logically and dialecti-

cally flawed. According to Blair (2003), the logical, rhetorical and dialectical perspectives are

to a large extent independent from each other, and being a good argument from one of these

perspectives does not say anything about how ‘good’ the argument is overall. There are,

according to him, several types of possible relationship between these three perspectives.

There is an interdependence between logic and dialectic: for an argument to be dialectically

acceptable it has to be logically acceptable as well, and an argument cannot be regarded as

logically adequate unless sufficient support is provided for the claim, i.e. unless the argument

is dialectically adequate as well. But rhetorical effectiveness does not presuppose dialectical

completeness, and the converse is also true: a dialectically satisfactory argument could fail to

be rhetorically effective (its dialectical completeness may result in an argument that is too

complex, too tedious, too difficult to understand). Moreover, logically flawed arguments can

be rhetorically effective (fallacious arguments are often very persuasive), while logically valid

or sound arguments may fail to be so (they may be formulated in terms that do not resonate

with the audience). Overall, logical and dialectical adequacy seem to go together but there is

no relation between satisfying norms of rhetoric, on the one hand, and satisfying norms of

logic and dialectic, on the other, hence always a potential tension or conflict between these

two orientations.

The rhetorical and dialectical perspectives are combined in the pragma-dialectical con-

cept of strategic manoeuvring (van Eemeren and Houtlosser 2002b), which refers to the ‘argu-

mentative predicament’ of having to pursue two aims (a rhetorical and a dialectical aim)

simultaneously, of having to combine effectiveness with reasonableness. In other words, arguers

are committed to resolving the disagreement in a reasonable way but also, hopefully, resol-

ving it in their favour. Maintaining a balance between these two orientations is not always

easy; for instance, the pursuit of rhetorical effectiveness may take place at the expense of rea-

sonableness, in which case strategic manoeuvring is ‘derailed’, and the process of resolving a

difference of opinion on the merits is compromised (van Eemeren 2010: 40–41).
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Argumentation that is rhetorically effective can nevertheless be, at the same time, dialecti-

cally acceptable, or reasonable. It is this particular combination between rhetoric and dialec-

tics which is achieved in successful, non-fallacious strategic manoeuvring that, in our view,

can rescue rhetoric from its equation with mere actual persuasiveness. A normative, non-

relativistic conception of rhetoric is possible if a concern for effectiveness is combined with a

concern for reasonableness along the lines suggested by the pragma-dialectical concept of

strategic manoeuvring. It is also implicit, we think, in the concept of ‘rational persuasive-

ness’, as distinct from mere persuasiveness.

So far, we have looked at rhetoric as the art of aiming for effective, persuasive arguments.

This is a goal-based view of rhetoric and is widely shared amongst argumentation theorists.

Kock (2007, 2009), however, goes back to Aristotle and Protagoras, and to an entire tradition

of argumentation theorists that includes Perelman and Olbrects-Tyteca (1969), to defend an

alternative, domain-based definition of rhetoric, as the proper and original definition of rheto-

ric, ignored in many contemporary conceptions. For this tradition, rhetorical argumentation

is intrinsically connected with deliberation over what to do when several alternatives are pos-

sible, with choice and action related to matters of common concern. Indeed, Aristotle says in

the Rhetoric that rhetoric is ‘a certain kind of off-shoot of dialectic and of ethical studies, which

it is just to call politics’ (1.2.7), and in the Ethics he calls rhetoric a subdivision of politics

(Kennedy 1994: 55). For Aristotle, rhetoric is relevant to those domains, like the moral, polit-

ical and legal, where people deliberate together over matters that are within their agency;

people do not deliberate over matters of epistemic truth. Almost always, however, there will

be several reasonable and divergent arguments on any issue, grounded in competing but

legitimate values and goals, and reasonable disagreement may persist indefinitely, without

the possibility of ultimate consensus, and without the prospect of one party retracting his

original standpoint (Kock 2007).16

Recuperating Aristotle’s original domain-based definition of rhetoric, as opposed to the

more limited one in terms of persuasive aims, as Kock advocates, will help the clarification

of the ambiguity we have noted in the meaning of rhetoric. The negative view of rhetoric,

we suggest (in the footsteps of Kock’s argument), arises from situations in which the rhetor is

using his skills to persuade people of the acceptability of a standpoint that is unacceptable,

either because it is false (in epistemic argumentation), or because it is wrong (in practical

argumentation). These are situations where a reasonable resolution (on the merits of the

case) is in principle possible and rhetorical argumentation may be precisely designed to

obstruct that resolution. In matters of epistemic truth, as well as on a variety of moral–prac-

tical issues, where there is an independent intersubjective standard of evaluation, it is in

principle possible to resolve the disagreement and to expect the withdrawal of the ‘false’ or

‘wrong’ standpoint. It is not reasonable for disagreement to persist in such cases, although of

course it may: both arguers cannot win the argument, although of course both will try to

win and may remain entrenched in their original positions. In situations of reasonable disagree-

ment, however, it cannot be expected that one of the arguers will retract his standpoint, no

matter how long the argumentation should continue. These are the issues that are relevant

to politics and ethics in particular, which – as Kock reminds us – Aristotle viewed as the

proper domain of deliberative rhetoric. Disagreement may in such cases reasonably persist

because of the different ways in which reasonable agents weigh different considerations that

are relevant to them, because of their different hierarchies of (otherwise reasonable) values

and goals. This situation creates a space for rhetoric to highlight what should be compara-

tively more important, in the arguer’s view, to appeal to the audience’s feelings and moral

sense, make them see new connections between the issue being advocated and their
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experience, and imagine alternatives, in the hope of changing their priorities, thus making

them adhere to a standpoint that is not obviously the only one that they could or ought to

choose. It also opens up a space for trying to make a weak argument, or a worse alternative,

look better than it actually is.

Rhetoric and values in the political domain

Rhetoric becomes free of its negative connotations when it is associated with its proper

domain, that of deliberation, practical choice and action, and with reasonable disagreement over

alternative choices. Political philosophers, following Isaiah Berlin, refer to such situations as

reasonable value pluralism. As we have said, not all value pluralism is reasonable: a racist argu-

ment about how to deal politically with an ethnic minority can be conclusively rejected by

questioning its various premises, and its proponent cannot defend himself by invoking value

pluralism or his legitimate right to differ. Many moral–political issues do admit of rational

consensus over what the best choice of action would be, and some arguments over what to

do can be unambiguously evaluated, in the sense that of two contrary positions both cannot

remain in play indefinitely. Following Habermas, we can say that such claims (and associ-

ated arguments) can be assessed in terms of a right/wrong distinction. Agreeing on the

existence of reasonable value pluralism does not therefore entail a relativist stance.17

If rhetoric is placed, as it should be, within a context of choice and action, where several

reasonable alternatives are possible, and not an epistemic context (where argumentation is

oriented towards truth), then it becomes possible to see how more than one opinion can be

legitimately possible, and how adapting to the beliefs and values of the audience and produc-

ing an argument that is comparatively better, rhetorically speaking, than another, might give

an arguer a considerable advantage in mobilizing the support of a greater proportion of the

audience. This is the characteristic situation of politics, where different but fundamentally

reasonable positions might be at stake. The rhetorical perspective is therefore particularly

relevant to our concerns with political arguments, which are inherently fallible and put for-

ward in a context of incomplete knowledge, uncertainty and risk, where a multiplicity of

contingent factors can causally affect the most carefully planned strategies of action, and are

also underlain by persistent and irresolvable conflicts of value and interest.

As we said in Chapter 1, some of these persistent disagreements are underlain by conflicts

of interest, but occur within a broadly shared framework of moral and political values. This

is the kind of disagreement that we are focusing on in this book. Other irresolvable disagree-

ments are deeper and more intractable. Such ‘deep disagreements’ (typically part of ‘com-

prehensive’ moral conceptions) are underlain by incommensurable fundamental principles

and values, incommensurable ‘framework propositions’. Argument cannot proceed because

there is in such situations no common ground that can be identified and thus the conditions

that are essential to argumentation are undercut (Fogelin 2005).18

With regard to the issue of relativism, our position is essentially that of Lukes (2005).

Relativism, in his view, ‘embodies a non sequitur’: ‘acknowledging the facts of moral diversity

and value pluralism does not entail abstention from judging others (and their judging us)’,

nor does it entail that there is no privileged value perspective. The fact that there is no one

worldview and set of values that everyone adheres to ‘does not render us unable to make uni-

versally applicable judgments’. Recognition of the fact that ‘there is no single best way for

humans to live’ or that ‘there are many such best ways’ is not incompatible with making

moral judgements and thus recognizing the authority of moral standards and the reality of

moral disagreements. Relativism actually ‘denies the reality of moral disagreements’. It claims
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that disagreements are apparent because there is no one shared framework of reference, each

position is right relative to its own set of norms and values, and there is no way of resolving

the disagreement in favour of one position. Its message is not tolerance, as its proponents

claim, but abstention from judgement, denial that people have the right to judge others

(Lukes 2005: 135). A non-relativistic position, which Lukes advocates, would distinguish,

among a wide diversity of practices, those that are right and those that are wrong. One can

do so either by adopting a Kantian perspective and wondering whether a given practice

could be universalized without contradiction, whether it could be justified to all those

affected, or by taking the Aristotelian line of virtue theory and asking whether it would push

those affected below the threshold of one or more human capabilities. Whatever approach

one takes, some practices will pass these tests and some will not (Lukes 2005: 140–142).

In this chapter we have said that practical arguments are underlain by values, which

inform both the goals that people set for themselves and their understanding of the context

of action. People give priority to different values, hence different goals and different under-

standings of the context of action. Some value differences are unreasonable and cannot

withstand critical examination. For instance, some values are indefensible from a purely

instrumental point of view, because they contradict the agent’s goals: valuing a life of leisure

is not reasonable if your goal is to get high grades. But some value differences are unreason-

able in a deeper, non-instrumental sense: a racist conception cannot remain indefinitely in

play alongside one which rejects racism. Disagreement over this issue is unreasonable and a

reasonable resolution can be legitimately expected. Sometimes, however, people disagree in

a reasonable way and the disagreement is also irresolvable. Such disagreements often

depend on the way people rank the values and goals that matter to them. Reasonable

disagreement, we suggest, is generated by conflicting but reasonable values and goals or by

different rankings of the same values and goals. This situation is typical in politics, where

political parties have fairly different and often not obviously unreasonable strategies for deal-

ing with problems in light of different values and goals or in light of different rankings or

priorities of values and goals. Certain political values and goals will rank higher as priorities

for a left-wing party than for a right-wing one, and both left-wing and right-wing goals and

values can sometimes (though not always) be argumentatively defended as reasonable.

Critical testing, especially by looking at the consequences of political action, and how it affects

various other legitimate goals and concerns, is an important resource for social critique.

This brings us to the normative foundations of CDA: which values can be argumenta-

tively successfully defended in a process of critical discussion/deliberation? CDA has

sometimes been relativistic about these values (defending a normative standpoint from which

all differences should be given recognition) or too closely attached to a left-wing point of

view, which has rendered it vulnerable to the charge of being ideological and biased. We

want to ground CDA normatively in a set of values that closely approximate a list of univer-

sal human rights, or duties/obligations that we have towards our fellow beings (rights and

duties being two sides of the same coin), and more precisely in a list of human capabilities

that define a concept of human flourishing or well-being, such as those envisaged by the

‘capabilities’ approach in ethics (Nussbaum 2000, 2006) and those versions of social theory

inspired by the capabilities approach (Sayer 2011). The ethical foundations that we ground

CDA with are not relativistic, in the sense that we do not think that one should give recogni-

tion to just any value that particular communities happen to hold. Not any difference should

be given recognition: in particular those that infringe human rights, hinder human capabil-

ities or violate fundamental duties we have towards each other should not be among those

that can ground good practical arguments.
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Alternative frameworks of moral principles that can ground rational action are formulated

by Audi (2006, Chapter 9) and Freeman (2005, Chapter 9), both based on W. D. Ross’s orig-

inal list of prima facie duties (Ross 1930).19 The duty of justice or fairness towards others is, for

example, a fundamental moral obligation on this list. Such fundamental moral considera-

tions can conflict with each other (not just with self-interested reasons), and deciding what to

do in such cases will involve deciding which one should be given priority, which should over-

ride others. The rationality involved in such deliberation over reasons is in such cases not a

purely instrumental (or means–end) rationality but also involves deliberation over the appro-

priate ends of action.

Evaluating practical reasoning in a dialectical framework

In pragma-dialectics, practical reasoning is subsumed under causal argumentation schemes, as

means–end, instrumental or pragmatic argumentation, in which a certain act is presented as the

means to reach a given goal. The claim of a means–end argument is to be evaluated in terms of

the following critical questions, where the first question amounts (we suggest) to asking whether

the action is sufficient in view of the goals, the second inquires about the consequences of action

and the last one amounts to asking whether the action is necessary in view of the goals:

• Will the action that is being advocated really lead to achieving the goal?
• Will the action have other effects than the intended goals?
• Will other actions, different from the one that is being envisaged, also lead to the fulfil-

ment of the goal? (van Eemeren et al. 2002: 102–103; Garssen 2001: 91–92)20

These questions, we think, highlight the essence of practical reasoning, as reasoning aimed

at producing practical effects, or having consequences, or causing some change in the world, and

also point to the nature of causality: an action can have multiple effects, intended but also

unintended; it can misfire or fail to achieve its intended goal; and the same effect might result

from different actions (causes).

Walton, as we have seen, suggests a particular argument schema for practical reasoning,

involving a goal premise, a means–goal premise and (optionally) a value premise, and a more

detailed matching set of critical questions. The conclusion is provisionally acceptable, subject to

rebuttal by critical questioning, by asking any of the following set of questions (see Walton 2006:

301, 2007a: 33; Walton et al. 2008: 96 for various alternative formulations of these questions):

• Are there alternative courses of action apart from A that would also lead to the goal?

(Other-Means Question)
• Is A the best (the most acceptable) among these alternatives? (Best-Means Question)
• Are there other goals that might conflict with the action and whose achievement should

have priority? (Other-Goals Question)
• Is it really possible to do action A in the circumstances? (Possibility Question)
• What bad consequences of the action should be taken into account? (Side-Effects

Question)

Walton (2006: 327–329) introduces a few more variables into the practical reasoning

schema. First, in real-life contexts, people frequently alter a plan of action in light of the

observed consequences of what they are doing. ‘Feedback’ is a feature of practical reasoning
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and involves continuous monitoring of one’s action and modifying one’s plan based on

incoming information. Second, agents often have conflicting goals and this is the source of

all practical dilemmas. Sometimes it is easy to decide which goal to sacrifice but sometimes

it is not and, whichever course of action is taken, something of value will be lost. Third,

practical reasoning often involves several agents, and a process of deliberation amongst

several people might be appropriate in order to decide what to do. These lead to the formu-

lation of three additional critical questions:

• Does new information (through feedback) give good reasons to revise the previous conclu-

sion that has been taken to represent the practical course of action? (Feedback Question)
• Does the conclusion (the course of action so far considered) conflict with other goals of

the agent? (Agent’s Multiple Goals Question)
• Are other agents involved, and if so, does the relation between all of these agents’ goals

indicate that a discussion amongst all these agents would be practically useful? (Multiple

Agents Question)

In Walton (2007b: 221–222), the critical questions are revised as follows:

• What other goals does the agent have that might conflict with his goal G ?
• How well is the goal supported by (or at least consistent with) the agent’s values?
• What alternative courses of action apart from the one advocated that would also lead to

the goal should be considered?
• Among these alternatives, which is the best in light of considerations of efficiency in

bringing about G ?
• Among these alternatives, which is the best in light of the agent’s values?
• What grounds are there for arguing that is it practically possible to do the action in the

situation?
• What negative consequences of the action that might have even greater negative value

than the positive value of G should be taken into account?

Walton claims that practical reasoning is inherently defeasible. In conditions of incom-

plete information, uncertainty and risk, agents are forced to go ahead with a defeasible line

of action and are usually prepared to modify it in light of emerging consequences or if the

context of action changes. The conclusion of a practical argument is inherently subject to

revision as new information comes in, e.g. if the action misfires in some way, if the agent

becomes aware of value conflicts, or of conflict with other goals he pursues or other agents’

goals. Critical questions indicate various possible problems with the argument. There are

at least two main ways of challenging an argument, according to Walton: one is ‘to ask

questions that raise doubts about the argument’, and the other is ‘present a rebuttal or coun-

ter-argument’, which is a stronger form of attack (Walton 2006: 27).

We will say more about the evaluation of ‘deliberation dialogue’ (Hitchcock et al. 2001;

Hitchcock 2002; McBurney et al. 2007) in Chapter 6.

Our proposal for the evaluation of practical reasoning

We agree with dialectical approaches that critical questioning of arguments offers a produc-

tive way of systematically evaluating argumentative practice. Consequently, we adopt a
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dialectical approach, which subordinates rhetorical considerations to a primarily dialectical

perspective. Although our analyses in this book (with the exception of part of Chapter 6) are

not explicitly based on the pragma-dialectical model, we take over from pragma-dialectics

the definition of the general goal of argumentation, as involving the reasonable resolution of a dif-

ference of opinion, as well as the pragma-dialectical critical conception of reasonableness. Because

our focus is on practical arguments and particularly on deliberation, we want to further specify

this goal as involving a reasonable decision. A reasonable decision results therefore from follow-

ing a reasonable procedure. The decision itself may not be the ‘best’ or ‘most rational’ but

it will have been arrived at in a reasonable way, by following a dialectical procedure of

systematic critical testing.

Certainly, we do not claim (and neither does pragma-dialectics) that disagreements are

always resolved in practice. In our view, it is often the case that actual argumentative prac-

tice not only falls short of the ideal of reasonableness but takes place in contexts in which,

due to a variety of institutional constraints and empirical factors, such as divergent and irre-

ducible conflicts of interests and of values, disagreement resolution in the strong sense of

consensus (i.e. parties agreeing on one standpoint) is not only improbable but its improbable

nature is actually captured in the institutional logic of the practices in question. As we show

in Chapter 6, deliberation in parliamentary debate does not need to lead to agreement on one view

and is not – as activity type – defective in any way for failing to yield such agreement

amongst all participants. Its legitimate outcome is a collective decision which is legitimately

based on the view shared by a majority at the end of a deliberative process. However,

we think, the fact that many disagreements are not resolved in politics (including deep

disagreement over value systems) does not deny that the fundamental normative orientation

of political argumentative practice, of what and participants are hoping to achieve, their

goal, is towards reasonable disagreement resolution, by means of persuading others of the

reasonableness of their own standpoint. If this was not their aim, the whole practice of

argumentation would lose its rationale, its point.

We are also drawing on Walton’s dialectical approach. In particular, regarding possibili-

ties for systematic critical questioning, we agree with his proposal (based on Pollock 1995) to

distinguish between challenging the argument and challenging the conclusion, i.e. between

attempting to defeat the argument and attempting to rebut its conclusion. Walton (2007b)

makes this distinction more explicit by saying that practical reasoning can be criticized in

three main ways. One is to challenge one or several of the premises, showing that they are not

rationally acceptable (or true). (For instance, we suggest, it may not be acceptable that the sit-

uation is a problem that calls for action, or it may not be rationally acceptable that it is to be

described in such-and-such terms. If a premise can be shown to be false, then the argument

will be unsound.) Another is to try to defeat the argument by asking critical questions that

can defeat the inferential link between premises and claim. (I may think that a certain action

A is a necessary means towards a goal, but if an alternative, better means B emerges that will

also fulfil the intended goal, then the inference that I should do A is undercut and the argu-

ment is defeated.) A third way is to produce a counter-argument aiming to reject (rebut) the

original claim.

Walton (2007b) does not explain how defeating and rebutting relate to his critical ques-

tions, for instance which questions can do either or maybe both. We would like to suggest

the following development and clarification of this distinction, based on our view that being

able to defeat an argument is much less significant than being able to rebut its claim, given that a

claim can be true or false independently of the quality of the argument that allegedly supports it. Basically,

we suggest, questioning whether the action being proposed will have negative consequences that
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will undermine the stated goal (or other goals the agent wants to pursue, or other agents’

goals) is the only really interesting critical question, as it is the only one that can rebut the

argument’s claim (and also defeat the argument’s validity). Questions about the existence of

alternative actions are of course also important, but the existence of alternatives cannot in

itself rebut the claim. It can show that the argument in favour of doing action A seen as a

necessary means towards a goal is invalid, but pointing to alternatives could only rebut the

claim if the action chosen could be shown to have a negative impact on goals, while the

alternatives would not have such consequences, i.e. if the claim in favour of that action could

be rebutted. To defend an alternative action would amount to showing that this alternative,

as a hypothesis, is more reasonable, as systematic criticism (in terms of its impact on goals)

has not revealed, or has not yet revealed, reasons against it. So, we suggest, the distinction

between rebutting and defeating points to a sharp division between two types of critical

questions: questions that aim to defeat the argument, by which we understand attempting to

show the argument is invalid (and therefore unsound) or unsound (though valid), and ques-

tions that aim to show that the argument’s conclusion is false (unacceptable) by indicating

the existence of a rationally persuasive argument (a counter-argument) whose claim is the denial

of the original claim (i.e. the agent should not do the action).

Let us explain the view above in more detail and give some examples. We said that not all

critical questions we can aim at an argument can indicate that there is something wrong with

the argument’s conclusion, which we take to be the main point of criticism. It is essential to

observe that showing that the action is not necessary or sufficient in view of the conclusion (the

claim for action) does not point to the existence of a counter-argument but merely defeats

the argument; in other words, it does not indicate that not doing the action is the right thing to

do. For instance, an action may not be in itself sufficient to realize the goal, without thereby

indicating that it should not be performed. If I want to learn Italian, I may think that I ought

to enrol on an Italian language course. The fact that simply enrolling is not sufficient for learn-

ing the language does not mean that I shouldn’t enrol. Similarly, enrolling on a course is not

strictly speaking necessary, in view of the goal, as there are other alternatives available, such as

using a language course on CD. But once again, the fact that there are alternatives (even eas-

ier, cheaper alternatives) does not show that I should not enrol, that my decision to enrol is

irrational, or incompatible with the goals. For the claim to be rebutted, we suggest, there

would have to be a rationally persuasive counter-argument saying that enrolling in an Italian

language course is not what I should do because, in the process of doing so, negative conse-

quences would arise that would make the goal of learning Italian impossible to achieve. It is highly improb-

able that such a rationally persuasive argument can be made.

Let us imagine another example, closer to the kind of text we are analysing in this book:

The government’s goal is to pull the country out of recession. (Goal)

If the government cuts public spending, then the goal will be achieved. (Means–Goal)

Conclusion: The government should cut public spending. (Recommended Action or

Means)

Is this argument valid? No, because we can imagine a situation in which the conclusion

above would be false, although the premises would be true, for instance if some other action

(some alternative means) would also lead to the goal, or even would lead to the goal more effi-

ciently.21 So, while it may be true that spending cuts will deliver the goal (i.e. the strategy is

sufficient for the realization of the goal), some other strategy might do this more efficiently.

In this case, the conclusion would be false. The inference to the claim would be defeated, the
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argument would be invalid and therefore also unsound (a sound argument is a valid argu-

ment with true premises).

However, the argument would be valid if the premise ‘If the government cuts public

spending, then the goal will be achieved’ was formulated as ‘Cutting public spending is neces-

sary and sufficient in order to achieve the goal’. If this premise was actually true as well, then

the argument would be both valid and sound. In this latter situation, however, if anyone were

to advance such a strong means–goal relation, we might want to question the actual truth of

that premise. We might either say that there are many alternatives or that it is by no means

certain that the proposed action can deliver the goals, i.e. that a lot more is needed besides

spending cuts, for instance a strategy for economic growth and job creation. Showing that

the action is either not necessary (because there are alternatives) or not sufficient (because it

does not lead to the goals, or at least not in itself) would defeat the argument in favour of the

conclusion. The argument would be unsound (having a false premise, in spite of being valid)

but this would still not rebut the claim, as a claim might be rationally acceptable (true) even if it supported by

a bad (invalid or unsound) argument. In other words, the conclusion that the government ought to

cut public spending to achieve the goal may not follow from the argument, but neither does it fol-

low that the government should not cut public spending. It might be reasonable to go ahead with

public spending cuts in combination with another action (a growth strategy) which together might

be sufficient to realize the goal. By contrast, if spending cuts should endanger the goal of the

action or other related goals (if, instead of recovery, there should be a double-dip recession,

with massive unemployment, etc.), then it might be wise not to go ahead with spending cuts:

the conclusion would be in this case rebutted by counter-argument. The counter-argument

has taken as premises the consequences of the action on the stated goal.

We suggest that whether the argument itself is valid or not does not ultimately matter.

The one thing that matters is whether the conclusion is true or not, and it is only examina-

tion of the consequences of action and their impact on goals that agents are otherwise

committed to that can rebut the conclusion. Briefly, an argument that is defeated may still

have a rationally acceptable claim (though one that, in that particular case, is inadequately

supported), but to rebut a claim is to be able to construct a rationally persuasive counter-

argument. In talking about the consequences of action on goals we should bear in mind the

understanding of goals on our approach, as future states of affairs compatible with a particu-

lar normative source (specified in the value premise). Normative sources can involve moral

principles, so the impact on goals should be taken to include consequences in moral terms

(e.g. how the action affects or undermines moral concerns) and should not be understood in

simple cost–benefit material terms.

There seem therefore to be two types of critical questions and we shall illustrate both

types, particularly in our discussion in Chapter 4: questions that challenge the argument (its

soundness, its validity, or both, see (a) and (b) below), and questions that can rebut the claim

and show that not doing the action is more reasonable (c).

(a) Critical questions that challenge the rational acceptability of the premises (or their truth). If an argu-

ment is based on a false assessment of the situation, or on a mistaken view of some means–

goal relation, then this might lead to a hypothesis for action which does not correspond to

what the facts actually are. The argument will be unsound, but it does not necessarily mean

that the conclusion should be rejected as unreasonable. It could be reasonable but inade-

quately supported. If I am mistaken about the deadline for submitting student reports and,

thinking the deadline is tomorrow, I conclude I ought to do them today, it does not follow

that, once I realize that the deadline is in a week’s time, it is unreasonable to do them today.

The argument is valid and unsound, but its conclusion is not rebutted.
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(b) Critical questions that can defeat the argument. These challenge the inference from the pre-

mises to the conclusion and can indicate that the argument is invalid. If, for instance, such

questioning reveals the action is not necessary, that there are better alternatives, then the

claim that the agent should do the action A will no longer follow from the premises. The

argument will be invalid and will not support the claim that the agent should do A. It will not

follow from that argument that the agent should do A, but neither will it follow that the agent

should not do A, that doing A is irrational in view of the agent’s goals. The claim may still be

reasonable, unless rebutted by a counter-argument.

However, we might want to argue that the action should not be performed, given

its impact on various goals and values. This would illustrate the second type of questions,

discussed below.

(c) Critical questions that can rebut the claim. These focus primarily, we suggest, on the conse-

quences of action, consequences that undermine the stated goal of the action or other goals

that the agent is or ought to be committed to (such as the legitimate goals of other agents). In

light of these consequences, it is not the original proposal for action that should be adopted

but its opposite. Negative consequences of this sort are part of a counter-argument support-

ing a counter-claim. We suggest that, from the point of view of the evaluation of the rational-

ity of action, these are in fact the only interesting questions: if an action undermines the goal

of action, then it should not be performed. Similarly, if an action leads to the goal stated in

the goal premise (is sufficient) but has negative consequences on other goals that are important

to the agent or to other agents, then again it might be wise not to go ahead with the action.

These two situations are not identical. In the former, the stated goal of the action is not

achieved, so – if the agent is committed to the goal – it is clear that the action should not be

performed. In the latter, the goal is achieved, but with a negative impact on other goals. For

instance, in the argument about government action we suggested earlier, the government

might achieve their goals by cutting public spending but at high costs in terms of other goals

they ought to be committed to (e.g. high employment, as a publicly recognized, legitimate

goal). We can imagine therefore the premises of this argument being true but the conclusion

being false, once the additional considerations of a negative impact on other goals (not men-

tioned in the argument) are taken into account. Any action will have consequences or costs

of some kind and there should be a distinction between consequences or costs that can be

accepted, or traded off against positive consequences, and costs that are unacceptable. If the

costs of doing A are not significant, then it will not follow that the agent should not do the

action. If, however, the goals that are being endangered should not be overridden (and such

goals can include the fulfilment of overriding concerns but also of duties, obligations, publicly

recognized norms, etc.), then not doing the action might be more rational.

To conclude, a proposal for action (the conclusion of a practical argument) can be rationally

acceptable even if the argument that allegedly supports it is invalid or unsound. The invalidity

or unsoundness of the argument itself does not indicate that the conclusion of that argument is

false, but merely that it does not follow from the premises. If, on the other hand, a practical con-

clusion is rebutted by constructing a cogent counter-argument, then the conclusion is false. It is

only questioning the possible negative consequences (and only those consequences that result in

goals being compromised, not just any minor side-effects) that can rebut the claim. From the

perspective of the rationality of the proposed action, therefore, many of Walton’s critical ques-

tions are less significant than they seem to be, as they cannot practically refute the claim that the

action is right, but only suggest that it does not follow from a particular argument.

We have suggested a somewhat different picture of what critical questioning can and can-

not do, based on granting special weight to questions about the consequences of (proposed)
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action. We also want to suggest a few more possibilities for critical questioning, in line with

the structure of arguments we have suggested in this chapter. These, we want to emphasize,

are only important to the extent that they can be connected with the question about conse-

quences. We have, for example, argued for the inclusion of premises referring to the circum-

stances of action in the practical reasoning schema. The circumstances of action can be

described in various ways to support different courses of action and this reflects the different

concerns or values that inform the argument. Critical questions pertaining to the circum-

stances of action might target the rational acceptability of these alternative descriptions. We

can therefore ask:

• Is the situation described in a rationally acceptable way? (Definition of Circumstances

Question)

For instance, is it described in a way that introduces a possible bias for which no burden

of proof has been assumed, e.g. some persuasive definition that has not been convincingly

argued for? Is it true that the situation is really a problem to be solved?

We also suggest further questions related to the value premise, by analogy with the ques-

tions aimed at the goal premise:

• Are the values that underlie the action rationally acceptable? (Acceptable Value

Question)
• Should the agent consider other values? (Other Values Question)
• Do the stated values conflict with other values of the agent? (Agent’s Multiple Values

Question)

Let us finally say a few things about the way practical arguments can ‘ground’ action. We

have said that practical reasoning is inherently defeasible and can be accepted provisionally

if it has withstood critical questioning. We have been implicitly arguing for viewing the func-

tion of arguments as essentially critical, rather than having to do with justification. Arguments

cannot justify claims, at least not in the sense in which the conclusion follows from the pre-

mises (unless they are deductive arguments). As we have seen above, in practical arguments,

as in all arguments, the acceptability of a (practical) claim is independent from the ‘goodness’

of the argument that allegedly supports it. In order to criticize a claim for action we should

therefore look at its consequences, not at the way in which it is allegedly supported. The claim

for action does not follow from the premises except as a hypothesis, a conjecture that the

action might be the right one, and this hypothesis is always open to revision in light of criti-

cism. However little doubt or scepticism arguers may show in everyday situations, and

however emphatically they may advance their arguments, a practical claim for action can

only be advanced tentatively, subject to defeat or rebuttal by critical questioning. People no

doubt do support or justify their claims with reasons all the time, often with allegedly ‘good’

reasons, but this should be understood in light of a conception of human fallibility, of agents

acting in conditions of partial and uncertain knowledge and of risk.

Some theorists speak about good arguments as being ‘well-grounded’. For Audi (2006:

214), ‘rationality is well-groundedness’ and a good practical argument is an argument which is

‘grounded in the right sort of way in the right kind of reasons’; rationally defensible values

are among such ‘right’ reasons. In light of our remarks in this section on the impossibility of

justification, this can only mean that the acceptability of such reasons, their apparent ‘right-

ness’ or ‘well-groundedness’ has emerged in a process of critical examination. It is the
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procedure itself (as method) that, in the absence of certainty (or ‘grounds’), can deliver a rea-

sonable standpoint. The reasonableness of arguments, including practical arguments of the

sort made in politics, should be seen as being ‘located in the self-correcting capacities of a

discussion procedure and not in the security of substantive starting points’ (van Eemeren

et al. 1993: 170–171). Rationality is attached to a procedure that ensures maximum opportu-

nity for the critical examination of arguments, it resides in the method of arriving at a practi-

cal judgement (or decision). Thus, we can of course go on saying that a practical argument

that has resulted from careful consideration of possible consequences and their impact on

goals, of the context of action, of goals and values, and so on, can be a good, rationally per-

suasive argument, that it can ‘ground’ or ‘justify’ action, but by this we can only mean that

its conclusion has resisted our attempts to find reasons against doing the action, as opposed

to being supported by reasons in favour. We are therefore generally sceptical about ‘well-

groundedness’ to the extent that we always act against in a context of uncertainty, risk and

incomplete information.

However, there is another sense in which it nevertheless makes sense to talk about

‘well-groundedness’, a sense in which Audi (2006) is right: the sense involved in talking

about moral, external reasons for action. A morally justified action is ‘well-grounded’ in a

different sense from a purely instrumental action. So is, as we shall see below, an action

which is prompted by an institutional reason, such as an action that conforms to some par-

ticular rule or regulation (not necessarily moral). Such reasons conflict not only with self-

interested reasons, but also amongst themselves: there are various reasonable normative

hierarchies that can be reasonably defended in various contexts, and often no obvious way

of solving a conflict of obligation or duties, no obvious priority of one moral principle over

others. It is in such situations that what we have called the fundamentally ‘presumptive’

and ‘conductive’ nature of practical reasoning is most obvious: several reasonable argu-

ments, favouring different courses of action, and grounded in different moral (or other

external) reasons will have to be weighed together and compared in order to decide (Audi

2006, Chapter 10).

To conclude, our approach is grounded in a critical notion of reasonableness: a reason-

able standpoint is one that has emerged from a systematic dialectical procedure of critical

testing or questioning. (We share this underlying philosophy with both pragma-dialectics and

with critical rationalism.) Similarly, a reasonable decision is one that has emerged from such

a procedure of critical examination. In speaking of ‘rational decision-making’ or ‘increasing

the rationality’ of a decision-making process we are talking therefore about a rational procedure

that can yield a reasonable decision (which nevertheless may turn out not to have been a

‘good’ decision, however reasonable it seemed at the time). We are not invoking a means–

end rationality (seen as a purely instrumental orientation to given goals, or as the pursuit of

the most ‘cost-effective’ means towards the goals) but talking about a procedure which

involves the critical examination and ‘weighing’ of non-instrumental reasons (moral, institu-

tional reasons) as well. Acting on such reasons may be reasonable (and rational in a non-

instrumental sense) while possibly going against instrumentally defined goals. For instance,

agents can decide to fulfil duties and obligations that go against what they desire or may

entail substantial ‘costs’. Another way of expressing this is by saying that the rationality of

practical reasoning in politics is partly instrumental (as politics pursues goals) but also more-

than-instrumental, as it can involve deliberation on the goals of action themselves. Agents

should not only evaluate means instrumentally, in relation to given goals, but should also ask:

‘are these goals reasonable or worthy of being pursued?’, and should not only ask: ‘what

should I do given what I want?’, but also ‘what ought I to want?’
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Philosophical approaches to practical reasoning

All current approaches to practical reasoning in philosophy begin by discussing Aristotle,

Hume and Kant on practical reasoning, and position themselves in relation to them. Let us

just say a few things at this point that will put our own discussion into a broader perspective,

with the caveat that we are not philosophers and may unduly simplify highly subtle and com-

plex arguments.

Aristotle’s views on practical reasoning are found in his Nicomachean Ethics, where he writes

about practical syllogisms and deliberation. Famously, he says there that ‘We deliberate

not about ends, but about what promotes the ends’, that is, we deliberate not about ends,

but about means (a doctor does not deliberate whether he will cure the patient, but only

about what remedy he should prescribe in order to cure him). This can be easily misunder-

stood. As Audi (2006: 28) shows, Aristotle’s position is that deliberation is relative to some

end or goal that is given in that context, and cannot therefore be at the same time the subject

of deliberation in that context. This does not mean that we cannot choose to deliberate about

goals: we can compare goals, choose among competing goals, see how one particular goal fits

in with other goals we have, how one goal we might want to pursue in the short-term is likely

to serve or undermine our long-term goals. In political discourse, for example, deliberation

is often about which ends to pursue at society level, and each political party will argue in

favour of its own vision for the future.22

David Hume’s conception of reason is usually taken as the paradigmatic example of the

instrumentalist conception of practical reasoning. To quote a famous passage from Hume’s

Treatise of Human Nature, ‘Reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions, and can

never pretend to any other office than to serve and obey them’ (Hume 1739, 1967: 415). In

other words, reason’s role is instrumental in relation to desire, and it is desires (‘the passions’)

that motivate us to act. To the extent that we can talk of practical reason at all, its role is only

to inform us of the existence of possible objects of desire and of what means are available to

satisfy those desires. We cannot reason about desires (such as the desire to avoid pain), we

simply have them, and no desire is irrational. For Hume therefore, reason is not motivation-

ally practical, in the sense that by itself it cannot prompt action: it is desire, not belief that is

basic to action. But (unlike for Kant) reason is not normatively practical either, in the sense

that by itself it cannot tell us which desires or ends are good or bad, or what we should or

should not do or want (Audi 2006: 47). In fact, given the instrumental role reason plays, for

Hume there is no such thing as a theory of practical reasoning.23

Instrumentalism is the ‘default’ theory of practical reasoning. It views all practical reason-

ing as means–end reasoning: in order to get what they already want, people have to figure

out the means. Once achieved, our goals become means towards further goals and so on, but

ultimately all goals ‘bottom out’ – philosophers say – in intrinsic (non-instrumental) desires

(for instance a desire to avoid pain). Instrumentalism has become increasingly attractive to

many philosophers because, as Audi (2002) argues, it holds out the prospect of naturalizing

practical reason, of naturalizing the notion of normative reasons for action and, through this,

hopefully, the moral domain. This project fits in very well with the naturalization of theoreti-

cal reasoning that cognitive science and biology set out to achieve long ago. Vogler (2002)

defends instrumentalism by looking at the structure of action (instead of focusing on desire as

psychological motive). All intentional action, she argues, displays a means–end structure

(alternatively a part–whole structure) and can be broken down into smaller components by

asking ‘why are you doing A?’. The answer always indicates a means–end or part–whole rela-

tion, as a non-optional, obligatory structure for all intentional action (even for those actions
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which we think we are doing for their own sake, as they are a part of a whole). All simple

intentional actions are performed as part of chains of action leading to an end-point or as a

part of another more complex action.

Rationalist philosophers, following Kant, however, reject the claim that the moral ‘ought’

can be ultimately explained in terms of natural desires or aversions. For them, the moral

‘ought’ expresses an imperative of pure reason independent of desire. For Kant, practical

reason is autonomous (not instrumental). It enables us to see what we ought to do and moti-

vates us to act accordingly even when we have no independent desire to do so. Moral judge-

ment (as instantiated in categorical imperatives) is the paradigmatic case of practical reason

as motivationally practical (Audi 2006: 212). It is therefore moral judgement or belief (e.g.

that stealing is wrong) and not desire that primarily motivates us to refrain from stealing,

and our beliefs about what is right and wrong constrain our desires: ‘Reason is given to us

as a practical faculty, i.e. one which is meant to have an influence on the will’ (Kant 1959:

10, cited in Audi 2006: 57).24

Among contemporary philosophers that have reflected on practical reasoning, Audi’s

(2006) account is part-Aristotelian and primarily Kantian. On his view, practical reasoning

can take judgements of duties (principles, norms), not only desires, as premises; the belief that

it is my duty to do A can also motivate action (as internal reason). By contrast, Blackburn

(1998) takes a Humean view: all action is motivated by a combination of belief and desire, but

desires are ultimately basic. It is our beliefs and our concerns (our emotional, evaluative attitudes

towards those things we care about) that together issue in action, and everything we do can be

traced back to some concern we have, as the final motivator of action. Beliefs can lead to

action only through the mediation of a concern (I believe that you are in pain and I act to

help you because your being in pain matters to me, because I care about the way you feel)

and have no motivating force on their own unless coupled with a sense that something is of

value, or desirable, or that we care about it in one way or another (Blackburn 1998: 90–91).

Our concerns (e.g. a concern for the happiness of our children), as things that matter to

us and affect us when we try to decide what to do, are emotionally invested. Among our con-

cerns, our values are very important. Unlike desires, which may be unstable and contradic-

tory, values represent our stable, fundamental concerns or dispositions to act. We would not

be willing to give them up as easily as we may renounce particular desires. Within the field

of our concerns, values can be regarded as those concerns that we are also concerned to pre-

serve, those that we regard as constitutive of our identity. Values inform agents’ desires and

goals, or can enable agents to take a critical stance with respect to their desires and goals

(Blackburn 1998: 67).

Regarding deliberation, Blackburn points out that, in considering reasons for action, we

do not stand over and above our concerns, somehow surveying our conflicting desires from

the standpoint of reason. Our survey of the situation and our engagement with it are done in

light of our concerns: whatever features of the context we notice and pay attention to, whatever

ends and means we choose, all these are selected from within our ‘individual profiles of con-

cern and care’. It is the concerns we have that determine both, on the one hand, our beliefs

about what problems need to be overcome and about what means are likely to succeed, and,

on the other hand, the goals we set ourselves. Concerns are features of the deliberating agent

and not the object of deliberation (Blackburn 1998: 252).25

Most work on practical reasoning in philosophy has been done so far in the field of moral

philosophy. According to Millgram, moral theories (whether they are rule-based,

consequence-based or virtue-based) pair off with particular theories of practical reasoning.

‘Theories of practical reasoning are the engines of strong moral theories’, they drive moral
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theories and it is possible to claim that ‘the right way to do moral philosophy is to start by

working out your theory of practical reasoning’ (Millgram 2005: 1–4). A theory of practical

reasoning has implications not only for moral philosophy, but also for philosophy of mind,

philosophy of action and for social science, as it raises such problems as freedom of the will,

the structure of action, the link between agents’ reasons for action and social change, the

fact–value and is–ought distinctions, the relationship between emotion and reason, and so on.

Instrumentalism, also referred to as the ‘calculative’ view of reason, underlies a conse-

quence-based, utilitarian approach to ethics, where utility or happiness are viewed as a com-

plex of goals (Millgram 2005). Kantian moral theorists are disturbed by what they see as

undesirable implications of instrumentalism. If instrumentalism is true, and if desires are the

ultimate motivators, there can be no rational basis for ethics. There is no sense in which we

can say that an individual ought to behave morally if he has no desire to do so. All moral

reasons (being honest, keeping one’s promises, etc.) are external reasons, on an instrumental-

ist picture, and therefore they cannot be reasons for action at all. On the other hand, if keep-

ing one’s promise (however much that may conflict with one’s other desires and plans)

effectively motivates an agent, then the instrumentalist fundamental proposition that all rea-

sons are desire-based is false (Vogler 2002: 188–189). A calculative view of practical reason-

ing allows for the existence of rational agents who cynically exploit others in pursuit of their

own ends, it allows for what Vogler calls a ‘reasonably vicious’ agent: being immoral is not a

failure of rationality. The refutation of the calculative, instrumental view often turns on the

conviction that we need to exercise some form of non-instrumental reason, i.e. practical reason

that aims to set or evaluate ends, rather than merely find means to ends which we already hap-

pen to have (Vogler 2002: 3) and that non-instrumental practical reason is essential to living

an ethical life.

A Kantian view of practical reasoning is a more-than-instrumental one, and a more

demanding one, because the view of rational action and agency are different. Immoral beha-

viour is, on this view, a failure of rationality. We can know which actions are right or wrong

on grounds of pure reason alone (and not by looking at their consequences): these are the

actions that pass the tests of the categorical imperative of universalizability. Millgram argues

that the over-demanding and exceptionless character of a moral judgement which this view

entails indicates that Kantian moral theory does not allow for practical judgements which

are defeasible (but possibly only valid deductive arguments). On the contrary, Aristotle

recognized that in practical reasoning (which he called deliberation), justified exceptions are

endless and practical inferences are characteristically defeasible (Millgram 2005: 17). Moreover,

knowing when a practical argument is defeated, therefore knowing when to abstain from

action is, for Aristotle, the mark of the virtuous man. Practical syllogism is at the core of

Aristotle’s conception of virtue and an account of virtue begins with an account of correct

deliberation (Millgram 2005: 136–138).

The philosophical debate on practical reasoning is far-ranging and the main dispute

between Humeans and Kantians, between instrumentalists and rationalists, and between

inductivists and deductivists is not settled. There are many contemporary approaches to

practical reasoning, and we have referred to Blackburn (1998) and Audi (2006) representing

a Humean and respectively a Kantian view. Millgram (2005) defends practical induction or

practical empiricism as an alternative theory to instrumentalism. It is a theory that allows rea-

soning to adjust and modify ends. Often, he says, we need to find out first what ends we

want, and the best way is to learn by experience. From experience, we may learn that the

desires and goals we have so far had are not conducive to our well-being or that of others,

or that they clash with other goals we value or other desires we have, or are not coherent
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with our broader plans. We will be thus prompted to revise our goals, to modify our desires.

Practical induction means that experience teaches us what is important and what matters,

and leads us to revise our motivational system, reorganize our priorities, so as to make what

we want more coherent with our broader longer-term plans and with the goal of a coherent

life (Millgram 2005: 316–320). On the other hand, Popperian philosophers (Miller 1994,

2006) would not deny the role of experience but would argue nevertheless that practical rea-

soning can only be deductive, and that all inferences, theoretical or practical, are so.

An extremely persuasive view of practical reasoning is developed by Searle, as part of his

theory of the construction of social reality (Searle 1995, 2010). Although our analysis and

evaluation of practical arguments in the chapters that follow draw on many of the insights

into practical reasoning that we have discussed above, our understanding of practical rea-

soning is most indebted to Searle’s theory and we try to give a brief preliminary account of

it in the next section.

Social reality and agents’ reasons for action

According to Searle (2010), the distinctive feature of social reality is that humans have the

capacity to impose functions (status functions) on people and objects, i.e. functions that cannot

be performed by these people and objects just on the basis of their physical nature. For

instance, a certain plastic rectangle can be a bank card and it cannot be a bank card just in

virtue of its physical properties, just in virtue of being a plastic rectangle. A certain person

can become Prime Minister, but he cannot have this function just in virtue of his physical

properties as a human being. Something more is needed for objects or persons to fulfil the

functions that are assigned to them. The performance of status functions requires that there

be a collectively recognized status that the person/object has and it is only in virtue of that collec-

tively recognized status that the person/object can perform the function in question. So

there must be collective acceptance or recognition of the object/person as having that status,

i.e. collective intentionality. (Collective acceptance does not imply approval: people collectively

recognize things which they may hate.) Institutional reality comes into being by acts whereby

status functions are assigned to people and objects and these status functions exist in virtue

of collective intentionality (often embodied in written documents). These acts are performa-

tive speech acts of the type ‘X counts as Y in context C ’ (what Searle calls a constitutive rule)

– e.g. ‘such and such counts as a £20 note in our society’ – and, in Searle’s (1969) well-

known typology of speech acts, belong to the class of declarations. Declarations are those

speech acts that create the very reality they represent and all institutional reality (family,

marriage, universities, private property, money, government etc.) is, Searle argues, created

by this type of speech act.26

Status functions carry deontic powers, i.e. they carry rights, duties, obligations, requirements,

permissions, authorizations, entitlements etc. Having a bank card and bank account in which I

keep money which is my own private property enables me to do a variety of things, but also con-

strains my actions (I can dispose of my own money in a way that I cannot dispose of someone

else’s money). It is, Searle argues, because status functions carry deontic powers that they provide the

‘glue’ that holds human civilization together (Searle 2010: 9). How do they do that? Deontic powers

have a unique trait: once recognized, they provide us with reasons for action that are independent of

our inclinations and desires. If I recognize an object (your bank card, your bank account, your

money, your house) as your property, then I recognize that I have a (desire-independent) reason

not to take it or use it without your permission, not to steal it, etc. And if I do misuse your
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card or steal your money or damage your property, I understand that I risk facing conse-

quences, and that I may be lawfully punished, as your right to your property is collectively

recognized by others and enshrined in a collectively recognized system of laws.

What is the explanatory value of looking at society in these terms? Searle’s answer is that

such an understanding shows how ‘human institutional reality locks into human rationality’

by providing people with reasons for action (Searle 2010: 124) and makes possible an under-

standing of how power functions in society. In collectively recognizing status functions we

accept a series of obligations, rights, duties, responsibilities, etc. Status functions are the vehi-

cles of power in society, and the whole point of creating institutional reality is to ‘create and

regulate power relationships between people’ (Searle 2010: 106). To recognize something as

your obligation or someone’s right is to recognize a reason for action that is independent

from your desires and inclinations, a reason you have (in virtue of collective recognition of

institutional facts) regardless of whether you want to act in accordance with it or not. The

deontic powers assigned to people and objects make possible desire-independent reasons for

action. Institutional structures enable people to do things which they could not otherwise do,

but they also provide a deontology that constrains them to do things which they would not

otherwise do. The fact that many people would not want to break the law or would willingly

and without coercion abide by social norms should not obscure the fact that the reasons are

there, and people have them, in the sense of recognizing them, whatever attitude they adopt

towards them, whatever their inclinations to abide or not by them. Institutional reality can

continue to function because it provides free rational agents (agents that could choose to act

in different ways) with reasons for action, in the sense that it constrains them to act in ways

in which they may be disinclined to act. Searle criticizes the internalist (Humean) view that

equates motivation with internal reasons such as desires. In his view, reasons that are inde-

pendent from what we desire, such as obligations, promises, duties (all the deontic powers

that flow from collectively assigned and recognized status functions) motivate people to

act, and they do so whether they give rise or not to a desire to act in accordance with that

reason. It is recognition of such reasons that may lead to the formation of a desire to observe

their binding force, but the desire derives from the reason we recognize, and not vice-versa (Searle

2010: 131).

We find that Searle’s social ontology is compatible with that of critical realism (which

underlies CDA) but has the advantage of clearly showing the mechanism whereby social

institutional reality is created and reproduced through language, with the purpose of creat-

ing and regulating relations of power. It also shows how institutional reality connects with

human agency by providing people with reasons for action. On the whole, it offers a very

plausible explanation of the relationship between agents and structures, and of the role of

language in the creation and reproduction of social reality, including power relations. We

have used Searle’s conception of the relation between desire-independent and desire-

dependent reasons for action in thinking about the structure of practical reasoning and in

analysing various arguments from collectively recognized norms and values, and we will

draw on it at various points throughout the book.

Is–ought, facts and values

The conclusion of a practical argument is a normative ought-statement or an evaluative state-

ment of the type action A is the right action. Is it possible to start from descriptive premises and

reach a normative/evaluative conclusion? The ‘is–ought’ problem, first formulated by
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Hume, says that a prescriptive (normative) statement cannot be derived from a descriptive

one. The fact that something happens to be the case (e.g. the Catholic Church has existed

for a very long time) is insufficient grounds for concluding that something ought to be the

case (e.g. the Catholic Church ought to be treated with respect). Another normative premise

must be added to make the argument valid and make the conclusion follow, e.g. ‘anything

that has existed for a long time ought to be treated with respect’. This additional premise

seems to be outside the scope of rationality altogether, its grounding seems to be purely arbi-

trary. Some people would accept it, while others would say it is false (not everything that has

existed for a long time ought to be treated with respect). It would appear that it is only from

a combination of descriptive and normative premises that a normative conclusion can be

validly derived, not from facts alone, and the rational acceptability of the added premise is

not self-evident.

Other examples seem less problematic. It seems quite reasonable to infer, from the fact

that smoking damages health, that people ought to avoid smoking. The normative premise

we would have to add (anything that damages health ought to be avoided) seems uncontro-

versially true. Similarly, from the fact that a lot of people in the world are suffering from

hunger, it is reasonable to infer that governments ought to do everything in their power to

end this suffering. The additional premise (suffering from hunger is wrong) seems again

uncontroversial. However, the same logical problem bedevils these arguments, as a norma-

tive or evaluative premise has to be added in order to make the arguments valid; moreover,

this premise cannot itself be derived from facts alone, or so the argument goes, so we seem

to be left with infinite regress.

But is it really impossible to derive such ought-statements from is-statements? Words like

‘suffering’ and ‘damaging’, which we have used to describe what is actually the case, have

an in-built normative, evaluative component. To use such words is not only to describe but

to warn against smoking and suffering, or to recommend a certain type of action: whatever

causes suffering or damages health ought to be avoided and this is because of natural facts about

human beings. Such facts (that smoking is damaging or hunger is bad) are not value-free, they

have evaluative, normative content, and this is in virtue of what people are (as biological

and social beings). (If human beings were immune to the effects of smoking or hunger, then

such ‘facts’ would not exist.) It is because of what we are (fact) that anything that damages

health or causes suffering ought to be avoided (prescription). The is–ought gap can thus be

bridged by natural facts about human beings. The arbitrariness we noted above seems to

have disappeared.27

The attempt to ground ought-statements in what is natural for human beings, what helps

or hinders their ‘flourishing’, is not without problems. What makes people flourish often

turns out to have damaging consequences – on other people, on the environment, etc. Also,

while human beings have much in common as biological beings and social beings, there is

also a lot of cultural and individual diversity in terms of what makes them flourish. However,

the naturalistic belief that moral truths can be grounded in facts about human physical real-

ity, and that there is no unbridgeable gap between factual (scientific) questions and evalua-

tive or moral ones, is a powerful one and is gaining more and more support from cognitive

and biological science. On this view, in enabling us to understand what helps or hinders

human well-being in an objective sense, science holds the key to moral questions (Harris

2010).

A way of linking is and ought, facts and values is therefore to deny that such distinctions

exist: ‘facts’ are imbued with evaluative/normative content and evaluative/normative state-

ments are naturally grounded in facts about human beings. This is the line we have also
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taken here, in placing ‘concerns’ (as evaluative attitudes) at the root of the goals agents set

for themselves, but also behind what they select as relevant circumstances (facts) and the par-

ticular description under which these facts enter arguments. (In Chapter 3 we will say more

about so-called ‘persuasive’, evaluative/normative ways of defining the context of action.)

We are also denying that facts can be divorced from values in saying that critical questioning

of arguments can refer to the rational acceptability of values and of goals, as well as the

rational acceptability of the value-laden descriptions of the context of action. This is another

way of expressing the insight that values are not beyond the scope of reason, they can be

argued about, as they are not merely subjective preferences (Sayer 2011). Reasoning about

values, on the view that we propose, a view we share with Sayer, is grounded in a concep-

tion of human well-being: it is (partly) in relation to how the values that underlie arguments

promote or hinder human well-being that those arguments can be evaluated as reasonable

or not. In other words, ‘it is in the context of capability, vulnerability and precarious well-

being or flourishing . that both values and reason in everyday life need to be understood’

(Sayer 2011: 6).

Searle (2008) has his own answer to the is–ought/fact–value distinctions (and he takes the

former to be the linguistic formulation of the latter). He also rejects this dualism, as being

one which no one would really accept in real life: when we are the subject of aggression,

when our rights are violated, we make very clear connections between facts and values. We

say that whoever acted abusively against us did something wrong and ought not to have

done it; we do not accept that what happened can be explained or justified in terms of the

malefactor’s different or equally justifiable set of values. In other words, we would not accept

that the move from ‘He cheated me’ to ‘He ought not to have done it’ is motivated by a sub-

jective and arbitrary premise, one that cannot be rationally defended. On the contrary, we

would say that ‘Cheating is wrong’, and this is a fact, not just some evaluative attitude some

people happen to have.

Searle – for whom ‘ethics is really a branch of the much more interesting subject of prac-

tical reason and rationality’ (Searle 2008: 22) – argues that the is–ought question is a question

about whether or not there are ‘objective’ reasons for action. The question can thus be refor-

mulated as follows: Can there be reasons for action that are binding on a rational agent just

in virtue of the nature of the fact reported in the reasons statement, and independently of

the agent’s desires, values, attitudes and evaluations? (Searle 2008: 165). The answer is yes:

such reasons are the ‘desire-independent’ institutional facts that arise from the performance

of speech acts, e.g. the public commitment to truth incurred in making statements, the public

commitment to future action undertaken in making a promise, the rights, duties and obliga-

tions that follow from declarative speech acts, and so on (we have explained these in the pre-

vious section). These self-created reasons are objective, they are facts, reasons that people have

for doing what they ought to do, whether they actually end up doing it or not, and whatever

their subjective attitudes may be. They are internal or constitutive of the speech acts people per-

form, and of the intentional acts associated with those speech acts. The derivation of ought

from is thus becomes, for Searle, a trivial and straightforward matter (what people ought to

do is a constitutive part of, already contained in, the institutional facts in question).

Conclusion

In this chapter we have laid out our own conception of practical reasoning, different from

that of other theorists and we have suggested an original schema for practical reasoning. We
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have argued that practical arguments typically take goals and circumstances as premises (and

also values that underlie goals). From given and known circumstances and goals, agents con-

jecture that a certain action might enable them to transform current circumstances in accor-

dance with some values or concerns. This hypothetical means will have to be compatible

with both goals and circumstances, as well as with the values that inform the agent’s concep-

tion of what the circumstances are and what the goals should be. Premises having to do with

the negative consequences of action enter into a counter-argument that has the denial of the orig-

inal claim as its conclusion.

The circumstances of action were said to include empirical circumstances but also social,

institutional facts (duties, commitments, socially recognized moral values). External reasons

for action have to be internalized by the agent in order to lead to action (the agent has to

recognize the binding nature of promises, duties and moral principles, and has to want to act

in accordance with them), but are not reducible to wants and desires. They may ground a

motivation to act in accordance with them, but they do not always do so (agents may choose

to disregard commitments and norms that they are otherwise bound by). The empirical facts

that people reason from are inseparable from their values (i.e. there is no fact–value distinc-

tion). Facts are selected as relevant premises and presented under a certain (usually rhetori-

cally convenient) description in relation to the action being advocated. Even in those cases

when the description of circumstances seems to be ‘neutral’, the circumstantial premise

remains a premise that describes a problem to be solved, and – as a problem – inherently con-

tains an evaluation of the facts. Goals, we suggested, should not be simply equated with what

agents want, but should be seen as imagined, future states of affairs that are compatible with

various sources of normativity (desires, moral values, etc.); a specification of this normative

source constitutes the value premise.

In arriving at a view of the structure of practical arguments, we started from philosophi-

cal accounts of practical reasoning, in particular the distinction between internal and exter-

nal reasons, between desire-dependent and desire-independent reasons, a theory of speech

acts and action by means of language, of the construction of social institutional reality, the

fact–value distinction, as well as from a semantic theory of deontic modality. Our account is

also informed by a critical rationalist view of the essential critical function of argument and

of human rationality. In beginning to develop a view of practical reasoning as deliberation,

we have drawn on Aristotle but also on contemporary political theory, in particular a con-

ception of reasonable and unreasonable value pluralism, hence reasonable and unreasonable

disagreement, and a non-relativist perspective in matters of value judgement.

In a dialectical framework, critical questions are used to test the reasonableness of the

proposed action. Principally, these questions will refer to the likely impact of the action on

various goals (the goals of the agent or of other agents, including goals defined in terms of

moral concerns), but may also involve alternative means, the rational acceptability of stated

goals and values, etc. These questions can defeat the argument (e.g. show that the conclusion

does not follow) and this is distinct from the situation in which the argument’s conclusion

can be rebutted or rejected: in this case, the conclusion that follows is that the action should

not be performed. In our view, questions related to the consequences of action are the most

interesting from a critical perspective as, unlike other questions, they can help the critic rebut

the conclusion, the proposal for action itself.

Regarding the evaluation of arguments, we have adopted a dialectical perspective.

Rhetorical considerations are not neglected but are integrated within a primarily dialectical

approach. Taking a critical perspective on the variety of instances of practical reasoning put

forward in every domain of life has an inherent legitimacy, one that is built into the nature
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of practical arguments and the dialectical nature of the context in which argumentation

occurs. It is part of the logic of practical arguments that they are presumptively reasonable and

can default. The presumption that by performing an action a certain effect (goal) will be

achieved may have to be reassessed if there is a strong probability that the action will back-

fire and achieve undesirable effects, or if emerging consequences throw into doubt the wis-

dom of the action. Practical arguments are often advanced with great certainty but by

nature they can only be put forward tentatively and provisionally and are inherently subject

to defeat, due to human fallibility and other limitations. While critical questioning can chal-

lenge them, it can also lead to the production of stronger arguments. Critical discussion and

critical testing of proposals for action can lead arguers to revise their proposals and replace

them with new ones, in light of the progressive uncovering of various considerations against

them that affect their rational acceptability.
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3 Critical discourse analysis and
analysis of argumentation

In this chapter we present an approach to critical discourse analysis (CDA) and discuss its

relationship to critical social science and the forms of critique associated with it, and then dis-

cuss how the analysis and evaluation of arguments as we have presented it in Chapter 2 can

increase the capacity of CDA to pursue its aim of extending critique to discourse. We shall

do this by returning to an earlier analysis of part of a speech by Tony Blair (Fairclough

2000a), showing how the analysis is strengthened if we build it around the practical argu-

ment which Blair is advancing, asking what aspects of the earlier analysis need to be retained

and how they can be connected to the analysis of practical argumentation. We shall discuss

in more general terms how analysis of practical argumentation fits in with and contributes to

normative and explanatory critique, and we will look at other concepts that CDA works with

(imaginaries, political legitimacy, power) from the viewpoint of a theory of argument.

CDA began to develop as a separate field of teaching and research in the 1970s and

1980s (Fowler et al. 1979, Fairclough 1989). It subsumes a number of versions and

approaches which differ in sometimes major ways (see for example Fairclough and Wodak

1997; Wodak and Meyer 2009; van Dijk 1997a on these differences). The account of CDA

which we shall present here does not attempt to cover these differences; it is based upon a

particular approach to CDA (Fairclough 1989, 1992, 1995, 2000a, 2003, 2006, 2010;

Chouliaraki and Fairclough 1999) and especially the more recent versions of this approach.

CDA has sought to extend the critical tradition in social science to include discourse.

‘Discourse’ is basically social use of language, language in social contexts, although those

who use the term tend to be committed to certain more specific claims about the social use

of language, e.g. the claim that discourse contributes to the ‘construction’ of social reality.

But there are various understandings of discourse, and ours is built into the particular ver-

sion of CDA which we present below. CDA has aimed both to change linguistics and other

areas of language study by introducing critical perspectives on language, drawn from critical

theory in the social sciences, which were previously absent, and to contribute to critical social

analysis a focus on discourse which had previously been lacking or underdeveloped. This

includes a better understanding of relations between discourse and other elements of social

life, including social relations (and relations of power), ideologies, social institutions and orga-

nizations, and social identities, and better ways of analysing and researching these relations.

Critical social science

Critical social science differs from other forms of social science in that it aims not only to

describe societies and the systems (e.g. political systems), institutions and organizations which



 

are a part of them but also to evaluate them in terms of ideas of what societies should be like

(‘the good society’) if they are to cultivate the well-being of their members rather than under-

mine it. Evaluation is linked to a concern to understand possibilities for, as well as obstacles

to, changing societies to make them better in such respects.

Critical social science tends to be open to the idea that discourse is part of its concerns

and ought to be given more detailed and systematic treatment than it generally has, because

it has long recognized the importance of ideas and concepts in social life, which are mani-

fested in discourse (Fairclough and Graham 2002). Social reality is ‘conceptually mediated’

(Marsden 1999): in addition to social events, social behaviour, social practices, there are

always ideas, concepts, representations and indeed theories of them, which are, on the one

hand, produced in social life and effects of social life and, on the other hand, have effects on

social life, both helping to keep existing forms in existence and helping to change them. So

ideas need to be socially explained and social life needs to be explained in part ideationally,

in terms of the effects of ideas. And since ideas (concepts, representations, theories) are

manifested in particular types and forms of discourse (and different ideas of, say, justice

are manifested in different discourses), this claim can be extended to discourse: the types

and forms of discourse which exist need to be socially explained and social life needs to be

explained in part in terms of the effects of discourse.

Critical social analysis includes critique of particular areas or aspects of social life. Various

forms of critique are generally distinguished and these differ in different approaches to criti-

cal social analysis. We shall focus upon two fundamental characteristics of critical social anal-

ysis – it is normative, i.e. it evaluates social beliefs and practices as true or false, beneficial or

harmful, etc., and it is explanatory – and we will distinguish normative critique and explana-

tory critique. Normative critique evaluates social realities against the standard of values taken

as necessary to a ‘good society’, which raises the question of what a good society is. One

answer is that a good society is one which serves and facilitates human ‘well-being’. There

are various views of what constitutes well-being; one which has recently been influential

defines it in terms of a range of human ‘capabilities’ – a range of distinctively human abilities

that ‘exert a moral claim that they should be developed’ (Nussbaum 2000: 83). Explanatory

critique seeks to explain why social realities are as they are, and how they are sustained or

changed. Both types of critique are necessary in critical social research, which starts from

judgements that the society or aspect of social life in focus is significantly but avoidably

damaging to human well-being in particular respects. But while normative critique is directly

concerned with such judgements in evaluating behaviour, actions and social practices as

being, for example, just or unjust, fair or exploitative, racist or non-racist, sexist or non-sexist,

and beliefs as being true or false, explanatory critique seeks to explain, for example, why and

how existing social realities endure despite their damaging effects. Explanatory critique seeks

understanding of what makes a given social order work, which is clearly necessary if it is to

be changed to enhance human well-being: another aim of critical social science is to identify

what might facilitate such change as well as obstruct it. See Sayer (2011) for an account of

critique and well-being (including the ‘capabilities’ approach) along these lines.

Both forms of critique extend to discourse, though differently. Normative critique includes

critique of unequal relations of power and forms of domination which are damaging to well-

being and which may be manifest in discourse, e.g. in manipulative discourse when it is an

integral part of some form of domination. Explanatory critique includes both explanations of

particular types and forms of discourse as effects of social causes and explanations of social

phenomena such as the establishment, maintenance or change of a social order as partly

effects of discourse. An example will make the character of explanatory critique clearer.
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It is widely recognized that neo-liberalism was established and accepted through a suc-

cessful strategy centred initially in universities and think-tanks to change capitalism in a lib-

eral direction, which became a real possibility in the crisis of the 1970s. This strategy

included a neo-liberal discourse which has been crucial in the establishment of neo-liberal

economies and their endurance despite a series of crises (see for instance Bourdieu and

Wacquant 2001). Explanatory critique would seek social explanations of how and why this

discourse emerged as part of this strategy and how and why it was relatively successful, and

also explanations of the transformations of international capitalism since the 1970s, which

include neo-liberal discourse as a causal factor. Part of the concern is with ideologies: with

ideas, beliefs and concerns manifest in discourses, as well as enactments of such discourses in

practices and genres and inculcations of them in identities and styles (for these terms, see

below), which contribute to establishing, sustaining and reproducing social orders and rela-

tions of power. In ideology critique, critical social science seeks causal explanations of the

normalization, naturalization and institutionalization, as well as pervasiveness and endur-

ance within populations, of particular beliefs and concerns. It seeks to explain them in terms

of material and social relations in particular forms of social life, with such questions as: Why

do these particular beliefs and concerns endure? Why do they have powerful resonance for

many people? Why are they so little challenged? What effects do they have on continuities

and changes in social life? This is ideology in its critical sense, tied particularly to the ques-

tion of how social orders which are significantly detrimental to human well-being can never-

theless endure. It is to be distinguished from ideology in a descriptive sense (Fairclough

2010: 23–83), the understanding of the different positions of political parties and groups, or

the different outlooks of individuals or social groups, as so many ‘ideologies’, a sense which

we shall not use in this book.

CDA cannot in itself carry out normative or explanatory critique, but can contribute a

focus on discourse and on relations between discourse and other social elements to interdis-

ciplinary critique. And in bringing CDA and argumentation theory and analysis together we

are seeking to draw the latter into such interdisciplinary collaboration. How then do the two

forms of critique relate to analysis and evaluation of argumentation? The latter amounts nei-

ther to normative nor to explanatory social critique, but it offers a particularly effective way

of helping CDA to systematically extend these focuses of critique into analysis of texts. It

poses critical questions which lead into and contribute to analysis of relations of power and

domination manifested in particular bodies of texts, it shows how particular beliefs and con-

cerns shape practical reasoning and, contingently, decisions and actions on matters of social

and political importance, and it poses critical questions about how contexts of action, values

and goals are represented in the premises of arguments which can feed into critique of

ideology.

Critical social science seeks to give an account of the causes of social change. It treats rea-

sons for action as one type of cause. Reasons for action are premises of practical arguments.

They are part of the causal powers (Fairclough et al. 2004) of people as social agents (i.e.

their powers to bring about change). But in addition to agentive causes of social change,

there are structural causes and CDA is committed to the aim which characterizes critical

social science more generally, of trying to clarify how agentive and structural causes relate to

each other, i.e. to clarify the dialectic of structure and agency (Giddens 1984, 1987). For

CDA in particular, this aim includes for instance trying to clarify the relationship between

the causal effects of ‘orders of discourse’ (structures of a particular sort, which we will say

more about below, see Fairclough 1992, 2003) and of the agency of people as social actors

and producers of texts. For instance, in the case of practical reasoning, we have identified
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beliefs, desires and values as premises in practical reasoning, but an adequate account of the

causes of social change would need to also ask why particular sets of beliefs, desires and val-

ues appear in particular instances of practical reasoning, how for instance they may arise

from particular groups or classes of people being positioned in particular social–material

relations. This moves us from the agency of people involved in practical reasoning towards

structural factors and causes. Among people’s reasons for action are reasons that express

various external (structural, institutional) constraints on what they can do (we have discussed

this in Chapter 2). They have duties, obligations, commitments, for instance obligations to

abide by rules and laws and to respect the rights of other people. Analysis of practical rea-

soning offers the advantage of showing how the power of social and institutional structures

manifests itself in the reasons for action that people recognize. In our view, structures constrain

(or enable) agency by providing people with reasons for action.

The analysis and evaluation of practical reasoning will not tell us everything about social

change; it will not tell us for instance whether action based on this reasoning will be effec-

tive in achieving social change, or what other facts about the world will make it succeed or

fail to do so. But it can make a substantive contribution to both normative and explanatory

critique (in ways which we explain further on in this chapter). It can, for instance, offer a

principled way of criticizing powerful arguments that are not easily challenged, arguments

that draw on dominant discourses and ideologies at the expense of an impartial consider-

ation of other interests and perspectives, as being unreasonable, or as being grounded in

unreasonable and rationally indefensible values and goals. It can thereby offer a principled

way of evaluating normative claims and decisions made on the basis of deliberative prac-

tices which may not come up to the standards of rationally persuasive argumentation and

thus fall short of an ideal of communicative rationality. This represents a substantive

enhancement of the capacity of CDA to undertake critical analysis of texts in politics and

other social fields.

Critical discourse analysis

We said above that ‘discourse’ is basically social use of language in social contexts. But the

term is commonly used with different senses, even within our particular approach to CDA.

It commonly means (a) signification as an element of the social process; (b) the language

associated with a particular social field or practice (e.g. ‘political discourse’); (c) a way of con-

struing aspects of the world associated with a particular social perspective (e.g. a ‘neo-liberal

discourse of globalization’). These different senses are often confused, so it is helpful to use a

different term at least for (a). The term ‘semiosis’ can be used for this most abstract and

general sense (Fairclough et al. 2004) and this has the further advantage of suggesting that

discourse analysis is concerned with various ‘semiotic modalities’ of which language is only

one (others are visual images and ‘body language’).

Semiosis is a social element, a part or an aspect of social life, which is dialectically related to

others (Fairclough 2001, 2010). Relations between elements of social life are dialectical in the

sense of that, although they are different elements which social analysts would generally find

it necessary to differentiate, they are not fully separate from each other. It is easiest to see this

in cases of social change such as the transformation of capitalism into neo-liberal capitalism

which we referred to above: neo-liberal economies appeared first as neo-liberal ideas and a

neo-liberal discourse, which were then (because of the existence of favourable circumstances

and conditions) successfully turned into new economic realities, neo-liberal economies.
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It would be quite misleading to say that all the systems and practices and activities which

constitute neo-liberal economies are just ideas or just a discourse, because they clearly have a

partly material character. But on the other hand there is a sense in which they are partly

ideas and discourse: their material features are ideas and discourse ‘made real’, and we can

say that they incorporate, or in Harvey’s (1996) terminology, ‘internalize’ neo-liberal ideas

and discourse. CDA is not just concerned with the semiotic element of neo-liberal econo-

mies, it is concerned with working in an interdisciplinary way (for instance with economists

and political economists) to identify and understand the relations between semiotic and mate-

rial elements. The nature of such relations can vary between institutions and organizations

and in different places, and can change over time; it needs to be established through analysis.

In the case of political responses to the crisis, although our focus in this book is on analysis of

argumentation, from a CDA perspective this would be just one part of interdisciplinary

research into relations between: public debate; political decisions (policies, strategies); actions

in response to the crisis; economic and broader social outcomes. Such research would centre

upon the relations between the semiotic (discourse in the most general sense) and the mate-

rial. (Note that the term ‘dialectical’ is predominantly used in this book in the way which we

explained in Chapter 2, for one of three major aspects of argument, logical, rhetorical and

dialectical, and refers to argumentation and its evaluation as an essentially dialogical process.

It is important not to confuse these two senses of the term.)

Social life can be conceptualized and analyzed as the interplay between three levels of

social reality: social structures, practices and events (Chouliaraki and Fairclough 1999). Social

events are concrete individual instances of things happening, people behaving in certain

ways, people acting (including acting by means of language). Social structures are the most

abstract of the three, they are structures, systems and mechanism which social scientists pos-

tulate as causal forces in terms of which events and practices can be explained. Capitalism,

for example, is a social structure (or rather an interconnected set of structures). The relation-

ship between social structure and social events is not seen in this account as a direct one but

as mediated by social practices, which are relatively stable and durable (but more open to

change than structures) ways of acting, ways of representing and ways of being associated

with particular identities. One example is practices of public political discussion and debate

in which people debate responses to the crisis. So we can say that structures directly shape

practices, and practices directly shape events, but structures do not directly shape events.

However, the relations between them are more complex: practices shape but do not deter-

mine events, and changes in the character of events can cumulatively lead to changes in

practices, which can lead to changes in structures.

Structures, practices and events all have a partly semiotic character. Events in their semio-

tic aspect are texts, including spoken as well as written texts, electronic texts, and ‘multi-

modal’ texts which combine language, image, music, body language, etc. In the case of prac-

tices, ways of acting include genres; ways of representing include discourses; and ways of being

include styles. Genre, discourse and style are semiotic categories. In distinguishing semiotic

aspects of ways of acting, representing and being in these terms we are seeking to identify

ways which have a measure of stability over time. Genres are semiotic ways of acting and

interacting such as news or job interviews, reports or editorials in newspapers, or advertise-

ments on TV or the internet. Part of doing a job or running a country is interacting semioti-

cally or communicatively in certain ways, and such activities have distinctive sets of genres

associated with them. Discourses are ways of representing aspects of the world which can

generally be identified with different positions or perspectives of different groups of social

actors (e.g. different political parties). Styles are ways of being, social identities, in their
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semiotic aspect – for instance, being a successful manager is partly a matter of developing the

right style.

Social fields, institutions and organizations are constituted by multiple social practices

held together as networks, and the semiotic dimension of such a network is an order of dis-

course, which is a configuration of different genres, different discourses and different styles

(Fairclough 2000a). So politics, for example, is a social field constituted by a network of social

practices including those associated with activities within political parties, the functioning of

parliaments, elections and public spheres in which politicians communicate and interact with

citizens. Semiotically, this network of practices includes various genres which, we are argu-

ing, are primarily though not exclusively forms of argumentation and especially practical

argumentation, such as parliamentary debate, political interviews on radio and television,

and political speeches. It also includes different styles, for instance the styles of political lead-

ers as opposed to the styles of citizens who contribute to public debate, though these will not

be given much attention in the book.

The social field of politics also includes discourses which represent in varying ways the

many areas and aspects of social life which are focuses of political thought, debate, delibera-

tion and action, corresponding to different positions and perspectives within the political

field. For example, there are different political discourses about the economic system and

economic and business activity, about the provision of social welfare and protection for citi-

zens, and about international politics and development aid. Sometimes these discourses can

be broadly identified with the political right versus the political left – for example we might

identify a group of liberal economic discourses which is broadly associated with the right,

and socialist (including Marxist) economic discourses broadly associated with the left – but

often the positions are more complicated, especially now that the division between left and

right is not as clear-cut as it once was. In terms of our concerns in this book, one important

difference between arguments is in premises which represent aspects of the crisis in different

ways; the lines of action that people argue in favour of or against are of course strongly

dependent upon the premises they argue from. If we are to discern politically significant dif-

ferences in political argumentation over responses to the crisis, we need to be sensitive to sig-

nificant recurrent differences in how the crisis is represented, which are associated with

different discourses. Indeed one output of the analysis might be conclusions about what are

the politically significant discourses drawn upon in representing the crisis; these would no

doubt include significant families of economic discourses – (neo-)liberal, Keynesian, Marxist,

etc. In part, the analyst is recognizing discourses which are already familiar and established

in the political field, but the identification of which discourses are significant in debates over

political responses to the crisis is a result of the analysis.

Discourses which originate in a particular social field or institution (e.g. neo-liberal eco-

nomic discourse, which originated within academic economic theory) may be recontextualized

in others (e.g. in business, the political field or the educational field), or originate in one place

or one country and be recontextualized in others. Recontextualization can sometimes be a

sort of ‘colonization’ of one field or institution by another (that would be a way of interpret-

ing the recontextualization of neo-liberal economic discourse in the former socialist countries

of eastern Europe after 1989), but it can also sometimes be an ‘appropriation’ of an external

discourse which may be incorporated into the strategies pursued by particular groups of

social agents within the recontextualizing field (Chouliaraki and Fairclough 1999). Often it is

both, as it arguably was with neo-liberal discourse in Eastern Europe (Ietxcu 2006a, 2006c).

Arguments which are widely drawn upon are elements of discourses, and they too can be

recontextualized. An argument can be understood as a process, when the focus is on
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someone advancing a particular argument on a particular occasion, but also as a product: in

the process of argumentation, over time, certain arguments come to be recurrent and come

to achieve the relative durability and stability we associate with practices and discourses.

They can be drawn upon by arguers and they can be recontextualized.

Discourses may, under certain conditions, be operationalized or ‘put into operation’, put

into practice: they may be enacted as new ways of acting and interacting, they may be incul-

cated as new ways of being (new identities), and they may be physically materialized, e.g. as

new ways of organizing space, for example in architecture. Enactment and inculcation may

themselves take semiotic forms: a new management discourse (e.g. the discourse of ‘new pub-

lic management’ which has invaded public sector fields like education and health) may be

enacted as management procedures which include new genres of interaction between man-

agers and workers, or it may be inculcated as identities which semiotically include the styles

of the new type of public managers. We should emphasize that these processes of operatio-

nalization are not inevitable, they are contingent possibilities which depend upon a range of

factors and conditions, both material and semiotic (Fairclough et al. 2004). With respect to

our concern with practical argumentation in political responses to the crisis, we would be

particularly concerned with the question of which proposed lines of action in arguments are

enacted. Practical arguments make judgements about what the best line of action should be,

and these can be the basis for decisions, and decisions can be implemented in actions. But

not all judgements lead to decisions and actions, and whether they do or not depends upon

various conditions, such as the relative power of different social agents or agencies, as well

arguers’ ability to mobilize support.

Operationalization of discourses may in certain cases be a form of action based upon

decisions which in turn are based in practical reasoning. It is possible for individuals to con-

clude that they should start acting in new ways or change their identities in certain ways, on

the basis of beliefs about what the state of the world is and goals of achieving different states

of affairs, and to decide to do so and actually do so. But such processes do not always have a

purely individual character. In many cases, organizations of various sorts come to such con-

clusions about changes in ways of acting and identities which, for instance, their employees

should undergo (e.g. shop assistants should ask customers ‘How has your day been so far?’).

This connects practical reasoning with the ‘technologization of discourse’ discussed in

Fairclough (1992): seeking to bring about changes in discourse as part of an attempt to

engineer social, cultural or institutional change, applying what Rose and Miller (1989) call

‘technologies of government’ to discourse.

As we said earlier, CDA works through interdisciplinary cooperation with other areas of

critical social science, and the version of CDA we are using has been used in collaboration

with various areas and theories (e.g. politics, management, education studies, media studies,

cultural studies; and theories of the political field, power, ideology, hegemony, public space,

citizenship, instrumental and communicative rationality, capitalism, ‘new sociology of capit-

alism, organizational change, Marxism, critical realism, etc. – see Fairclough 2010 for a

range of these), which have more recently included ‘cultural political economy’ (CPE, Jessop

2004, 2008; Jessop and Sum 2001). CPE claims that economic and political systems, institu-

tions, relations, practices, etc. are socially constructed and that there is a cultural dimension

to their social construction which is interpreted in terms of discourse. CPE works with a dis-

tinction between structures and strategies, and strategies are seen as coming to the forefront

in times of crisis, when existing structures appear not to work adequately, and the different

strategies of social agents to transform existing structures in particular directions suddenly

proliferate. Strategies have a semiotic dimension: they include ‘imaginaries’ for future states
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of affairs which social agents seek to bring into being, for instance economic imaginaries for

ways of operating economically which are different from what exists, and these imaginaries

are discourses of a particular sort. Certain imaginaries, certain discourses, will be, in CDA

terms, operationalized, put into operation, made material and real, whereas most will not.

So apart from the variation and proliferation of strategies and discourses (including imagin-

aries), a major focus is upon selection and retention, i.e. how some are chosen over others,

implemented and institutionalized. CPE has worked especially with the version of CDA that

we use, which provides it with the means of handling semiotic issues, whereas CPE offers

CDA a way of contextualizing discourse analysis within a version of political economy which

handles material and institutional dimensions of political economy as well as the semiotic

dimension. We believe that argumentation analysis can make a significant contribution to

CPE, by providing a systematic and coherent way of operationalizing the CPE categories of

structure and imaginary in analysis of texts (we discuss this in the section on imaginaries

below).

Let us now move towards the question of how the analysis and evaluation of argumenta-

tion can help CDA to improve the way in which it pursues its aim to extend critique to

discourse, by discussing textual analysis within CDA.

Developing CDA’s framework for textual analysis.
An argumentative perspective on discourses as
‘ways of representing reality’

The main publication on textual analysis within the version of CDA we are working with is

Fairclough (2003) (see also Fairclough 2004). Textual analysis in CDA comprises (a) interdis-

cursive analysis, and (b) language analysis. Fairclough (2003) is organized around the distinc-

tion between genres, discourses and styles: each has a section of the book devoted to it, and

various aspects of analysis of (lexical, grammatical and semantic) features of language are

assigned to each section depending on whether they are most relevant to analysis of genres

or discourses or styles. Each chapter applies the analytical categories which it deals with to

material which bears upon a number of current research themes in the social sciences.

Interdiscursive analysis of a text identifies the genres, discourses and styles that are drawn

upon, and mixtures of different genres or different discourses or different styles that it con-

tains, including mixtures that are novel. An example of such a combination in the case of

genres would be the various forms of interview (including political interview) on television,

which tend to produce many combinations, some novel and some not, of features of inter-

view genres with features of conversational genres. An example of such a combination in the

case of discourses is the political discourse of Thatcherism which is analysed in Fairclough

(1989/2001) as a ‘hybrid’ discourse combining elements from other political discourses; the

same is true of the political discourse of ‘New Labour’ in Britain (Fairclough 2000a). This

approach rests upon the claims that: texts are shaped but not determined by existing orders

of discourse in which genres, discourses and styles are articulated together in relatively estab-

lished and conventional ways; social agents in producing texts may combine genres and/or

discourses and/or styles in unconventional ways; and such innovative combinations can be

semiotic aspects of social changes taking place in behaviour and action, which may ultimately

be established as changes in social practices and in orders of discourse.

The section on genres in Fairclough (2003) includes a short discussion of arguments with

some analysis using Toulmin’s (1958) categories of Grounds, Warrant, Backing, Claim,
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which is clearly insufficient in the light of the claims we are making in this book. Here we

claim that argumentation, and practical argumentation in particular, is the primary activity

that is going on in political discourse, and analysis of argumentation can make a major con-

tribution to strengthening textual analysis in CDA. We shall illustrate this contribution by

returning to an analysis of part of a speech by Tony Blair which was published in a book on

the political discourse of New Labour in Britain (Fairclough 2000a), a book which works

with a framework of analysis similar to that in Fairclough (2003). We will provide an analysis

of the argument developed in Blair’s speech and focus on the critical evaluation of the argu-

ment, by addressing the question of representation. A considerable amount of research done in

CDA involves analysis of representations of social action, actors or various other aspects of

the world (analysis of discourses) without however connecting these representations to agents’ action via

agents’ practical reasoning. We want to indicate (here and throughout the book) how representa-

tions enter as premises in arguments and how arguments based on such representations can

be critically evaluated.

Let us first discuss the CDA approach to representation from the point of view of argu-

mentation theory. Here is an extract from a speech which Blair made to the Confederation

of British Industry in 1998, which is analysed in Fairclough (2000a: 25–29):

We all know this is a world of dramatic change. In technology; in trade; in media and

communications; in the new global economy refashioning our industries and capital

markets. In society; in family structure; in communities; in lifestyles.

Add to this change that sweeps the world, the changes that Britain itself has seen in

the 20th century – the end of Empire, the toil of two world wars, the reshaping of our

business and employment with the decline of traditional industries – and it is easy to see

why national renewal is so important. Talk of modern Britain is not about disowning

our past. We are proud of our history. This is simply a recognition of the challenge the

modern world poses.

The choice is: to let change overwhelm us, to resist it or equip ourselves to survive

and prosper in it. The first leads to a fragmented society. The second is pointless and

futile, trying to keep the clock from turning. The only way is surely to analyse the chal-

lenge of change and to meet it. When I talk of a third way – between the old-style inter-

vention of the old-left and the laissez-faire of the new right – I do not mean a soggy

compromise in the middle. I mean avowing there is a role for Government, for team

work and partnership. But it must be a role for today’s world. Not about picking win-

ners, state subsidies, heavy regulation; but about education, infrastructure, promoting

investment, helping small business and entrepreneurs and fairness. To make Britain

more competitive, better at generating wealth, but to do it on a basis that serves the

needs of the whole nation – one nation. This is a policy that is unashamedly long-

termist.

The analysis of the extract in Fairclough (2000a) focuses on a number of aspects which

are important from a critical point of view. All of the issues discussed are to do with how

aspects of reality are represented and how representations draw on the discourse of the

‘Third Way’. There is no discussion of genre because the book is organized in a way which

separates analysis of discourses from analysis of genres, and the extract is not discussed as

argumentation. Yet this is a clear example of practical argumentation and the analysis would

be more complete and more coherent if analysis of representations were incorporated within

analysis of practical argumentation. This is because ways of representing the world enter as premises
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into reasoning about what we should do. Unless we look at arguments, and not just at isolated

representations, there is no way of understanding how our beliefs feed into what we do.

The analysis in Fairclough (2000a) focuses on the representation of ‘change’, more pre-

cisely on the representation of the world as involving change. Mainly, the focus is on ‘change’

as a nominalization, hence on a representation of change as an objective phenomenon that

exists in the world, as a fact (‘this is a world of dramatic change’). ‘Change’ is metaphorically

represented as a force of nature, like a tidal wave which ‘sweeps the world’ and can ‘over-

whelm’ us. Its nature is similar to that of time: trying to prevent it is like ‘trying to keep the

clock from turning’. ‘Change’ appears as the subject of sentences (‘this change that sweeps

the word’), as an entity with causal powers (it can ‘overwhelm us’), or as an object (something

we can seek to ‘resist’). But it is not explicitly associated with any human agency: there are

no claims in which ‘change’ is a verb with a human agent as its subject, (e.g. ‘Bankers with

the support of governments have changed our capital markets’). Apparently, ‘change’ just

happens, it is a fact of life. In addition to ‘change’, ‘the new global economy’ is also repre-

sented as an existing factual entity which appears as the subjects of sentences (the new global

economy is ‘refashioning our industries and capital markets’).

The approach we advocate in this book would focus on the argument for action that is

being made, starting from a description of the context of action and a desirable goal,

informed by values. The text illustrates a form of deliberation, an agent reasoning practi-

cally, apparently weighing options before arriving at the right course of action. This monolo-

gical deliberative process is similar to deliberation in a multi-agent context. When we

deliberate alone we are supposed, ideally, to think of the strongest objections to a proposal

for action, in the same way in which several agents, supporting different proposals, would

argue against each other.

As we explain in Chapter 6, deliberation is a genre, an argumentative dialogue type

which starts from an open question – what should I (we) do? – and then proposes various

courses of action, on the basis of an analysis of circumstances and of the goals that agents

want to achieve. Each possible course of action is discussed primarily in terms of its conse-

quences for the achievement of the goal or other goals that the agents would not (or should

not) want to compromise. Evaluation may involve different perspectives, and these may not

always be easy to weigh against one another. Courses of action can also be discussed in

terms of whether they are easily achievable or indeed possible from the present circum-

stances, what constraints on action there are (is there some reason that cannot be overrid-

den?), but the question of possible negative consequences is paramount, because discovery

of probable negative consequences may lead agents to reject a tentative proposal.

In terms of the structure of practical argumentation which we proposed in Chapter 2, the

first two paragraphs, describing the context of action according to Blair, would be assigned

to the circumstantial premises. The main premises that describe the circumstances of action

assert that that the world has been changing, Britain has been changing, and change poses a

challenge. The claim is in the third paragraph and is signalled by the paragraph opening,

‘The choice is’ and the list of possible courses of action, namely, ‘to let change overwhelm

us’ (i.e. inaction, doing nothing), ‘to resist it’ or ‘to equip ourselves to survive and prosper’.

Blair gives reasons for rejecting the first two options, by pointing to the undesirable conse-

quences of the first and by negatively evaluating the second: ‘The first leads to a fragmented

society’; the second is ‘pointless and futile’, it is like ‘trying to keep the clock from turning.’

The only option that stands up to critical examination is the third: to ‘equip’ ourselves in

view of achieving our goals, also expressed as ‘the only way is surely to analyse the challenge

of change and meet it’. The goals that this third option makes possible are ‘to survive and
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prosper’; later on re-expressed as ‘making Britain more competitive, better at generating

wealth’ (goal premise). The goal is said to be a long-term one (‘unashamedly long-termist’)

and based on a concern for ‘serving the needs of the whole nation – one nation’ (this is the

main value premise allegedly informing the goal and therefore the action; ‘fairness’ is also

mentioned as a value later on). The proposed action (as means), i.e. ‘analysing the challenge

of change and meeting it’, will therefore take us from the existing state of affairs (as problem

or ‘challenge’) to a state of affairs in which we survive and prosper, generate wealth and

serve the needs of the whole nation. The claim is initially very general and vague (‘analyse

the challenge of change and meet it’), but Blair goes on to formulate it in more specific

terms: the action he advocates is in fact ‘a third way – between the old-style intervention of

the old left and the laissez-faire of the new right’. What this involves, he goes on to explain,

is not a ‘soggy compromise’ but a new role for government: a government that promotes

education, infrastructure, investment, helps small business and entrepreneurs and ensures

fairness. The goal premise is also expressed as pursuing ‘national renewal’ and trying to cre-

ate ‘a modern Britain’ in paragraph 2. An apparently open choice amongst different actions

turns out to be an advocacy of the Third Way as policy (the word ‘policy’ is used in the last

sentence).

A succinct reconstruction of the argument would have to include circumstantial premises,

goal premises, value premises and a claim for action. If we look at the speech as deliberation,

we would have to indicate what alternative proposals have been considered and why they

have been rejected. These elements can be systematized as follows:

Claim (solution) We should ‘analyse the challenge of change and meet it’; ‘equip
ourselves’; adopt the ‘policy’ of the ‘third way’.

Circumstantial premises
(problems)

‘This is a world of dramatic change’, of ‘change that sweeps the world’;
there is a ‘challenge [of change]’ that the ‘modern world poses’ (these
premises are supported by examples of change in different areas).
Britain has seen a lot of changes in the 20th century (supported by
examples).
Change is a challenge that the modern world poses.

Goal premises Our goals are ‘national renewal’, a ‘modern Britain’.
Our goals are to ‘survive and prosper’; ‘make Britain more competitive,
better at generating wealth’.

Value premises We must achieve our goals ‘on a basis that serves the needs of the
whole nation – one nation’. [National unity and a concern for people’s
needs are relevant values.]
A concern for prosperity and survival [implicit in the goals of action]
Fairness [underlies the role of government according to the proposed
policy]

Means–goal premise ‘The only way’ of meeting goals starting from current circumstances is
by ‘analysing the challenge of change and meeting it’, i.e. by adopting
the ‘third way.’ [If we adopt the Third Way we will meet our goals /
solve the problem.]

Alternative options The other two options are ‘to let change overwhelm us’ and ‘to resist
(change)’.

Addressing alternative options Alternatives can be rejected on account of negative consequences (a
‘fragmented society’) or as unreasonable or even irrational (‘futile’,
‘pointless’, like ‘trying to keep the clock from turning’), i.e. by
arguments from negative consequences and argumentation by analogy.
[Just as it is futile and pointless to try to keep the clock from turning, so
is it futile and pointless to try to resist change.]
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The Means–Goal premise expresses a particularly strong relation here: ‘if and only if we

adopt the means, can we reach the goals’. It not only says that the advocated means is neces-

sary and sufficient in view of the goal, but also that there is no alternative, that this solution

is the only one that will deliver the goals. We explain how such a relationship differs from

merely saying ‘if we adopt the means, we will reach our goals’ in our analysis in Chapter 4.

We can represent the practical argument succinctly as in Figure 3.1. The practical argu-

ment is therefore saying that, in the arguer’s view, given what the circumstances are and

given what our goals are, underlain by our concerns or values, the proposed action or policy

is necessary and sufficient to address the circumstances and meet our goals. However, merely

reconstructing the argument, while essential, is not enough. Identifying premises and claim

correctly gives us a snapshot of the structure of the text, as a prerequisite for evaluation, but

does not do justice to the argumentative process, to the way it unfolds sequentially, as a process

of reasoning, of deliberation. Practical reasoning involves here considering three possibilities

for action, i.e. deliberation over possible several courses of action. As we said in Chapter 2,

deliberation minimally involves considering what reasons would support not doing the action

(i.e. a counter-claim), but may also involve other alternatives (doing something else, not just

refraining from action). Deliberation can be seen as a procedure for arriving at a common

course of action by examining various proposals for action in light of reasons for and against

each proposal. Deliberation is a normative model, a genre, and to evaluate an actual argu-

mentation against such a model does not claim of course that particular arguments are good

instances of deliberation.

As we shall see in Chapter 6, deliberation usually starts with an open practical question (What

should we do? ), which is left implicit in Blair’s speech. The next stage involves a critical

CLAIM: We should analyse the challenge of change and 
meet it / equip ourselves / adopt the policy of the third way.

GOAL: Our goal is to 
survive and prosper, make 
Britain more competitive, 
better at generating wealth. 

CIRCUMSTANCES: 
[empirical] This is a world 
of dramatic change; change 
is sweeping the world; 
change is a challenge posed 
by the modern world;  
[social, institutional] 
(implicit commitments to 
ensuring fairness, 
prosperity, serving the 
interests of the whole 
nation, on behalf of 
government).

MEANS-GOAL: 
The only way  
[of meeting 
goals] is 
analysing and 
meeting the 
challenge of 
change.

VALUES: an actual 
concern for the needs of 
the whole nation, for 
prosperity, fairness... 

Figure 3.1 Blair’s argument for accepting ‘the challenge of change’.
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examination of the context of action (in business practice, this can take the form of and analysis

of ‘strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats’, ‘feasibility’ analyses, etc.). In Blair’s

speech, this assessment of the context of action takes up the first two paragraphs (the world is

swept by change, change is a challenge, etc.). Then, a range of options is proposed by the parti-

cipants, or (when deliberation does not involve several agents, as here) by the arguer. Blair

mentions three such possible choices. The next stages (considering or commenting on proposals

and revising them) involve a critical discussion of these options, with participants pointing out

desirable and undesirable consequences, and constraints on action (what is or is not possible,

allowed, required), and may lead to participants revising their proposals or even their goals.

Blair gives reasons against the first and second options, and advocates rejecting them in

favour of the third option. Choosing the third proposal is advocated (recommended) at the next

stage. Deliberation involves therefore choosing among proposals or options, in response to an

open question, in a particular context of action, after careful and thorough examination of

each proposal. A more accurate representation of the argument, including these alternatives

and the way in which Blair deals with them, is therefore as in Figure 3.2.

On the surface, Blair’s speech can therefore be reconstructed as a report of previous delib-

eration (where implicit proponents of alternative views are not co-present but their views are

addressed, evaluated and rejected). Blair attempts to both justify his proposal in terms of how

successfully it will deal with present challenges and enable Britain to achieve desirable goals,

and also to show that alternative proposals will not lead to those goals (will have negative

consequences that will defeat the goals) or are in other ways are unreasonable, hence unac-

ceptable. Would we want to say that, on the basis of these formal features, this text is a good

example of deliberation? If not, why not? As we have seen, deliberation involves the critical

examination of options in the light of criticism. It also involves an analysis of the circum-

stances and may involve a critical discussion of goals and values as well. Deliberation is typi-

cally about means, with goals and other premises taken for granted, but if discussion reveals

disagreement about goals, agents can decide to deliberate on the goals of action before delib-

erating about means. The test is whether the proposals being advanced, and the reasons that

support them, can withstand systematic critical examination in view of the normative goal of

the practice. In argumentation, the goal is to arrive at a reasonable choice ‘on the merits’,

and thus resolve disagreement on a reasonable basis. How is Blair representing the alterna-

tive proposals and on what grounds is he rejecting them? How is he defining the context of

action and the goals? Would these representations be found rationally acceptable? Has his

own proposal, the one that has been adopted, emerged from a process of critical examination

in light of its probable consequences?

Many people would probably agree that it is highly implausible that Blair has chosen the

third option on the basis of a genuine analysis of the situation and an assessment of several

alternatives. Rather, he wants to legitimize a particular policy, and he therefore represents

the existing state of affairs, the goals and the alternative arguments in a way which is rhetori-

cally designed to support his preferred conclusion. Consequently, he is not deliberating here

in any real sense, weighing several options and choosing one after careful consideration of

consequences and means–goal relations. Nor is he reporting a process of deliberation he has

previously been involved in. These, however, are psychological claims that can at best be

indirectly supported by evidence. What we need is an analytical framework that allows us to

evaluate Blair’s speech as a practical argument starting from the properties of the text as

such. A dialectical theory of argument is capable of doing just that.

Once we look at the practical argumentation developed in this speech as an instance of

(or report of) deliberation, we come to realize that the normative structure of the practice,
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of the genre itself, requires the presence of certain structural features. Are these features

present in this particular deliberation or not? As we have said, the structure of deliberation

requires the arguer to address alternative options, alternative claims for action. In practical

conductive argumentation, as we said in Chapter 2, agents weigh different goals, different

means of achieving them, different consequences and values, supporting a proposal for

action but also its opposite or alternative proposals, and arrive at a practical judgement on

balance. In multi-agent deliberative dialogue, these alternatives or counter-arguments are

actually put forward by other participants. In a monological text like this one, the alterna-

tives are represented by the arguer, as the standpoints of other participants that he has to

address in order to show that his conclusion still follows, after these other arguments have been

dealt with.

How are these alternative choices represented? The first choice is described as one in

which we ‘let change overwhelm’ us, i.e. we do nothing and passively concede defeat. The

second one involves ‘resisting’ change, but is ‘pointless and futile’, it is like ‘trying to keep

the clock from turning’. The third one involves adaptation and leads to success: ‘equip our-

selves to survive and prosper’. Given the way Blair represents these alternatives, the ‘choice’

is really no choice at all. It is obvious that the only reasonable choice is the third one: ‘the

only way is to analyse the challenge of change and meet it’. But the reason why the claim

seems to follow so inevitably from the premises is that the premises have been formulated in

such a way as to make the conclusion inevitable.

What is wrong with Blair’s alleged weighing of options now becomes clear: all the options

are formulated in ways which favour his own conclusion. This would not happen in real face-to-face

dialogue: the other participants would formulate their arguments in ways that would favour

their own conclusions, or at least would not prevent their own conclusions from following from

their premises. The structure of deliberation provides for the presence of alternative argu-

ments and counter-arguments formulated in terms that advance the rhetorical goals of the

participants who advocate them. This may include evaluative terms, metaphors, persuasive

definitions (which we explain below), amounting to different ways of representing the context

of action, the goals or other reasons. Such counter-arguments and alternative arguments,

with their associated claims and premises formulated in terms that actually lead to those claims, are

absent in this text. Blair is not addressing real alternatives, real options, but his own repre-

sentations of those alleged alternatives. Consequently, there is no actual deliberation, no

actual weighing of alternative options in this text, although there appears to be. Actual delib-

eration is avoided by representing alternatives in rhetorically convenient ways (in pragma-

dialectical terms, we can say that the argument attempts to be rhetorically effective at the

expense of being dialectically adequate). Another significant dialectical failure is the absence

from Blair’s argument of any indication that his own proposal has been critically examined.

The way in which the preferred option is formulated does not allow us to suspect any possi-

ble negative effects or costs. The argument is thus heavily biased in favour of a foregone

conclusion and is a good illustration of typical (and fairly vacuous) New Labour ‘spin’.

Representations of the world as persuasive definitions

Let us say a few words about the use of value-laden terms and so-called ‘persuasive’ (biased)

definitions in arguments. Premises containing persuasive definitions (‘taxation is theft’) are

extremely important in argumentation. This is because they direct arguers towards certain

conclusions and not others. The same is true for emotive terms. In normal circumstances, it
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would be strange to say: ‘Jerry is a coward, and is therefore to be admired.’ The definition of

‘coward’, as well as the emotional connotation of the word, contain a negative evaluation

that normally suggests a conclusion that is the opposite of the one above. Persuasive defini-

tions are essential in allowing arguers to pursue their rhetorical goals. They are almost always

re-definitions of terms that already have a definition and are deployed to serve the interest of

the definer. They are what Skinner (2002) calls ‘rhetorical re-descriptions’ of reality.

The key to the dialectical approach to persuasive definitions, according to Walton

(2007a), lies in understanding them as arguments, with a burden of proof attached. They are in

fact claims that are open to challenge by the other party, who is expected and should have

the opportunity to ask critical questions. They cannot be assumed to be shared, unproble-

matic commitments at the beginning of argumentation. A reasonable discussion cannot

proceed from a definition of ‘abortion as murder’ or of ‘capitalism as an unjust system of gov-

ernment that allows the greedy rich to exploit the working poor’, but needs to defend these

definitions first. If no attempt to critically question and thus test the acceptability of these

definitions is made by the participants, if such definitions are put forward or accepted as the

one and only possible way of understanding the matters in question, as uncontroversial truth

(for instance as definitions which are not normally open to objections, such as lexical, theoreti-

cal or stipulative definitions), then the dialogue in question holds the potential for deception

and manipulation.1

The same observation applies to the use of so-called emotive or loaded terms in an argu-

ment, i.e. terms that have a positive or negative emotional connotation as part of their lexi-

cal, dictionary meaning (‘terrorist’ vs. ‘freedom-fighter’). Walton cites Bertrand Russell’s

example: ‘I am firm, you are obstinate, he is a pig-headed fool’ (Walton 2006: 220). The use

of such terms is generally condemned as putting a spin on the argument but, since persua-

sion is a legitimate function of argumentation, a critical perspective on such choices needs to

distinguish between those cases in which loaded terms are used legitimately to defend a par-

ticular standpoint, when it is clear that there is also a contrary standpoint in play, and both

are open to critical questioning, and those cases in which loaded terms and definitions are

used deceptively, as if no other possible viewpoint is possible, as if they were neutral, fact-

stating propositions beyond any conceivable doubt.2

We have insisted on the question of definitions and evaluative terms from an argumenta-

tion theory perspective for the obvious reason that it relates to the CDA view of discourses as

ways of representing reality. Premises describing the context or the goals of action are funda-

mental to practical reasoning, and different people will describe the context and the goal in

different ways, depending on how adequate and extensive their knowledge of the facts is, but

also depending on their evaluative (including ideological) orientation towards this context

and their particular interest in changing it. In assessing the circumstances of action, some-

thing may be a ‘fact’ for someone but not for someone else. The most difficult part of figuring

out what to do is often getting to understand the circumstances of action, as a prerequisite to

imagining a future state of affairs or a solution, and agents may disagree on the right action

partly because they define the context of action in radically different ways and imagine goals

in radically different ways, in relation to different and often incompatible values or concerns.

An alternative way of talking about the same difficulty we noted above is in terms of

‘framing’ the context of action. This ‘framing’ is often done in terms that serve arguers’

rhetorical interests. People’s claims for action follow from their own descriptions of the con-

text and may not follow from the ways in which their opponents define the situation. Re-

describing or re-framing reality in a rhetorically convenient way is part of a strategy of

action. Such situations are frequently discussed in cognitive semantics in the terms originally
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proposed by Lakoff and Johnson (1980, 1981) and Lakoff (2002, 2004). Cognitive linguists

insist that metaphors or frames determine how people see or conceive reality, therefore – in our

terms – how they conceptualize their goals, their circumstances and consequently, how they

act. Analysis of metaphors or frames, we suggest, can be integrated into a theory of practical

reasoning, as a special case of practical reasoning in which the premises (or the claim) involve

a (metaphorical) definition. (We will return to this discussion briefly in Chapter 4.) The

advantage of looking at these phenomena in terms of a theory of practical reasoning is that

of seeing how re-framing or re-describing the situation functions within people’s plan of

action, how it gives people reasons for action and fits within a particular action strategy.

Several representations of the context of action, but also of other parts of the argument in

Blair’s speech, lend themselves to a discussion in the terms we have sketched above.

Definitions, we said, should be seen as incurring a burden of proof, as requiring the arguer to

justify the particular equivalence being proposed, in all those cases when the definition is not

obviously uncontroversial. What justification is provided for viewing the second alternative,

‘resisting change’, as ‘pointless’ and ‘futile’, similar to ‘trying to keep the clock from turning’?

Why should we accept these evaluative terms and this metaphorical definition? Are they

beyond dispute? Similarly, why should we accept the definition of the circumstances of action

in terms of a process of ‘change sweeping the world’, i.e. as an objective, natural, agentless,

inevitable phenomenon, or the definition of change as a ‘challenge’? No burden of proof is

assumed for these persuasive definitions and evaluative terms, which nevertheless clearly

steer the argument in a particular direction and support a particular conclusion. If change

was represented as a ‘danger’ or a ‘threat’, then maybe we could convincingly argue that we

must resist change, but not if change is a ‘challenge’: if change is indeed a challenge, then this

entails opportunities that must be taken advantage of. If trying to resist it is like trying to stop

time, then again, only the conclusion that we must accept change seems rational. Similarly,

who could question the goals of action, if the goals are formulated in terms of a wealthier

Britain? Moreover, we are told, these equivalences are something that we all recognize (‘this

is simply a recognition of the challenge [of change] . . .’); ‘we all know’ this is what the world

is like. Eventually, the argument’s conclusion (the third option) will thus follow naturally from

these persuasive, rhetorically motivated representations (of ‘change’ as a positive ‘challenge’,

of alternative options as unreasonable, of goals as wholly uncontroversial and beneficial). It

may, however, not have followed from representations formulated in other terms, by other

agents, but whatever representations those agents might have used in their arguments, we

cannot find out from Blair’s speech, although the speech allegedly represents those other

agents’ views.

Instead of questioning representations in isolation, what we suggest therefore is question-

ing representations as parts of premises of arguments. The same observations apply to all

types of premises in practical arguments and to the claim itself, so we will focus on the cir-

cumstantial premise for the sake of simplicity. Does a particular representation of the

circumstantial premise withstand critical questioning? Is it for instance rationally acceptable

that Britain’s ‘industries and capital markets’ are indeed being ‘refashioned’ by a type of

agentless, objective process of change, beyond human control, analogous to natural phe-

nomena (e.g. a tidal wave)? One might want to question this and suggest that, rather, the

changes that have ‘refashioned’ Britain’s financial industry and ‘reshaped our business and

employment’ were a matter of deliberate policy, not agentless processes of change, and have

turned out to be a major cause of the current crisis. What is the role of human agency in

these processes of change? If some of these changes (e.g. the deregulation of capital markets)

have been caused by the decisions and actions of political leaders, governments and
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businesses, are those agents not responsible for making further decisions and developing fur-

ther policies which can reverse some of these changes or produce different effects? Can

Blair’s representation of the circumstances be sufficient to support his argument for action

given that he says nothing about the causes of the key changes in trade and capital markets

and about their possible impact, i.e. offers no explanation and no justification for them?

To conclude, it is clear that the extract from Blair’s speech is an instance of practical

argumentation. In not treating it as such, the analysis in Fairclough (2000a) missed what is

primary in political discourse: addressing the question of what to do in response to proble-

matic events and circumstances, given certain goals and values. Because, in that analysis,

representations of social reality are not seen in their immediate connection to what agents

are trying to achieve and to the actions they are advocating as means towards their goals, cri-

tique of representations appears isolated and disconnected from critique of action. Moreover, orders of dis-

course (as structures) are not seen in their proper relation to agency, because this fundamental

insight is absent: that discourses provide agents with premises (i.e. beliefs about the circum-

stances of action, instrumental beliefs, values and goals) for justifying, criticizing and, on this

basis, deciding on action, i.e. discourses provide reasons for action.

Normative critique in CDA. An argumentative perspective
on manipulation

Let us now move to a more general assessment of how argumentation analysis and evalua-

tion fit into the two forms of critique, normative and explanatory social critique, as they

appear in CDA, and what precisely they add to such critique. Two focuses for CDA in the

critique of discourse have been manipulation and ideology. We see the former as an issue

for normative critique and the latter as an issue for explanatory critique. In this section and

the next we discuss these in turn.

Manipulation can be seen as an issue in evaluation of arguments. In the Blair extract we

have re-analyzed in this chapter, one of the reasons why the representation of the context of

action is not rationally acceptable is that Blair fails to differentiate between changes which

are established facts (e.g. the end of the British Empire) and changes which are a matter of

decision and open to further decision and revision (e.g. changes in the rules of international

trade and in the regulation of capital markets). We might take this as a deliberate deceptive

intention, but how can we assert with any confidence that, in conflating two types of changes

and thus making them appear equally objective and inevitable, Blair is trying to ‘manipulate’

the audience? Maybe he is not aware of what he is doing, maybe he is making an ‘honest

mistake’?

Van Eemeren (2005: xii) argues that ‘manipulation in discourse boils down to intention-

ally deceiving one’s addressees by persuading them of something that is foremost in one’s

own interest through the covert use of communicative devices that are not in agreement with

generally acknowledged critical standards of reasonableness’ and we agree with him that

manipulation is ‘always intentional and always covert’ and that the arguer is violating the

sincerity (responsibility) condition of the speech act of argumentation: a proposition is pre-

sented as an acceptable justification of a claim while the arguer does not really believe that it

constitutes an acceptable justification. Yet, how do we know whether Blair intended to deceive

or not? How do we know whether he is being insincere? In order to give a conclusive answer

we would need to have access to Blair’s psychological motives, and we do not.
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One form of manipulation is rationalization, a deceptive argument addressed by Audi

(2006) from an epistemological perspective. His discussion is compatible both with the

pragma-dialectical speech act approach (referred to above), which points to the sincerity or

responsibility condition of speech acts as a constitutive rule, as well as with Habermas’s (1984)

view of sincerity as a presupposition of rational discourse. Audi shows on what grounds we

may characterize an instance of practical reasoning as a rationalization and why such an

argument fails to meet normative criteria for good argumentation. In a rationalization, the

reasons that are ostensibly offered in support of a claim are not the reasons that support the

claim from the viewpoint of the arguer; the arguer believes the claim for other reasons.

Rationalizations can be fairly good arguments when considered from an outside, third-

person perspective and without any knowledge of the wider context of argumentation and

debate. This is why they can be persuasive and achieve their deceptive intent. Often, the

claim can be validly inferred from the premises and, if the premises are acceptable, the argu-

ment will be sound. The problem is epistemic: from the viewpoint of the arguer, the stated

premises do not support the claim. The arguer knows that his commitment to the claim is

based on other reasons, on covert reasons. For him, the claim is not inferable from the pre-

mises, although it might seem to be inferable for an audience. Let us note that not only

arguments but also explanations can be rationalizations, as when a false, insincere reason (in

the sense of cause) is provided to explain an action (‘I avoided paying tax because the gov-

ernment wastes people’s taxes anyway’). In this book we are only dealing with rationaliza-

tions that are arguments.3

A good example of rationalization was the justification of the Iraq war of 2003 on the

grounds of an allegedly well-documented belief that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction

(WMDs), that it posed a threat to the world through its connections to global terrorism, as

well as on the basis of an alleged desire to bring democracy and freedom to the Iraqi people

by freeing them from an oppressive dictatorship. These reasons were put forward by the

Blair and Bush administrations as good reasons, sufficient to make the case for war. They

were often asserted together in multiple argumentation, i.e. each reason was deemed to be

in itself sufficient to justify the claim for action. Opponents of the war denied that these were

real reasons or real concerns (and in the case of WMDs, they also denied that this particular

premise was true or sufficiently supported by evidence). They argued that the real reasons

for going to war were different and had to do with American geostrategic interests and with

the UK’s commitment to support those interests; briefly, that the public argument was a

rationalization, put forward with the intention to deceive and manipulate the public.

In his evidence to the Chilcot Inquiry on Britain’s role in the Iraq war, in January 2010,

Blair defended himself by claiming that the reasons he gave for going to war were real rea-

sons and that there was sufficient evidence at the time for believing them. He said that, on

the basis of the intelligence then available, it was ‘beyond doubt’ that Iraq was continuing to

develop its weapons capability. The intelligence reports he had acted upon were ‘absolutely

strong enough’, ‘extensive, detailed and authoritative’. This amounts to saying that the argu-

ment, while not being sound, as it later on turned out, was nevertheless rationally persuasive

for Blair at the time when it was made, given all the evidence available.

This line of defence has been strongly challenged. One of the members of the public at

the Inquiry said in an interview:

I, like millions of other Britons at the time, suspected Blair was wrong about the threat

that Saddam posed. I don’t say that now with the luxury of hindsight. All that is differ-

ent now is that history has proved us right. It is incredible that Tony Blair . . . refuses to
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accept any possibility that he could have been wrong. He seems to refuse to accept any

other interpretation of the intelligence at the time. At one point he was asked about the

phrase ‘‘beyond doubt’’. Mr Blair said that he believed the intelligence beyond doubt.

But one of the members of the panel shot back ‘‘beyond your doubt but was it beyond

anyone’s doubt?’’ There was audible applause from the public at this point.4

This particular comment highlights an important problem for the evaluation of argu-

ments: an argument can be rationally persuasive for a person even if it is unsound, if the per-

son has good reasons to accept the claim. If, on the basis of reports which I have every

reason to consider reliable, I draw a conclusion which seems justified but is in fact (as it later

turns out) false, I can only be accused of making an honest mistake. This is in fact how Blair

has tried to defend himself, and the question ‘was it beyond anyone’s doubt?’ aims to chal-

lenge precisely the legitimacy of this line of defence. In other words, Blair cannot reasonably

use the excuse of an honest mistake, as plenty of doubt was voiced at the time by MPs and the

media, as well as by the weapons inspectors and other authorities, as to whether Iraq actu-

ally had any WMDs. There was no reliable evidence at his disposal that could make the

argument rationally persuasive for him, either in 2003 or later.

In defending himself along the lines of human fallibility, Blair has tried to persuade his

critics that he was not being insincere in his argument for war. He was not manipulating

public opinion, he genuinely believed that the premises were true, that Iraq possessed

WMDs and had links with Al-Qaeda. The argument, in other words, was not a rationaliza-

tion. As we have said, the judgement that an argument is a rationalization or that it attempts

to manipulate depends upon being able to plausibly claim an intention to deceive, which is

not possible simply on the basis of argument analysis. This intention cannot be simply read

off an argument and, however strongly we may feel that this is what is going on, judgements

of this sort can only be made tentatively. However, they can acquire some confirmation by

comparison with other evidence. For example, the arguer may give different reasons for the

same claim in private from the ones he has given in an official capacity in public, the sort of

discrepancy often revealed by Wikileaks. Or a comparison of arguments in various contexts

might indicate a broad strategy or plan of action which the reasons given for the claim do

not seem to fit in with. Audiences may draw on their knowledge of the world to assess

whether the reasons offered are likely to be sincere or not. For instance, given the ‘special’

Bush–Blair relationship, Blair’s declared commitment to support Bush, or given America’s

known interests in the Middle East, is it really plausible that these were not reasons for

action, but that a concern for the Iraqi people was? Such judgements require therefore a

broader dialectical context, an extended context of dialogue, across various space–time

locales, as well as an understanding of the social and political context of actors – what it is

likely that they are trying to do, how what they say is supposed to fit in within their strategies

of action.

We have illustrated normative critique by an example of manipulation of public opinion

and said that it can be discussed as involving rationalization, as a type of defective argument.

Viewing manipulation in these terms offers a sounder basis for analysis and evaluation of dis-

course. Whether or not arguers are sincere or not (as an ethical issue) is only one aspect of

normative critique. It corresponds to Habermas’s ‘truthfulness’ criterion as a presupposition

of rational discourse. But discourse can also be normatively assessed on the basis of the

criteria of truth and normative appropriateness. According to Habermas’s (1984) account of

normative critique (an account which is explicitly grounded in argumentation), a person

who makes an assertion is, in so doing, (implicitly) making a claim that it is valid, in the sense
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of being true, and can be defended if necessary. Similarly, a person who proposes a course

of action (implicitly) claims that it is valid in the sense of being in accordance with norms for

rational action and can be justified if necessary. A ‘validity claim’ is ‘equivalent to an asser-

tion that the conditions of validity of an utterance are fulfilled’ (Habermas 1984: 38). The

communicative rationality of assertions and proposals depends upon them being ‘susceptible

to criticism and grounding’, and the more they can be defended against criticism, the more

rational they are. Validity claims are open to challenge and, when they are challenged, they

should be defended in argumentation, which Habermas defines as ‘that type of speech in

which participants thematize contested validity claims and attempt to vindicate or criticize

them through arguments’ (Habermas 1984:18). Such validity claims are the claim that a pro-

position is true (in theoretical argumentation); the claim that an action (or proposed action)

is right in the sense of being in accordance with norms of action (practical argumentation),

and the claim that the speaker is speaking truthfully or sincerely. Our main concern is with

practical argumentation, and the approach we have developed to evaluating practical argu-

mentation through critical questioning is equivalent with the critical questioning of the valid-

ity claim to the rightness of the (proposed) action. Questioning the acceptability of premises

that claim to represent reality is equivalent with questioning the validity claim to the truth of

propositions. Furthermore, as our discussion of rationalization above has illustrated, our

approach includes questioning the sincerity of the arguer, which is involved in assessing

whether arguments offered for proposed lines of action are rationalizations. This is equiva-

lent with questioning Habermas’s third validity claim, ‘truthfulness’ or sincerity. Overall, the

legitimacy of critical questioning is grounded in these validity claims’ status as presuppositions

of rational discourse, or as constitutive speech act conditions.

Evaluation of arguments that contributes to normative critique can involve critical ques-

tioning of the value premise (its rational acceptability or normative appropriateness) or criti-

cizing the proposed action in view of its consequences on human well-being or on other

agents’ legitimate goals and other publicly recognized concerns. It thus relates primarily to

validity claims to normative appropriateness. Evaluating the properties of deliberation and

debate as public space dialogue can also contribute to normative critique. Is such dialogue

inclusive and democratic, are people free from influences that might distort the argumenta-

tive outcome? The latter issue has been amply addressed in CDA (Fairclough 2000b: 182,

2003: 80), in terms of a normative framework for public space dialogue, and a theory of

argumentation can enhance that conception by viewing public space dialogue as essentially

argumentative and governed by a dialectical normative conception of good argumentative

and deliberative practice.

Explanatory critique in CDA. Critique of ideology and
evaluation of argumentative discourse

Let us now come back to the Blair speech analyzed earlier with a focus on explanatory cri-

tique and critique of ideology. Can the Blair extract be said to be ideological in any respect?

Can we relate such a claim to the analysis of the practical argument as deliberation that we

have suggested? In social life, certain arguments come to be recurrent and achieve the rela-

tive durability and stability we associate with practices and discourses. They can be drawn

upon by arguers, they can be recontextualized, and we can regard them as parts of particu-

lar discourses. Let us consider Blair’s text once again in the light of these observations.

98 Critical discourse analysis and analysis of argumentation



 

We have suggested that the goal premise appears initially in paragraph 2, as the goal of

achieving ‘national renewal’ and ‘a modern Britain’, then in paragraph 3, as ‘to survive and

prosper’ (in a context of ‘change’), then as ‘to make Britain more competitive, better at gen-

erating wealth’. The latter is the most specific formulation of the goal, the only one specific

enough to be recognized as a policy, and it is indeed referred to as a ‘policy’. These are alter-

native specifications of the goal of action. It is not clear from the text whether they should be

seen as equivalent or as chained together in a sequence of goals, but they are certainly pre-

sented as fundamentally compatible, part of a coherent vision. Blair does not make an expli-

cit claim that surviving and prospering in a context of change amounts to (or results from)

being more competitive and better at generating wealth, nor does he need to. While some

members of his audience, as well as analysts, might raise the question of whether the move

from surviving and prospering to being more competitive and better at generating wealth is

justified, or whether these goals are self-evidently compatible or indeed equivalent and part

of a coherent and uncontroversial vision, it can also be reasonably expected that audiences

will accept this move without question, as obvious or just ‘common sense’. Why?

We suggest that members of the audience would be recognizing here an argument which

Blair is drawing upon and implicitly drawing upon it themselves. Blair is evoking a neoliberal

argument, without spelling it out completely. It is present in the focus on promoting compe-

titiveness, in the fact that Blair takes changes in markets which result from self-interested and

reversible decisions by business and governmental elites to be no different from changes

which are simply facts about the modern world, and in the dismissal of state intervention in

the economy. The argument can be summed up as follows: self-regulating markets are the

best means of creating wealth and prosperity, which is our goal; government interventions

and ‘heavy regulation’ only prevent them from doing so, and governments should therefore

accept the decisions of the markets and not ‘interfere’, and should restrict themselves to cre-

ating conditions for competitiveness; these conditions include removal of government ‘inter-

ference’ in markets in the form of rules and regulations, opening state enterprises to market

forces (i.e. privatizing them) and cutting the overall costs of labour including wages and

welfare benefits. The state should no longer be a ‘welfare state’ but a ‘competition state’

( Jessop 2002).

This argument – and more broadly the discourse which it is a part of – was pervasively

drawn upon, constantly repeated and extensively recontextualized during the heyday of neo-

liberalism (Fairclough 2005). Explanatory critique would seek to explain the emergence of

this discourse and arguments associated with it, and the dominant position they came to have

in the wake of the crisis of the 1970s, and to explain the subsequent transformation of capital-

ism in a neo-liberal direction in a way which includes the effects of this discourse. Insofar as

this discourse, including this overall argument, can plausibly be shown to have been a causal

factor in these changes in capitalism, as well as serving particular interests while presenting

them as being in the general interest, they can be regarded as ideological. It is in this sense

that we might say that Blair’s discourse is includes ideological elements.

What can analysis and evaluation of argumentation contribute to the conclusion that

Blair’s discourse can be regarded as ideological in this respect? From a dialectical perspec-

tive, Blair’s moving from ‘surviving and prospering’ to ‘making Britain more competitive’

and ‘better at generating wealth’ can be challenged on various grounds. First, no justification

for the move is provided. Second, it can be argued that an exclusive focus on increasing

competitiveness and wealth might in fact compromise the goal of ‘surviving and prospering’,

by creating extreme forms of inequality (negative consequences) that might undermine that

goal, or by affecting other important goals and concerns (for instance, ecological
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sustainability). Third, there are other conceivable ways of ‘surviving and prospering’ which

Blair does not address which may be preferable to the one he offers, such as ensuring that

growth and wealth creation are limited to forms which are sustainable both ecologically and

economically (e.g. avoiding speculative bubbles which may implode and cause major eco-

nomic and social damage), and that the wealth created should be fairly distributed and used

for socially beneficial purposes. There may be other more legitimate values or concerns (sus-

tainability, equality) that ought to underlie the goals: not any future state-of-affairs in which

prosperity is achieved may be a legitimate one, but one in which such prosperity is fairly dis-

tributed and ecologically and economically sustainable. Applying analysis and evaluation of

argumentation to large samples of public political discourse, broadening the dialectical con-

text (as we put it earlier), could be used to establish whether the exclusive focus on the goal

of increasing competitiveness and the capacity for wealth creation to the exclusion of other

possible goals is widespread, and whether this understanding of national survival and pros-

perity is widely taken for granted and allowed to go unchallenged.

The theory of ideology is concerned in general terms with the question of how beliefs

and concerns which are associated with the interests of particular social groups come to be

general beliefs and concerns, and how they come to have effects on social life. Ideologies are

part of the way in which the dominance of dominant social groups is achieved, maintained

and renewed through particular directions of social change. The capacity of ideologies to

have such effects depends upon them not being recognized as such, being ‘naturalized’

(Fairclough 1989) as a part of common sense. Explanatory critique aims to explain people’s

beliefs and concerns as partly due to structural causes affecting their form of social life, and

differing according to their positions in social life and the social relations they are positioned

within. One aspect of the latter is that, where there are asymmetries of power, beliefs and

concerns of dominant social groups which correspond to their own interests can come to be

accepted by other social groups, whose interests they do not correspond to, as part of a per-

ceived general interest. Since people may not be conscious of the social origins of their

beliefs and concerns, individual decisions and actions can be partly explained as resulting

from their own intentions but also partly explained as resulting from structural causes.

People’s reasons, as we have seen, may be provided by discourses and associated arguments,

seen as constitutive parts of such discourses and products of argumentative discursive prac-

tices. Social changes, such as changes in the form of capitalism, as well the continuity of

existing forms, can be explained in part as the effects of people’s social agency, of the deci-

sions they make and the actions they take, but social agency is also structurally constrained,

and decisions and actions are partly based upon beliefs and concerns which have structural

causes that people may not be conscious of. Insofar as such beliefs and concerns and the

discourse they are manifested in have effects on social life, they are ideological.

We can see ideology as one focus within a broader attempt to understand and explain the

capacity of discourse to have causal effects on social life, to contribute to changes in social

life. Of course, not all beliefs and concerns, and not all discourses are ideological in the sense

of supporting certain power interests and many are effects of people’s own beliefs and inter-

ests rather than transferred effects of those of others. Moreover, social life has a reflexive

character and people can come to examine their own beliefs and concerns and those of oth-

ers and consciously seek to change them. It is increasingly the case in modern societies that

the effects of discourse on social life are matters of calculation and design, and that there are

people who deliberately aim to produce such effects (see the discussion of ‘technologization

of discourse’ in Fairclough 1992). We said above that the effects of ideologies depend upon

them being naturalized, but this does not mean that they are necessarily or even normally
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naturalized for everyone: they need to be naturalized for a significant number of people, and

for a sufficient number of people, to have these effects. The situation in the heyday of neo-

liberalism, in which neo-liberal discourse was widely (though by no means universally) taken

for granted as common sense, can in this sense be regarded as a rather remarkable achieve-

ment of those architects of neo-liberalism who consciously worked for its realization. So in

focusing on ideologies we recognize that the ideological effects of discourse are an aspect of

its capacity to have causal effects on social life and that these effects are often intended. We

must distinguish the intentional acts of people who seek to promote discourses which might

work in an ideological way from the non-intentional character of ideologies, as manifested in

the beliefs and actions of people for whom they appear as common sense. Discourses and

arguments which correspond to particular interests but are taken for granted by a sufficient

number of people as corresponding to a general interest can be effective in ways which those

who take them for granted do not intend.

Critical analysis aims to produce explanations of social life which both identify the nature

and causes of what is ‘wrong’ in it and produce knowledge which could (in the right condi-

tions) contribute to ‘righting’ or at least mitigating these ‘wrongs’. But explanations, interpre-

tations, evaluations of social practices (both lay and specialist accounts) already exist within

social contexts, because a necessary part of living and acting in particular social circum-

stances is interpreting and explaining them, and human beings reflexively assess the social

activity they participate in. Furthermore, it is a feature of the social world that interpreta-

tions and explanations of it can have effects upon it, can transform it in various ways. In our

approach to practical argumentation, interpretations and explanations of the crisis, pro-

duced by various agents, feature as reasons for acting in one way rather than another in

response to the crisis. A critique of some area of social life must therefore be in part a cri-

tique of interpretations and explanations of social life and of the practical argumentation in

which they feature as premises, as objects of research. It must therefore be in part a critique

of (argumentative) discourse.

In analyzing discourses which are part of social life, the critical social analyst is also pro-

ducing discourse. On what grounds can we say that this discourse is more rationally persua-

sive than the discourse that is the object of critique? The only basis for claiming superiority

is providing explanations which have greater explanatory validity or power and greater pre-

dictive power. This is a matter of both quantity – how comprehensive the scope of explana-

tions is – and quality – good explanations must be such that we can defend them and justify

them if challenged and they can predict comparatively better what we can expect to happen

or to discover in the real world. One aspect of the matter of quantity is the extent to which

existing lay and non-lay interpretations and explanations are themselves explained, as well

as their effects on social life, in terms of what it is about an area of social life that leads to

these interpretations or explanations emerging, becoming dominant and having practical

effects on social life (Marsden 1999; Fairclough and Graham 2002). Such interpretations

and explanations can be said to be ideological if they can be shown to be in a sense neces-

sary – necessary to establish or keep in place particular relations of power (Bhaskar 1979).

A possible case in point is explanations of the crisis which play the ‘blame game’ in terms of

the mistakes or moral flaws of bankers, politicians, regulators, rather than in terms of the

(systemic, structural) logic of capitalism or its neo-liberal variety.

From the perspective of explanatory critique, one important question about practical

argumentation is how reasons for action (one type of cause) contribute to causing social

change, and another is how arguers’ reasons for action are shaped by structures. Neither

question can be fully addressed through analysis and evaluation of argumentation alone. But
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such analysis can make an important contribution to CDA and to interdisciplinary explana-

tory (and normative) critique. Analysis of argumentation shows, for example, how particular

beliefs and concerns shape practical reasoning and, contingently, decisions and actions on

matters of social and political importance, and it poses critical questions about how contexts

of action, values and goals are represented in the premises of arguments, all of which can

feed into critique of ideology. It shows whether argumentation is reasonable or unreasonable

in anticipating alternative arguments and dealing with challenges, or in failing to do so, and

this can indicate cases where particular representations of circumstances, values or goals

seem to be taken as given and beyond question. These may be cases where arguers are draw-

ing upon discourses which have been imposed by powerful social groups (an effect of ‘power

behind discourse’) and which are of ideological significance. Institutional, external reasons

are also important from the perspective of explanatory critique. Whether such reasons are

drawn from institutional facts associated with status functions and deontic powers, or from

ideological discourses which have been imposed and naturalized, they are reasons which are

provided by structures, based in and shaped by relations of power. As we argue throughout

this book (and in more detail later in this chapter), these are obvious cases where structures

constrain agency, and the way they do is by providing agents with reasons for actions.

Our approach to argumentation analysis can be integrated within a normative (as

opposed to merely descriptive) approach to social science, and particularly within an

approach that recognizes ‘lay normativity’, the evaluative character of people’s relation to

the world, as a fundamental feature of social life which should be addressed by social scien-

tists (Sayer 2011: 2). In Sayer’s view, when social science disregards the fact that we are

social beings ‘whose relation to the world is one of concern . . ., as if it were merely an incidental,

subjective accompaniment to what happens, it can produce an alienated and alienating view

of social life’ (original italics). This is a view of values as ‘beyond the scope of reason’, as a

matter of subjective preference, a view which ignores the grounding of values in people’s

objective capacities for suffering and flourishing. Things matter to people because of what

people are, as biological, social and cultural beings. Lay normativity is distinct from analyti-

cal, external normativity: as analysts, ‘we could just report that some group claims to feel

happy or oppressed, but we are also likely to want to know whether their claims are war-

ranted’, which we cannot do without ‘evaluating their judgements’ (ibid.: 2–6). And if our

aim is to engage in critical social science, that aim requires not only a normative but also an

explanatory standpoint. The social scientist should seek not only to evaluate judgements,

beliefs and practices, but also to explain why judgements are made, why beliefs are held,

why practices exist, and also to identify cases where they ‘help to maintain existing circum-

stances . . . that support those beliefs’ and ‘also are likely to be favourable to dominant

groups’ (ibid.: 220–222).

As analysts, we distinguish between interpretations of the social world, such as produced

by participants, and analyses such as our own. We also distinguish between lay normativity

and the external normativity of our analytical approach. In actual argumentative practice

(as our analyses in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 will show), the analyst encounters not just partici-

pants’ arguments but also their analyses and evaluations of other participants’ arguments:

actual argumentative practice itself has a normative character, in the sense that, as well

as arguing, arguers evaluate the arguments of others. Such analyses and evaluations of

arguments are sometimes produced by specialists, e.g. economists discussing economic argu-

ments, and sometimes by members of the public with no particular specialist competence in

the field at issue. (We illustrate these two situations in Chapters 4 and 5 respectively; both

are instances of lay normativity in relation to our analytical approach.) Taking an external,
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normative perspective, as a CDA practitioner or argumentation theorist, does not intend to

disregard lay normativity but makes a deliberate decision to view it against the framework

of a particular theoretical model, and thus make evaluative decisions that are systematically

motivated. Lay evaluations and analysts’ evaluations do not, of course, have a radically

different character; one can find lay challenges to arguments corresponding to all of the

normative standards associated with the normative model. (Empirical research has shown,

for example, that the pragma-dialectical normative model is intersubjectively acceptable to

ordinary arguers and consistent with norms of reasonableness that they have already inter-

nalized, van Eemeren 2010: 36.) In proposing our own view of the structure and evaluation

of practical reasoning, we have tried to contribute to the further specification of the norma-

tive framework of a pre-eminently dialectical approach. Such an approach can contribute

to explanatory critique in providing a systematic basis for addressing participants’ evalua-

tion of each other’s arguments, as an aspect of the reflexive assessment of social life, which

explanatory critique aims to explain. And it contributes to normative critique by offering

a systematic basis for the evaluation of actual argumentation practices from an external

normative perspective.

In the last part of this chapter we will discuss the relevance of argumentation theory for

understanding two concepts which originate outside CDA but have been significant concerns

within this version of CDA (imaginaries and political legitimacy) and the concept of power,

which is of fundamental importance for CDA as for any form of critical social science.

Imaginaries as discourses and goal premises

Discourses as ways of representing the world do not only describe what social reality is but

also what it should be. The latter corresponds to what social theorists working within

Cultural Political Economy (CPE) have called ‘imaginaries’ ( Jessop 2002, 2008). This is an

extremely interesting concept but, although CPE incorporates a version of CDA, there has

been so far no clear way of working with it as an analytical category in discourse analysis.

We think that relating it to a conception of human rationality and of practical reasoning in

particular offers such a way.

What is currently said about imaginaries in CPE tends to conflate an important distinc-

tion, between discursive (semiotic) representations of the actual world, on the one hand, and

imaginaries proper, as discursive (semiotic) representations of a possible, non-actual (or not-

yet-actual) world, on the other. In the account we propose here, we start from the premise

that both representations of the actual world and ‘imaginaries’, as representation of the non-

actual, are semiotic in nature, they are discourses. A representation of the economic system

currently in place in the UK and a vision of how this economic system might be transformed

both stand in relation to the actually existing economy, just as my representations of what

my situation is and how I would like it to be both stand in a relationship to the actual world.

But they are distinct in what they are used to describe: one is used to represent the actual

world, the other is used to represent a future possible world. It is only the latter discursive repre-

sentation that is an ‘imaginary’.

CPE seems to talk of ‘economic imaginaries’ or ‘imagined economies’ as designating both

alternative, competing representations of the actually existing economy, and future visions or

projects, competing for selection and retention, and eventually capable of more-or-less shap-

ing the actual world. We argue for a clear distinction between these two types of representa-

tions. The competing vocabularies in which people talk about the capitalist economy as it
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exists today in western states, for instance, are not ‘imaginaries’ because they aim to describe

the actual world. If we were to use ‘imaginaries’ to cover both senses we would lose a distinc-

tion which is clear in the structure of practical reasoning, where these two sorts of semiotic

representations always appear as distinct types of premises. Imaginaries, as future visions, capable

of guiding action, are assigned to the goal premise, while semiotic representations of the

actual world are assigned to the circumstantial premise. This distinction accords perfectly with

CPE’s acknowledgement of the performative power of imaginaries:

Imaginaries are . . . creative products of semiotic and material practices with more or

less performative power. This is why they have a central role in the struggle not only for

‘hearts and minds’ but also for the reproduction or transformation of the prevailing

structures of exploitation and domination.

( Jessop and Sum 2012: 86)

But it also explains why imaginaries have this power: because they give people reasons for action,

they are reasons for action, premises of practical arguments. An explanation of how visions

can motivate or inspire action, of how one can move from vision to action and attempt to

change the world is only possible if the whole discussion is placed with the framework of a

theory of practical reasoning.

Our aims in this section are twofold. First, we want to arrive at a definition of ‘imagin-

aries’ as a semiotic construct that can be of real use to the discourse analyst. This will involve

an attempt to place ‘imaginaries’ within a schema for practical reasoning. Second, we want

to relate ‘imaginaries’ to an ontology that is capable of explaining how language can be a

form of action and create institutional reality. Let us address the first issue by looking at a

text produced by the UK centre-left organization Compass (www.compassonline.org.uk).

The text, entitled Building the Good Society. The Project of the Democratic Left and used in a printed

leaflet during the 2010 national electoral campaign, is signed by Jon Cruddas and Andrea

Nahles (no date) and begins as follows:

Europe is at a turning point. Our banks are not working, businesses are collapsing and

unemployment is increasing. The economic wreckage of market failure is spreading

across the continent. But this is not just a crisis of capitalism. It is also a failure of democ-

racy and society to regulate and manage the power of the market. (. . .) The future is

uncertain and full of threats; before us lie the dangers of climate change, the end of oil

and growing social dislocation. But it is also a moment full of opportunities and promise:

to revitalise our common purpose and fulfil the European dream of freedom and equality

for all. To face these threats and realise this promise demands a new political approach.

On the tenth anniversary of the Blair–Schroeder declaration of a European Third

Way, the Democratic Left offers an alternative project: the good society. This politics of the

good society is about democracy, community and pluralism. It is democratic because

only the free participation of each individual can guarantee true freedom and progress.

It is collective because it is grounded in the recognition of our interdependency and

common interest. And it is pluralist because it knows that from a diversity of political

institutions, forms of economic activity and individual cultural identities, society can

derive the energy and inventiveness to create a better world.

To achieve a good society based on these values we are committed to:
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• restoring the primacy of politics and rejecting the subordination of political to

economic interests;
• remaking the relationship between the individual and the state in a demo-

cratic partnership;
• creating a democratic state that is accountable and more transparent;
• strengthening our institutions of democracy at all levels including the

economy;
• reasserting the interests of the common good, such as education, health and

welfare, over the market;
• redistributing the risk, wealth and power associated with class, race and gen-

der to create a more equal society . . .

We can use the account of the structure of practical reasoning in Chapter 2 to identify a

number of arguments. The first includes the following premises and claim:

Up to this point, the argument justifies the need for a new approach to politics and can be

represented as in Figure 3.3.

From this point onwards, a new claim is made, which justifies a set of actions designed to

turn the project (i.e. the imaginary or vision) of the good society into reality. Achieving the

good society is the goal premise, the actions are the means. An extended discussion of the

values underlying this project is included at this point (see Figure 3.4):

We have identified two interconnected arguments with two claims. The first claim is that

a new political project is required, and is justified in terms of what the context is (crisis,

threats but also opportunities) and what the goals are (i.e. to respond to these threats and ful-

fil possibilities). In the second argument, this political project (the imaginary of the Good

Society) is taken as given (not argued for), as a goal of action, and a set of actions is proposed

Goal premise [Our goal is] ‘to achieve a good society based on these values’.
Value premises ‘This politics of the good society is about democracy, community and pluralism’.

[ Justification of the acceptability of the value premise:] ‘It is democratic because
only the free participation of each individual can guarantee true freedom and
progress. It is collective because it is grounded in the recognition of our
interdependency and common interest. And it is pluralist because it knows that
from a diversity of political institutions, forms of economic activity and individual
cultural identities, society can derive the energy and inventiveness to create a better
world.’

Claim [This is what we ought to do and we are committed to doing, in view of achieving
the goal]: ‘restoring the primacy of politics and rejecting the subordination of
political to economic interests’; ‘remaking the relationship between the individual
and the state’, etc.

Circumstantial premises [First paragraph, from] ‘Europe is at a turning point. Our banks are not
working . . .’ [to] ‘it is also a moment full of opportunities and promise’.
[Circumstances also include the existence of suitable opportunities for action:
it is possible for us to do what we want.]

Goal premises [Our goals are] ‘to face these threats and realise this promise’.
Claim [The goal] ‘demands a new political approach’, [subsequently defined as the]

‘alternative project: the good society’.
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as being capable of turning the imaginary of the Good Society into reality (and thereby

successfully responding to the circumstances of ‘threats’ and ‘opportunities’).

Compass has implicitly engaged in a process of deliberation over what the goals of action

ought to be and what actions are required to realize these goals and is here advancing its

own political project (proposal) in response to the implicit open question ‘what should be

done, given the circumstances, in order to meet our shared goals’? However, instead of

advancing a specific action or set of actions, as means towards shared goals, uncontroversial

goals, Compass is suggesting a redefinition of the goals themselves: we need to develop a new

political approach, a new project or vision, a new goal. The text nicely illustrates deliberation

both about goals and about means. In other words, before considering what action (as means)

will solve current problems, we need to decide whether the goals of action, as we currently

understand them, are appropriate. Compass is ‘offering an alternative project’, the Good

Society, as the result of implicit deliberation over goals. (Implicitly, having considered several

possible goals, it has concluded that a change of goals is needed in order to solve current

problems; adopting a new goal is the means to solving the problem – Figure 3.3). Subsequently,

this project, once identified and put forward, becomes a goal premise from which a specific

course of action follows and is proposed in the second argument (Figure 3.4).

We have said that ‘imaginaries’ (the ‘Good Society’, the ‘Big Society’, etc.), function as

goal premises in arguments and can thus motivate action. Some imaginaries have been

around for a long time, for instance the ‘knowledge-based economy’. There seem to be sev-

eral distinct ways in which we can talk about the ‘knowledge-based economy’, not all of them

in terms of goals. We can say: Our goal is to achieve a ‘knowledge-based economy’, therefore we ought to

invest more money in education and research. But we can also say: The economy of the UK is a

CLAIM:  A new political approach [a 
new ‘imaginary’] is required. 

GOAL:  Our goal is to
face these threats
and fulfil existing 
possibilities

CIRCUMSTANCES: Europe 
is at a turning point, banks are 
not working, businesses are 
collapsing, unemployment is 
increasing, … a crisis of 
capitalism, … a crisis of 
democracy… At the same 
time, there are opportunities 
to fulfil the dream of freedom 
and equality for all… 

MEANS-GOAL:  
[If we create a new 
political approach, 
we will succeed in 
facing threats and 
fulfilling possibilities.]   

 VALUES 
(CONCERNS) 
[implicit in the 
description of effects 
of crisis on people] 

Figure 3.3 Compass: the argument for a new political approach.
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‘knowledge-based economy’, therefore, if our goal is to compete internationally, we ought to invest more money

in education and research. In the former example, the imaginary of the knowledge-based econ-

omy is clearly a goal. In the latter example, the description of the economy as a knowledge-

based economy is taken as a description of what the economy is actually like, therefore as a

circumstantial premise, not as a goal to achieve in the future. This seems to contradict our

view that imaginaries are (non-actual) goals of action. In order to account for this puzzle,

which we think underlies the confusion we mentioned earlier regarding the status of imagin-

aries, let us briefly refer once more to Searle’s social ontology, which we introduced in

Chapter 2.

The distinction we have defended so far amounts to one between what is ‘imagined’ – as

in ‘imagined community’ (Anderson 1991), or as in seeing the state system as an ‘imagined

political entity’ ( Jessop 2002) – and what is ‘imaginary’ (the ‘Good Society’ imagined by

Compass, or the ‘Big Society’ imagined by the Conservatives). An imagined community is

the result of a collective act of imagination, but is nevertheless a community that actually

exists, so is ‘real’ in a sense in which the imaginary of the ‘Good Society’ is not real, or not

real yet. The same goes for other imagined entities or relationships (‘marriage’ is an imagined

relation, but not an ‘imaginary’ relationship for actually married people). We can relate this

distinction to Searle’s social ontology and say that imagined entities or relationships of this

kind are institutional facts and are ontologically subjective but epistemically objective. What

we have called ‘imagined’ but not ‘imaginary’ (marriage, but also promises, money,

CLAIM:  The following actions are necessary: restoring the primacy of 
politics, rejecting the subordination of political to economic interests; 
redefining the relationship between individuals and the state;  creating a more
transparent and accountable state; reasserting the interests of the common
good over those of markets, etc. 

GOAL: Our goal is 
turning the vision 
(imaginary) of the 
Good Society into 
reality.  

CIRCUMSTANCES: 
[empirical] a context of 
crisis, threats, but also new 
opportunities …; 
[social, institutional]  
socially recognized, 
legitimate values or 
commitments: democracy, 
community, pluralism  

MEANS-GOAL:
If we act in this
way, we will turn
the imaginary
into reality. 

VALUES 
(CONCERNS): We are 
concerned with the 
realization of the values 
of democracy, community,
pluralism. 

Figure 3.4 Compass: how to turn the imaginary of the Good Society into reality.
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government) are social institutions of various sort. They are created in a process whereby

people impose certain so-called status functions on other individuals and objects, followed by

collective recognition of those status functions. Status functions are assigned by speech acts of

declaration (‘x counts as y in context c’) and carry deontic powers, i.e. they confer or impose

rights, obligations, entitlements, etc. The purpose of assigning them is to regulate relations of

power in a society. They hold society together because they give people reasons for action

that are independent of their desires (Searle 2010). David Cameron’s collectively recognized

status as Prime Minister gives other people reasons for acting in accordance with his deci-

sions that are independent of those people’s actual desires.

Where do ‘imaginaries’ fit within this social ontology, in our view? We have said that ima-

ginaries belong to the goal premise in arguments for action, and that this premise motivates

action. Given these goals (visions, projects), whose realization we want, and given the circum-

stances we are in, the following type of action is recommended. But what would the conse-

quences be of talking about these visions as if they were reality? What would follow if, instead of

being the goal premise, the vision were to shift to the circumstantial premise, the one that

claims to represent how reality is, as in the example we gave above, involving the knowledge-

based economy?

The suggestion we are advancing here is the following. The ‘performative’ power of the

‘imaginary’ has to do with a shift in its place within the argument: from the goal premise to

the circumstantial premise. The mechanism is the following: the arguer is performing a

status-function declaration which represents the ‘imaginary’ as ‘actual’ and he attempts to

get it collectively recognized as a factual representation. How does such an ‘imaginary’, rep-

resented as actual fact, differ from an ‘imaginary’ which functions as a goal premise? In the

following way: the ‘imaginary’ as goal can motivate and guide action, being a reason for

action, but it has no deontic powers. No system of rights, duties, obligations, authority fol-

lows from it as long as it is represented as non-actual, i.e. as long as it stays in the goal pre-

mise. However, representing the ‘vision’ as institutional reality, instituting it by declaration

and trying to get it collectively recognized, can, if this recognition is successful, eventually

shape reality. An institutional reality that is collectively recognized assigns deontic powers to

people and gives them reasons for action. The ‘performative’ power of an ‘imaginary’ has to

do with whether or not, in practical reasoning over action, in relevant contexts (having to do

with persons, settings, procedures, etc. – which themselves must have the appropriate status

functions), the ‘imaginary’ is collectively recognized as (institutional) fact (e.g. enshrined in

new regulations, laws, discourses and genres, etc.), generating a deontic system, and thus

enabling and constraining human action. The success of this collective recognition has to do

both with how the vision resonates with various audiences (whether it is taken up, accepted,

whether it manages to persuade) – and this is partly to do with its intrinsic qualities (such as

the quality of the argument in its favour) – but also has to do what has been called in CDA

(Fairclough 1989) the power behind discourse. It depends on whether the vision is supported by

groups of people who have the power to decide and impose it as a view of what the world is.

In the speech by Blair that we analyzed earlier, ‘the new global economy’ is an imaginary

(an imagined economy) that is being treated as fact (as part of the objective, empirical con-

text of action). In so doing, in representing goals as facts, Blair is arguably advancing the

interests of particular agents and organizations. The achievement of these interests depends

on collective recognition (e.g. in laws, contracts, etc.) of a certain imagined economy as the

way the economy is. As we have said, whether or not a representation achieves collective

recognition depends on a variety of factors, partly having to do with the arguments that sup-

port it, partly with power issues independent of those arguments. This is precisely where the
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value of Searle’s ontology lies, in seeing status functions, including the very possibility of

assigning them by declaration, as the vehicles of power. Being able (i.e. having the power

resources) to declare that a certain imaginary is a fact and to enforce its collective recognition

and the recognition of its deontic powers is one of the manifestations of power in society.

Besides imaginaries, other significant concepts used in social science could be viewed from

an argumentative perspective. The understanding of the structure of practical arguments that

we propose in this book, and particularly of the value premise, and its relation to how people

formulate goals and represent the circumstances of action, could (we suggest) be particularly

relevant to the perspective of the ‘moral economy’, as developed in social science by Sayer

(1999, 2000, 2007, etc.). The concept refers to the moral dimensions of economic and social

systems and a focus on practical arguments would offer a clear discourse-analytical under-

standing of the way in which moral values (fairness, equality, justice, greed, thrift, etc.) under-

lie and legitimize action: they motivate (are reasons for) action because they are premises in

practical arguments. We are not exploring this connection in an explicit way in this book; an

early attempt to link moral economy with argumentation was made in Ietxcu (2006b, 2006c).

Legitimation: an argumentative perspective

In CDA (Fairclough 2003 included), the concepts of ‘legitimation’ and ‘legitimacy’ have been

used in a very broad and undefined sense. Any reason offered in support of an action, any

justification, has sometimes been regarded as an example of legitimation (van Leeuwen 2007;

van Leeuwen and Wodak 1999; Wodak et al. 1999). We suggest, however, that legitimation is

not quite the same thing as justification, it has a narrower scope than justification, it is a par-

ticular type of justification. We often speak of legitimation in connection with courses of

action: we ought to do x (or action x is legitimate) because it conforms to certain norms or

values that we adhere to. Most often we speak of legitimation in connection with power (or

sources of authority in general), e.g. a system of power may be considered legitimate or may

legitimize itself (and its actions) because it has resulted, for instance, from free democratic

elections, or because it conforms to tradition or custom, or because it accords with widely

shared values and beliefs. In all these cases, the justification involved in legitimation seems to

have one particularity, namely to invoke publicly shared and publicly justifiable, and sometimes

even highly formalized, codified, institutional systems of beliefs, values and norms, in virtue

of which the action proposed is considered legitimate. Justifications of action which do not

invoke such shared systems of rules or shared norms cannot be properly said to be legitima-

tions. We are justifying a claim to action both in saying ‘MPs shouldn’t fiddle their expenses

because they are breaking the law’ and ‘MPs shouldn’t fiddle their expenses because they

could end up in prison’, but only the reason used in the former example (they are breaking

the law) indicates that the action is not legitimate; the latter only says that, in view of their

interests, i.e. prudentially, they shouldn’t fiddle their expenses. In referring to the law we are

invoking a second level of justification: adhering to the law itself is a reason that can be pub-

licly justified. We take this understanding of legitimation as involving a multi-layered struc-

ture of justification from political theory (Beetham 1991) – see Ietxcu-Fairclough (2008).

A widely referred-to theoretical statement on legitimation in CDA is an article in Discourse

and Communication by Theo van Leeuwen (2007). A lot of empirical research has drawn on

this framework, which is why we want to discuss it briefly here. According to van Leeuwen

(2007), legitimation involves an answer to the spoken or unspoken question ‘Why should we

do this?’ or ‘Why should we do this in this way?’ On this basis, he distinguishes four major
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categories of legitimation: (a) authorization; (b) moral evaluation; (c) rationalization; and (d)

mythopoesis. For instance, we should do x because experts advise it (authorization), because

it is the honest thing to do (moral evaluation), because it is useful or effective (instrumental

rationalization), etc. (Note that ‘rationalization’ is not used here to mean what it means in

argumentation theory, a defective argument, but a type of legitimation based on a ‘rational’

reason, such as utility or factual truth.)

Van Leeuwen correctly identifies the type of reasoning that underlies legitimizing state-

ments as being of the form ‘we ought to do x because of y’, in response to the implicit ques-

tion ‘why should we do x’?, or ‘why should we do x in this way’? However, he does not relate

legitimation to argumentation. Argumentation is hardly mentioned at all, with the effect that

the exact nature of legitimation remains a mystery. More importantly, the typology does not

capture the crucial fact that judgements of legitimacy are always in relation to a background of

norms, beliefs and values that are themselves ‘legitimate’ in some sense, i.e. they can be pub-

licly justified, they are ‘worthy’ of being collectively recognized. When we say ‘we should do

x because it is useful’, we would not be able to legitimize the action if the reason, utility, were

not in itself considered a good thing. As we have said, there are two distinct levels of justifica-

tion involved: a justification of action in virtue of some reason and a justification of that

reason in virtue of a publicly recognized system of norms, values, beliefs.

In addition, legitimation is not distinguished from explanation. Many of van Leeuwen’s

examples are in fact explanations, yet legitimation can only be related to argumentation,

because it is only in arguments (not in explanations) that we are giving reasons in support of

a controversial proposition that stands in need of justification. By contrast, in explanation, the

proposition that is being explained, the explanandum, is already accepted as a fact, and there-

fore, logically, cannot be justified (or legitimized ) by the explanans (instead, it is the explanans

that can be controversial). Van Leeuwen’s framework does not capture the inherent link

between legitimation and argumentation (nor the existence of more than one level of argu-

mentative justification) but has, nevertheless, an insightful starting point and indicates (if only

implicitly) some of the values, norms or criteria that are used in public justification (moral,

utilitarian, instrumental) and some of the argumentative schemes involved in public justifica-

tion (argumentation from authority, practical arguments from consequence or from moral

values, and so on).5

In political theory, unlike in discourse analysis, legitimation is widely seen as an argumen-

tative process involving the public exchange of reasons, or public deliberation. As we said in

Chapter 1, according to a purely proceduralist conception of democratic legitimacy, demo-

cratic decisions are legitimate when they result from fair procedure (correct voting procedure

in which every citizen has had a say). Decisions emerging from such procedures are legiti-

mate, whatever the quality of the outcome. Thus, people who disagree with a decision and

consider it wrong would have to recognize it as legitimate as long as it has resulted from fair

procedure. Other conceptions of democratic legitimacy (Peter 2010; Swift 2006) think that a

purely procedural view is insufficient: the epistemic quality of the outcome is also important

(i.e. is it a reasonable decision?). Deliberative democracy involves a public exchange of rea-

sons and thus generates new knowledge and a better understanding of social problems. It is

therefore likely to lead to decisions that are also good decisions, not merely decisions that are

legitimate in procedural terms.

According to one type of views on political legitimacy, the epistemic value of deliberative

decision-making arises precisely from its procedural features. A decision will be better

depending on how fair and inclusive the procedure has been, on how thoroughly the reasons

and proposals advanced have been subjected to criticism. Conceptions of this sort argue for
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combining procedural features with features that refer to the quality of outcomes of demo-

cratic decision-making. These mixed, ‘rational proceduralist’ conceptions of democratic

legitimacy (Peter 2008) are underlain by a concern that the fairness of the democratic

decision-making process is not sufficient to establish the legitimacy of its outcomes, as fair

procedures (e.g. majority vote) may sometimes lead to irrational or undesirable outcomes.

The ideal outcome, on this view, is a rationally justified decision – a decision everyone has

reasons to endorse. If conducted in accordance with the norms that define it, democratic

deliberation is capable of reaching such rationally justified decisions (Peter 2010).

The ‘rational proceduralist’ conception is most congenial to a dialectical theory of argu-

mentation. The normative frameworks of dialectical theories are designed to distinguish

between reasonable and unreasonable argumentation. In the form of critical questions or

rules of argumentative conduct, they specify procedural conditions that have to be met by

reasonable arguers and arguments. In pragma-dialectics (van Eemeren and Grootendorst

2004, van Eemeren 2010), the dialectical procedure – as we understand it – is so designed

as to produce a reasonable, rationally acceptable outcome as a result of the discussion proce-

dure. In other words, methodically following the procedure will deliver reasonable decisions

or reasonable beliefs. If the objective is to resolve disagreement in a reasonable way, as in

pragma-dialectics, the procedure is designed to avoid obstacles to resolution or ‘false’ resolu-

tions. The constraints imposed on the quality of the outcome by the procedure itself are, on

this view, sufficiently high to prevent unreasonable outcomes. (Let us reiterate that disagree-

ment resolution is a normative orientation of argumentative activity; it does not follow that

agreement is always reached or that it is always possible. Depending on institutional context,

specific activity types will not be deficient if they fail to result in disagreement resolution

amongst all participants – see Chapter 6 for the case of parliamentary debate.)

Political theorists who adopt a substantive view of democratic legitimacy (Cohen 1998)

advocate looking not just at the quality of the procedure but at the quality (rational accept-

ability) of the reasons adduced in favour of a certain choice. It is only by going beyond

merely procedural legitimacy that decisions arrived at by deliberation can have a cognitive,

epistemic dimension, can be the ‘right’ solutions to problems (however fallible and revisable

these ‘right’ solutions may be). A deliberative decision will be reasonable insofar as the argu-

ments that justify it will take into consideration in an optimal way the relevant aspects of the

problem, think through the consequences of various proposals, subject possible solutions to

critical questioning, answer objections and counter-arguments. What this means is that, in

political deliberation, ‘normatively legitimate outcomes must satisfy standards of reasonable

argumentation’ (Rheg 2009: 13). If such standards are met, deliberation will stand a better

chance of delivering an outcome that is both procedurally and substantively legitimate, an

outcome that is rationally persuasive by virtue of having withstood a process of critical test-

ing. To say that public deliberation should satisfy standards of argumentative reasonableness

is not to say that individual participants, as individuals, must satisfy such standards: delibera-

tive reasonableness is a collective product emerging from dialogue amongst individuals.

An essential distinction is drawn in political philosophy between legitimacy and perceived

legitimacy (Swift 2006: 220). A political regime may be perceived as legitimate without being

in fact legitimate: perceived legitimacy could be resting on false beliefs that would not stand

up to critical examination. Political theorists also speak about a descriptive (empirical) and a

normative conception of legitimacy. All discussions of legitimacy go back to Weber (1978),

who understood legitimacy in the descriptive sense: power is legitimate if people believe it to

be legitimate. Other theorists, however, insist on ‘good reasons’: there must be some ‘reason-

able consensus’ (Rawls 1993), or ‘rationally motivated agreement’ or ‘rational consensus’
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(Habermas 1984, 1996a), some normative basis for judgements of legitimacy, beyond what

people happen to believe. According to Habermas, ‘legitimacy means a political order’s worthiness

to be recognized ’; it says that ‘there are good arguments for a political order to be recognized

as right and just’ (Habermas 1996c: 248). A normative claim is legitimate if it is the object of

an agreement among all parties, as free and equal, at the end of a process of deliberation

that is free from deception and the distorting constraints of power, and thus embodies the

general, public interest (Habermas 1996b, 1996c). For Beetham, a given power relationship

is not legitimate because people believe in its legitimacy, but because it can be argumenta-

tively justified and defended as being in accordance with established rules (norms, values)

and these rules can themselves be publicly justified. (In addition, for him, there has to be

evidence of consent) (Beetham 1991: 11).

We can reformulate the above views as saying that legitimation is a type of argumentative

justification, public justification, in which an action can be justified in terms of reasons and

those reasons can themselves be justified as collectively accepted and recognized (as ‘worthy

of being recognized’). A particular kind of the latter reasons, Searle (2010) would say, are the

duties, rights, obligations, commitments, moral values and norms that agents (individuals,

the state or the political system) are bound by.

Power as a source of agents’ reasons for action

Finally, we want to say a few words about power, an ever-present concern in CDA, and the

way in which (in our view) it connects to analyses of argumentation. The main reason is to

dispel a persistent confusion which can be formulated as follows: decisions in politics are not

taken by means of argumentation, but are determined by power, hence the study of argu-

mentation in politics is a useless enterprise. This objection rests on a fundamental misunder-

standing which we can answer as follows. Political discourse is fundamentally argumentative

in nature, and in particular it is almost always a case of practical argumentation (with other

types of argumentation and other genres subsumed to and embedded within practical argu-

ment). However, not all argumentation is reasonable and very often political decisions are

made not on the strength of the better argument but on the basis of other reasons. One such

reason is power. Power provides agents with reasons for action: reasons to obey legitimate authority,

or reasons to avoid or seek particular outcomes; reasons that are legitimate or reasons that

are only perceived as legitimate (as a consequence of the ability of systems of power to natur-

alize values and beliefs that have not been critically examined). Briefly, power is a reason in

practical arguments, which is why the study of power in politics cannot be divorced from the

study of arguments and decision-making on the basis of arguments.

We shall begin with the standard distinction between ‘power to’ and ‘power over’, then

move on to a discussion of theories of power drawing particularly on Lukes (2005). We shall

also return to a distinction in Fairclough (1989) between ‘power in discourse’ and ‘power

behind discourse’. We shall then discuss Searle’s (2010) view of power, which is of particular

interest for the question of how power factors enter as reasons (premises) in practical

argumentation.

‘Power to’ is a general human capacity to bring about change, to act in ways that bring

about changes in reality. Both individuals and collectivities (e.g. governments) have this

capacity, and it is important to see it as a capacity and not reduce it to its exercise: the capac-

ity exists whether or not it is exercised and whatever means of power (wealth, military force,

etc.) may be used in exercising it. ‘Power over’ is a specific form of ‘power to’: someone’s
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capacity to cause, undergo or resist change may include (and be increased by) their power

over other people. ‘Power over’ is an asymmetrical relation between people, and having

power over others means being able to get them to do what you want them to do, to get

them to do things which they otherwise would not do (Lukes 2005: 69–74).

Lukes advances a ‘radical’ view of power (in the sense of ‘power over’) as a ‘three-

dimensional’ view in contrast to ‘one-dimensional’ and ‘two-dimensional’ views. In the

one-dimensional view, power over others is a matter being able to prevail over them in deci-

sion-making. The two-dimensional view is an advance over the one-dimensional view in that

it sees power (over) as not only the capacity to prevail in decision-making, but also the capac-

ity to limit the scope of decision-making to exclude issues whose airing would be detrimental

to those who have power. Both views focus on behaviour, conscious decision-making and

conflict. The three-dimensional view criticizes both of these views for their restricted focus

on observable behaviour and decision-making. Not all cases of exclusion of potential issues

from the political agenda can be seen as effects of conscious, individual, intentional decisions:

the ‘bias of the system’ can be mobilized and reinforced in ways that are not consciously

intended by agents. This ‘bias’ is in fact not as much the product of a series of individually

chosen acts, but rather of the ‘socially structured and culturally patterned behaviour of

groups, and practices of institutions’ (Lukes 2005: 25–26). The third dimension adds there-

fore the (non-intentional) effects of group behaviour, institutional practices and systems in

limiting the scope of decision-making. Moreover, overt conflict is not essential to power:

power may be exercised over others by shaping or determining their preferences or perceived

needs in such ways that conflict does not arise. Lukes’s third dimension of power refers there-

fore to cases of domination where people are subject to domination and acquiesce in that

domination, either by actively adopting the beliefs and values that oppress them, or simply

by being resigned to them. It thus introduces a distinction between subjective interests and

real interests, and the possibility that people may be unaware of their real interests (Lukes

2005: 27–29). What is of particular relevance to us in our book is the connection with ideol-

ogy which suggests itself here. To speak about the third dimension of power, Lukes says, is to

speak of ‘interests imputed to and unrecognized’ by social actors, of the ‘power to mislead’

people about what is in their interest, distort their judgement, for instance by ‘naturalizing

what could be otherwise’ (Lukes 2005: 146, 149).

Discourse and power was the central theme of Fairclough (1989), where a distinction

was drawn between ‘power in discourse’ and ‘power behind discourse’. ‘Power in dis-

course’ is a matter of some people exercising ‘power over’ others in discourse. This can

take various forms. It includes powerful participants controlling and constraining the con-

tributions of less powerful participants and can sometimes amount to a form of coercion.

An example would be the power of producers of newspaper articles or television pro-

grammes to determine what is included and excluded, how events are represented, and

thus potentially affect how audiences see aspects of the world and act towards them. The

idea of ‘power behind discourse’ is that orders of discourse, the semiotic aspect of social

practices, emerge and are sustained or changed within particular (asymmetrical) relations

of power and through the application of power. ‘Power behind discourse’ is consistent with

Lukes’s radical ‘three-dimensional’ view of power, but not with the other two views. It is

an aspect of ‘power over’, which Lukes defines in strong terms as ‘the ability to constrain

the choices of others, coercing them or securing their compliance, by impeding them from

living as their own nature and judgement dictate’ (Lukes 2005: 85). In his terms, the ‘incul-

cation and policing’ of social practices (and concepts, norms, roles, etc.) – which would in
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our view include orders of discourse – is part of the ‘mechanisms’ of domination (Lukes

2005: 101).

In our treatment of external reasons in practical argumentation, we have adopted Searle’s

account of desire-independent reasons as based on institutional facts, status functions and

deontic powers. A common way to exercise power, according to Searle, is ‘to give people rea-

sons for actions that they would not otherwise have’. There are various possibilities here,

according to him, and one is to exercise power by getting the subject to want something that

he would not have wanted, for instance by presenting a limited range of options as the only

ones available so that the subject is not aware of alternatives (Searle 2010:146–147). Searle

argues that ‘all political power is a matter of status functions, and for that reason all political

power is deontic power’: it involves rights, duties, obligations, authorizations, permissions,

privileges, authority and so on. A characteristic feature of deontic powers is that they do not

have to involve the use or threat of force. If I make a promise to you, as Searle explains, then

you have a deontic power over me, because I have created a binding reason on myself for

acting according to my promise and you can expect me to do so. I can be held responsible

for breaking the promise precisely because undertaking a commitment to do the action I

promised to do is a constitutive rule of the act of promising. However, given agents’ freedom,

i.e. their capacity and motivation to break the rules, the political power of the state is also

backed by force (Searle 2010: 148).6

Deontic powers are cases in which the power exercised consists of a certain type of reasons

for action, i.e. reasons that are independent of what people’s actual desires and inclinations

are, reasons that people have, in an objective sense, whatever their actual motivations might

be. Searle suggests that ‘the entire system of status functions is a system of providing desire-

independent reasons for acting’ and the system works because it provides people with rea-

sons for action that they recognize and accept. A political system that did not have the

capacity to create desire-independent reasons would collapse, given agents’ freedom (Searle

2010: 139–141). People do recognize the binding force of obligations, duties, commitments,

moral norms: in a shop, most people have a desire-independent reason not to steal the mer-

chandise, a reason which goes beyond the merely prudential reason (desire) of not getting

caught and arrested. The threat of force is often (and in this case, always) in the background,

as a potential deterrent, but the point is that it is not because of this reason that most people

refrain from stealing.

Power can give people prudential reasons for action (they do not steal because they do

not want to be arrested: the threat of violence is a prudential reason) but crucially it gives

them desire-independent reasons: people accept or recognize a certain institutional arrange-

ment. Here, Searle says, the question of how institutional reality is legitimized is crucial, as

institutions work only to the extent they are recognized or accepted, and people must think

there is some ground, some good reason, for accepting that institution. Most institutions are

taken for granted, and no justification is demanded or offered, but institutions can also be

challenged (Searle 2010: 140). Earlier in this chapter we said this recognition depends on a

process of public justification. This, we may add, opens up the space for manipulation (which

Searle does not discuss). We can see it as an attempt to provide people with reasons that they

would otherwise not have, possibly with reasons that would in fact not be in their interests

and would not be rationally persuasive for them, although they might be quite effective in

actually persuading them. We can regard the massive public relations industry which serves

government, businesses, and other types of institutions, seeking to win support for particular

policies and influence public opinion, as being involved in a continuous effort to secure the

necessary acceptance of status functions, to create the perception of legitimacy.
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To sum up, to exert power over an agent is to give him reasons for action that he would

otherwise not have. Such reasons can be either prudential (when people obey authority to

avoid violence) or deontic, when people recognize and accept their external (moral, institu-

tional) force. Acting in accordance with an order given by someone in a position of authority,

or with institutional rules and norms, when action is prompted by recognition or acceptance

of status functions, involves deontic reasons. Because deontic reasons presuppose acceptance

or recognition, the questions of how acceptance is achieved or whether it is justified or not,

are essential questions. Agents might be induced to perceive as legitimate social arrangements

which cannot withstand a process of public justification. The type of power involved in this

process, in the naturalization of beliefs and values which would not, if critically examined,

survive scrutiny, is Lukes’s third type of power: the ideological power of systems.

Finally, let us say a few words about the relationship between power and legitimacy in

light of our remarks above, and in relation to our proposal (in Chapter 2) for the structure

or practical reasoning. Politicians commonly include amongst reasons for proposed actions

objective, desire-independent reasons of the sort which, according to Searle, are based upon

status functions and deontic powers. An example (which anticipates a discussion in Chapter

4) is arguing that ‘we should do A because it is fair’, where achieving a fair outcome is one

of the arguer’s goals, a motive or reason for acting in a certain way, but also, at the same

time, a socially recognized commitment that the agent has and therefore is expected to act in accordance with.

Being fair is widely recognized as an obligation that the government or politicians have, a

commitment they are bound by as a consequence of holding political positions and as a nec-

essary condition for the legitimacy of government policy, decision or action. It is a desire-

independent reason that is binding on political agents in virtue of their status function and is

independent on whether they want or not to act fairly. In giving a reason of this sort, a poli-

tician is seeking to claim legitimacy for the action proposed. As we suggested in the section

on legitimation, giving a reason can legitimize, rather than just merely justify, a proposed

action only if there is also a further reason for that reason, a reason that can be publicly

defended: ‘we should do A because it is fair, and fairness is a publicly shared value to which

we are committed’, i.e. we have an obligation or duty to be fair. The fact that politicians gener-

ally give reasons of this sort suggests that their power to pursue a proposed line of action

depends upon their ability to legitimize it and thereby persuade audiences to accept it in vir-

tue of the audience’s recognition of the legitimacy of the underlying value. An appeal to fair-

ness can legitimize political action because fairness is a publicly justifiable or publicly

recognized, legitimate value. In addition, its invocation suggests that the politician is one

who honours the (institutional, objective) obligation attaching to his status function.

Conclusion

Our main objective in this chapter has been to argue that the analysis and evaluation of

argumentation can increase the capacity of CDA to pursue its aim of extending forms of cri-

tique familiar in critical social science to discourse and texts. We began by presenting our

approach to CDA and discussing its relationship to critical social science and to normative

and explanatory critique. We then carried out a reanalysis of part of a speech by Tony Blair

which was originally analysed in Fairclough (2000a), with the objective of showing that it is

an example of practical argumentation, that analysing it as such significantly strengthens the

original analysis, and that the critical force of the analysis of representations (e.g. the repre-

sentation of ‘change’) which was really the sole concern of the latter is substantially increased
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when we recognize that these representations are part of the premises of the practical argu-

ments and analyse them as such, rather than analysing them in isolation, as has often

happened in CDA (including in Fairclough 2000a). We suggested that an analysis of persua-

sive definitions and evaluative terms in various premises, as well as a normative framework

for analyzing deliberation, can provide a clearer understanding of what is going on in this

speech: rhetorically motivated representations (including metaphors or particular ways of

‘framing’) should not be seen as isolated features of the text but as having an argumentative

function of steering the argument towards a certain conclusion and precluding other conclu-

sion from being arrived at.

We then moved to a more general discussion of how analysis and evaluation of argumen-

tation can contribute to normative and explanatory critique and to critique of manipulation

and ideology. Regarding normative critique, we suggested that examining argumentation

can provide a sounder basis for analysis of manipulation in discourse and we illustrated this

with an analysis of rationalization as a normatively defective argument. In subsequent chap-

ters we will address other argumentative issues that can feed into normative critique, such as

argumentation based on false premises, or on unacceptable values and goals, or on inade-

quate deliberation. Regarding explanatory critique, we noted that, in arguing, people draw

on different discourses in the way they represent premises and claims. Such selections are

linked to the diverse interests and social positions (e.g. positions in relations of power) of par-

ticular groups of social agents, and give rise to the sort of critical questions about discourse

which CDA characteristically addresses (about domination, manipulation and ideologies).

Deliberation that restricts consideration of alternatives or represents alternative actions in

ways which make them seem unreasonable (illustrated by Blair’s speech), and thus unreason-

ably steers the argument towards one possible conclusion, can be regarded as ideological if

it is geared to supporting certain power interests.

We continued with a discussion of two concepts that have tended to figure prominently

within CDA and critical social science (imaginaries and political legitimacy), claiming that

they can be more adequately dealt with in CDA than they have been hitherto if we see them

as essentially involving argumentation. We suggested that imaginaries are in fact goal pre-

mises in arguments. Goals are the ‘motivational’ premises of practical arguments and this is

why imaginaries or visions can motivate and inspire action. We also suggested that imagin-

aries can have performative power, or can transform the world, when they are collectively

recognized as representations of actual, not merely possible states of affairs, thus acquiring an

associated deontology from which various practical consequences follow. As for legitimation,

it is inherently an argumentative practice and is different from ordinary justification in the

sense of involving a double level of justification; certainly it is different from explanation,

with which it is persistently confused. As regards power, we have suggested how discussions

of ‘power in discourse’ or ‘power behind discourse’ can be related to a theory of practical

reasoning. Power itself is a reason for action, or more specifically, it provides agents with

(either self-interested or deontic) reasons for action. For instance, in providing agents with

reasons to want what they would otherwise not want, or obscuring the existence of various

alternative possibilities for action, power manifests itself as ideology.
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4 The economic crisis in the UK

Strategies and arguments

In this and the following three chapters we shall move to analysis of practical argumentation

in political responses to the crisis, beginning with a corpus of policy-making texts, the British

Pre-Budget and Budget Reports, delivered annually to the House of Commons by the

Chancellor of the Exchequer. We are offering a detailed analysis of two of these:

the November 2008 Pre-Budget Report delivered by Alistair Darling, Chancellor of the

Exchequer in the Labour government led by Gordon Brown, and the June 2010 Emergency

Budget Report delivered by George Osborne, Chancellor of the Exchequer in the Coalition

government (Conservatives and Liberal Democrats) which was elected in May 2010 and is

led by David Cameron. These reports mark significant stages in the development of UK gov-

ernment strategy for responding to the crisis. The Labour government’s strategy was to try to

reduce the depth of the recession by stimulating the economy (and ‘allowing borrowing to

rise’ for this purpose), whereas the Coalition’s strategy is to try to create conditions for pri-

vate-sector-led growth by taking rapid measures to cut the budget deficit, primarily through

reducing public spending. We shall carry out an analysis and evaluation of these reports using

the approach introduced in Chapter 2. From the perspective of critical social analysis and

CDA, it is more illuminating to take as our object of analysis and evaluation not just the

reports themselves, but also reactions to and evaluations of the reports by other participants

in the public debate over government strategy. We will therefore also look at how the argu-

ments of Alistair Darling and George Osborne were evaluated in various contexts by politi-

cians, economists and journalists (economic and political commentators). This focus is of

course necessarily selective and represents only a section (though a significant one) of (mainly

elite) opinion. In Chapter 5 we will analyse a comments thread in the Guardian which repre-

sents a section of lay opinion.

Budget and Pre-Budget Reports

In Labour governments between 1997 and 2010, the Chancellor of the Exchequer (on

behalf of the Treasury) presented two major economic forecasts to Parliament: a Pre-Budget

Report (PBR) in autumn and a Budget Report in spring. Both these reports came as an

extended full text and a shorter speech in Parliament and in what follows we will refer to the

speeches, not the full reports. Both the full texts and speeches of the Budget and Pre-Budget

Reports for 1997–2010, as well as the current government’s Budget speeches and full texts,

together with the recent Spending Review, are available at http://www.hm-treasury.gov.

uk/. (The practice of having a PBR, in addition to the Budget Report, was abolished by the

current government in 2010.)

We have analysed the 2008 PBR in two earlier papers (Fairclough and Fairclough 2010,

2011a) and we will offer a revised analysis in this chapter. In the latter paper we also gave an
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overview of the content of all PBRs. There is no space to do this again here. Let us just men-

tion that, according to the first PBR (delivered by Gordon Brown in 1997), Britain’s ‘unenvi-

able history’ for the last 40 years had been one of ‘boom and bust’, or ‘stop-go’, marred by a

‘failure to take the long-term view’. There was, therefore, a ‘real choice’ to be made,

between, ‘muddling through as we have done for decades from one stop-go cycle to another’,

or ‘breaking with our past, burying short-termism and securing long-term strength’. As a step

towards these long-term goals, in 1998, the Government elaborated the Code for Fiscal

Stability, with two rules: (a) the Government will borrow only to invest (the ‘Golden Rule’);

and (b) public sector debt will be held at sustainable and prudent levels (the Sustainable

Investment Rule). All subsequent PBR and Budget speeches without exception until 2008

claimed that the two rules had been consistently met.

In the 1999 PBR, the Government set itself the aim of ‘locking in’ the stability it had suc-

cessfully delivered since taking office in 1997. The Chancellor argued in favour of leaving

behind the ‘sterile century-long conflict between enterprise and fairness’, between the left and

the right, and advocated the ‘third way’ of ‘pursuing both enterprise for all and fairness for all’

in order to ‘set the course for a Britain of stability and steady growth’. As is well known, by

2001, the media carried reports of Brown’s declaration (in another context) that he had defini-

tively abolished ‘boom-and-bust’ (later qualified as ‘Tory boom-and-bust’). In 2006, in the last

PBR delivered as Chancellor, Brown noted with satisfaction that, of all major economies,

Britain had sustained the longest period of uninterrupted growth and he predicted that growth

would continue, with the UK second only to the USA in terms of national income per head.

The 2007 PBR (delivered by Alistair Darling) acknowledged ‘increased international eco-

nomic uncertainty’ and ‘turbulences in international financial markets’, originating in the

American mortgage market, whose global impact was ‘as yet unclear’. The British economy,

however, had grown for 60 consecutive quarters, inflation and unemployment had remained

low, and the Government was meeting both its fiscal rules. Borrowing was forecast to be £38

billion in 2007–08 and was set to fall every year for the next five years (the forecast for 2012

was only £23 billion). The economy was expected to grow by 3 per cent in 2007 and 2–2.5

per cent in 2008, with unemployment remaining low, and substantial spending increases were

announced in education and public health. In the March 2008 Budget speech, Chancellor

Darling acknowledged a change in context (‘difficult and uncertain times’, a ‘world economic

slowdown’) and reaffirmed the ‘core purpose’ of the Budget, to secure and maintain ‘stability’

and ‘equip’ Britain for the times ahead, as well as build ‘a fairer society’, ‘a fair Britain in

which everyone can succeed’. He expressed his conviction that Britain was ‘better placed than

other economies to withstand the slowdown in the global economy’, ‘more resilient and better

prepared to deal with future shocks’. This ‘hard-won stability’, he claimed, was the result of

the reforms undertaken by Labour governments: making the Bank of England independent

and consistently adhering to the ‘tough fiscal rules’ of the Code for Fiscal Stability, which had

managed to ‘deliver sound public finances in the medium term’. The Budget advocated con-

tinued adherence to fiscal discipline, as the action that would continue to deliver stability and

other long-term goals. As always, the ‘core values’ underlying the Budget for 2008/2009 were

‘fairness and opportunity, founded on stability and strength’.

How can a text of this type be analysed in terms of the structure of practical arguments

that we proposed in Chapter 2? In the 2008 Budget speech, for example, the Chancellor is

saying that, given a certain set of circumstances and a set of goals, underlain by certain val-

ues, a certain type of action is recommended, or is the right one. The circumstances of action

involve global economic uncertainty and undeniable economic slowdown, but also Britain’s

unique strengths (low unemployment, low inflation, excellent business and financial environ-

ment, stability and resilience to shocks, fundamentally strong public finances), which
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allegedly make it well-equipped to meet these challenges. The goal of the government’s poli-

cies is to ‘secure a strong, sustainable future’, a future of stability and continued growth,

based on the values of fairness, opportunity, responsibility. The main action that will deliver

economic stability will continue to be strict adherence to the Code for Fiscal Stability. Fiscal

discipline, as a line of action that the Government has consistently defended over the past

decade, is now giving Britain the much needed ‘flexibility’ (i.e. creating favourable circum-

stances) to respond adequately to the new global economic challenges (circumstances) and

enables the government to meet its goals. This illustrates rather nicely our view of strategies,

and how they relate goals to means and circumstances. Fiscal discipline was once advocated

as the means towards certain goals (e.g. stability); once such goals become reality, and what

was previously imagined turns into reality, into new circumstances of action, it is possible to

formulate new goals and new actions towards those new goals. It is possible to respond ade-

quately to the new global challenges because previous goals (stability) have been achieved.

The 2008 Budget also contains an extremely interesting set of economic forecasts from

which we quote below, and which we will contrast both with more recent forecasts and with

economic reality. None of the forecasts for 2009, 2010 and 2011 has come even remotely

close to reality. In 2008, debt and borrowing at the end of 2011 were forecast to be very low,

a fraction of what they became in that year, and lower than in 1997, ‘even taking into account

the turbulence in financial markets’. The section on economic forecasts ended by declaring

that ‘by 2011 we will have seen the longest sustained expansion of investment in public ser-

vices since 1945’ and that this was ‘an achievement to be rightly proud of’. These (epistemic,

theoretical) arguments can be discussed along the familiar lines of Popper’s (1959, 1963) cri-

tique of induction, a critique which has in fact been revitalized by the onset of the financial

crisis itself. Taleb (2007) has for instance used the metaphor of the ‘Black Swan’ (the high

impact–low probability event, the ‘outlier’, the ‘unknown unknown’) to highlight the epistemic

arrogance of political and economic predictions based on statistical, probabilistic methods.

The November 2008 PBR marked a radical departure from the usual description of cur-

rent circumstances, projected objectives and strategies for action. This Report was explicitly

set against the backdrop of an already full-fledged and ‘unprecedented global crisis’, caused

by ‘failings in the global financial system’. In this new context, the economic forecasts of the

previous Budget and Pre-Budget Reports were discarded, together with their associated plans

of action. Economic growth was now forecast to slow to 0.75 per cent in 2008, and to minus

1.25–1.75 per cent in 2009, before recovering to 1.5–2 per cent in 2010. Borrowing was fore-

cast to rise sharply in the short term, to £78 billion in 2008/09 and £118 billion in 2009/

10, i.e. 8 per cent of GDP. Thus, UK net debt, as a share of GDP, was predicted to increase

from 41 per cent in 2008/9, to 48 per cent in 2009/10, 53 per cent in 2010/11 and 57 per

cent in 2013/14. Consequently, the underlying budget deficit would be 2.8 per cent of GDP

in 2008 and 4.4 per cent in 2009, but would then decrease yearly until reaching balance

again by 2015/16. The 2008 Report reviewed alternatives and made the case for allowing

borrowing to rise as the only type of action that would protect families and businesses, and

presented a detailed set of measures geared to this fundamental goal.

The 2008 Pre-Budget Report: an overview

We will now focus on the 2008 PBR, presented to Parliament on 24 November 2008, by

Chancellor Alistair Darling. We begin with an overall presentation of its content, trying to

identify the main normative claims that are made and the various types of reasons offered

to support them, but also the rhetorical choices made, e.g. particular linguistic formulations
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of premises, in relation to a particular strategy of action. It is significant, for example, that

the circumstantial premises are formulated in terms of ‘exceptional’ circumstances, or as

‘global financial turmoil’. The latter suggests similarities with the effect of natural calamities

where no human agency and responsibility can be imputed. Such choices, involving rhetori-

cally convenient representations in the circumstantial premises, can be challenged within a

dialectical argumentative framework, rather than treated as isolated features of texts, as often

happens in CDA (see Chapter 3).

What discourse analysts can do with texts of this sort is to identify the practical arguments

in the text, i.e. identify the claims to action, the goals, circumstances, values which support

the proposed action, and then evaluate the argument by asking critical questions, following

the dialectical approach we presented in Chapter 2. Let us look at the following abridged

version of the 2008 PBR:1

Mr Speaker, my Pre-Budget statement today is made against a background of economic

uncertainty not seen for generations. These are extraordinary, challenging times for the

global economy. And they are having an impact on businesses and families right across

the world.

Mr Speaker, in these exceptional economic circumstances, I want to take fair and

responsible steps to protect and support businesses and people now – while putting the

public finances on the right path for the future.

That is what I will do today. My central objective is to respond to the consequences

of this global recession on our country, both now and in the future, so that we are ready

to take full advantage of the recovery of the world economy. My aim is to provide sup-

port and protection for families and businesses when they need it most. To maintain our

commitment to investing in schools, hospitals and the nation’s key infrastructure. And to

put in place the measures necessary to ensure sound public finances in the medium term

so that as a country we live within our means. Not one single initiative, but a compre-

hensive plan, to support families, business and the economy.

And because of the wide ranging measures I am announcing today and the many

strengths of the British economy, I am confident that the slowdown will be shallower

and shorter than would have been the case. I am also confident that the UK, as an adap-

table and open economy, will be well positioned to benefit from a return to growth in

the world economy.

(...) But monetary policy – interest rates – on their own are not enough to stimulate the

economy, as most people recognise. So we need action now – to boost economic activity –

together with the real help I will announce today, to help us emerge quicker. And emerge

stronger – from these difficult times, and face the future with confidence. (...)

Mr Speaker, every country in the world is facing the impact of this crisis on their own econ-

omy. There is a growing international consensus, although unfortunately not in this House,

that we must act now to protect people and to help pull our economies out of recession.

For there is a choice. You can choose to walk away, let the recession take its course,

adopting a sink or swim attitude, letting families go to wall. This is the no action plan. Or

you could, as I have decided, as have governments of every shade around the world, to

support businesses and families, by increasing borrowing, which will also reduce the impact

and length of the recession.

I will do whatever it takes to support people through these difficult times. That’s why

my Pre-Budget Report today represents a substantial fiscal loosening – to help the
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economy now – with a £20bn fiscal stimulus between now and April 2010, around one

per cent of GDP.

Before I describe the detail of how the Government will support people, let me turn

to the fiscal framework which will help us ensure fiscal sustainability. The Government

introduced the Code for Fiscal Stability in 1998, committing itself to conducting fiscal

policy in accordance with a clearly stated set of principles. Our objectives are, and

remain, to support the economy, to ensure medium-term sustainability and maintain

public investment. (...) But today Britain – like every other country in the world – faces

an extraordinary global crisis, which means significantly lower tax revenues, both now

and in the medium term. In the current circumstances, to apply the rules in a rigid

manner would be perverse and damaging. We would have to take money out of the

economy, making a difficult situation worse.

So it is right that in this Pre-Budget Report we do all we can to support the economy,

but also ensure fiscal sustainability in the medium term. This all means that borrowing

will be significantly higher than forecast. (...)

If we did nothing Mr Speaker, we would have a deeper and longer recession, which

would cost the country more in the long-term. In these exceptional circumstances,

allowing borrowing to rise is the right choice for the country, as the CBI, the Institute

of Directors, Institute for Fiscal Studies, the IMF, and many others, have all said in

recent weeks.

Mr Speaker, we will continue to invest in public services – just as we have done over the

last ten years. (...) By continuing to make efficiency savings, we can help fund the action

needed to help families and businesses. But we will also ensure spending continues to

rise from £584bn last year to £682bn in 2010/11. (...) As businesses and families across

the country carefully watch what they spend, it is only right that the Government works

even harder to make savings.

Mr Speaker, I now turn to a wide range of measures which I am taking to support the

economy and the people of this country. They will help businesses, support home-

ownership and boost people’s incomes now. Bringing forward capital spending, on

major projects, supports jobs and businesses. It is right that, at this time, we re-prioritise

investment, from within the existing three-year limits, so that more money is being

spent now, when the economy is weaker. (...) Mr Speaker, this spending will help put

money into the economy in the coming months. But to prevent the recession deepen-

ing, we also need to take action to put money into the economy immediately.

I have looked at a range of ways which might achieve this. I have decided that the

best and fairest approach is a measure which will help everyone. To deliver a much-

needed extra injection of spending into the economy right now. I therefore propose to

cut VAT from 17.5 to 15 per cent until the end of next year. (...)

But along with these immediate steps to help businesses and families now, I am also

announcing measures to ensure sustainable public finances in the medium term. I con-

sidered a number of options to raise revenue in future years. And I have chosen those

which are fairest – and affect those who have done best out of the growth of the last

decade. (...) So again from April 2011, I intend, only on income over £150,000, to intro-

duce a new rate of income tax of 45 per cent. This higher rate of tax will only affect the

top one per cent of incomes. (...) But I also believe it is right that, as we all benefit fairly

from the exceptional measures we take today, we should all share fairly the burden of

the future.

The economic crisis in the UK: strategies and arguments 121



 

86

87

88

89
90

91

92

93

94

95

96

Taken together these steps will ensure that there is extra money flowing into the

economy now when it is needed most, but we can reduce borrowing as growth returns.

And as a result of my decisions today to provide support now and balance the books in

the future, I will bring the current budget back into balance by 2015/16. (...)

Mr Speaker, these are exceptional times and require exceptional measures. It requires

action now to help people – and action now to build a stable economy. We have made

our choice. Helping businesses. Helping homeowners. Helping people into work.

Boosting incomes. All only possible because this Government has taken the deliberate

decision to support people and businesses through these difficult times.

And I commend this statement to the House.

The text contains several formulations of the same basic argument on what ought to be done

in response to the crisis. The first occurs in lines 1–21 in our excerpt (the introductory section of

the speech, which gives a summary of the main argument), where there is a brief description of

factual circumstances, immediately followed by an announcement of the Chancellor’s ‘objec-

tives’ or ‘aims’. The circumstances are said to be ‘exceptional’: a ‘background of economic

uncertainty not seen for generations’. Other aspects of the circumstances are Britain’s ‘many

strengths’ as an ‘adaptable and open economy’. The goals are of several kinds. There are imme-

diate goals, i.e. ‘to protect and support businesses and people now’; medium-term goals, i.e.

‘maintain our commitment to investing in schools, hospitals and the nation’s key infrastructure’,

‘putting in place the measures necessary to ensure sound public finances’, and also more distant

goals, such as eventually being ready to take advantage of ‘economic recovery’ (later reformu-

lated as ‘pulling the country out of the recession’). Given these circumstances and goals, the speaker

announces his intention to take a number of ‘fair and responsible steps’ (i.e. concrete actions)

informed by the values of fairness and responsibility. This is the core of any normative practical

argument: given certain circumstances and certain goals, a certain type of action, informed by cer-

tain values, is advocated in the claim as the right thing to do, and – as in this case – can be fol-

lowed by public expression of intention, commitment and decision to act. The means–goal

premise is implicit (as it often is) and so is the practical judgement which is the claim of the

argument. The claim is expressed here as an intention to act (a commissive speech act, I will do x);

later on it is expressed as a practical judgement (doing y is the right thing to do).

From the start, the speaker makes it clear that what is presented is ‘not a single initiative’

(not a single action) but a ‘comprehensive plan’ (lines 15–16), a ‘wide ranging’ set of (inter-con-

nected) ‘measures’, intended to take the country from the current (undesirable) situation to a

future situation in which the effects of the recession have been overcome. We will refer to this

‘plan’ as a strategy, emerging from a certain description of current circumstances and a certain

future vision or goal, informed by certain values, and (later on in the text) further supported by

an assessment of the consequences of the proposed action and those of possible alternative actions.

The argumentation advances simultaneously on two distinct planes in this text: there is

‘practical reasoning’ (what needs to be done, including reports on previous deliberation) and

there is ‘theoretical reasoning’ (what is predicted to happen based on present circumstances

or decisions). Practical reasoning is mostly reported: the text is a ‘report’ of a process of col-

lective practical reasoning (deliberation) and is thus at one remove from the original process

of deliberation itself. This is practical reasoning that has already resulted not only in a norma-

tive conclusion (judgement) but also in a collective decision and commitment to act that are now being

communicated to the public. Theoretical reasoning involves mostly prediction (economic

forecasts), but also an exploration of predicted consequences of action, both of the action

which the government is advocating and the alternative action defended by the government’s
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opponents. The predicted consequences of the government’s action are said to be a shallower

and shorter recession, with less severe impact on the population, while those of the oppo-

nents’ action are said to be ‘a deeper and longer recession, which would cost the country

more in the long-term’ (52–53). As we show later, these predictions are used (in implicit argu-

ments from positive or negative consequence) to evaluate the practical claim being put for-

ward. If we do x, then the following negative consequences will occur; these consequences

are undesirable, therefore we ought not to do x.

After this initial formulation of the main argument, Darling turns to a detailed descrip-

tion of the international situation (omitted from our extract). A narrative of uninterrupted

beneficial growth in the past decade is followed by an account of how the crisis arose and an

explanation of its causes (‘the root of today’s problems are failings in the global financial sys-

tem’), with narrative and explanation integrated within the overall argument. He then gives

an account of what has already been done to combat the effects of the crisis (a ‘scheme’ to

‘recapitalize banks’) and makes an assessment of Britain’s strengths in the face of this unpre-

cedented ‘global turmoil’.

Lines 22–25 contain another formulation of the main argument, this time with a more

precise assertion of the need to take action (exactly what action is still not specified at this stage):

‘So we need action now’ (claim) in order ‘to boost economic activity’ and ‘help us emerge

quicker’ and ‘stronger’ from these ‘difficult times’, and ‘face the future with confidence’ (goals

and circumstances). This is followed by a section containing the economic forecast for the fol-

lowing years, with recovery already forecast to be underway in 2010 (GDP growth will be

positive once again, between 1.5–2 per cent, the Chancellor says). The claim, circumstances

and goals are reasserted and made more specific in lines 27–29. As ‘every country is facing

the impact of this crisis on their own economy’ (circumstances), ‘we must act now’ (claim) ‘to

protect people and to help pull our economies out of recession’ (goals). At this point, the claim

is also supported by an argument from authority (‘there is a growing international consensus’

that this is what we must do), and a counter-claim is introduced (the action proposed should

not be performed) and disavowed. ‘There is a choice’, the speaker says, namely, ‘you can

choose to walk away, let the recession take its course, adopting a sink or swim attitude, letting

families go to wall’ (30–31). This is what the Chancellor calls ‘the no action plan’, attributing

it to an unspecified group of politicians (presumably the Conservatives). He then defends the

decision to act, in order ‘to support businesses and families, by increasing borrowing’, which will

‘reduce the impact and length of the recession’ (positive consequence). So in line 33 the main

type of action that will bring about the goals and other positive consequences is (finally) expli-

citly formulated as ‘increasing borrowing’, not for investment but for current spending.

Between lines 39 and 48 the argument addresses a potential objection to the claim it

makes, arising from previous strategies (the 1998 Code for Fiscal Stability, which placed lim-

its on borrowing and allowed borrowing for investment, not for current spending) which are

now seen to clash with the course of action advocated. This potential objection is addressed

by appealing to the new ‘extraordinary’ circumstances in which ‘to apply the rules in a rigid

manner would be perverse and damaging’, ‘making a difficult situation worse’, not better.

In other words, the goals have not changed, only the context of action has changed, which

is why the strategy of action has to change as well. In the new context, adhering to previous

strategies would produce negative consequences (costs) that would outweigh the benefits. As

we saw in Chapter 2, if an action can be shown to have negative consequences that go

against its intended goals, then the claim in favour of that action is rebutted. Negative conse-

quences can emerge as actual negative consequences, as events unfold in the real world, in

which case they conclusively falsify or rebut the original claim, or they can emerge as probable

negative consequences, in a process of critical discussion aimed at exploring the possible
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effects of the proposed action before the action has been undertaken. In the latter case, it is

always possible to challenge criticism based on the invocation of negative consequences by

doubting that such consequences are really probable.

In lines 49–56, the ‘rightness’ of the chosen action and of the goals are reasserted (‘it is right

that . . . we do all we can to support the economy’, ‘allowing borrowing to rise is the right

choice for the country’) and the claim is also independently supported by an argument from

authority (‘as the CBI, the Institute of Directors, Institute for Fiscal Studies, the IMF, and

many others, have all said . . .’) and by pointing to the alleged negative consequences of the

alternative strategy (the counter-argument) (‘If we did nothing . . ., we would have a deeper

and longer recession, which would cost the country more in the long-term’). In other words,

the ‘no action’ plan will not deliver the goals. The argumentative defence of the main claim

for action is followed by a section expressing the government’s commitment to continue

investing in public services, a choice justified in terms of the negative effects that cutting public

spending would have (based on past evidence) and also in terms of the positive effects that it

would bring (creating jobs, stimulating the economy). This section is followed by an expressed

commitment to find more ‘efficiency savings’ and ‘improve value for money’, yet ‘without put-

ting public services at risk’ (£30bn of efficiency savings will be made by 2010/2011).

From this point onwards, the speech (over half of it, omitted here apart from lines 65–85)

details a ‘wide set of measures’ (specific actions) aimed at ‘supporting the economy and the

people’. Thus, the government’s strategy, as it emerges from this speech, involves several

types of action: increasing borrowing, increasing public spending, making savings and imple-

menting a set of concrete measures aimed at supporting businesses and the population.

Some of these are medium-term (bringing capital forward to create jobs in infrastructure, re-

prioritising investments), but most are immediate measures to ‘boost people’s income now’

(cutting VAT, increasing the personal tax allowance, cutting corporation tax, increasing

child benefit and pension credits). They are intended to increase spending power for the

economy and for individuals in the short term but are also explicitly geared to longer-term

goals (‘preventing the recession deepening’). In the second half of the report, the strategy is

summed up in various ways: ‘Taken together these steps will ensure that there is extra money

flowing into the economy now when it is needed most’, while borrowing can be reduced in

the future ‘as growth returns’ (86–89). The Chancellor reasserts his decision is ‘to provide

support now and balance the books in the future’ and undertakes a commitment ‘to bring

the current budget back into balance by 2015/16’ (as a long-term goal).

Two aspects of this half of the report are of particular interest from an argumentation

point of view. First, this is where the main value premise of the argumentation (‘fairness’) is

asserted repeatedly. For instance, ‘I considered a number of options . . . and I have chosen

those which are fairest’; ‘. . . as we all benefit fairly from the exceptional measures we take

today, we should all share fairly the burden of the future’. There are also a few occurrences

of ‘rightness’ in the sense of ‘fairness’ (‘as businesses and families . . . carefully watch what

they spend, it is only right that the Government works even harder to make savings’).

Second, there are several occurrences of this statement, with minor variations: ‘And this is

only possible because I have rejected advice to take no action’ (or ‘This is only possible

because I am prepared to take action now’; ‘All these measures are only possible because we

have taken a deliberate decision to support business, protect jobs, and help homeowners’).

This statement is used to refer to the measures aimed at ‘putting money into the economy’,

giving money back to consumers and businesses in order to stimulate demand, and its func-

tion seems to be to reinforce the argument by pointing to the positive consequences of the

strategy of action and to how it will contribute to realizing the goals. All the projected bene-

fits of these measures will only become possible because the government has decided to take
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one type of action and not another and because it is committed to certain goals and not oth-

ers. So, what these various reformulations are saying in fact is that the action will lead to the

goals and have other positive consequences and, at the same time, that the government’s

deliberate commitment to the goals and its determination to avoid negative consequences

require the action. From a logical point of view, this amounts to saying that the govern-

ment’s strategy is necessary and sufficient in view of the goals. In Fairclough and Fairclough

(2011a) we tried to capture this strong (biconditional) relation by including a separate effi-

ciency premise (following Bowell and Kemp 2005). Here we represent this as part of the

means–goal premise which, in this case, says that the action is not merely necessary and not

merely sufficient, but necessary and sufficient in view of the goal: there is no other alternative

than the one being proposed and this alternative will deliver the goals.

The concluding sentences (lines 91–96) review the circumstances (‘these are exceptional

times’, ‘difficult times’), reassert that ‘action’ and ‘exceptional measures’ are needed and

restate a number of goals and actions. The actions have to do with helping people, while the

goal is a ‘stable economy’. The result of deliberation in government is again reported and

the Budget is ‘commended to the House’ for debate. The conclusion of the deliberative pro-

cess which is being reported here is expressed alternatively as a normative judgement

(‘allowing borrowing to rise is the right choice’, 54; ‘we have made our choice’, 92–93), an

intention and commitment (‘I will do whatever it takes to support people through these diffi-

cult times’, 35), as well as a decision that has been taken in government (‘this Government

has taken the deliberate decision to support people and businesses through these difficult

times’, 94–95).

Argument reconstruction

We will now focus on the argument in support of action and identify the premises involved.

The two diagrams represent the argument as it advanced initially (lines 1–16) and was refor-

mulated later (lines 27–56). In the premises we suggest below we are preserving the original

wording, while in the diagrams, for the sake of brevity, we are reformulating the arguments

more succinctly. In lines 1–16, the argument has the following elements:

Claim [The right thing to do is] to ‘take . . . steps’, ‘to put in place’ a plan of ‘wide ranging
measures’: ‘not one single initiative, but a comprehensive plan’

Circumstances These are ‘extraordinary, challenging times for the global economy’, ‘economic
uncertainty not seen for generations’, having an ‘impact on businesses and families’.

Goals The goal is to respond adequately to the recession: ‘My central objective is to
respond to the consequences of this global recession on our country, both now and
in the future’. Short-term goals: ‘to protect and support businesses and people now’;
‘medium-term’ goals: to ‘maintain our commitment to investing in schools,
hospitals, key infrastructure’; ‘to ensure sound public finance, ‘putting the public
finances on the right path’; long-term goals: place Britain in a position to ‘take full
advantage of the recovery of the world economy’.

Values/concerns Our [the government’s] values are ‘fairness’ and ‘responsibility’. Our (implicit)
concerns: people’s well-being, people’s ‘needs’ – we want to support them ‘when
they need it most’.

Means–goal [The action is sufficient in view of the goals] In these circumstances, if we put in
place this plan of action, we will achieve our goals: ‘And because of the wide
ranging measures I am announcing today . . . I am confident that the slowdown will
be shallower and shorter than would have been the case’ and the UK will ‘benefit
from a return to growth in the world economy’.
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At this stage, the argument can be represented as in Figure 4.1.

In lines 27–56, the argument is developed to include not only a more explicit reiteration

of the claim, with the claim now made specific (the right action is ‘allowing borrowing to

rise’) but also additional support for the claim, in the form of arguments from authority

(which are not practical arguments but support the same practical claim), and an assessment

of the costs of not acting as proposed (which are part of a counter-argument) and of failing to

modify one’s action in light of the new circumstances. Circumstances have changed, Darling

says, and to stick to a previous policy (as the Code for Fiscal Stability would require) would

do more harm than good. The claim is therefore multiply supported by four arguments, of

which two arise in response to an already advanced counter-claim (the Conservatives’ ‘no

action’ plan) and a possible, anticipated objection, that the government is being inconsistent

with its own past policies, which would support the counter-claim.

The means–goal premise says that the action will deliver the goals but also that the action

is necessary in view of the goals. This is because the alternative (the ‘no action’ plan) has alleg-

edly been examined and found to be unacceptable. Only the advocated means will therefore

lead to the goals, and no alternative can deliver the goals more efficiently. The necessary and

sufficient character of the strategy will be re-emphasized throughout the text: the goals are only

possible because the Government has chosen to act in this way (‘This is only possible because

I am prepared to take action now’; ‘All only possible because this Government has taken the

deliberate decision to support people and businesses through these difficult times’, and so on).

As we said in Chapter 2, negative consequences that compromise the goal of action or

other goals which should not be compromised can rebut the claim for action.2 We suggested

CLAIM FOR ACTION: The right thing to 
do is to put in place a plan of action (strategy).

GOALS: Our goals are to 
protect and support people and 
businesses, maintain 
commitments to invest in the 
public sector, ensure sound 
finances, pull the country out of
recession 

MEANS-GOAL: 
If we put in place 
this plan of action 
(strategy) we will 
achieve our goals. 

CIRCUMSTANCES:
These are  extraordinary, 
challenging times of 
unprecedented economic 
uncertainty; families and
businesses are affected...

VALUES: Our values are 
fairness and responsibility; our 
concerns are people’s needs. 

Figure 4.1 Chancellor Darling’s first argument for action in the 2008 Pre-Budget Report.
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that they support a counter-claim (part of a counter-argument), a claim that the action

should not be performed. Darling is invoking here the alleged negative consequences of the

proposal not to act (the Conservatives’ strategy, as he represents it) in order to support his

own argument. If the Conservatives’ claim can be rebutted by pointing to its unacceptable

consequences, then Darling’s own argument will presumably be strengthened.

These are the main elements of the argument for increasing borrowing as it is developed

between lines 27 and 56:

The argument developed in lines 27–56 is represented in Figure 4.2. Certain parts of the

argument are implicit in these lines (they have been expressed explicitly in other sections,

such as government’s concerns for and commitment to fairness and responsibility).

Claim ‘We must act now . . . by increasing borrowing’; ‘borrowing will [have to]
be significantly higher than forecast’; ‘allowing borrowing to rise is the
right choice for the country’.

Circumstances ‘Every country in the world is facing the impact of this crisis on their own
economy’, these are ‘difficult times’, ‘exceptional circumstances’. Britain
‘faces an extraordinary global crisis, which means significantly lower
revenues . . . ’.

Goals Our goals are to ‘protect people and pull our economies out of recession’,
‘prevent the recession deepening’; ‘support the economy but also ensure
fiscal sustainability in the medium term’. ‘Our objectives are, and remain,
to support the economy, to ensure medium-term sustainability and
maintain public investment.’

Values Our values are ‘fairness and responsibility’, we are concerned to ‘protect’,
‘support’ and ‘help’ people.

Means–goal [The action is sufficient in view of the goals] Increasing borrowing will
‘boost the economy’, ‘will also reduce the impact and length of the
recession’.
[The action is necessary in view of the goals, no other action can deliver
the goals more efficiently] ‘There is a choice, . . . the no action plan’ and
this choice is unacceptable.

Counter-claim [as represented by speaker]: The right thing is not to act, ‘walk away’, ‘let
the recession take its course’ – the ‘no action plan’.

Dealing with counter-claim [Not doing the action will undermine the goals and values; the costs would
outweigh the benefits] The ‘no action plan’ will compromise the goal of
action (‘If we did nothing, we would have a deeper and longer recession,
which would cost the country more in the long-term’) and other agents’
goals (people will ‘go to the wall’). The ‘no action plan’ compromises
values that should not be compromised (it is underlain by questionable
values; instead of a concern with people’s needs, a ‘sink or swim’ attitude).

Anticipated objection Increasing borrowing contradicts the provisions of the 1998 Code for
Fiscal Stability, which placed limits on allowable borrowing (and,
implicitly, in allowing borrowing to rise the government is being
inconsistent in its policies).

Dealing with objection Circumstances have changed and therefore ‘to apply the rules in a rigid
manner would be perverse and damaging’, ‘making a difficult situation worse’.

Argument from authority ‘There is a growing international consensus, although unfortunately not in
this House’ that this is the right course of action, ‘governments . . . around
the world’ have already decided to increase borrowing; ‘the CBI, the
Institute of Directors, Institute for Fiscal Studies, the IMF . . . have all said
[this]’ (and, if there is a consensus among governments and authorities, or
if they have all come to this conclusion, then the claim is right.)
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Argument evaluation

We now turn to a dialectical evaluation of Darling’s arguments in the 2008 PBR, in terms

of critical questions aimed at the premises, at the argument as a whole and at the claim. We

will do this briefly here, as a more detailed discussion of both strategies of action, of the pre-

vious Labour government and of the current government, will follow later. Rhetorical analy-

sis is incorporated into a fundamentally dialectical evaluation in our approach.

Let us begin with the circumstantial premise. Is the existing situation described in a

rationally acceptable way? Darling’s account of the situation tells us that these are ‘excep-

tional circumstances’, ‘extraordinary, challenging times’, but also that Britain is well-placed

to withstand these challenges. The circumstances are being defined in a way that supports a

certain type of action and not another. What is selected as a relevant fact and the inherently

evaluative words that are used to describe the facts already point towards a certain conclu-

sion. For instance, Darling mentions the fall in tax revenues as a relevant fact and this will

connect later to a claim about the need to inject money into the economy. There is no

acknowledgement of any responsibility of the UK government for the current situation, of

past policy mistakes as facts that future reasoning needs to start from. If there were, then

maybe a radically different policy would be a sensible course of action. Nor is there any

acknowledgement of the responsibility of capital, as a structural feature of capitalism that it

is indifferent to ‘externalities’, e.g. the social consequences of its activities. On the contrary,

Britain is said to be at comparative advantage: past policies and fiscal stability will enable

her to cope better than other countries. This description of the state of the economy is con-

sistent with the government’s broader attempt to legitimize its past and future action, yet it

has been severely questioned. Economists, the media and the wide public have pointed to

the profound imbalances that have built up over time in Britain’s economy. Far from giving

it ‘resilience to shocks’ and ‘flexibility’, Britain’s overly inflated financial sector and its com-

paratively weak manufacturing sector (neglected by Labour governments over the last 13

years – Elliott 2010a) have in fact made it particularly susceptible to the crisis.

Speaking of Britain’s alleged advantages, Martin Wolf, the Financial Times economics edi-

tor, has described the situation in the following terms: ‘The UK has a strategic nightmare: it

has a strong comparative advantage in the world’s most irresponsible industry’. The influ-

ence of the financial sector, with its ‘light-touch’ approach was ‘surely malign’ and Britain

needs to ask itself a ‘painful question: how should the country manage the cuckoo sitting in

its nest?’ (Wolf 2009). The government, Wolf says, ‘bears substantial responsibility for the

vulnerability of the economy and public finance’, yet seems unwilling to recognize the ‘fra-

gile underpinnings of the economy’ as the product of successive governments, both Labour

and Conservative (Wolf 2010a).

Darling’s argument gives an account of the context of action which not only conveniently

glides over Britain’s weaknesses and the government’s responsibility for them, but also

makes no connection between British finance and the crisis. As it emerges from the PBR,

the context of action is that of a global crisis which is not particularly linked to Britain, to

past policies pursued in Britain and set in place by previous governments, but is affecting

and overwhelming Britain, as a victim of global turmoil. The description of the circum-

stances can be challenged therefore on account of its rhetorically biased nature: it is not

rationally acceptable that the crisis arose as a (quasi-natural) global phenomenon for which

no responsibility can be identified. Michael Sandel (2009) has for instance commented on

the particularly disingenuous ‘tsunami metaphor [which] became part of bailout vernacular’

in financial circles in America in 2009. If, he says, bank executives are right that the failure

The economic crisis in the UK: strategies and arguments 129



 

of the banking system was due to larger economic forces, beyond anyone’s control, not to

their own bad decisions, then this would explain why they were so reluctant to take responsi-

bility and why they continued to insist on the need to reward executives’ hard work and

talent. But if big systemic economic forces beyond anyone’s control can account for the huge

losses made by the banks, then most probably they also account for the inordinate profits

made in earlier years.

If the weather is to blame for the bad years, how can it be that the talent, wisdom, and

hard work of bankers, traders, and Wall Street executives are responsible for the stupen-

dous returns that occurred when the sun was shining?

(Sandel 2009: 17)

To conclude, then, the context of action is not described in a dialectically acceptable way,

but in one which only supports the arguer’s rhetorical goals and Labour’s more general

attempt at self-legitimation.

The goal premise can also be challenged. The goals of action are to ‘support the econ-

omy’, to ‘prevent the recession from deepening’, to pull the economy ‘out of recession’, to

‘build a stable economy’. These vaguely specified goals say nothing about the character of

this future economy, or whether and how it might differ from the pre-crisis economy whose

character was arguably a cause of the crisis. What exactly is the nature of this future econ-

omy as goal or vision? Is there any reason to believe that it will not be such as to lead to

another crisis? Should other possible goals (imaginaries) be examined? In its current vague

formulation, the goal premise seems to support a return to ‘business as usual’, rather than a

major rethinking of the economy so as to prevent future crises. It does not invite contro-

versy, yet the questions of what the actual goals of political and economic action ought to

be, what kind of national and global economy governments ought to aim for, ought to have

been prominent questions in the wake of the financial crisis.

According to the value premise, the government is allegedly committed to acting fairly and

responsibly and its main concern is for people’s needs, hence government action will be aimed

at protecting, supporting and helping people and the economy. These are, implicitly, values

that cannot be overridden and that have emerged in a process of deliberation over the appro-

priate goals of political action and the values that should inform them. The goals (hence, the

action) have to be compatible with all of these values: a concern for financial responsibility,

i.e. for reducing the deficit, will be balanced (or tempered) by a concern for protecting the

population, i.e. paying the deficit in a way that does not produce unacceptable costs in terms

of well-being. This particular weighing of competing values is different, as we shall see, from

the way in which values are weighed in the argument in favour of spending cuts. As far as fair-

ness is concerned, it would seem that sharing the losses is fair, with everyone contributing in a

way that is proportionate to their income (‘the biggest burden will fall on those with the

broadest shoulders’, according to Darling in the 2009 Budget Report). The presupposition of

this notion of fairness seems to be that everyone is responsible: consequently, everyone will

shoulder the costs, but in different proportions, in relation to their different ability to do so.

However, in the wake of the crisis, many people have argued that fairness would require that

those agents with primary responsibility for the crisis (e.g. bankers) should suffer most of the

losses and that it is in fact unfair to distribute these losses across all sections of society. This

raises problems for the acceptability of the value premise that we will address later.

The main claim is that public borrowing should increase: this is ‘the right choice for the

country’. Darling refers to only one alternative action: ‘there is a choice’ between his plan
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and the ‘no action plan’, which – given the way it is described – amounts to saying there is

in fact no choice. The action proposed is implicitly claimed to be necessary to achieve the

goals and sufficient to achieve them, though Darling hedges this claim by not simply assert-

ing that it will, but that he is ‘confident’ that it will. The claim can be challenged on the

grounds that, while being presented as the result of deliberation over alternatives, it is clear

that many reasonable alternatives have not been considered. Other actions were being pro-

posed by reputable economists at the time, such as nationalizing banks rather than bailing

them out with public money, which would have led to less public borrowing. In other words,

the action (as means) may not have been necessary, alternatives were available and should

have been considered.

How is the Chancellor supporting his argument? Besides the practical argument from

goals and circumstances, there is an attempt to rebut the counter-claim, by showing that its

consequences will endanger various goals and values that should not be endangered, i.e.

publicly recognized, legitimate goals and values. This is intended to strengthen his own

argument. However, showing that the opposite of your proposal is not acceptable does not

imply that your own proposal is acceptable, unless the two proposals were mutually exclu-

sive (either a or b, and these are the only alternatives). In spite of the fact that this is how

they are represented, as a (rhetorically convenient) choice between acting and not acting, there

may be further options. These are not mentioned, however, and the impression we get is

that this is a genuine dilemma, where the only choice is between the consequences of acting

and not acting. As the consequences of not acting are said to be worse, the conclusion that

the government has to act seems the only reasonable alternative. However, the dilemma is

false – there are (or were) several possibilities for action, alternatives that could have been

considered.

The claim is also supported by an argument from authority and, more interestingly, by

an argument which deals with an anticipated objection, that increasing borrowing is grossly

at odds with the Code for Fiscal Responsibility, therefore inconsistent with the government’s

own rules and past action. The objection is dealt with in the same way as the counter-claim,

by pointing to the negative consequences of failing to modify action in response to new cir-

cumstances. What seems to be inconsistency is therefore rational behaviour: what would be

irrational is to ignore changes in the context of action and to persevere in action which is no

longer sensitive to how things turn out. It is important for the Chancellor to anticipate this

objection and address it effectively, as accusations of inconsistency are strong dialectical and

rhetorical moves: to show that a (political) opponent is inconsistent, that his behaviour is self-

contradictory, is to show he is being unreasonable and lacks credibility. Rhetorically, the

Chancellor aims to persuade the audience that what could be seen as a weakness (inconsis-

tency) is in fact a virtue. The government can, allegedly, give a satisfactory answer to the

implicit ‘Feedback’ question in the list of possible questions we referred to in Chapter 2. It

has not hesitated to modify its course of action in relation to events, which is a mark of rea-

sonableness, rather than an acknowledgement of policy failure. Perceived inconsistency is,

allegedly, only apparent, not real, as the government is continuing after all its policy of stabi-

lity, guided by a concern for fairness (‘Our objectives are, and remain, to support . . .’,

42–43). This can be discussed as argumentation by dissociation between reality and appear-

ance but is not really developed here beyond emphasizing fundamental continuity.3 More

obviously, the potential accusation of inconsistency is deflected by appealing to extraordinary

circumstances, circumstances beyond the government’s control and predictive power. The

presumption of reasonableness can be allegedly preserved on the basis of the implicit premise

that it is reasonable to change your strategies of action if the context changes. We might,
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however, want to ask: What is the relationship between the new circumstances and past

actions? Is the new context independent from, causally unrelated to past action? Have the

circumstances changed independently of the government’s policies, or is the new context at

least partly the outcome of these policies? It can be argued that only in the former context

(e.g. natural calamities) can people be exempted from the accusation of self-contradiction

when they change course. Dialectically, therefore, Darling’s appeal to extraordinary circum-

stances is dubious and is ultimately not rationally persuasive. The government is clearly being

inconsistent, and forced to be inconsistent partly by the failure of its own past policies. The

fact that it cannot continue along previous lines indicate the underlying fragility of pre-crisis

economy, rather than its stability and resilience to shocks.

An argument will be stronger if the arguer can show that he is aware of existing or possi-

ble objections, alternative proposals and counter-arguments and can deal with them in a

satisfactory way, in other words, if he can show that the argument can withstand a process of

critical examination. This is what the Chancellor seems to be doing here. He argues expli-

citly against the argument which says that not acting (which is how he chooses to represent the

Conservative’s alternative strategy) is the right strategy and attempts to rebut it by saying it

will have highly negative consequences in terms of publicly shared goals and values. He also

deals with the anticipated objection that he is being inconsistent. But what he does not do at

all is tell the audience what negative consequences his own proposal will have and how he can

deal with these. No such possible or probable negative consequences of action are addressed:

nothing is said, for instance, about the future impact of the huge debt incurred. This of

course is not surprising: governments are generally reticent about publicly acknowledging

the risks of their own policies. It does, however, make his argument dialectically weaker. As

we will see, Osborne’s strategy on this point is different: by openly acknowledging the nega-

tive impact of his proposal, he presumably intends to increase both the dialectical and rheto-

rical acceptability of his argument, and to come across as a more honest, credible politician.

The fact that the consequences of massive public debt are not addressed at all in this

PBR, nor in Darling’s following Budget and Pre-Budget speeches is, in our view, a significant

failure of the argument from a dialectical perspective, as arguers (normatively speaking)

should be concerned not primarily with finding reasons in support of their proposals but rea-

sons against. This is what rational decision-making is about: eliminating alternatives through

critical examination, weeding out the ones that have undesirable consequences, and adopting

the alternative that has, on balance, best survived criticism. Trying to find support, or to jus-

tify, can too easily turn into a form of confirmation bias or rationalization. Commenting on

Darling’s last Budget in office and the Labour government’s strategy, Martin Wolf observed

that what the Chancellor has offered is a ‘barely spelled out’ and ‘risky’ path for fiscal conso-

lidation, full of optimistic predictions whose plausibility is nevertheless highly uncertain, and

containing ‘very little explanation of how the debt will be repaid and what this will mean for

people’s living standards’. Failing to spell these implications clearly for the population, who

will have to live with the consequences of these decisions, says Wolf, not ‘letting the electorate

in the know . . . is more than a pity; it is a disgrace’ (Wolf 2010a).

Let us now look more closely at how the strategy is actually formulated in the course of

the speech, as various (re)formulations are of rhetorical interest. The action is repeatedly

described as one that will protect, support and help the economy and the population – this is

presumably meant to resonate with the audience’s concerns. The main claim (we should

increase public borrowing) is represented throughout the speech as acting, taking action, and is

contrasted to the alleged alternative of the ‘no action plan’. Defining a huge increase in public

borrowing as ‘taking action’ is a rhetorically convenient, persuasive definition of the action,
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and it is used clearly to legitimize the government’s strategy. Can we also say that it is put-

ting an unjustified positive spin on the claim? To answer this question we would have to look

at how the definition is used in its argumentative context.

In Chapter 3, we discussed a speech by Blair as an instance of deliberation over alterna-

tive options. We said that deliberation can occur both in a multi-agent setting, where several

agents deliberate together and engage in face-to-face dialogue, and in a monological process

of conductive reasoning, where an agent weighs relevant considerations prior to decision-

making. Deliberation undertaken by a single agent mirrors deliberation amongst several

agents, i.e. deliberation dialogue. We argued that the structural properties of deliberation,

understood as dialogue, an essential element of which is addressing arguments (considera-

tions) that go against the proposed thesis, correlate with certain linguistic properties that we

can expect to find in any instance of actual deliberation. It is legitimate therefore to expect

the counter-argument of the Conservative Party to be represented in Darling’s speech in

terms which would support their conclusion, just as would happen if the dialogue were face-

to-face. Instead, however, what we get is a representation of the Conservative argument in

terms which defeat their own claim: if their alternative is in fact inaction, and not doing any-

thing defeats the goals, then it can’t be a viable alternative to what the government proposes.

Darling’s persuasive definition of the Conservative proposal as ‘inaction’ steers the delibera-

tion towards the Labour government’s own alternative, towards their own conclusion, and

away from any contrary or alternative proposal. But is it reasonable to represent an oppo-

nent’s argument in a way which discredits it from the start, without argument? As we saw in

Chapters 2 and 3, persuasive definitions are in fact argumentative claims and should there-

fore be properly argued for. In this particular speech, no adequate justification has been

given for why the Conservative position should be dismissed. In fact, it has not been ade-

quately represented at all within the text from the perspective of its proponents; clearly, if it

were, it would only involve some different type of action (reducing borrowing, cutting govern-

ment spending), not inaction. The normative structure of deliberation as genre entitles us to

expect the presence of both arguments, as they would be formulated by their proponents,

and a report of some previous process of critical examination of both proposals. (In actual

deliberation, this would involve the attempt to reject both, by thinking of the strongest possi-

ble objections against them, and then tentatively adopting the one that has stood up to criti-

cism better, as a presumptive means towards the goal.) But pointing to probable positive

consequences of one’s proposal and probable negative consequences of the counter-argu-

ment, which is what is happening here, is not sufficient to establish that one’s proposal is to

be preferred. What is needed is some indication of how one’s proposal has survived attempts

at refutation more adequately than alternatives. As we have said, no such attempts are made

in this text, as no negative consequences of the proposed action are mentioned at all. On

the other hand, the counter-argument is represented in a rhetorically convenient way, which

steers the arguers’ argument towards a foregone conclusion. These rhetorical choices, while

possibly enhancing the argument’s persuasiveness for some audiences, nevertheless produce

a dialectically deficient argument.

Finally, the means–goal premise seems to be stronger than would normally be warranted in

a situation of uncertainty and risk. We suggested that, logically speaking, given that alternatives

are dismissed and ‘confidence’, if not complete certainty, is expressed regarding the outcome of

the proposed strategy of action, the closest reconstruction of the argument involves a bicondi-

tional (if and only if ) relation between the means and goal. This is to say that, if we increase

borrowing, we will overcome the recession, and we will overcome the recession if we

increase borrowing. We will say more about this in our analysis of the June 2010 Budget Report.
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Justifying future and past action

So far we have seen how future action is being justified by reasons and how these reasons

are supposed to guide future action. Justifying action is different from explaining action, in

the same way as arguments are different from explanations. An argument always seeks to

establish or challenge a controversial proposition (claim) by providing reasons in its favour or

against it. An explanation seeks to account for a proposition which is not controversial, but is

taken as a fact (e.g. something that has already happened, or is already the case) by pointing

to a possible cause. The explanation (explanans) provided may be controversial, but not the

fact which it tries to explain (explanandum). Seeing people’s reasons for action as causes of

events is part of an explanation of social reality and can be seen as part of explanatory cri-

tique. Assessing how well-grounded people’s reasons for action are in relation to a normative

framework is part of normative critique.

We can also distinguish between two ways in which people justify action: by constructing

an argument for a future course of action (which we have illustrated in our analysis so far), or

by constructing an argument which attempts to justify past action, show that it was the right

action. The former argument proceeds from goals and circumstances to a presumptive claim

having to do with the future. The latter is developed in relation to a counter-argument,

whose claim was that the action should not be performed, because it would lead to negative

effects (the goal would no longer be achieved or other important goals would be under-

mined). To justify his own past action, the arguer could show that the negative consequences

that his opponent had predicted, and which would have rebutted his claim, have not materi-

alized. Consequently, the action has stood the test of time and was the right one.

Let us illustrate this type of justification by looking at a few more Budget and Pre-Budget

Reports. The 2008 PBR, as we have seen, is concerned with justifying future action.

Subsequent Budget and Pre-Budget Reports of the Labour government are more concerned

with justifying action that has already been taken and aim to show that ‘government action

has made a real difference’, that there is evidence already that the decisions taken in

November 2008 were the right ones. In the April 2009 Budget Report and the December

2009 PBR, the Government’s interventionist strategy was defended as a ‘choice between

two competing visions’, with different final outcomes – ‘securing recovery or wrecking it’ –

and different underlying values: ‘a choice between ambition driven by the values of fairness

and opportunity, or austerity driven by an out-dated dogma’, between the project of a ‘fair

society where all prosper and a divided society that favours the wealthy few’. The govern-

ment’s deliberate choice of action over inaction was the right one, Darling argued, not only

because it was in accordance with widely shared values, but also demonstrably right, because it

has already produced beneficial effects: ‘global confidence is returning’, the housing market

is stabilizing, the crisis has not worsened, etc. Events therefore have demonstrated that ‘you

can grow your way out of recession’ but ‘you cannot cut your way out’: positive feedback,

and the absence of negative feedback indicate that the decision taken in November 2008

was right. The same justification was reiterated in the March 2010 Budget speech (the last

one delivered by Darling as Chancellor):

The record shows the right calls were made. Global recession has not turned into

depression. Unemployment here in the UK has not risen as much as was feared. (. . .)

Not everyone here supported the action taken. But with hindsight, it is even clearer that

the right calls were made. Economic disaster was averted. Growth has begun to return

across the major world economies. The prospects for the global economy are much
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more positive than a year ago. (. . .) The choice before the country now is whether to

support those whose policies will suffocate our recovery and put our future at risk. Or

support a Government which has been right about the recession, right about the recov-

ery, and is right about supporting the people and business of this country to build a

prosperous future.

The government’s strategy has, in other words, stood the test of time and attempts to discredit

it have been demonstrably wrong. Arguments such as these are used to legitimize the govern-

ment’s political position: the government’s strategy is legitimate because it is demonstrably in

accordance with values and concerns that are widely shared, with the government’s existing

commitments to meet those goals and concerns, and has actually led to the realization of the

government’s stated goals. In the paragraph cited above, it is clear that justification of past

action was part of an attempt to win voters’ support in the upcoming May election.

Argumentation oriented towards the future starts with a hypothesis for action (doing A is

the right thing in view of the goals), considers possible consequences and concludes that, if

the consequences are likely to go against the goal, the action may not be the right one. In

situations in which the action has already been undertaken and negative consequences have

already emerged and have undermined the goal, then the argument is conclusively rebutted

(refuted or falsified). In all other cases, where negative consequences are merely probable,

unless the probability is really very high, the argument from negative consequences can only

attempt to rebut the claim. It is after all perfectly possible that a strategy which could in prin-

ciple (or even quite probably) fail to achieve the goals might still successfully achieve them.

Argumentation that attempts to justify past action will try to show that negative conse-

quences that were predicted to occur have not materialized. In fact, the intended goals of

action have been achieved: the hypothesis that the action was right has thus stood the test of

time and it is reasonable to continue acting along the original lines.

The argument for cutting public spending

A few weeks after taking office, the new Coalition government produced an Emergency

Budget, and a few months later a Spending Review, which put a stop to many of Labour’s

policies and set out to drastically cut the budget deficit and the public debt. We will first

present the content of Chancellor Osborne’s June 2010 Budget speech, with the help of rele-

vant quotes and summaries, then we will discuss the structure of the overall argument.

Mr Deputy Speaker, This emergency Budget deals decisively with our country’s record

debts. It pays for the past. And it plans for the future. It supports a strong enterprise-led

recovery. It rewards work. And it protects the most vulnerable in our society. Yes it is

tough; but it is also fair.

This is an emergency Budget, so let me speak plainly about the emergency that we

face. The coalition Government has inherited from its predecessor the largest budget

deficit of any economy in Europe with the single exception of Ireland. One pound in

every four we spend is being borrowed. What we have not inherited from our predeces-

sor is a credible plan to reduce their record deficit. This at the very moment when fear

about the sustainability of sovereign debt is the greatest risk to the recovery of European

economies. Questions that were asked about the liquidity and solvency of banking sys-

tems are now being asked of the liquidity and solvency of some of the governments that

stand behind those banks. I do not want those questions ever to be asked of this country.
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That is why we have set a brisk pace since taking office. In the last seven weeks:

We have announced, conducted and completed a review of this current year’s spend-

ing and identified six billion pounds of savings. (. . .) This early, determined action has

earned us credibility in international markets. It has meant that our promise to deal

decisively with the deficit has been listened to. Market interest rates for Britain have

fallen over the last seven weeks, while those of many of our European neighbours have

risen. Those lower market interest rates are already supporting our recovery. But unless

we now deliver on that promise of action with concrete measures, that credibility – so

hard won in recent weeks – will be lost. The consequence for Britain would be severe.

Higher interest rates, more business failures, sharper rises in unemployment, and poten-

tially even a catastrophic loss of confidence and the end of the recovery.

We cannot let that happen. This Budget is needed to deal with our country’s debts.

This Budget is needed to give confidence to our economy. This is the unavoidable

Budget. (. . .)

Our policy is to raise from the ruins of an economy built on debt a new, balanced

economy where we save, invest and export. An economy where the state does not take

almost half of all our national income, crowding out private endeavour. An economy

not overly reliant on the success of one industry, financial services – important as they

are – but where all industries grow. An economy where prosperity is shared among all

sections of society and all parts of the country. In this Budget everyone will be asked to

contribute. But in return we make this commitment. Everyone will share in the rewards

when we succeed. When we say that we are all in this together, we mean it.

Mr Deputy Speaker, the first challenge for this Budget is to set the fiscal mandate –

or in other words, our overall objective for the public finances. (. . .) I now turn to what

that fiscal mandate will be. The view of the international community was clearly

expressed at the latest G20 meeting . . . (. . .) [T]he international community believes

countries with high fiscal deficits need to accelerate the pace of fiscal consolidation.

That is precisely what we now propose to do. The formal mandate we set is that the

structural current deficit should be in balance in the final year of the five-year forecast

period, which is 2015–16 in this Budget. (. . .)

In order to place our fiscal credibility beyond doubt, this mandate will be supple-

mented by a fixed target for debt, which in this Parliament is to ensure that debt is fall-

ing as a share of GDP by 2015–16. I can confirm that, on the basis of the measures to

be announced in this Budget, the judgement of the Office for Budget Responsibility

published today is that we are on track to meet these goals. Indeed, I can tell the House

that because we have taken a cautious approach, we are set to meet them one year ear-

lier – in 2014–15. Or to put it another way, we are on track to have debt falling and a

balanced structural current budget by the end of this Parliament. (. . .)

Some have suggested that there is a choice between dealing with our debts and going

for growth. That is a false choice. The crisis in the Eurozone shows that unless we deal

with our debts there will be no growth. And these forecasts demonstrate that a credible

plan to cut our budget deficit goes hand in hand with a steady and sustained economic

recovery, with low inflation and falling unemployment. What is more the forecast shows

a gradual rebalancing of the economy, with business investment and exports playing a

greater role and government spending and debt-fuelled consumption a smaller role. A

sustainable private sector recovery built on a new model of economic growth, instead of

pumping the debt bubble back up. (. . .)

Mr Deputy Speaker, let me now turn to the measures in the Budget designed to

deliver this accelerated reduction in the structural deficit. The coalition Government
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believes that the bulk of the reduction must come from lower spending rather than

higher taxes. The country has overspent; it has not been under-taxed. Our approach is

supported by the international evidence, compiled by the Organisation for Economic

Cooperation and Development, the International Monetary Fund and others, which

found that consolidations delivered through lower spending are more effective at cor-

recting deficits and boosting growth than consolidations delivered through tax increases.

This is the origin of our 80:20 rule of thumb – roughly 80 per cent through lower spend-

ing and 20 per cent through higher taxes. (. . .) My measures today mean that 77 per

cent of the total consolidation will be achieved through spending reductions and 23

per cent through tax increases. I believe this gets the balance right.

At this point in the Budget speech, the Chancellor turns to the Office for Budget

Responsibility’s fiscal forecasts. He announces that, as a result of the measures he is about to

announce, public sector net borrowing will be £149 billion in 2010, will fall to £116 billion

in 2011, £89 billion in 2012–13 and £60 billion in 2013–14. By 2014–15 borrowing will

reach £37 billion, ‘exactly half the amount forecast in the March Budget’ by ex-Chancellor

Darling. In 2015–16, borrowing will decrease further to £20 billion. As to public spending,

Osborne says, all parties ‘now accept that spending needs to be cut’: ‘the state today

accounts for almost half of all national income’ and that is ‘completely unsustainable’.

Having asserted that ‘the bulk of the reduction must come from lower spending rather than

higher taxes’, he now turns to a separate justification of the specific proportion between cuts

and tax rises. This is a sub-argument which says that, ‘given that the country has overspent’

and ‘has not been under-taxed’, and also given that there is ‘international evidence, com-

piled by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, the International

Monetary Fund and others’ showing that ‘consolidations delivered through lower spending

are more effective at correcting deficits and boosting growth than consolidations delivered

through tax increases’, the 4:1 proportion between cuts in spending and higher taxes (actu-

ally 77:23) is the right proportion (‘gets the balance right’). This claim is therefore supported

both by an argument from the authority of the OECD and IMF, and by a practical argu-

ment from circumstances (‘the country has over-spent . . .’) and the goal of reducing the

deficit and the debt.

The plans for public investment inherited from the previous government, Osborne says,

already provided for ‘a steep drop from £69 billion last year to £46 billion in 2014–15’ and,

beyond this reduction, there will be no further cuts. But careful choices will need to be made

about how this capital is spent: ‘the absolute priority will be projects with a significant eco-

nomic return to the country’. The Government will also speed privatization in certain areas.

In addition to plans to cut departmental budgets by £44 billion a year by 2014–15 laid out

by the previous Government, there will be further reductions in departmental spending of

£17 billion by 2014–15. With the exception of public health, most other departments will

face an average real cut of around 25 per cent over four years. Public sector pay and pen-

sions will also be restrained. The need to do this is justified in two ways: by invoking negative

consequences (given that ‘the country was living beyond its means when the recession came’,

if high pay and pensions are not cut or frozen, ‘more jobs will be lost’) and by invoking fair-

ness (‘the culture of excessive pay at the very top of the public sector simply has to end’).

However, Osborne says, the lowest paid will be protected (the two-year freeze will not affect

the 1.7 million public servants who earn less than £21,000, who make up 28 per cent of all

state employees).

The ‘largest bill in government’, however, Osborne says, is the ‘welfare bill’. The govern-

ment intends to put the welfare system on ‘more sustainable and affordable footing’.
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Governments in the past have failed to reform the welfare system and to ‘reward work’.

This government, he says, will effectively save the country £11 billion by 2014–15 by suc-

ceeding where others have failed. The section on welfare reform concludes the first half of

the speech, where Osborne talks about ‘paying the bills for the past’. We will look at this sec-

tion in detail further on.

The Budget, Osborne says, ‘is also about planning for the future’. The next section

therefore aims to address plans for the future of Britain and is based on a ‘deeply held

belief that a genuine and long-lasting economic recovery must have its foundations in the

private sector’. The Government will facilitate business activity in the private sector by

making it cheaper for companies to employ people and by cutting corporation tax (by 1

per cent every year, so that it will go down from the current 28 per cent to 24 per cent in

four years). This will be the lowest and most attractive rate of any major western economy

and will act as an ‘advert’ for the country: ‘I want’, Osborne says, ‘a sign to go up, over

the British economy, that says ‘‘Open for Business’’’: this will attract investment and create

jobs. This comprehensive reform of the corporate tax regime will offer a much-needed

‘platform for a private sector recovery’, in accordance with the ‘unequivocal’ message the

business community is sending: ‘they want certainty and stability from the government’, so

that they can rebuild their businesses. The banking sector, whose failure ‘imposed a huge

cost on the rest of society’, will have to contribute a ‘fair’ share. From January 2011, the

Government will introduce a bank levy, expected to generate an annual revenue of over

£2 billion, and is also exploring the ‘costs and benefits’ of a tax on financial activities.

Other measures aimed at ‘boosting growth’ have to do with ‘rebalancing our economy’ in

terms of regional development, thus creating jobs in the North and the Midlands, Wales

and Scotland. Many infrastructure projects in the domain of public transport will go ahead,

as well as a green investment bank and new developments in digital infrastructure, with tax

facilities for all businesses in these regions. The government will also speed privatization

by disposing of ‘assets which should rightly be in private ownership’ (the Royal Mail, the

‘student loan book’, the air traffic control service).

Most of the second half of the speech deals not with future plans for improving business

but with future plans for increasing revenue. As announced at the beginning of the speech,

the Government will adhere to a 4:1 balance between spending cuts and taxation in order to

reduce the deficit. Over and above the previous Government’s plans, Osborne says, a ‘fur-

ther fiscal tightening of £40 billion a year by the end of this Parliament’ is required, which

means that further tax rises will be necessary. There will be an increase in VAT from 17.5 to

20 per cent after January 2011, expected to generate over £13 billion a year of extra reven-

ues, justified by saying that ‘the years of debt and spending make this unavoidable’, as well

as an increase in capital gains tax to make the system fairer. As for income tax, this budget,

‘where we are asking so much from so many’ aims to help people by lifting more low-paid

people out of the income tax system, while not giving more tax breaks to the very rich. The

Government will increase the personal allowance by a thousand pounds to £7,475 (this will

take 880,000 people out of the tax system altogether). All these measures, Osborne says,

‘demonstrate that this coalition Government puts fairness first’. In the concluding sections of

his speech, which we quote below in full, Osborne emphasizes the Government’s efforts to

be fair and protect the poor, and that this ‘unavoidable’ budget is ‘progressive’ and ‘in the

national interest’:

Mr Deputy Speaker, I do not disguise from this House that the combined impact of the

tax and benefit changes we make today are tough for people. That is unavoidable given
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the scale of the debts our country faces, and the catastrophe that would ensue if we failed

to deal with them. My priority in putting together this Budget has been to make sure

that the measures are fair. That all sections of society contribute, but that the richest pay

more than the poorest. Not just in terms of cash, but as a proportion of income as well.

That is far from straightforward when the deficit is this high and when the burden of

reduction must rightly fall on government spending. Too often when countries under-

take major consolidations of this kind, it is the poorest – those who had least to do with

the cause of the economic misfortunes – who are hit hardest. Perhaps that has been a

mistake that our country has made in the past. This Coalition Government will be dif-

ferent. We are a progressive alliance governing in the national interest. (.)

Overall, everyone will pay something, but the people at the bottom of the income

scale will pay proportionally less than the people at the top. It is a progressive Budget.

Mr Deputy Speaker . Today we take decisive action to deal with the debts we inherited

and confront the greatest economic risk facing our country. We’ve been tough but we’ve

also been fair. We have set the course for a balanced budget and falling national debt by

the end of this Parliament. We have insisted that four pounds of every five needed to

reduce our deficit will be found from government spending. We have protected capital

investment from additional cuts and got to grips with the soaring costs of welfare. We

have provided the foundations for economic recovery in all parts of our nation and given

our country some of the most competitive business taxes in the world. (. . .)

Sadly, with this unavoidable budget we’ve had to increase taxes. We’ve had to pay

the bills of past irresponsibility. We’ve had to relearn the virtue of financial prudence.

But in doing so we have ensured that the burden is fairly shared. Today we have paid

the debts of a failed past. And laid the foundations for a more prosperous future. The

richest paying the most and the vulnerable protected. That is our approach. Prosperity

for all. That is our goal. And I commend this Budget to the House.

Argument reconstruction

Let us try to identify the main claims that are made in this speech and the premises that sup-

port them. The Chancellor is presenting and justifying a strategy of action that the government

has decided to embark on. The government has decided to ‘deal decisively with our country’s

debts’, later expressed as ‘delivering an accelerated reduction’ of the deficit. In the opening sen-

tences there are several alternative representations of the goals of action (and of the Budget): it

is intended to ‘pay for the past’ and ‘plan for the future’. Some of these goals (‘reward work’,

‘protect the most vulnerable’) are explicitly informed by the main value premise: the action will

be fair. From the very beginning, the main values, and more precisely the conflict of values

underlying the strategy, are stated clearly: admittedly, the action will be ‘tough; but it is also

fair’. The government, in other words, is committed both to being effective in reducing the defi-

cit and to doing so in a way that is fair to the population. It is committed to delivering the finan-

cial objectives but also undertakes to do so in a way that does not compromise fairness; the

former seems to be its primary commitment, but a simultaneous commitment to fairness is

recognized as a constraint on action. Later on, the former value commitment will be expressed

in terms of financial sustainability and financial responsibility.

A complete argumentative reconstruction of the whole text is in principle perfectly possi-

ble. Because the Budget speech outlines a strategy of action, it can be expected that there
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will be distinct arguments in favour of distinct elements of this strategy. There is an argu-

ment in favour of spending cuts, as well as an argument focusing on growth measures.

Spending cuts will affect different areas, so there will be separate arguments dealing with all

these. We can expect other types of arguments, not just practical arguments, to support the

claims for action, for instance arguments from authority. A complete argumentative recon-

struction would identify all of these, in their relation to each other, and in relation to the

non-argumentative parts of the text (narrative, explanation). To illustrate how that might be

done, let us focus on the introductory paragraphs of the text, lines 1–72 in our extract and

identify the main claim and how it is supported. At the end of his speech, Osborne also talks

about the negative impact of his proposal (see lines 73–86 above) and, to give a more com-

plete picture of his overall argument, we also include this argument in the reconstruction we

suggest below:

Claim (what needs to be done) The government needs to ‘deal decisively’ with the deficit and debt, it
must ‘deliver [an] accelerated reduction in the structural deficit’. More
specifically, ‘the bulk of the reduction must come from lower spending
rather than higher taxes’, ‘77 per cent of the total consolidation will be
achieved through spending reductions and 23 per cent through tax
increases’.

Circumstances We are facing an ‘emergency’: ‘The coalition Government has
inherited from its predecessor the largest budget deficit of any economy
in Europe with the single exception of Ireland . . . Questions that were
asked about the liquidity and solvency of banking systems are now
being asked of the liquidity and solvency of some of the governments
that stand behind those banks’. [The current state of the economy is
described as] ‘the ruins of an economy built on debt’, based on ‘debt-
fuelled consumption’ and ‘pumping [up] the debt bubble’.

Goals [Fulfil ‘fiscal mandate’, i.e. ‘our overall objective for the public
finances’] ‘The formal mandate we set is that the structural current
deficit should be in balance in the final year of the five-year forecast
period, which is 2015-16 in this Budget.’; ‘this mandate will be
supplemented by a fixed target for debt, which in this Parliament is to
ensure that debt is falling as a share of GDP by 2015-16’. [Our goals
are] ‘to have debt falling and a balanced structural current budget by
the end of this Parliament.’
[Achieve long-term goal of a balanced economy] ‘Our policy is to raise
from the ruins of an economy built on debt a new, balanced economy
where we save, invest and export . . . An economy . . . where all
industries grow . . . An economy where prosperity is shared among
all sections of society and all parts of the country’. [Our goal is] ‘a
sustainable private sector recovery built on a new model of economic
growth.’

Means–goal [The strategy is sufficient in view of the goals]: ‘a credible plan to cut
our budget deficit goes hand in hand with a steady and sustained
economic recovery, with low inflation and falling unemployment’. [The
strategy is necessary in view of the goal]: ‘this is the unavoidable
Budget’.

Values [Fairness, financial responsibility/sustainability, the national interest]
(The Budget) ‘is tough; but it is also fair’; ‘In this Budget everyone will
be asked to contribute. But . . . everyone will share in the rewards
when we succeed’; ‘we are all in this together’; ‘we are a progressive
alliance governing in the national interest’.

(continued)
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The way in which these elements of the argument are related is shown in Figure 4.3.

Notice that a concern for fairness, financial sustainability (responsibility) or the national inter-

est is part of the value premise informing the goal, in the sense that the government has to

internalize these concerns in order to act in a way that achieves the goal in accordance with

(Continued)

Counter-argument and alternative
proposal

[The government should not deal decisively with debt, but should
encourage growth, as cuts will endanger recovery]: ‘Some have
suggested that there is a choice between dealing with our debts and
going for growth’.

Dealing with counter-argument
and alternative: negative
consequences of both

[If the government does not act as proposed, the goals will not be
achieved; negative consequences will compromise the goals]: ‘But
unless we now deliver on that promise of action with concrete
measures, that credibility – so hard won in recent weeks – will be lost.
The consequence for Britain would be severe. Higher interest rates,
more business failures, sharper rises in unemployment, and potentially
even a catastrophic loss of confidence and the end of the recovery.’
[Alternative strategies will not deliver the goals]: alternatives are ‘a false
choice’, ‘unless we deal with our debts there will be no growth’.

Argument from authority (1) ‘The view of the international community was clearly expressed at the
latest G20 meeting . . . ( . . .) [T]he international community believes
countries with high fiscal deficits need to accelerate the pace of fiscal
consolidation’.

Argument from authority (2) ‘Our approach is supported by the international evidence, compiled by
the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, the
International Monetary Fund and others, which found that
consolidations delivered through lower spending are more effective at
correcting deficits and boosting growth than consolidations delivered
through tax increases’.

Argument from authority (3) ‘The judgement of the Office for Budget Responsibility . . . is that we
are on track to meet these goals.’ ‘. . . Forecasts [by the OBR]
demonstrate [that it is possible to attain our goals]’. [Forecasts are
taken to show that it is possible to attain goals by following proposed
action.]

Emerging positive consequences of
action already taken

‘This early, determined action has earned us credibility in international
markets. It has meant that our promise to deal decisively with the
deficit has been listened to. Market interest rates for Britain have fallen
over the last seven weeks, while those of many of our European
neighbours have risen’. [These consequences are taken to confirm the
rightness of the action.]

Dealing with anticipated negative
consequences of proposed action

‘ . . . the combined impact of the tax and benefit changes we make
today are tough for people. That is unavoidable given the scale of the
debts our country faces, and the catastrophe that would ensue if we
failed to deal with them. My priority in putting together this Budget
has been to make sure that the measures are fair. That all sections of
society contribute, but that the richest pay more than the poorest . . .’;
‘Too often . . . it is the poorest – those who had least to do with the
cause of the economic misfortunes – who are hit hardest . . .’. (. . .)
[Costs will not outweigh the benefits; they are necessary to avoid higher
costs; costs are fairly shared; they are mitigated by a concern for
fairness and for not repeating the mistakes of the past.]
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the stated values. However, like any similar external reason (obligation, duty, promise), a

commitment to fairness or other values is at the same time an institutional fact: a democratic

government is bound by an obligation to act fairly towards citizens, constrained by it,

regardless of whether they want to act fairly or not, and can therefore be held responsible if

they do not. Invoking such reasons repeatedly as both concerns and commitments (for

instance as commissive speech acts) functions as an element of ethical appeal (ethos): the gov-

ernment is both making public its concern for the impact of the crisis on the population and

its desire and intention to be fair, and showing that it is aware of its responsibilities and will

fulfil them.

Circumstantial premises: the context of action

The context of action, according to the Chancellor, is one of ‘emergency’: it is one in which

the government ‘has inherited from its predecessor’ one of the largest budget deficits in

Europe. The context is also one of risk and fear, ‘fear about the sustainability of sovereign

debt’, about the ‘liquidity and solvency’ of some European governments. Further specifica-

tion of the context of action comes at various points in the text and is often in the form of

figures (‘the Office for Budget Responsibility has revealed the size of the structural deficit to

be even larger than we feared, £12 billion larger next year’) or other empirical assertions:

‘over the past decade the British economy has become deeply unbalanced’; ‘nowhere are

these disparities as marked as between the different regions of Britain’; ‘the country was

living beyond its means when the recession came’.

Goal premises: short-, medium- and long-term goals of action

Having defined the context, the Chancellor proceeds to defend a certain strategy of action.

The reason why we can speak of a strategy, not merely of an isolated action, is that there is

an identifiable relation of coordination between distinct actions aimed at the same goal, and

a sequential relation between various means, goals and further goals, where goals, once

attained, become the means to further goals, or create the context (circumstances) for their

achievement. What the Chancellor sets out to outline is, in his own words, a ‘credible

approach’, a ‘credible plan’, based on a ‘promise to deal decisively with the deficit’. (The

claim for action is expressed here as a decision and commitment to act so as to deal with the

deficit.)

The long-term goal of this strategy is ‘to raise from the ruins of an economy built on debt

a new, balanced economy where we save, invest and export’, ‘an economy where the state

does not take almost half of all our national income, crowding out private endeavour’, one

that is ‘not overly reliant on the success of one industry, financial services – important as they

are – but where all industries grow’, a future Britain ‘where prosperity is shared among all

sections of society and all parts of the country’. The action is therefore intended to take

Britain from the current circumstances (a debt-fuelled economy in ruins, with an overly

dominant financial sector, an oversized state sector, etc.) to a future situation (imaginary,

vision) based on sustainable private sector development, not on ‘pumping the debt bubble

back up’, and so on. In the shorter term, the Government is setting itself the following ‘over-

all objective for the public finances’: to fulfil their ‘fiscal mandate’ by 2015–16, i.e. ‘to have

debt falling and a balanced structural current budget by the end of this Parliament’. A future
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situation where debt has fallen as a share of GDP and the structural budget has been brought

into balance is therefore the goal of current action. Once achieved, this goal will create a

new context for further action towards further goals or become a means towards further

goals.

The claim for action: what the government must do, or the
means that will realize the goals

In order to achieve these goals, Britain must deal decisively with its debts and reduce the deficit, alter-

natively expressed as ‘accelerate the pace of fiscal consolidation’, etc. This is the main action

that is being advocated in view of the goals, and its rightness is supported with evidence, in

terms of positive and negative consequences (costs and benefits) of proposed and alternative

actions, as well as by arguments from the authority of the international community. As we

argued in Chapters 2 and 3, goals are states of affairs, imaginaries. This is why the vision of

a new balanced economy and of a country where there is prosperity for all are goals, while

dealing with debt, or reducing the deficit are actions (means) that can presumably deliver the

goals. But reducing the deficit, understood as a situation in which the deficit has been success-

fully reduced (we need to do A in order to reduce the deficit), can also be taken as a goal of

present action, and this illustrates how the goals of one action, once achieved, become either

the means of further action, or create a new context for further action. (Action A is necessary

in order to reduce the deficit, as goal, and reducing the deficit, as action, is necessary in view

of the goal of a balanced economy.)

In terms of how exactly the deficit and the debt will be dealt with, Osborne turns to a list

of measures (specific actions). They involve cuts in government spending and tax increases,

with the bulk of the money coming from cuts in government spending. Together with mea-

sures aimed at boosting growth in the private sector, spending cuts are part of a strategy of

action that will deliver not only immediate goals (a reduction in debt and deficit) but also

the long-term goals of a more balanced economy and prosperity for all. The actions that will

deliver growth are not specified in detail in the Budget, beyond measures to cut corporation

tax and create a more favourable business environment. The Chancellor announces that

there will be a White Paper that will address measures for growth.

Among the specific measures announced are the following: further reductions in depart-

mental spending; restraining public sector pay; freezing pay and pensions for two years (while

‘protecting the lowest paid’); reforming the welfare system; supporting the private sector

through tax cuts and other supportive legislation; making banks contribute to the general

effort; helping regional development; maintaining existing infrastructure projects in trans-

port; increasing VAT to 20 per cent; increasing the personal tax-free allowance; helping

pensioners by linking the state pensions to earnings; increasing the child element of the child

tax credit to help poor families.

The means–goal premise

In practical arguments, the means–goal premise usually says that the proposed action is nec-

essary or sufficient to achieve the goal. An action may help achieve an aim without being

strictly speaking necessary and an action may be necessary but not in itself sufficient to real-

ize the goal. The Chancellor insists that the Budget is ‘unavoidable’, both at the beginning

and end of his speech (‘This is the unavoidable Budget’; ‘Sadly, with this unavoidable budget
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we’ve had to increase taxes’); it is unavoidable given the need to avoid dire consequences

and given the context of action (‘given the scale of the debts our country faces, and the cata-

strophe that would ensue if we failed to deal with them’). The claim for action is therefore

supported strongly both by an analysis of the circumstances and of the consequences of

action, as well as in view of the goals pursued (if Britain adopts the government’s strategy

of action, we are told repeatedly, then it will be possible to attain these long-term goals).

Additional support is provided for this claim, from the authority of the Office for Budget

Responsibility, which has allegedly examined the strategy and concluded that it is possible

to attain the goals simultaneously with making spending cuts, in other words that it is possi-

ble to have an expansionary fiscal contraction. How strong can we assume this means–goal

(conditional) relation to be?

On the one hand, the Chancellor is no doubt saying that, if Britain adopts this strategy,

the goals will be attained. If we abbreviate the goal as R (Recovery) and the means as A

(Strategy of Action), one thing he is saying is ‘if A, then R’, which means that the actions pro-

posed are a sufficient condition for recovery. However, to say that A is sufficient for R does

not preclude the possibility that something else than A might also lead to R: there may be

other means, other strategies of action that will also lead to recovery. This, however, is clearly

what Osborne would deny. In saying that the budget is unavoidable, he is saying that it is nec-

essary, therefore ‘if R, then A’, i.e. for recovery to be attained, then these actions are neces-

sary. He is therefore saying that the strategy he is proposing is both necessary and sufficient to

deliver recovery. So, from a logical point of view, what he is saying is in fact this: if and only if

Britain adopts the strategy of action advocated by the government, will recovery be possible.

This relation is much stronger than either of the two relations above, in fact it is a conjunc-

tion of both, a biconditional relation: ‘R if and only if A’ is equivalent to saying: ‘(if R then A)

and (if A then R)’, or ‘for recovery to occur, this strategy of action must be pursued and if this

strategy of action is pursued, then recovery will occur’. This means that, in his view, no alter-

native means would equally deliver the goal, and the strategy will indeed deliver the goal. As

we will see later, critics of Osborne’s austerity budget have repeatedly denied both of these

claims, both that there is no alternative and that the proposed plan will actually deliver the

goals. The means–goal premise in the Budget speech seems to be put forward as a very

strong relationship but it is a highly contentious issue that the relationship is in fact as strong

as the Chancellor claims it to be.

Consequences of action

Shortly after announcing the overall goals of the government the Chancellor deals with an

alternative argument for action and an implicit counter-argument, presumably coming from

the Labour party: Britain should not try to deal with the deficit first (implicit counter-argu-

ment, whose claim negates the government’s claim) but ought to ‘go for growth’ first (an

alternative claim for action). The counter-argument and the alternative argument are logi-

cally distinct: we can claim that someone shouldn’t do what he proposes to do without being

able to suggest an alternative, and the existence of alternatives does not show that the action

we first contemplated is wrong. These arguments are dealt with in the same way. Both fail-

ing to act as planned and adopting Labour’s alternative will have negative consequences that

will compromise the goals: potentially, this could mean the ‘end of the recovery’; ‘unless

we deal with our debts there will be no growth’. Other possible negative consequences are

mentioned later: ‘if we don’t tackle pay and pensions, more jobs will be lost’, etc.
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The same type of argument from negative consequences was used by Darling in his own

Budget and Pre-Budget speeches, to claim exactly the reverse. What is new in Osborne’s

speech is an explicit acknowledgement of the inevitable negative consequences of his own

proposed strategy: ‘I do not disguise from this House’, he argues, ‘that the combined impact

of the tax and benefit changes we make today are tough for people. That is unavoidable

given the scale of the debts our country faces, and the catastrophe that would ensue if we

failed to deal with them.’ Negative effects are thus acknowledged as unavoidable (in contrast

with Darling’s speech), but they are not taken to be serious enough to undermine the goals

and therefore throw the claim into doubt. The costs are presumably outweighed by the even

greater costs of failing to act accordingly (‘catastrophe’) and also by the eventual benefits of

the proposed action. This cost–benefit analysis is used to justify the rightness of the govern-

ment’s strategy, and there is an account of how the ‘tough impact’ of the action will be dealt

with: the costs will be mitigated by a concern for fairness (the rich will pay more than the

poor). At least from Osborne’s perspective, his claim cannot be rebutted by invoking prob-

able negative consequences because these consequences are not likely to compromise highly

ranked goals and values (the action is not unfair, and will lead to economic recovery).

Implicitly, the government has already examined the probable impact of the strategy on other

legitimate goals and values and has designed its strategy in such a way that these legitimate

concerns are taken care of, i.e. the action will fulfil its main objectives without compromising

these other goals and values. There has, in other words, been a process of deliberation over

which goals should be simultaneously pursued, not just an instrumental assessment of which

means will most efficiently fulfil the main financial objectives.

Alleged positive consequences are also used to strengthen the claim. Osborne claims that,

since Britain has announced its intention to deal with its deficit, its ‘credibility in interna-

tional markets’ has risen, and ‘interest rates for Britain have fallen’, unlike those of other

European countries. Positive consequences have already emerged, in the form of positive

feedback, and are thus reinforcing the claim.

Values guiding goals and action

Fairness is the guiding value of this budget. Its rhetorical potential is exploited to the full,

including by appeals to ethos and pathos. Osborne acknowledges ‘mistakes’ that were made in

the past, when it was ‘the poorest – those who had least to do with the cause of the economic

misfortunes – who [were] hit hardest’. This Government, he says, is ‘different’ from previous

governments, it is a ‘progressive alliance governing in the national interest’ whose ‘priority

has been to make sure that the measures are fair’, that ‘the burden is fairly shared’, ‘that all

sections of society contribute, but that the richest pay more than the poorest’. Fairness is also

prominent at the beginning of the speech, when the Chancellor claims that ‘when we say

that we are all in this together, we mean it’, and makes an explicit ‘commitment’ to fairness:

‘everyone will share in the rewards when we succeed’. It is also present throughout, as an

implicit or explicit premise in the various sub-arguments in favour of reform and spending

cuts (‘it is fair and it is right that in future banks should make a more appropriate contribu-

tion’; ‘[increasing the personal allowance] demonstrates that this coalition Government puts

fairness first’).

Fairness is presented both as an active concern on behalf of the government but also as a

public commitment to fairness (the government has a duty to be fair). This existing commit-

ment to fairness, as a fact, is part of the circumstantial premises of action (an institutional
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fact) and is independent of whether the government actually wants to act fairly or not. This

is how we have represented it in Figures 4.2 and 4.3. The distinction between a concern for

fairness (a desire-dependent reason) and a commitment or obligation to be fair (a desire-

independent reason) underlies the arguments developed in all of these government reports,

although it sometimes remains implicit. It is precisely because the government, or politicians,

are bound by such institutional facts as reasons, whether they want to act in accordance with

them or not, that they can be held responsible when they fail to do so. (We will come back

to this discussion in Chapters 5 and 6.)

Other values are also invoked: fiscal prudence (‘We’ve had to relearn the virtue of finan-

cial prudence’), and (financial) responsibility (‘Past prudence was an excuse for future irre-

sponsibility’). There is also a repeated invocation of sincerity, or truthfulness (‘I am not

going to hide hard choices from the British people, . . . . You’re going to hear them straight

from me’). These values are effectively used to increase both the rhetorical and the dialecti-

cal acceptability of the argument. Fairness, sincerity, responsibility not only have a strong

rhetorical appeal as values which enjoy wide support, but they are also values which under-

lie a dialectically optimal process of practical reasoning and decision-making, one in which

there has been an impartial weighing of alternatives and there has been no attempt to

deceive the public.

Reforming welfare

Let us now look in more detail at the section on welfare reform:

Mr Deputy Speaker, let me now address the largest bill in government – the welfare

bill. It is simply not possible to deal with a budget deficit of this size without undertaking

lasting reform of welfare. It has been a key component of most successful fiscal consoli-

dations elsewhere in the world. And around Europe, countries are now tackling their

benefits bill. Germany has already announced 30 billion euros worth of cuts to welfare

spending. And others are taking similar steps. Here in Britain, the explosion in welfare

costs contributed to the growing structural budget deficit in the middle part of this

decade. Total welfare spending has increased from £132 billion ten years ago to £192

billion today. That represents a real terms increase of a staggering 45 per cent. It’s one

reason why there is no money left. It has also left an increasing number of our fellow

citizens trapped on out-of-work benefits for the whole of their lives. A greater propor-

tion of our children grow up in workless households than any other country in Europe.

We are wasting the talent of millions, and spending billions on it in the process. So we

will increase the incentives to work, and reduce the incentives to stay out of work. We

will focus our benefits more towards those in need. And we will end some one-off pay-

ments that the country cannot afford anymore. First, we need to put the whole welfare

system on a more sustainable and affordable footing. (. . .)

How does the Chancellor justify the need to reform the welfare system? Let us try to identify

the premises and the claim. The claim is that Britain must reform the welfare system (‘must

undertake lasting reform of welfare’). There are two practical arguments (see Figure 4.4).

According to the first, the government’s goal is to deal with the deficit, and the implicit

means–goal premise says that only if the government reforms the welfare system will it be

possible to ‘deal with a deficit of this size’. Given the circumstances (‘the welfare bill is the
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largest bill in government’) and the goal, a set of measures (as specific actions) is proposed,

detailing what reforming the system means. Among these, the government will reform hous-

ing benefits, will remove various benefits and tax credits which ‘sadly . . . the country cannot

afford’ and means-test others. In arguing for these measures, two concerns are mentioned

repeatedly: the government wants to put the welfare system on a sustainable (affordable) footing

and do so in a way that is fair. These two concerns (sustainability, or affordability, on the

one hand, and fairness, on the other) make up the value premise and inform the goals and

therefore the action. In order to achieve the goal, the government will take action in order

to ‘increase the incentives to work’ and ‘reduce the incentives to stay out of work’, it ‘will

focus . . . benefits more towards those in need’ and ‘will end some one-off payments that the

country cannot afford anymore’. These can be taken as partial or intermediate goals in a

strategy aimed at achieving a comprehensive reform of the welfare system, itself a compo-

nent of the broader strategy aimed at reducing the deficit. (Goals, once achieved, become

means or circumstances towards further goals.) This strategy will effectively save the country

£11 billion by 2014–15, Osborne claims, and will succeed where previous governments

have failed. The second practical argument takes a range of problems caused by the current

welfare system as premises (people are trapped on benefits, children grow in families where

no one works, money is being wasted) and an implicit goal premise referring to the need for

a better system, where these problems have been dealt with.

The claim is also justified by an argument based on what other countries have already

decided to do: everywhere in Europe, ‘countries are now tackling their benefits bill’, and

viewing this as a ‘key component of fiscal consolidation’. For example, ‘Germany has already

announced 30 billion euros worth of cuts to welfare spending’. This can be taken as a version

of an ad populum argument, either based on expert opinion or on deliberation (Walton et al.

2008: 312), which has produced a considered, well-grounded decision that it would be rea-

sonable for Britain to follow. Finally, there is an argument from the need to reform the wel-

fare system as one of the causes of the current structural deficit; an explanation is embedded

in the argument at this point and partly attributes the cause of the deficit to excessive welfare

spending in the past (this ‘is one reason why there is no money left’).

The argument is represented in Figure 4.4.

One justification of the claim (the first practical argument) is in view of what the situation

is and what the government wants to achieve. Cuts must be made because money needs to

be saved. But cuts, apparently, also need to be made for other reasons. The second practical

argument, which takes as circumstances the negative effects the current system has, allegedly,

already had on people, supports the claim for action on account of considerations that are

not purely or primarily financial. The fact that billions of pounds are spent on welfare bene-

fits is in itself only a reason because this money is ‘wasted’, because it does not produce the

positive consequences it is expected to produce. Instead, the welfare system is said to have a

damaging effect, which implies it would be in need of reform whether there was a budget deficit to

deal with or not. There are therefore other legitimate reasons for demanding reform: the system

is not only financially inefficient but has negative effects on people’s well-being: it wastes peo-

ple’s talents, deprives them of freedom and choice (people are ‘trapped’) and harms their

children. As the argument develops, the section on reforming housing benefits also adds

another negative effect in terms of fairness: it is unfair (as well as financially unsustainable)

that some people should receive enormous sums in benefits, as these come from the taxes

paid by working people. To sum up, the explicit goal of action has to do with deficit reduc-

tion, but not all the arguments that are used invoke financial considerations. A variety of
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moral concerns are used as premises, and these seem to correspond to another goal of action,

which is, however, left implicit.

The structure of the argument shows that the government’s agenda involves more than

making savings. The second practical argument amounts to an implicit critique of the wel-

fare state and this critique is logically independent of the particular context of action which

requires savings: whatever the financial situation, the welfare state would be in need of radi-

cal reform. Many critics of the current government’s strategy have in fact argued that,

regardless of the austerity agenda, motivated by the crisis, the government’s goal is to roll

back the state and this, the argument goes, is an ideologically driven mission, not merely

one imposed by necessity. There is therefore another, largely unacknowledged goal of action,

which can be occasionally glimpsed when Osborne talks about his vision for the future of

Britain as ‘an economy where the state does not take almost half of our national income,

crowding out private endeavour’, or claims (without justifying why) that it is ‘unsustainable’

that ‘the state today accounts for almost half of all national income’. The goal of this second

argument is not explicit, and this is rhetorically significant and effective, as this does not

create disagreement on an additional issue.

Embedded within this main argument are sub-arguments that deal with the various areas

in need of reform. Logically, since reform of welfare means (a) reforming the housing bene-

fits system; (b) reforming the system of tax credits; (c) reforming disability allowance, etc.,

each of these areas involves its own claim and its own set of supporting premises. These sub-

claims make more specific what the main claim is: the government needs to reform welfare,

i.e. needs to do (a), (b), (c), etc. There is no space to reconstruct all of these embedded

CLAIM FOR ACTION: The housing benefits
system must be reformed.

GOAL: The
govern-
ment’s goal
is to deal
with the
deficit.

VALUES:
The govern-
ment is
concerned
with financial
sustainability
and fairness.

CIRCUMSTANCES:
[The current situation
is financially
unsustainable]:
Housing benefit costs
are out of control;
they have risen from
£14 bn to £21 bn,
more is being spent
on housing benefits
than on police and
universities
combined.

CIRCUMSTANCES:
[The current situation
is unfair]:
There are some
enormous
individual awards;
some families
receive £104,000/
year, i.e. the
equivalent of the
income tax and
insurance paid by
16 working people.

MEANS-
GOAL:
Unless
spending on
housing
benefits is cut
down, it will
be impossible
to deal
with the
deficit.

Figure 4.5 Osborne’s argument for reforming housing benefits in the 2010 Emergency Budget Report.

150 The economic crisis in the UK: strategies and arguments



 

sub-arguments, but such reconstruction should be a simple and straightforward matter. Let

us just illustrate it by the argument in favour of reforming housing benefits:

Mr Deputy Speaker, spending on housing benefit has risen from £14 billion ten years

ago to £21 billion today. That is close to a 50 per cent increase over and above inflation.

Costs are completely out of control. We now spend more on housing benefit than we do

on the police and on universities combined. And among these enormous numbers for

total spending there are some equally enormous individual awards. Today there are some

families receiving £104,000 a year in housing benefit. The cost of that single award is

equivalent to the total income tax and national insurance paid by 16 working people on

median incomes. It is clear that the system of housing benefit is in dire need for reform.

The argument above is a practical argument, from circumstances, goals and values.

There are two sets of circumstantial premises: briefly, (1) the current situation is financially

unsustainable and (2) the current situation is unfair. This division corresponds to the two

main concerns expressed in the value premise, a concern for financial sustainability and a

concern for fairness. As we said in Chapter 2, facts (circumstances) are selected as relevant

premises in arguments in light of particular concerns (in other words, there is no fact/value

distinction). Although the value premise is implicit in this particular section of the text (as it

has been formulated elsewhere), its content is not hard to retrieve from the way in which the

circumstantial premises have been formulated. Seeing current costs as ‘out of control’ can

only function as a premise in a practical argument (and constitute a ‘problem’) if financial

sustainability is a concern motivating action. Similarly, the enormous housing benefits

awarded to some people but not others would not be seen as a ‘problem’ in the absence of a

concern for fairness. In addition, the fact that fairness and sustainability are the value pre-

mises is independently confirmed by the presence, in the October Spending Review, of an

almost identical version of this paragraph, containing the sentence ‘This is totally unsustain-

able and unfair’ exactly at this point in the argument, to refer to the situation in which 16

working families pay tax to support the housing benefits of one.

This argument is represented in Figure 4.5.

Developing the argument for austerity. The Spending Review

On 20 October 2010, in the Spending Review statement, Chancellor Osborne reasserted the

same policy lines and made various points more specific. We are just going to indicate what

exactly was new or reformulated in a clearer and more precise form in the Spending Review,

by comparison with the Emergency Budget speech, to give a better view of the government’s

overall strategy.

The inevitability of the government’s decision is emphasized in similar terms (‘tackling this

budget deficit is unavoidable’), but the government’s choice of action is redefined in more con-

structive terms. The government has not merely chosen to pay ‘the bills of past failure’ but

has chosen the path of ‘investment in the future’ and in the country’s most important priorities

(health, education, security and infrastructure), while ‘cutting waste’ and reforming a ‘welfare

system that our country can no longer afford’. The context of action is re-described succinctly

with clear figures: ‘We have, at £109 billion pounds, the largest structural budget deficit in

Europe . . .. We are paying, at a rate of £120 million a day, £43 billion a year in debt inter-

est’. Last year, the IMF warned this country to accelerate the reduction in the deficit and,
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since May, this has led to decisive action that ‘has taken Britain out of the financial danger

zone’. The Government’s plan of action amounts to ‘taking our country back from the brink

of bankruptcy’ and ‘bringing sanity to our public finances and stability to our economy’.

Besides adding considerably more quantitative information, the Spending Review clari-

fies the three principles (values or concerns) that have underlain the Government’s decisions:

reform, fairness and growth. There is also further justification why these principles have been

chosen to guide government action. The need for reforming all public services is justified by

an appeal to evidence from the past. The last decade, Osborne argues, has shown that ‘more

money without reform was a recipe for failure’; however, ‘less money without reform would

be worse’. As the previous government’s policies, of excessive regulations, targets and assess-

ments have proved to be inefficient, this government, Osborne says, ‘will completely reverse’

these policies and has ‘begun by squeezing every last penny . . . out of waste and administra-

tion costs’.

Fairness means that ‘we are all in this together and all must make a contribution’, but

‘those with the broadest shoulders should bear the greatest burden’, including the banks. It

also ‘means creating a welfare system that helps the vulnerable’, makes sure that ‘it will

always pay to work’ and that ‘those who work will be better off than those who don’t’, and is

‘also affordable for the working families who pay for it from their taxes’. There is a lot more

emphasis on fairness in the Spending Review, and it goes beyond saying that the rich are

expected to contribute more than the poor. The government’s overall strategy is described as

fair and that of the previous government as unfair: ‘Let’s be clear’, Osborne says, ‘there is

nothing fair about running huge budget deficits, and burdening future generations with the

debts we ourselves are not prepared to pay’. ‘A fair government deals with the deficit decisi-

vely’, so that the poor and future generations do not have to bear the burden of unsustain-

able public finances. The way in which the previous government has ‘flunked’ the reform of

the welfare system is also said to be unfair. It is not fair that several working families should

support the benefits bills of a family whose members do not work, and it is not fair that the

welfare system does not make work pay. Nor is it fair that some people get away with tax

evasion and fraud. In the welfare system alone, an estimated £5 billion is lost every year

through fraud, i.e. ‘£5 billion that others have to work long hours to pay in their taxes’. This

is why the government will both ‘step up the fight to catch benefit cheats’ and decisively

address tax evasion. Saving in welfare costs, Osborne says, is also fair because these savings

will be used to shield other areas form cuts. This decision was supported by ‘massive consul-

tations’ with the public, which have shown ‘the British people think it is fair to reform welfare

bills in order to protect important public services’, particularly the NHS (‘the embodiment

of a fair society’), but also education, which has been relatively protected at the expense of

bigger cuts in other departments.

Finally, the government is concerned with promoting growth and private sector recovery.

Through its actions, the government has already restored stability and certainty to business,

Osborne says, and, by cutting taxes, is ‘giving business the freedom to compete’. To encour-

age growth means that ‘when money is short we should ruthlessly prioritise those areas of

public spending which are most likely to support economic growth’: investments in transport

and green energy infrastructure, in education and science. The Spending Review is more

detailed than the Emergency Budget in presenting and justifying measures for growth.

The premises of action and the claim are not very different from those in the Emergency

Budget. Overall, the Spending Review clarifies the government’s strategy as involving mea-

sures aimed at saving money and measures aimed at achieving economic growth. It also

focuses more extensively on fairness. There is also more emphasis on the responsibility
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involved in making difficult but carefully considered and ‘tough’ choices, and on the unavail-

ability of alternatives. There are also several representations of the government’s strategy of

action as one which has ‘taken our country back from the brink of bankruptcy’ and ushered

in a period of sustainable recovery, leading to ‘a stronger Britain’.

Evaluation of the argument

We now turn to a critical evaluation of the government’s pro-austerity argument, by draw-

ing on the public debate on the government’s strategy of action, as it has unfolded in the

media and other institutional contexts, since May 2010. We want to show that, often quite

explicitly, this debate has been carried out by challenging the elements of a practical argu-

ment: the goals, the values, the action, the definition of the context of action, the means–

goal premise, the relations between them, and particularly by pointing to the likely negative

and positive consequences of action. We suggest that any analysis of political discourse, to

the extent it focuses on arguments for action, needs to address these elements and use a nor-

mative framework for argument evaluation in order to take a non-arbitrary critical stance.

The debate between supporters and critics of austerity has opposed Labour to

Conservative politicians, but has also involved academics, economists and economics editors

of major newspapers, such as Robert Skidelsky, David Blanchflower, Martin Wolf, Larry

Elliott, Paul Krugman, on the side of the critics of austerity and mainly taking their inspira-

tion from Keynes, to Niall Fergusson, Jeffrey Sachs, Jean-Claude Trichet and others, as

advocates of austerity. According to Martin Wolf, the debate is one between the ‘cutters’

and the ‘postponers’: both camps agree that the fiscal deficit must be reduced but they dis-

agree over many things, particularly over the pace of fiscal tightening, as well as on who

should bear the main burden. The ‘cutters’ argue that huge fiscal deficits endanger long-

term fiscal credibility and can lead to a downgrade of Britain’s credit rating, hence to spiral-

ling borrowing costs and a fall in investor and private confidence and spending. They argue

that it was right to stimulate the economy in 2008 and 2009, but the time has now come for

fiscal retrenchment. The ‘postponers’ agree that spending must be reduced in the long run;

however, given the fragility of the recovery, fiscal consolidation should be put off until

growth resumes (Wolf 2010b).

In January 2011, the Keynesian economist David Blanchflower (economics editor at the

New Statesman and Professor at Dartmouth College, New Hampshire) published a point-by-

point rebuttal of the government’s strategy, as summarized informally in David Cameron’s

New Year message, in which he contradicted Cameron’s description of the context of

action (according to Cameron, ‘every sensible person knows’ that ‘we have been living seri-

ously beyond our means’), his solution to the problem, the ‘essential’ character of austerity

measures and the likelihood that they will achieve the government’s aims. In his New Year

message, Cameron claimed that ‘the actions we are taking are essential, because they are

putting our economy and our country on the right path’ and making 2011 ‘the year that

Britain gets back on its feet’ (i.e. the actions are necessary and sufficient in view of the

goals). On the contrary, Blanchflower replies, they are certainly not ‘essential’ (i.e. not nec-

essary, as there are alternatives) and ‘there is a significant chance that this is the wrong

path’: for many people, it is already clear that ‘2011 is going to be a year when they are

knocked off their feet’ (i.e. the action is not sufficient either, it will not lead to the goals,

and its negative consequences may conclusively rebut the claim). ‘Only time will tell’,

Blanchflower observes, whether austerity will deliver the goals, but, ‘judging by historical
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precedent, there is a non-negligible probability that these policies will turn out to be a disas-

ter’ (i.e. their negative consequences will compromise the goals). Cameron claims that the

government has inherited ‘an economy in deep trouble’ from the previous government,

who is responsible for the ‘biggest budget deficit in our peacetime history’ (as circumstances

of action). In response, Blanchflower observes that the explanation for the deficit is the cri-

sis itself, and that the action taken by Labour at the time successfully prevented another

Great Depression (i.e. alternative representations of the context of action and causal expla-

nations are supporting different strategies). To Cameron’s insistence that ‘We are all in this

together’, Blanchflower replies: ‘No we aren’t. VAT is a regressive tax. The millionaires in

cabinet will not become homeless or become depressed because of worries about paying

the bills.’ It is the poor and the young people who are going to pay the price for the coali-

tion’s ‘doctrinaire attack’ on them. According to Cameron, (a concern for) the national

interest ‘dictates’ that the government should act decisively and without delay.

Blanchflower disagrees once again: it is perhaps more ‘plausible that the national interest is

best served by delaying paying off the deficit, in order to stimulate growth’. In other words,

the government’s stated values or concerns might require alternative actions: austerity is

not compatible with the either fairness or the national interest, such arguments are rationa-

lizations. To Cameron’s confident claim that ‘we have a credible plan for restoring confi-

dence in our economy’ and ‘we have to see it through’, Blanchflower replies that, ‘judging

by the evidence up to this point, you don’t’, as ‘confidence has collapsed and unemploy-

ment is rising’ (i.e. emerging negative feedback should prompt a reconsideration of the

strategy). The government’s plan does not seem to be realistic in fact, he argues, ‘as it is

based on an assumption the private sector will step in, in a way it has never done before’

(their argument is based on false premises). Consequently, Blanchflower urges, Cameron

had better have a Plan B ready and be prepared for a major policy U-turn (Blanchflower

2011a).

In Chapter 2, we said that a practical argument is a presumptive argument that assigns a

burden of proof not only to the arguer but also to the critics to come up with considerations

that would defeat the argument or rebut its claim. This is the source of the inherent legiti-

macy of a critical approach to practical argumentation: due to human fallibility, no practical

argument (and no practical claim) can be accepted as reasonable unless it has withstood sys-

tematic critical examination. A version of Walton’s set of critical questions attached to the

practical reasoning schema can provide an exhaustive examination of the argument. In the

case of the government’s argument for austerity, most of the questions in the list have in fact

been asked (and also answered) by the government’s critics, and we will include a review of

this debate in the following sections.

In light of our framework in Chapter 2, we will look at criticism of the government’s claim

for action, as well as criticism of the premises on which the claim is based and of the relation-

ship between premises and claim. Criticizing the premises means primarily examining them

in the light of their rational acceptability (or truth). Criticizing the argument means attempt-

ing to defeat it, by showing that there are additional considerations, which can be added as

premises, in view of which the claim no longer follows (the argument is invalid). For example,

there are other means that can deliver the goal more efficiently. Or the goal is achieved, but

the action has other effects as well, on other goals that the agent is also pursuing. But one

can also attempt to reject the argument’s conclusion by showing that the negative conse-

quences it will generate as side-effects will undermine the goal itself or other goals which

should not be compromised. We can formulate this alternatively in terms of a normative

framework for deliberation. Choosing one proposal for action over others presupposes that,
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in a process of deliberation, the proposal in question has best stood up to criticism, while

alternatives have been critically examined and found wanting.

Let us examine the government’s argument for action from this three-fold perspective: (a)

criticism of the conclusion, i.e. the attempted rebuttal of the practical claim; (b) criticism of

the validity of the argument (attempted defeat); (c) criticism of the rational acceptability of its

premises. Opponents of the government’s strategy who take the first line have explored the

probable (or already evident consequences of action) in their relation to the stated goals and

values and have rejected the government’s claim for action by showing that it either risks

compromising those goals and values or has already done so. They have also criticized the

government’s failure to revise its strategy in light of emerging evidence indicating that the

strategy is mistaken. Those who take the second line of criticism have argued that there are

alternatives, better strategies of action that would also deliver the goals; or they have sug-

gested alternative goals. Criticism along the third line has attempted to challenge the rational

acceptability or truth of the premises of the government’s argument, e.g. the representation

of the context of action, designed to serve a particular rhetorical goal. Challenging the truth

or acceptability of individual premises comes closest to what CDA practitioners, in the

absence of a framework for analysing arguments, would normally do: suggest that the repre-

sentation of the context of action is biased and serves a particular (power) interest. We sug-

gest that viewing such representations as premises in practical arguments, i.e. as reasons for

action, provides a better understanding of the interaction between agency and structures and

of the relation between language and power.

Challenging the practical claim: has the claim stood up to
criticism in light of its probable consequences?

A proposal for action is rationally acceptable if it has emerged from a process of deliberation

in which it was subjected to rigorous and systematic criticism. Deliberation may involve con-

sidering reasons in favour of a proposal but essentially it should involve thinking of reasons

against it. Minimally, arguers should consider what reasons, if any, support not doing the action

(i.e. they should be looking at counter-arguments). Deliberation may involve examining sev-

eral alternative proposals, in order to choose the one that is comparatively better. Criticizing

a proposal amounts to showing that, if adopted, its implementation would either not lead to

the intended goal (it would compromise the goal), or that, in the process of leading to the

goal, it would undermine other highly important and non-overridable goals. Given that

agents have different hierarchies of goals and values, and that some goals and values override

others, a claim will stand up to criticism if the arguer can show that no goals or values that

should not be overridden are being sacrificed, or – if sacrificing some goals and values is una-

voidable – that the decision to do so can be justified. Almost any action will incur costs of

some kind. The question is, are the costs acceptable in view of goals and values that cannot

be overridden? Could there be a reasonable trade-off between these costs and the benefits

that are likely to be obtained?

In relation to the evaluation of practical claims in light of their consequences, we make

the following theoretical proposal. Questions such as the above amount to saying that a

purely instrumental rationality will not suffice: agents always ought to consider other goals, not

just try to find the most efficient means–end relation in view of one given goal. Instrumental

rationality might turn out to be narrow-minded or morally questionable if, in fulfilling some

stated goal of action, the action ends up negatively affecting other legitimate concerns (of the
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agent or of other agents), concerns which the agent ought to have considered before acting.

Briefly, if the action has consequences that undermine the stated goal of action, then the action dis-

plays a failure of rationality in the instrumental sense: the means that were supposed to achieve

the goal did not achieve it. This would indicate that deliberation over means was not sufficient: if

it had been, it would have become apparent that the costs of the proposed action would out-

weigh its benefits, and that it would not be efficient in delivering the goal, while other means

would perhaps be. If the action has negative consequences that undermine other legitimate goals,

goals that should be not overridden, then it displays a failure of rationality which is more-than-

instrumental. It indicates that deliberation over goals would have been necessary but was not suffi-

ciently (if at all) carried out: agents ought to have considered which other goals should not

be compromised in the realization of their stated goal. Both of these situations are, in our

view, the strongest type of challenge that can be aimed at a practical argument, as they can

refute the argument’s conclusion, not merely show that there are problems with some premise

or with the validity of the argument.

In July 2010, the Financial Times hosted a debate on austerity, which benefited from the

participation of many economists. Defenders of austerity supported the government’s strat-

egy by pointing to the likely catastrophic consequences of failing to deal with debt (a possible

downgrade of Britain’s credit rating, loss of business confidence, an increase in debt through

added debt interest), while opponents of austerity pointed to the similarly catastrophic conse-

quences of premature fiscal tightening (e.g. massive unemployment, leading to more welfare

spending and eventually to more, not less borrowing; a fall in living standards with conse-

quences for human wellbeing; the possibility of a double-dip recession). In both camps’ argu-

ments, the opponents’ strategy was implicitly said to incur costs that would either damage

the intended goal of action or other legitimate goals (and associated values) that should not

be endangered.

Historian Niall Ferguson (2010), a staunch defender of ‘austerity now’, argued that super-

sized deficits are affecting business confidence, because they raise the spectre of much higher

future taxes to pay off higher borrowing costs. Real dangers arise, in his view, from percep-

tions of a country as potentially capable of defaulting on its debts: ‘Bond market sell-offs’, he

observes, ‘are seldom gradual. All it takes is one piece of bad news – a credit rating down-

grade, for example – to trigger a sell-off.’ The remedy to the recession, he claimed, lies in

policies of the type that the Thatcher and Reagan governments successfully implemented 30

years ago. ‘Then, as today, the choice was not between stimulus and austerity. It was

between policies that boost private-sector confidence and those that kill it.’ Several other

economists in the same debate advocated fiscal conservatism rather than further stimulus, as

a way to ensure confidence among the banking and business environment. Some acknowl-

edged that a slide back into recession following fiscal tightening was probable but claimed

that ‘a double dip is a price worth paying’ and countries ought to accept ‘that bitter medi-

cine in order to get on the right longer term path’ (Feldstein 2010). Other advocates of aus-

terity praised the Coalition for understanding that the ‘ever-expanding state was no longer

the solution to economic lethargy, but the cause for endemic underperformance’ and, while

acknowledging the salutary role of Keynesian interventionism at the beginning of the crisis,

they argued that the time has come to ‘throw out the Keynesian rule book’ (Monson and

Subramaniam 2010).

Not everyone is defending ‘austerity now’. Martin Wolf, the Financial Times economics

editor, has repeatedly warned that concerted austerity measures across Europe will tip the

world into recession again. While admitting that ‘we cannot be sure who is right’, and that

only time will tell whether the government’s strategy was right or wrong, Wolf has advocated
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the case of the ‘postponers’, finding Labour’s critique of the government basically correct

and warning that politicians must have alternative plans ready in case they are proved wrong

(Wolf 2010b, 2010c). The biggest risk of austerity, Wolf has argued, involves the prospects

for growth: ‘a rapid withdrawal of fiscal support would reduce not just actual GDP, but pro-

spective growth, via its negative impact on investment in physical and human capital’. How

is the economy supposed to grow, then, is the fundamental question, to which, Wolf argues,

Labour has so far had better answers: the deficit and the national debt must be reduced, but

only once growth is fully secured and over a significantly longer period of time than envi-

saged by the government. As for the alleged risks associated with perceptions of potential

insolvency, ‘we are terrified of a confidence bogey who is asleep’ (Wolf 2010c).

Another fierce opponent of austerity is the Nobel-winning American economist Paul

Krugman (2010a). In an article in the New York Times, entitled ‘Myths of austerity’, Krugman

argued that there is no evidence for the belief that fiscal contraction improves confidence

and is therefore actually expansionary. This belief is based on a mythical belief in the ‘invisi-

ble bond vigilante and the confidence fairy’ – the belief that investors will shun America if

the government is incurring more debt and reward her if austerity measures are adopted.

Fiscal austerity has suddenly become ‘fashionable’, he argues, and is decidedly a bold strat-

egy, ‘but it boldly goes in exactly the wrong direction’: it creates massive unemployment at a

time when the private sector is not capable of providing jobs, and reduces demand which

will only further depress the private sector (Krugman 2010b).

Along similar lines, Robert Skidelsky (Professor at Warwick University) and Michael

Kennedy (former economic advisor at the Treasury), citing Keynes – who (in 1937) wrote

‘The boom, not the slump, is the right time for austerity at the Treasury’ – claimed that ‘aus-

terity now’ is the worst possible solution. ‘Future generations will curse us for cutting in a

slump’, Skidelsky and Kennedy (2010) said in the Financial Times austerity debate. Contrary

to the belief that increased public spending will impose a burden on future generations, they

argued that the burden on present and future generations will be much heavier if the public

deficit is cut now. As income, profits and tax receipts will fall, investment projects in infra-

structure will be cancelled or postponed, ‘with the result that future generations will be worse

off, having been deprived of assets they might otherwise have had’. The solution they suggest

is to increase capital spending to renew the country’s infrastructure: a modern transport sys-

tem, energy-efficient housing, new power-plants, new schools. Labour, they observe, had

already taken steps in that direction, and those projects were unwisely scrapped by the cur-

rent government.

Skidelsky (who is also the biographer of John Maynard Keynes) has argued repeatedly

that the new government’s strategy is misguided and risks triggering off a double-dip reces-

sion. In an article in the New Statesman, in May 2010, he observed that government spending

in a period of recession is not at the expense of private spending, but compensates for its

absence. If the government were to cut spending at the same time as the private sector was

spending less, and if everyone was saving rather than spending, the recession would only

deepen. This, Skidelsky says, is what Keynes called the ‘paradox of thrift’. In Britain, where,

unfortunately, the injection of money into the economy had a positive effect on the financial

sector, but little effect on the real economy, government spending needs to be the main

agent of recovery. Chancellor Osborne would therefore be well-advised to disregard fear-

mongering pundits who agitate the non-existent risk of sovereign debt default and ‘continue

to pump money into the economy, counting on this advantage: that the markets do not

expect the UK government to go bankrupt’. In doing so, the Chancellor would show that

he understands that
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we cannot continue to run an economic system in which there is such a large gap

between the beliefs of ordinary people and the beliefs of the business and financial worlds

about the properties of the economy and the requirements of a decent economic life

and an awareness that he is ultimately responsible to the people (Skidelsky 2010).

In October 2010, in an article on the UK government’s new economic strategy, David

Blanchflower was reporting the astonishment of a number of economists and policy-makers

worldwide at the ‘biggest macroeconomic experiment in an advanced country’ in recent

decades, which they reportedly saw as a ‘wildly unnecessary, misguided, doctrinaire and

potentially dangerous’ spending cuts programme, taking ‘unnecessary risks with the well-

being of the nation’, and the equivalent of ‘jumping off a cliff ’ (Blanchflower 2010b). (Let us

note that this is exactly the opposite of Osborne’s characterization of government action, as

taking Britain back from the brink of disaster.) Blanchflower has repeatedly described the

public spending cuts as the ‘greatest macro-economic mistake in a century’. One of his main

concerns is youth unemployment, as an unacceptable cost of the cuts and a ‘timebomb’ that

carries with it the risk of a lost generation (Blanchflower 2011b; see also 2011c). In June

2010, Blanchflower was already voicing his doubt at the optimistic unemployment forecasts

issued by the Office for Budget responsibility, according to which unemployment would fall

steadily each year from 2010, as the private sector would be stepping in to create approxi-

mately 2.5 million jobs during 2010–14. These predictions, Blanchflower argued, are ‘com-

pletely implausible’ in the current circumstances. Between 2000 and 2008, over nine years

when the economy was booming, the private sector created no more than 1.6 million jobs,

mainly in the financial and construction sectors, so where exactly 2.5 million jobs are to

come from, over the next five years, is a question that the government has failed to answer

(Blanchflower 2010a).

In spite of the government’s insistence on the catastrophic consequences that would ensue

if Britain should continue the policy of fiscal stimulus, Keynesian economists have argued

that there are no real dangers that would be averted at present by a policy of retrenchment

and austerity. The negative impact of this policy, however, is significant and highly probable.

Britain risks a double-dip recession and can expect massive unemployment and a consider-

able fall in living standards. The evidence on which the Keynesians are basing these predic-

tions includes economic theory but also past mistakes made by governments in the 1930s,

lessons from Japan’s history of stagnation, as well as emerging empirical evidence that the

government’s policy is misconceived (which we will discuss separately).

The government’s strategy has nevertheless found support among business circles. The

Daily Telegraph published an open letter signed by 35 business leaders, expressing their sup-

port for immediate spending cuts and opposing Labour’s original plan to spread the deficit

reduction over more than one parliament, though some have since retracted. ‘The cost of

delay is enormous, and would result in almost £100bn of additional national debt by the

end of this parliament alone’, the letter said. Commenting on this perception of the alleged

consequences of postponing spending cuts, Blanchflower has characterized it as a ‘terrible

mistake’, demonstrating a grievous misunderstanding of the economic issues at stake, and

argued that, on the contrary, ‘the sensible thing to do is to spread [the cuts] over a long

time’. Clearly, the deficit has to be addressed, he said, but over a longer time frame and in a

way that is sensitive to observed effects: ‘You have to be mindful of the data and if the data

turns down, which it has, you have to adapt’ (Kollewe 2010).

Economics editors of major newspapers have used an argument from consequences

to support either the pro-austerity view or its opposite. From the considerable risk of a

158 The economic crisis in the UK: strategies and arguments



 

double-dip recession and projected massive unemployment, Larry Elliott, writing for The

Guardian, concludes that the government’s policy is irrational (‘the lunatics are back in

charge of the asylum’) (Elliott 2010c). By contrast, Jeff Randall and Jeremy Warner, in The

Daily Telegraph, think that Osborne is finally attempting to ‘restore sanity to the Treasury

madhouse’ and ought to turn a deaf ear to the ‘screeching’, ‘hysterical voices from the

Opposition benches’, whose arguments have the ‘credibility of the Flat Earth Society’ but

none of its charm (Randall 2010b, 2010c). In their view, the ‘let’s spend until we’re broke’

brigade are clearly wrong and should admit defeat (Warner 2010).

Is the action being revised in the light of feedback
and empirical evidence?

In January 2011, UK gross domestic product for the fourth quarter of 2010 fell by 0.5 per

cent from the previous quarter, after four quarters of slow but steady growth under the

Labour government. (Previously, growth had been 0.7 per cent and 1.1 per cent.) This news

came as a shock to the government and to the media. The Guardian’s economics editor com-

mented: ‘The coalition government has killed the economy stone dead. Trashed it. Pushed

it to the brink of a double-dip recession’ (Elliott, in Elliott et al. 2011). Other economists also

issued warnings. In the Financial Times, Martin Wolf asked ‘Where now is the robust recov-

ery that justified the government’s rapid fiscal retrenchment?’ The government seems to

have been optimistic in its forecasts and in its faith that the British economy could withstand

the fiscal contraction, but, ‘if any such overconfidence existed before these latest numbers, it

should now have gone’. In such circumstances, ‘just hoping for the best is simply irrational’

and ‘the chancellor should plan for the worst, right now’ (Wolf 2011a).

At the end of January 2011, at the World Economic Forum in Davos, in Switzerland,

George Soros, the international financier, warned David Cameron that the government

might push the British economy back into recession unless it altered its austerity package.

Soros said that the combination of tax increases and spending cuts was, in his view, unsus-

tainable, and that Britain needed a Plan B (Elliott 2011b). Meanwhile, the Labour opposi-

tion produced a similar argument: factual evidence was now showing that the government’s

strategy was not working. Alan Johnson (Labour’s Shadow Chancellor at the time) declared

in an interview: ‘This is such a huge gamble. It had better work because there doesn’t appear

to be a Plan B.’

As the metaphor of the ‘Plan B’ gripped the media in the early months of 2011, neither

the Prime Minister nor the Chancellor showed any willingness to consider alternative plans

because, they said, it would alarm the financial markets. The fall in output was attributed to

the exceptionally cold weather, an explanation which only exposed the government to ridi-

cule: ‘Please sir, the weather shrank my economy’, a City analyst reportedly sneered. The

Prime Minister said it was not a surprise that the recovery would be difficult but the worst

thing the coalition could do would be to ditch their plans on the basis of one quarter’s fig-

ures – the situation will improve if there is clarity of purpose and a strong determination to

see the strategy through. Economic analysts were not impressed by this demonstration of

consistency. Elliott pointed out that the fall in output came before the planned cuts and VAT

increase and said: ‘Ministers should now admit their mistakes and put growth before deficit

reduction. But they won’t because they are clowns. Incompetent clowns’ (Elliott et al. 2011).

Failure to modify a plan of action in the light of either probable negative consequences

or empirical evidence is a serious objection against the rationality of action. As we have
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explained, this only applies to cases where the action is seen not to lead to but actually

endanger the intended goal or other goals that should not be compromised. Of course,

which goals are expendable is a judgement that might vary from person to person, depend-

ing on how goals and values are hierarchically ordered for different agents; deliberation

takes place in contexts of fundamental differences in values and interests. Successive British

governments and other agents (trade unions, etc.) have for instance taken different stances to

the question ‘is unemployment a price worth paying?’, in exchange for low inflation or other

goals. The current government’s unwillingness to modify its strategy, as negative conse-

quences that allegedly undermine a variety of important goals have begun to emerge, has

offered its critics a powerful attack strategy, but whether the critics are right or not can only

be determined over a longer time period.

Opponents of austerity have nevertheless tried to argue that there is in fact already suffi-

cient evidence that the government’s approach is wrong. The solutions being proposed are

neoliberal in nature, yet ‘the obsession with market fundamentalism’ has obviously by now

been ‘tested to destruction’ by the crisis itself. For decades, ‘privatisation, deregulation and

labour market flexibility have run their course without producing stable growth or full

employment’ and without successfully dealing with poverty. Instead, ‘the grotesque balloon-

ing of inequality’ has generated an unprecedented recession. The ‘neoliberal system is

clearly broken’, yet the solutions to the crisis are along neoliberal lines, the Labour MP

Michael Meacher has argued in his blog, in The Guardian and, in identical terms, in his inter-

ventions in Parliament (2010c). In other words, the system has already produced catastrophic

consequences, yet the government’s solutions are persistently trying to restore the same sys-

tem. As we have seen, criticism that appeals to negative consequences that have already

arisen (as opposed to probable consequences) is very strong, as it can conclusively falsify a

claim.

Will the government’s strategy actually deliver the goals?
Is it sufficient in view of the goals?

Advocates of austerity have often emphasized the need to combine spending cuts with mea-

sures that boost growth. Austerity, in other words, is by itself insufficient in view of the goals.

In the Financial Times debate on austerity we referred to earlier, Jean-Claude Trichet,

President of the European Central Bank, argued that there should be no more fiscal stimulus

and that the time has come for all European countries to start reducing their deficits.

However, he said, ‘adjustment on the spending side’ needs to be ‘accompanied by structural

reforms to promote long-term growth’ (Trichet 2010). Similarly, while believing that the UK

government is on the right track, Jeffrey Sachs (Director of the Earth Institute, Columbia

University, New York) emphasizes that cuts need to be accompanied by forward-looking

investments in education, science, technology and infrastructure. The new watchword,

according to Sachs, must be investment rather than stimulus, i.e. there must be a combina-

tion of austerity and growth-boosting measures (Sachs 2010).

A critical view of the government’s growth strategy was expressed in January 2010 by Sir

Richard Lambert, outgoing director general of the Confederation of British Industry, who

used his last major speech in office to warn against (what he saw as) the government’s unsatis-

factory growth strategy. Lambert said that the government’s single-mindedness in pursuing

spending cuts was clearly not matched by an equal determination to support growth. ‘It’s not

enough just to slam on the spending brakes. Measures that cut spending but killed demand
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would actually make matters worse’, he said, and he challenged the government to devise

policies that helped the private sector to expand and create jobs (Elliott 2011a).

Criticism along these lines does not deny that austerity is necessary, but warns that it will

not be sufficient to achieve economic recovery. It amounts to saying that the means are not

sufficient in view of attaining the goals. Let us observe that this is different from warning

against negative consequences that will make the goal impossible to achieve. Pointing to neg-

ative consequences may rebut the claim and thus indicate that the opposite of the claim is

the right action to take. Pointing out that the means are insufficient (or as we shall see below,

not necessary) may defeat the argument in the sense of showing that it is invalid, but does

not suggest that the opposite of the claim should be adopted.

Is the government’s strategy necessary in view of the goals?
What alternative means should be considered?

To suggest that there are alternatives is to suggest that the action is not strictly speaking nec-

essary. Other actions could lead to the goal, maybe even more efficiently or more in accor-

dance with the argument’s stated values. Many critics of the government have challenged

the alleged unavoidability of austerity. Why is the UK’s austerity plan deemed necessary,

asks Martin Wolf in the Financial Times. Is austerity justified by the size of the deficit? At first

sight, he says, we might say yes: in 2010, UK borrowing was the third highest among western

countries, after the USA and Ireland, which is why the chancellor presented his exceptionally

tough fiscal plans as ‘unavoidable’. However, Wolf argues, ‘this is not so’. The government

did have alternatives. First, ‘it could have decided to leave public spending permanently

higher’ (Wolf 2011b). Second, ‘the government made a deliberate choice to concentrate most

of the fiscal adjustment on spending’. This choice was not necessary either: ‘reasonable peo-

ple can differ . . . over how much of the deficit reduction should come from tax rises, instead

of spending cuts’. Third, the chancellor’s claim that, without fiscal consolidation, Britain

would become bankrupt is not very convincing, as ‘the UK government was never Greece or

Ireland’. If, Wolf argues, the government could not borrow, there would indeed be no alter-

native. But it can go on borrowing, so there is an alternative, and Labour’s original strategy

might have worked better than that of the current government (Wolf 2010c).

Various critics of the government have proposed alternative means to tackle the deficit

and encourage growth. Caroline Lucas, Green MP for Brighton, has called for a new taxa-

tion system and structural economic reform, involving a major government-led programme

of investment in green industries (in Elliott et al. 2011). Michael Meacher (2010a) has argued

repeatedly in his blog, as well as in his interventions in Parliament, that the deficit should be

reduced not by spending cuts but by job creation. Cutting public spending, ‘whether drasti-

cally or sensitively and straightaway or a bit later’ (Meacher 2010c), is the wrong policy,

which both parties seem to support, ‘unsurprisingly, since both New Labour and the Tories

have basically the same Thatcherite ideology’. The right response would be an increase in

public sector investment to compensate for the collapse of private investment, e.g. in house-

building, infrastructure and the green economy. Why does the government refuse to go for

the alternative of ‘public sector reflation’? The answer, according to Meacher, is a persistent

commitment to market fundamentalism, which rejects any beneficial role for the state. The

government is thus pursuing the wrong strategy of action, when better alternatives are avail-

able. ‘First they focused exclusively on spending cuts rather than a growth and jobs

programme as the most efficient means to cut the deficit.’ Second, ‘they decided that

The economic crisis in the UK: strategies and arguments 161



 

three-quarters of the deficit reduction should come from cutting public expenditure rather

than increasing taxes on the rich’. Third, ‘they have taken no significant measures to reform

the banks or to prevent another financial crash’. Finally, they are expecting the population

to accept job losses and a fall in living standards while ‘the rich get off virtually scot-free’.

He claims that ‘the richest 1,000 people in the UK, a minuscule 0.001% of the population,

whose wealth . . . quadrupled since 1997 to £370bn, could pay off the entire deficit of

£150bn themselves alone and still be £220bn better off ’. Yet, proportionally to their vast

fortunes, they are being required to pay virtually nothing.

The wrong solutions were adopted from the start, according to many of the government’s

critics. Instead of spending £680bn of taxpayers’ money increasing the national debt to

‘protect the banks from their own extreme folly’, Meacher says, the government could have,

at a fraction of the costs, taken over the banking system. It is incredible, Meacher has argued

in Parliament, in The Guardian and in his blog, that ‘such an obvious common-sense solution

is derailed because of extreme ideological aversion to even the faintest whiff of public owner-

ship’ and at such huge cost to the economy and the population. Failure to adopt this alterna-

tive is revelatory, in his view, of ‘how deeply embedded in the minds of the political

and economic leadership (of both main parties) is the market fundamentalism which is the

defining element of the neoliberal era’ (Meacher 2009). The wrong means are therefore

persistently chosen because of ideological adherence to a questionable goal.

Larry Elliott, The Guardian’s economics editor, is one of many commentators who have

criticized the ‘soft-touch approach to the City’, as manifested in the Coalition’s first

Budget. ‘The increase in capital gains tax was smaller than expected and the £2bn bank

levy was hardly suitable punishment given the role of the financial sector in Britain’s most

grievous post-war recession’. Osborne seems to ignore the alternative advocated by the

campaigners for a so-called Robin Hood tax, who argue that the Treasury could raise

£20bn through a financial transaction tax, which would be more than enough to pay for

the £12bn he is planning to raise from increasing VAT to 20 per cent (Elliott 2010d).

Similarly, in a recent article in The Guardian, Seumas Milne talks about the ‘Tory-led gov-

ernment’s resolute refusal to bring to heel the banks that delivered the economic melt-

down’. The government, he says, have made this clear in their unwillingness to force banks

to give up bonuses, to tax the banking sector properly and in their haste to cut Labour’s

bank levy (Milne 2011). The alternative to the spending cuts that will affect so many people

who are in no way responsible for the crisis would be therefore to resolutely pursue tax

avoidance and to properly tax the City.

To what extent have any alternatives been considered in prior deliberation leading to the

Coalition’s decision is hard to tell, but the way in which alternatives are addressed in the two

texts that we have discussed is in line with the familiar ‘There-is-no-alternative’ (or ‘TINA’)

principle: spending cuts are unavoidable. The government’s critics seem to have produced

alternative solutions that would apparently be more efficient in solving the problems and

achieving the goals, and also more in accordance with the stated value of fairness. The gov-

ernment’s argument has not adequately shown that it has considered any of these or that its

preferred choice can withstand critical examination. It has not shown that it can give a satis-

factory answer to questions such as: (a) Which alternative actions that might also bring about

the goal has the government considered? (b) Among possible alternatives, is the govern-

ment’s proposal the most acceptable in light of considerations of efficiency and probable con-

sequences and in light of the government’s stated value commitments? In other words, it has

failed to convince that its own alternative is necessary in view of the goal, that it is a compara-

tively better alternative, and that it is really underlain by a concern for fairness, as claimed.
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Once such considerations are brought to bear on the argument – the existence of other

means, more compatible with the stated goals and values, as well as the incompatibility

between the stated premises and the conclusion they are supposed to support – the argument

is considerably weakened. Assuming that we were ready to presumptively accept that, given

the government’s premises for action, the proposed strategy is the right one, once all these fur-

ther considerations, as the product of further public deliberation, are taken into account, the

claim no longer follows (the argument is defeated). If there are indeed better means that have

not yet been considered, then maybe the government ought to revise its strategy of action.

Evaluation of the argument by invoking other means is nevertheless not as straightforward

as it might seem. Various journalists have rallied behind the Coalition government and

defended austerity precisely because it is necessary in view of shared goals and values.

Spending cuts are absolutely necessary, argues Jeff Randall (economics editor at the Daily

Telegraph and presenter of Randall at 7.00 on Sky News) and there is indeed no alternative.

The statistics on the ‘welfare indulgence’ promoted by Labour as part of their ‘failed social

experiments’, Randall says, are outrageous. For example, about 100,000 households receive

benefits and tax credits worth more than the average wage (£23,244); and there are at least

250,000 households where no one has ever worked (Randall 2010d). This is not always due

to unavailability of jobs but is more to do with the ‘state’s disgraceful indulgence of welfare-

guzzling layabouts’ (Randall 2010b). Cuts are therefore necessary in view of shared goals and

also on account of fairness. Without cuts, the goals cannot be achieved. If the Chancellor

should merely set out to achieve the goal set out by Alistair Darling, i.e. halving the UK’s

annual £155 billion deficit by the end of this Parliament, rather than eliminating it, the total

amount the UK would owe would double to £1.4 trillion, and this would carry interest

charges of about £70 billion a year. More substantial fiscal tightening is therefore needed in

order to prevent the outstanding debt from becoming completely unmanageable (Randall

2010b). Austerity is absolutely necessary for a return to sustained economic growth, argues

Jeremy Warner, another Daily Telegraph journalist, and is not ‘unnecessary masochism’. Self-

imposed fiscal austerity is far preferable to the austerity likely to be imposed by others – mar-

kets and the IMF – if the right action is persistently deferred (Warner 2011b). The cuts, in

other words, are necessary in view of the goal; without them, the goal will not be achieved.

Are the goals of action rationally acceptable? What other goals
have been considered?

Let us now briefly look at the argument’s goal premise. It does not follow that an agent ought

to do an action A in order to realize a goal unless the action will not damage that goal or

other goals that should not be compromised, or unless the action does not have unacceptable

costs that outweigh its benefits, and these ‘costs’ should be understood not only in material

terms, but in terms of human wellbeing, or as moral costs. The question of which other goals

the agent should consider can not only defeat the argument’s validity but also rebut the argu-

ment’s claim, by indicating that the agent should not engage in action that compromises

other goals that is committed to (or, from the perspective of his critics, goals that he should

be committed to, such as other agents’ legitimate goals). We have already discussed this by

referring to the debate on the consequences of action.

We have seen how the goals of action are formulated in Osborne’s two speeches. The

stated goals of the Budget have to do with reducing the size of the deficit and of the debt

and the rebalancing of the economy, with a view of creating a future Britain in which there
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is prosperity for all. It would be hard to deny that these are desirable goals that can reason-

ably ground political action. However, the vision that is proposed is fairly vague and in need

of further specification, particularly in terms of the concrete actions or strategies that can

turn it into reality. In the same speech we referred to earlier, the CBI Director General Sir

Richard Lambert claimed that the government has ‘failed so far to articulate in big picture

terms its vision of what the UK economy might become under its stewardship’. When it

comes to concrete policies for growth, rather than spending cuts and reducing the size of the

state, the Coalition’s vision has been in fact found wanting by more than one commentator.

To what extent the government has a realistic strategy for achieving its vision of a future

Britain, based on a new model of economic growth, starting from the current circumstances

and by engaging in the type of action it has adopted, is a controversial issue. As we have

seen already, a strong objection is that the combination of spending cuts and growth-friendly

measures it proposes is unsustainable and cannot realistically lead to the goals. This line of

criticism says that the government’s strategy is unreasonable in the instrumental sense: it is

designed to achieve a set of goals but it will not achieve them.

Another important question that has been asked refers to the sincerity of the govern-

ment’s commitment to the stated goals. In other words, is it true that the government is

committed to these goals and not to others? Critics of the Coalition have argued that the

austerity programme is in fact ideology-driven, and that the stated goals are merely window-

dressing for an ideological agenda: the deficit is used as an excuse to roll back the state.

According to Larry Elliott (2010b), among many others, Osborne’s Budget shows that the

‘real agenda is to complete the demolition job on welfare states that was started in the

1980s’. Paul Krugman also asks: Why is Britain embarking on an austerity programme? His

answer is that ‘the real reason has to do a lot with ideology: the Tories are using the deficit

as an excuse to downsize the welfare state’ while using the ‘the official rationale’ that ‘there

is no alternative’ (Krugman 2010b). Labour politicians (Alan Johnson, Alistair Darling) have

also declared in interviews that the Conservatives are dressing up their ideology as necessity,

that the cuts are ideological rather than necessary and inevitable. We have cited Michael

Meacher, the Labour MP, as saying that the wrong solutions have been adopted from the

start for ideological reasons. The right solutions, based (in his view) on an increased role of

the state in the process of recovery, are not likely to succeed because ‘the neoliberal agenda

– that private markets must be the exclusive mechanism for economic activity – remains

dominant in both the main political parties’ (Meacher 2010c, 2010d).

Critics of the government have also observed that what lies behind the government’s

stated goals seems to be a determination to return to business-as-usual, not to restructure the

economic system so that similar crises might be prevented from happening in the future. In

the wake of the crisis of 2008, talk about the collapse of capitalism and about the need for

systemic changes, radical transformation and new goals for action, seems to have given way

to resignation. There has been a swift return of business-as-usual, with banks resuming the

same practices that led to the crisis (as recently noted by Mervyn King, the Governor of the

Bank of England himself), and a particular type of left-wing criticism that seemed vindicated

by the unfolding of events in 2008 now seems increasingly marginal. In the political arena,

paradoxically, left-wing parties seem to be losing elections rather than winning them as

might have been expected. The main challenge that Osborne’s argument would have to

answer, regarding the goals of action, would therefore be: how is this future Britain that he

envisages to be different in the sense of not making a return to business-as-usual, to the same

practices that have led to financial meltdown, possible? So far, the ‘soft-touch approach to

the City’ (Elliott 2010c) has failed to convince that the government has seriously considered
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any radical transformation at the level of goals. It is therefore all the more disingenuous and

ironic that the ‘debt-fuelled’ economic model, in which consumption based on private debt

is encouraged and can pass for wealth creation and growth, is being publicly denounced by

Osborne in his Budget speech, given that it is an intrinsic element of neoliberal economics,

supported by the financial sector and (at least until the crisis emerged) by the Conservative

opposition as well as the Labour governments of Blair and Brown.

Some politicians and journalists have called for a fundamental redefinition of the goals of

action, for a new political vision. Caroline Lucas, the Green MP, for example, has argued

that, instead of ‘slashing public spending in the hope of resuming business as usual’, the gov-

ernment should ‘seize this opportunity to reconfigure the deeply unsustainable economic sys-

tem which has helped push us towards financial meltdown, a climate crisis and increasing

energy insecurity’ (Elliott et al. 2011). A few days before the G20 meeting in March 2009,

Larry Elliott was suggesting five big areas that the summit should concentrate on. First, the

G20 ought to ‘accept that this is the time for a new economics’: both the financial crisis and

the environmental crisis are ‘crises of excess’ and recovery is not possible without the recog-

nition that ‘the world needs to slow down a bit’. His other proposals referred to a green new

deal, radical reform of the IMF, radical reform of the global financial system and tougher

global regulation (Elliott 2009).

For Paul Mason (the economics editor of the BBC programme Newsnight), the ideology of

neoliberalism is now dead and lies shattered alongside that of Stalinist Marxism (Mason

2010: 172). So far, he says, politicians have been just tinkering with its broken mechanisms.

While the government is outlining an improbable shift from an economy based on credit,

consumption and government spending to one based on exports and private sector business

investment, they are neglecting the crucially important structural reform of the banking sys-

tem, so that no bank should ever be too big to fail and key functions of banking should be

separated. Fairly radical solutions proposed by post-war economists, such as Minsky (e.g.

Minsky 1986), would be appropriate in the current context, in his view: nationalizing banks

and the insurance system, placing strict limits on speculative finance, changing the tax struc-

ture to decrease inequality, limiting the power of large-scale enterprises (Mason 2010: 159).

In The Guardian, Seumas Milne (2011) also noted that, ‘as elsewhere, there is a determined

attempt in Britain to restore the economic model so comprehensively discredited in the

crash of 2008’. The government, he says, seems ‘determined to reinstate a neoliberal order

that is beyond repair’, rather than reforming the economic model that was ‘broken by its

own excesses’.

The texts we have looked at do not suggest that the government intends to substantially

reform the system, which is why the accusation that it merely intends a return to business-

as-usual seems to be justified. Claims to action based on an insufficient critical examination

of the appropriate goals of action are not well supported and should be rightly challenged.

Reasonable deliberation should be more than instrumental. It should not merely try to find

the most efficient means in view of given goals, but should also question the goals and con-

sider the possibility of alternative goals. It should not merely ask ‘what should we do in order

to reach the goal?’ but also ‘what goals should we pursue?’ and ‘are taken-for-granted goals

reasonable or justified?’ Critics of the government who have pointed to alternative goals that

have not been considered are implicitly challenging the rationality of action in a non-

instrumental sense. The action may achieve its stated financial objectives (although this is

also in doubt) but these objectives themselves are in need of examination and there has

apparently been no adequate deliberation in government (let alone democratic deliberation)

over the kind of future that Britain should be moving towards.
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Is the value premise rationally acceptable? Does it actually
support the goal and the action?

A recent study by the Social Policy Association (Yeates et al. 2011) identifies ‘fairness’ as a

‘feature of the rhetoric’ used by the government to promote their austerity programme. The

authors argue that there is no coherent understanding of fairness behind the government’s

policies. They identify at least five senses of fairness: a concern with intergenerational justice,

a concern with social mobility, fairness as a principle of universal but progressive contribu-

tions, fairness as just deserts and as the protection of the worst-off. All of these senses of fair-

ness seem to appear in Osborne’s 2010 Budget and Spending Review. He insists for instance

that it is unfair to saddle future generations with massive debt, that the welfare system should

protect the vulnerable, that those who work should be better off than those who don’t, and

most notably he emphasizes togetherness and solidarity: everyone will be asked to contribute,

‘we are all in this together and all must make a contribution’. The authors of the study cite

independent research by the Institute of Fiscal Studies that demonstrates the poor will pay a

proportionately larger fraction of their income than the rich and will be hit hardest by the

spending cuts. They conclude that, in spite of the rhetoric of fairness, the Coalition’s policies

will most probably widen inequality in Britain in the coming years.

The views of the Institute for Fiscal Studies on the fairness of the Coalition 2010 Budget

have been echoed by various media commentators. In The Guardian, Milne has argued that

Osborne’s claims of fairness in the June Budget were fraudulent and cited statistics from the

IFS showing that the impact of the Budget on the worst-off tenth of the population will be

five times the impact on the richest by 2015. Far from being progressive, as claimed, the

Budget is regressive according to the IFS, and will hit the poorest hardest. Or, as Milne

comments, it is the poor and disabled who will ‘pay the price of the bankers’ recession’. By

increasing VAT and cutting a wide range of benefits, while cutting corporation tax and let-

ting banks off with a ‘levy that is dwarfed by swelling bonuses’, Osborne ‘has turned his and

Cameron’s boast of social togetherness into a sour joke’ (Milne 2010).

Appeals to fairness are likely to increase the rhetorical and dialectical acceptability of

arguments. Fairness, as a publicly shared value, enjoys unquestionable legitimacy. It is not as

much the rational acceptability of the value premise that can be challenged here but the rela-

tionship between it and the goal premise and, indirectly, the action, as well as the sincerity of

the government’ commitment to it. Is the goal of a ‘fairer Britain’, ‘where prosperity is shared

among all sections of society and all parts of the country’ compatible with the value of fair-

ness? Self-evidently, yes. But is the goal of a ‘fairer Britain’ compatible with the action being

proposed? Is the government’s action actually motivated by a concern for and commitment to

fairness? Yes, according to the Chancellor and supporters of the government, and no,

according to the Institute for Fiscal Studies and other critics of the government. According to

the critics, an appeal to fairness while at the same time defending huge spending cuts and

failing to penalize the banks, is just rhetorical window-dressing.

The public debate on fairness is extremely complex. People who do not otherwise support

the government’s programme of cuts would not necessarily disagree that the welfare system

is in need of reform. They would agree, for instance, that it is not fair that taxes paid by

working families who commute to work should be used to pay for housing and unemploy-

ment benefits for families who live in central London. Osborne skilfully exploits the public’s

sensitivity to this perceived unfairness in his speech: people should get what they deserve,

those who work should be rewarded, and those who choose not to work should no longer be

better off than those who do. He is of course choosing not to address any of the thorny issues
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behind this argument (the causes of unemployment, such as the unavailability of jobs in

many areas; the exorbitant prices of houses and rents). By appealing to people’s sense of fair-

ness in the sense of ‘just deserts’ he is presumably trying to advance his other more conten-

tious claim to fairness: that sharing the pain of the cuts amongst the population is also fair.

Regarding the latter issue, the obvious critical question that he would have to answer would

be: To what extent is it compatible with fairness as desert to force the population to pay for

a crisis which they did not cause, while asking for so little from the banks and bankers that

caused the crisis and who should, therefore, by the same logic of fairness as desert, pay for the

damages? To what extent, that is, is the strategy advocated compatible with the value that

allegedly informs it?

In Chapter 3, we showed how arguments can be criticized as rationalizations. In rationa-

lizations, the premises that are invoked in support of the claim are not the real premises,

from the arguer’s perspective. We said that it is hard to find evidence for the arguer’s insin-

cerity, for his deceptive intention. However, what we can say on the basis of evidence is that,

in Osborne’s arguments, there does not seem to be a compatibility between the value pre-

mise, the goal premise and the action, as one would expect. This fact can be obscured by

the way in which fairness is defined in these texts. In addition to insisting that the rich will

pay more than the poor, Osborne is careful to emphasize fairness in the sense of giving peo-

ple what they deserve: people who work deserve rewards that idle people don’t. By the same

logic, however, he would also have to address the question: Why do bankers deserve to receive

bonuses, while the population has to pay for their excesses? This question, which we also

address in the next chapter, has not been publicly dealt with in a remotely acceptable way,

which is why the government’s appeals to fairness ring hollow. As we show in Chapter 5,

there has been a prudential public argument in favour of rescuing banks and bankers (they

are too big to fail, they would leave the country, the system would collapse), but no adequate

moral argument, and it is in moral terms (fairness, desert) that the discussion is cast here.

Arguably, alternative strategies of action, such as defended by the Coalition’s critics, are

more compatible with fairness: a job-creation programme, or a public sector-driven pro-

gramme of building affordable housing, or a higher bank levy. These actions would fit in

better with the goal of a fairer Britain. Given the value of fairness and the goal of a fairer

Britain, the government ought, for instance, to go for a Robin Hood tax on financial trans-

actions and create jobs for people. A different set of claims would therefore follow from a gen-

uine concern for fairness. To preserve the claim for action unchanged, the value premise

ought to be altered. Either way, the inferential link between the argument’s stated premises

and its stated claim is defeated by the argument’s failure to provide a satisfactory answer to

the question about the compatibility between stated values, goals and action. The conclusion

in favour of spending cuts does not follow from a commitment to fairness. Moreover, what

follows from a commitment to fairness is that the government ought not to share the burden

of the cuts across society, as this punishes the innocent and fails to penalize those responsible

for the crisis.

We have said that fairness is a rationally acceptable value, but questioned to what extent

it actually informs action. Fairness is invoked because it is an acceptable, legitimate value,

one which enjoys public recognition as an external constraint on government action. The

government is committed to fairness whatever other reasons it might have and it is a rhetori-

cally effective move (part of an appeal to ethos) to emphasize this commitment as a reason for

action. We can nevertheless challenge the implicit definition of fairness, as sharing the bur-

den in accordance with differential ability, with its highly questionable presupposition that

everyone is equally responsible, though not everyone is equally able to contribute, as well as
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the inconsistent application of the logic of just deserts. We can also challenge the value pre-

mise by observing that, while being a rationally acceptable concern, fairness displaces other

possible values. There is no talk of equality or justice in Osborne’s speeches. As Meacher

observes, politicians, both Conservative and New Labour, have eventually succeeded in

pushing equality off the agenda altogether, and Peter Mandelson’s declaration that ‘New

Labour is supremely relaxed about people becoming filthy rich’ has summed up this ten-

dency. The rich are now indeed filthy rich, thanks to New Labour, says Meacher (2010b),

and inequalities in income and wealth in Britain are so staggering that no amount of per-

sonal effort, education or training can close the gap. After 13 years of New Labour, 70 per

cent of the population (the ‘squeezed middle’) are earning between £12,000 and £30,000 a

year, while a chief executive at a major bank has an income of £1.2 million, escalating to

£5–10 million a year when bonuses and other benefits are added.

On the whole, the government’s arguments are proceeding from a stated commitment to

(and alleged actual concern for) both fairness and responsibility, and the latter is primarily

understood in financial terms (financial sustainability). Constant invocation of this double

commitment (and double concern) implies that alternative courses of action and alternative

goals have been considered and that the action and goal that were eventually chosen are

compatible with (and informed by) both these sources of normativity. Briefly, given that these

are the guiding values and commitments, the government’s argument implies that delibera-

tion has not been a merely instrumental business of matching means to financial objectives

(ends), but has involved consideration of several, competing ends of political action, informed

by justifiable values, i.e. the goal of a fairer and more prosperous Britain, simultaneously with

the goal of a Britain in which there is a balanced economy and the deficit has been success-

fully reduced. It has balanced together a goal defined primarily in terms of human well-being

and one defined in terms of financial sustainability. The fact that both fairness and sustain-

ability/responsibility are constantly mentioned together already gives an indication of the

difficulty involved in balancing competing considerations and making a choice. Such formu-

lations are presumably meant to indicate that at some point, in the process of balancing

competing values and goals, something will need to be sacrificed, and that this should not be

taken to mean that an unreasonable decision will emerge. In other words, that the austerity

strategy cannot be easily challenged even when it seems to go against (what most people

would see as) fairness, as the government (in Osborne’s view) has to balance the equally legit-

imate commitments to financial responsibility, to the national interest, and short-term and

long-term perspectives, and so on. For instance, actions which may not be in the interests of

individual agents (and unfair on them) might be nevertheless reasonable because they are in

the national interest, or in the interests of financial sustainability, and so on. This is to say

that there has to be a reasonable compromise among conflicting and equally legitimate con-

cerns and commitments.

To sum up, evaluating a political argument from the perspective of the value premise

involves asking whether the values that ostensibly underlie the argument are acceptable from a

dialectical point of view, i.e. whether they are rationally defensible, whether (for example) peo-

ple would agree, at the end of a process of critical discussion, that they are conducive to human

well-being; moreover, whether they would agree, given competing values, which values (hence

which goals) should have normative priority, or which cannot be overridden. But if the values

are found acceptable, the question still remains whether the goals and actions are really based

on the stated values, and on a reasonable balancing of competing and equally legitimate val-

ues, as they claim to be; in other words, whether the argument is rather a rationalization,

based on covert concerns, which merely appeals to legitimate values for rhetorical reasons.
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Is the context of action defined in a rationally persuasive way?

In practical arguments, the circumstances of action are defined in a way that supports the

conclusion and in accordance with a range of values or concerns. It serves the Chancellor’s

rhetorical goals to describe the context as one in which the government faces an ‘emergency’

and one for which the previous Labour government is responsible: ‘the country was living

beyond its means when the recession came’. Labour’s responsibility for the state of public

finances has been rejected by many commentators who have instead pointed to the responsi-

bility of the banks in triggering the financial meltdown.

Labour is also blamed for failing to reform the welfare system. We have already looked

at the argument in favour of welfare reform in the Emergency Budget. In the Spending

Review, the argument is developed along similar lines:

But the truth – as everyone knows – is that the welfare system is failing many millions of

our fellow citizens. People find themselves trapped in an incomprehensible out-of-work

benefit system for their entire lifetimes, because it simply does not pay to work. This robs

them of their aspirations and opportunities . . ..

Clearly, the representation of the circumstances is rhetorically motivated, in the sense

that it supports the proposal that the Chancellor is advocating and could not conceivably

support any alternative strategy. The way in which the circumstances are described directs

the argument towards one possible conclusion, by using evaluative terms and persuasive

ways of defining or presenting the situation that preclude any other conclusion from being

arrived at. This is done in a very subtle way in both the Budget and the Spending Review.

Osborne is steering clear of the style of various right-wing newspapers writing about ‘scroun-

gers’ and ‘spongers’ on benefits, and ‘benefit cheats’, and is not repeating his own mistake

(earlier in September 2010) of castigating benefit claimants for making a ‘lifestyle choice’.

Instead, he is choosing to refer to people living on benefits as the victims of an inefficient

and unfair system. As for what type of actions will solve these problems, these are not pre-

sented as simply removing benefits from people, but mostly as concrete steps in a reform

plan designed to ‘increase the incentives to work and reduce the incentives to stay out of

work’, a plan that is fair not only to welfare recipients but also to the working people whose

taxes pay for the welfare system.

By making these choices, Osborne is arguably increasing the rhetorical appeal of his argu-

ment, adapting to the concerns of several audiences, but also, apparently, trying to maximize

the argument’s dialectical acceptability. He is apparently trying to be fair, unprejudiced, and

see the issue from several perspectives. But from the point of view of a welfare recipient the

argument is perverse: cutting welfare will not solve people’s problems unless jobs that pay

are really available. People are robbed of life chances not by the welfare system but by the

lack of suitable employment. As press commentators have pointed out, ‘maths doesn’t seem

to be the coalition’s strong point’ if they think that 2.4 million people can be squeezed into

459,000 vacancies, at a time when the big cuts have not even started (Hasan 2010). The

argument is not dialectically acceptable if it is based on an incorrect diagnosis of the prob-

lem. In a context of few available jobs and rising unemployment, cutting welfare is not likely

to improve the situation or make it less unfair.

In various other ways, critics of austerity have challenged the government’s description of

the context of action in order to support fiscal austerity and have argued that none of the

circumstances that would normally require austerity measures is present in Britain at the
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moment. To that extent, those who are calling for immediate fiscal consolidation are misde-

scribing or misinterpreting the context: the relevant comparison, according to these critics,

is with the USA in 1937, when early fiscal tightening drove it back into recession. Various

critics of the government have also argued that there is no real evidence to suggest that bond

markets are really concerned about budget deficits in the USA, UK or Germany, and there-

fore the government’s description of the context of action as one of national emergency is

false and misleading (Elliott 2010c).

Most commentators would nevertheless agree with the Chancellor that the UK economy

has become ‘deeply unbalanced’, with the financial sector disproportionately large compared

to manufacturing. Some circumstantial premises seem to be beyond dispute. But Osborne’s

analysis of the situation often seems to conflict with public opinion and documented facts.

For example, he says: ‘this country has over-spent, it has not been under-taxed’. Yet, as

Toynbee and Walker (2008) among many others have convincingly argued, Britain is notor-

ious for allowing the rich to be under-taxed and for failing to pursue tax avoidance and tax

evasion.

Is the action represented in a rationally persuasive way?

Both in the Budget speech and in the Spending Review, the government’s action is described

in terms that aim to ensure its rhetorical success: it is ‘tough but fair’, it pays ‘the bills of past

irresponsibility’, the ‘debts of a failed past’, and it also lays the ‘foundations for a more pros-

perous future’. Crucially, it enables Britain to ‘step back from the brink’ and ensures that

‘the financial catastrophe that happened under the previous Government’ will never happen

again. These are ways of describing the current and previous government’s action, what it

amounts to, in terms which direct the audience towards the arguer’s conclusion, namely that

the current government’s action is the right action, while condemning the alternative strat-

egy of the previous government.

Let us look at the opening lines of the Spending Review:

Mr Speaker. Today’s the day when Britain steps back from the brink. When we confront

the bills from a decade of debt. A day of rebuilding when we set out a four-year plan to

put our public services and welfare state on a sustainable footing . . . (. . .) It is a hard

road, but it leads to a better future. We are going to bring the years of ever-rising bor-

rowing to an end. We are going to ensure, like every solvent household in the country:

that what we buy, we can afford; that the bills we incur, we have the income to meet;

and that we do not saddle our children with the interest on the interest on the interest of

the debts we were not ourselves prepared to pay.

How is the government’s action represented? Or, to use Lakoff’s (2002) term, how is it

‘framed’? As saving Britain, as pulling the country back from the brink of disaster, as usher-

ing in an age of reconstruction and strength, as the beginning of a difficult journey, yet one

with a happy ending. The end of the speech also represents government action as restoring

‘sanity’ and ‘stability’ to public finances and the economy. The analogy between a country’s

finances and those of a household is also particularly significant and designed to increase the

persuasiveness of the broader argument. We would not disagree that a household needs to

be solvent, therefore we should presumably accept the Chancellor’s strategy designed to

ensure that Britain becomes solvent. The acceptability of this latter claim depends on
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whether the analogy itself is acceptable and, on this point, economists would disagree that

the analogy holds. For a family or an individual business, it makes sense to cut costs, but if

the world economy or the economy of a country tries to cut costs, this will shrink demand.

In other words, ‘an individual may not spend all his income. But the world must do so’

(Wolf 2008).

All these are metaphorical re-descriptions or re-definitions of the government’s strategy

of action. The strategy (involving spending cuts and measures aimed at private-sector led

growth, etc.) amounts to pulling Britain back from the brink of bankruptcy, saving the

country, etc. We have seen how this strategy is defended argumentatively, in terms of the

goals it will achieve starting from the current undesirable circumstances. But these repre-

sentations of the action, although not, strictly speaking, part of any argument, also serve to

justify the strategy. They do so by presenting it in a way that makes all argumentative sup-

port superfluous: there is no real need for defending an action if that action is represented

in evaluative terms which strongly and exclusively recommend it. If the action is really

equivalent to pulling Britain from the brink of disaster, the claim that the action should be

performed, which will be made later on, does not really need defending. But is the rightness

of the action so beyond doubt or is the arguer merely cleverly evading the burden of proof

by presenting it in this way? In light of everything we have said, the latter seems to be the

case. The representations in question have a clear rhetorical function, and may be quite

effective from this point of view, but are not dialectically acceptable. For a strategy of

action that has given rise to such controversy and therefore requires substantial defence, to

be presented as self-evidently the one strategy that will save the country (and restore sanity,

etc.) involves an unacceptable evasion of the responsibility to defend a highly controversial

claim.

Most of the definitions above happen to involve metaphors and they are used to describe

the action. Given that analyses of discourse in terms of metaphors, based on Lakoff ’s original

cognitive theory of metaphor (Lakoff and Johnson 1980, 1981, Lakoff 1987, Lakoff and Turner

1989, Lakoff 2002) are an extremely productive area of language analysis (see for instance, most

notably, Semino 2008), we would like to suggest how analysis of metaphor can be integrated

with analysis of argumentation. The advantage of integrating analysis of metaphor with analysis

of argument would be a clearer view of how the use of metaphor connects with human action,

and what the (insufficiently defined) process of ‘framing’ actually amounts to.

There is no space to develop these suggestions in detail here, but here is the gist of our

proposal. We suggest that metaphor is a persuasive definition and that it should be seen as

part of argumentation by definition or by analogy, as a premise of the form ‘a = b’, purport-

ing to describe some aspect of reality or a future state of affairs. This description of reality can

be part of a practical argument’s circumstantial or goal premises and will support a claim

which is consistent with the way in which that aspect has been described (‘framed’) in the

premise in question. Seeing metaphor as part of an argument’s premises thus explains how

‘framing’ works: to say that a discussion is ‘framed’ in a certain way is to acknowledge that

the linguistic formulation of certain statements (premises) favours or entails certain other state-

ments (conclusions) and not others. Thus, seeing the country in terms of a household will

support certain claims and actions related to finance management and debt better than oth-

ers. Of course, the cogency of such arguments depends on whether the equivalence or ana-

logy that underlies them is defensible or not. As we said in Chapter 2, persuasive definitions

(metaphor included) used as premises stand themselves in need of justification, and should

be seen as claims of previous arguments. It is not often understood, or deliberately ignored,

by arguers or audiences, that the equivalence (conceptual transfer, framing) that metaphors
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propose should not be taken for granted but should be critically examined, and these equiva-

lences are often presented as objective, neutral descriptions of what the world is like.

Are the causes of the crisis represented in a rationally
persuasive way?

Representations of the context of action (but also of other premises as well) are significant

not only in relation to the argument being made, but also in relation to an explanation of

the causes of the current situation. Explanations of why the situation is as it is, or why cer-

tain events have occurred are often embedded in arguments for action and are linked to the

circumstantial premises. For example, the government has to cut spending (claim) because

the country is running a huge deficit and owes over £170 bn (circumstances, facts) and these

facts are the result of the previous government’s policies (explanation). Strictly speaking, the

fact expressed in the circumstantial premise is an explanandum to the explanans element of the

explanation, namely the statement identifying the alleged cause of the debt and deficit.

Understanding (or trying to accredit a version of) why the crisis happened will contribute to

an argument about what action needs to be taken. The same is true for the function of

narrative in relation to argument: the way the story is told produces alternative ‘facts’ (cir-

cumstantial premises) that can be used in alternative arguments for what should be done.

Re-writing history serves political ends.

Explanations are relevant to analysis of argument and therefore to normative critique.

The reason, we suggest, is that explanations can be embedded in an implicit argument of

legitimation: to attribute responsibility to another party means that you are not to blame,

and this can serve a legitimation strategy. The Coalition government has exploited and rein-

forced the public perception of the previous government as being responsible for the crisis

and for the spending cuts, in order to legitimize their own position and delegitimize that of

the opposition.

The past and current governments have been for some time now engaged in a ‘blame

game’, with public opinion and economic and political commentators taking sides with either

camp. In an article in The Guardian, Jonathan Freedland (2010) suggested the following expla-

nation for the British population’s apparent passivity in the face of cuts: ‘right now, even

those people who fear and loathe the government’s cuts don’t blame the government’, but

believe that, ‘however painful the government’s actions, they are merely the unavoidable

consequence of Labour recklessness’. The case against the cuts won’t be made convincingly

until Labour manages to win the blame game and explode the ‘myth . . . . that Brown, not

bankers, caused our economic woes’. Paul Mason has also repeatedly emphasized that the

causes of the crisis must not be forgotten: the current crisis is ‘the product of giant hubris and

the untrammelled power of a financial elite’ (Mason 2010: 173).

Labour politicians have also tried to convince the public of the same view. In his recent

Bloomberg lecture (August 2010), Ed Balls declared that ‘it is a question of fact that we

entered this financial crisis with low inflation, low interest rates, low unemployment and the

lowest net debt of any large G7 country’. It was not a mistake to rescue the banking system

and increase borrowing. This is not to say that Labour has not made mistakes. At a time

when the Conservatives were clamouring for less regulation of the City, Labour ‘should

have ignored Tory and City claims that we were being too tough on financial regulation

and been much tougher still’ (Balls 2010). A similar account, including an acknowledgement

of Labour’s ‘serious mistakes’ – the Iraq war, but also its failure to regulate banks and its
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neglect of Britain’s manufacturing base – was made by Ed Milliband, the Labour leader, in

a recent speech (Milliband 2011). (For an analysis of ‘Labour’s mistakes’, see Elliott 2010b.)

By contrast, according to Jeff Randall, from The Daily Telegraph, Labour leaders need to

be constantly reminded where the deficit came from. It came from excessive spending and

from running an ever-increasing and unjustified deficit in good years, from ‘jet-hosing public

services with taxpayers’ money’. In Britain, he says, ‘living on borrowed money’, ‘excessive

consumption and ‘irresponsible state spending’ have been for too long mistaken for normal

behaviour (Randall 2010e). In Randall’s words, New Labour’s success over the last decades

was ‘a sham, based on a simple formula: spend more than we earn; pass off consumption as

investment; wallow in self congratulation’ (Randall 2010a). Labour should put a stop to its

‘revisionist’ attempt to deny they are to blame, says Jeremy Warner, also of The Daily

Telegraph. For decades, Labour and the banks were locked in a ‘Faustian pact’: as long as the

banks continued to produce tax revenues for Labour’s political projects, they could do what

they wanted. But neither can the Conservatives claim they were not ‘complicit’, as they

opposed all Labour’s attempts to tighten financial regulation, and thus lamentably failed to

oppose the more fundamental ‘mischief’ that was going on under the Labour government:

the ‘ruinous credit expansion’ that underlay Labour’s alleged economic success (Warner

2011a).

Conclusion

In this chapter we have tried to give an overview of the two main arguments for action that

have been advanced by the previous Labour government and the current Coalition govern-

ment, and of the way the debate between the supporters and opponents of austerity has

unfolded in the British press and other institutional settings. We have analysed the argu-

ments in terms of the structure of practical reasoning we are proposing in this book and we

have tried to suggest how they may be evaluated in terms of our dialectical framework. We

have also selectively drawn on the wider public debate in which these strategies have been

continuously evaluated. We have juxtaposed our own analytical normativity to the norma-

tivity invoked by various participants in the debate over these strategies, and tried to view

their arguments in terms of our own analytical framework. This, in our view, confirms the

interpretive and explanatory validity of our framework for analysing and evaluating practical

reasoning. There is, in other words, empirical confirmation that people’s conception of what

would constitute a reasonable practical argument is not essentially different from the analyti-

cal and normative model we suggest.

We quoted Martin Wolf as saying that only time will tell whether the current govern-

ment’s strategy will achieve the desired effects. The test for the government’s strategy lies in

the consequences it will produce as it unfolds. Already, the negative impact on employment

and living standards seems to be considerable and does not justify the chosen policy unless it

is really the case that all alternatives have been exhausted. Emerging data for growth in the

spring of 2011 seem to reinforce the view that, in Wolf’s words, ‘fiscal contraction is unlikely

to prove expansionary’, consequently that the UK is headed for ‘economic stagnation, or

worse’ and ‘it is optimistic to expect very much better than that’. Britain’s fiscal policy at the

moment is ‘a huge gamble’. On the contrary, there is evidence that the strategy is not work-

ing (this is not surprising, critics observe, as ‘expansionary austerity’ has not worked in the

past either): real incomes have significantly fallen, consumer spending has slumped, inflation

is much higher than predicted and unemployment is growing. The private sector has not yet
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surged to fill the gaps created by public sector cuts, desirable export-led growth is less vigor-

ous than hoped due to depressed markets in the EU, the level of aggregate demand in the

economy is low, banks are not lending and big companies are not borrowing, while forecasts

regarding deficit reduction have already been revised. As we have seen, reasonable alterna-

tives have been proposed, yet the government has decided that there is no alternative. It is,

on the other hand, impossible to know how Labour’s strategy would have panned out, as

‘the alternative is the road not taken’ (Wolf 2011d). As for the government’s growth strategy,

while ‘its broad directions are sensible’, how much difference it will actually make is uncer-

tain, given what the facts are, after decades of ‘unsustainable’ development ‘driven by mar-

ket forces’ irresponsibly encouraged by both political parties: the ‘grim reality’ is that there is

no ‘growth fairy’ and Britain ‘faces a hard slog’ (Wolf 2011c).

In the arguments for and against austerity, we have found that critics of austerity chal-

lenged (implicitly) both the validity of the argument (e.g. the necessary or sufficient character

of the means advocated) and the rational acceptability of the claim, by showing that prob-

able or actual negative consequences are casting strong doubt on this claim and indicating

that the government should not go ahead with its strategy. Regarding the former type of chal-

lenge, involving an attempt to defeat the argument, critics have for instance pointed to other

desirable goals, e.g. a new restructured economic system (rather than returning to business-

as-usual), and to alternative action that would deliver economic recovery more efficiently:

massive public investment in infrastructure and green energy sources, a job-creation pro-

gramme rather than spending cuts. To the extent that these are rationally acceptable alter-

natives, and also better alternatives, failure to show that other goals and other means have

been properly considered defeats the government’s argument for action. The latter type of

challenge, the attempt to rebut the claim (and thus support the counter-argument), appeals to

highly probable consequences and can be particularly strong when actually emerging nega-

tive consequences can be invoked, as these can conclusively falsify the claim. The rational

acceptability of the premises has also been challenged, particularly of the representation of

the context of action, as well as the relation between premises, e.g. between values and goals,

as well as between values and action.

However, just as the previous government, the current government is engaged in an

attempt to legitimize a strategy of action in terms of shared and publicly justifiable values.

Decisions for action are shown to have emerged from a process of deliberation, of consider-

ing and weighing appropriate goals for action and the values that should inform them.

Appeals to fairness are meant to show that deliberation was not purely instrumental, but

involved a more-than-instrumental rationality in which moral considerations were taken into

account, including existing political commitments recognized as binding and other consid-

erations of the effect of action on human well-being. It is not only financial sustainability

that is an overriding concern, in other words, but fairness as well, and these conflicting

demands have been adequately balanced together, so that political action might be compati-

ble with and informed by both. This is precisely what the government’s critics would chal-

lenge, in observing that there has been no deliberation on goals, on the ends of political

action, and no real concern for fairness. Not only is the government’s argument a purely

instrumental attempt to match means to a pre-defined end, an end which they refuse to

question even in the face of competing alternatives, but it also tries to rationalize the pursuit

of an ideological goal as involving a concern for fairness, and thus to disguise the real ideolo-

gical or self-interested reasons for action.

To conclude, the government’s vision for the future of Britain, as well as the strategy

designed to achieve it, have not been found rationally persuasive by the government’s critics:
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other political goals ought to be considered, and have not been; there are reasonable alterna-

tives that should be considered but have not been. There is a strong probability that the strat-

egy will misfire and fail to achieve its stated goals, and will end up sacrificing goals that

should not be sacrificed. Even in the case of those directions of policy that seem highly desir-

able (a balanced economy, based on a strong manufacturing sector), how these goals may be

achieved is not yet clear on the basis of current circumstances and proposed actions. Overall,

the combination of goals, values, circumstances and presumptive means seems insufficient to

make the claim rationally persuasive, given the existence of alternatives and goals that have

not been properly explored, stated value concerns that do not seem to fit in with the actual

action, and the high risk of negative consequences affecting living standards, life chances,

and other legitimate concerns that should not be overridden.
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5 Values as premises in the public
debate over bankers’ bonuses

In The Idea of Justice, Amartya Sen (2009: 12–15) imagines a situation in which a decision

has to be made as to which of three children ought to receive a particular gift, a flute. One

child argues that she ought to receive it because she is the only one that can play it. Another

child says the flute should be given to him because he is poor and has no toys to play with.

The third child claims she deserves to get the flute because she has actually made it. How is

one to decide between these three legitimate claims, between these three reasonable argu-

ments? As Sen argues, there is no one institutional arrangement that will help us resolve this

dispute in a universally accepted manner, no unique impartial resolution. The choice an

agent might eventually make will depend on the relative value he or she attaches to the ful-

filment of human virtue, the fight against poverty or inequality and the entitlement to enjoy

the results of one’s labour. It will depend on that agent’s actual values or concerns, and on

which value or concern, i.e. which particular conception of justice should take precedence

over others in his or her view. Giving priority to one or another of these three rival concep-

tions of justice will result in radically different future outcomes. Yet all three particular con-

ceptions make a claim to impartiality and are all ultimately non-arbitrary and reasonable. As

we will argue later, they all embody a concept of justice.

In this chapter1 we will look more closely at values as premises in practical arguments. As

the above example shows, our values (and our actual concerns to fulfil them) underlie our

goals, the futures we imagine and try to bring about, and thereby the actions we undertake.

In Chapter 2, we said that the value premise specifies the particular source of normativity

that underlies the goal premise and that we can imagine goals in relation to what we actually

desire but also in relation to moral values and other external reasons (duties, commitments).

Honesty, for instance, is a socially recognized, legitimate value that can motivate action: an

actual concern for honesty will make an agent act in a certain way. But even when the agent

is not concerned to act honestly, and therefore does not, there is still a sense in which it can

be claimed that he had a reason to be honest and he therefore ought to have acted honestly. In

our view, moral values, as well as duties, obligations, commitments can appear in arguments

as (social, institutional) facts, in factual (circumstantial) premises, or as actual concerns, in

motivational premises, or as both. We will illustrate our view of how values enter as premises

in arguments by analysing a fragment of the wide-ranging public debate (in the UK) on

whether or not bankers should continue to receive bonuses. We will focus on the govern-

ment’s perceived commitment to justice as a reason that the government can be said to have

regardless of whether it is actually concerned to act accordingly or not. We will therefore dis-

tinguish between reasons for action having to do with what agents want to do (their actual con-

cerns) and reasons having to do with what they are bound to do in light of existing institutional

or moral orders which they are part of. This corresponds to the distinction drawn by



 

philosophers between internal and external reasons, or desire-dependent and desire-

independent reasons. We will continue this discussion in the last section of Chapter 6, where

we illustrate how political promises function as (external, desire-independent) reasons for action

by examining widespread public criticism of Liberal-Democratic Party over their breaking of

the electoral promise not to increase tuition fees.

Moral values, duties and commitments as external reasons for
action: justice and the ‘social contract’

The main argument we develop in this chapter can be summed up as follows. A concern to

act in accordance with some (moral–political) value or in accordance with a commitment or

obligation is part of the value premise of the argument (in other words, the value premise

that underlies the goal is a motivational premise). For example, the government may be

actually concerned with achieving fairness and this is why it may act in certain ways and not

others. But the socially recognized obligation to act in accordance with such values (e.g. the

government’s duty to act justly) or the promises and commitments that agents (politicians, the gov-

ernment, citizens) are bound by, as facts, are part of the circumstantial premise. They are

institutional facts, created by people themselves in accepting various institutional roles, and are

part of a social contract between citizens, and between citizens and the state. They are legitimate,

publicly recognized values, duties and commitments, part of the normative fabric of society.

In a modern democratic state, for example, people expect politicians to be bound by the pro-

mises they make and expect the institutions of the state to act justly and treat them as equals.

Action based on such reasons is legitimate both because a concern with doing one’s duty or

fulfilling one’s obligations enjoys public recognition, but also because such reasons can be

argumentatively and publicly justified as institutional facts, regardless of whether agents (the

government, politicians) want to act in accordance with them or not. It is in fact on this basis

that actions which violate such values, duties and commitments can be criticized. Nick

Clegg, the Liberal-Democrat leader, has not been publicly reviled for no longer being con-

cerned with fulfilling his electoral promises: it is not the absence of relevant desire that is impor-

tant here, but the perceived infringement of a desire-independent obligation incurred as part

of a previous contract with the citizens.

Moral–political values and institutional facts appear in two ways in practical arguments in

our view: in the circumstantial premise – as they are socially constructed, epistemically objec-

tive facts – and in the value premise, as actual concerns that the agent has or is motivated by.

Briefly, if I have made a promise, that promise is a fact that cannot be undone; I may be con-

cerned with its realization and thus act accordingly, or I may not, in which case I will not act

to fulfil it. In the latter case, the fact of the promise will remain an (uninternalized) external

reason and, in this sense, I will continue to have it as a reason. It is therefore reasonable for

others to hold me responsible for breaking my promise.

A comment made by Vince Cable (2009) on the crisis raises the question of values in a

way that is strikingly compatible with our view:

The problems faced by some countries, especially Britain and the USA, are nor just

technical and economic, but represent a blow to the underlying value system, the social con-

tract. Most people’s sense of fairness and equity had already been assaulted by widening

extremes of wealth and income. By 2007, (. . .) [t]he income of the world’s richest 500

billionaires exceeded that of the world’s poorest 420 million people. However, widening
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inequality (. . .) has been tolerated and politically endorsed, because it appeared to be a

consequence of economic progress. A rising tide lifted all boats, it was argued, even if

the biggest boats derived the biggest benefits. The rich should get richer, because they

were seen to be applying entrepreneurial talents that, apparently, benefited the com-

mon good – even if some of them were rogues. (. . .) That now has changed. A lot of

people are getting hurt: hard-working, thrifty, law-abiding people. Many are losing their

jobs, their homes and businesses. (. . .) Yet the losers can see that some of those who

made a fortune in bonuses brought their banks to their knees, and that those banks are

now being rescued by the taxpayer. The reckless and incompetent are being rewarded,

the prudent and socially responsible punished. Therein lies a great sense of unfairness

. . . .

(Cable 2009: 127–128, our italics)

Moral–political values such as justice are part of the modern social arrangement, of the

modern social contract between state and citizens, and their objectivity and binding nature can-

not be ignored. Yet, as Cable observes, the crisis and its aftermath have violated taken for

granted commitments of the state towards its citizens. Citizens are therefore justified in think-

ing that the state is being unjust in making the population pay for a crisis they did not cause,

while failing to punish the banks and fundamentally reform the economic system.

This chapter will look at some of the ways in which ordinary citizens, in comments

threads or discussion forums, have expressed their own views about who is responsible and

therefore should pay for the crisis, how the crisis has been handled by the state and how this

has violated citizens’ legitimate expectations of justice. As we will see, ordinary people’s

arguments invoke publicly shared, legitimate values as objective, external constraints on

action that the state ought not to ignore.

A prudential argument for inequality: inequality is in the
general interest

Let us draw a distinction between two types of concerns that motivate action, corresponding

to a distinction made in philosophy between two types of practical reasoning, ‘prudential’

and ‘moral’ (Gauthier 1963). Prudential arguments take the agent’s desires (wants), needs or

interests as premises: if the agent desires a certain outcome (or thinks that outcome is in his

interest), then a certain course of action is recommended; if he doesn’t desire the outcome (or

thinks the outcome is not in his interest), then he has no reason to do the action. Moral argu-

ments do not seem to have this conditional (hypothetical) structure, they present an action as

necessary in itself, regardless of the agent’s desires or interests, simply because it is the right

thing to do. Prudential reasoning (in Gauthier’s view) corresponds to Kant’s hypothetical

imperative, while moral reasoning corresponds to his categorical imperative.

In this and the following sections we are going to look at practical arguments over bank-

ers’ bonuses: arguments in favour and against the view that banks should continue to pay

bonuses to bank employees in the aftermath of the financial crisis. We will first look at a

debate organized by St Paul’s Institute and hosted by St Paul’s Cathedral (2009, 20 October)

in London,2 which focused on the responsibility of banks in the current crisis and the broader

issue of ‘markets and morality’. We will examine some of the arguments made by the panel-

lists: Vince Cable, then Liberal-Democrat Deputy Leader (currently Business Secretary in

the Coalition government); (Lord) Brian Griffith, Vice-Chairman of Goldman Sachs
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International, and (Lord) Adair Turner, then Chair of the Financial Services Authority, in

response to one of the questions asked by the audience: ‘Should bankers be made to pay for

the bailout, rather than keeping their profits and bonuses?’ Then, we will consider how a sec-

tion of the general public seems to perceive the question of bonuses by analysing The

Guardian’s comments thread in response to the brief report of this debate on 21 October

2009.3

The first question addressed to the panelists was ‘What good does the City do?’, and the

speakers expressed a relative consensus on the fact that the free market, including the com-

plex financial system that is central to it, performs valuable and economically useful func-

tions and is the best mechanism for delivering prosperity to billions of people across the

world. All speakers agreed that, in the words of Adam Smith, ‘good results can derive from

self-interested actions’. But, as Adair Turner observed, trading and financial activities can

grow beyond their economically useful size. In Britain, he said, the financial sector has

attracted to itself revenue and profit beyond those required to provide economically useful

functions and this was essentially a ‘transfer of income from the rest of the economy to the

financial services sector’. This is why, in his view, a convincing argument can be made for

an increased role of regulation and taxation to counter that income transfer effect and ensure

that ‘the useful activities predominate over the useless’. Brian Griffith expressed his reserva-

tions regarding Turner’s idea that more regulation can prevent crises from happening.

Instead, he pointed to the ‘culture of banks and of financial institutions’ – a culture of exces-

sive risk and social irresponsibility – and to the ‘failed moral compass of bankers’ as the main

culprits for the crisis: this is what needs reforming, in his view. In one of his interventions,

Vince Cable pointed out that seemingly unchallengeable economic assumptions have been

proved wrong in the aftermath of the crisis and that, in addition to market failures, there

have been serious failures by regulators and governments. Consequently, not everything can

be laid at the door of banks. But the moral issue Cable chose to address was that of the

extraordinary payments that are still being made in the City:

On the issue of rewards, realism . . . tells me that people are very angry. Of course, they

are also angry with politicians but I think particularly angry at the gross inequality of

rewards in society. . . . There have been rewards for failure; the RBS management is

completely inexcusable. There have been rewards for excessive risk taking . . .. But

there is an additional problem we’re now seeing, of banks, which are basically depen-

dent on tax-payers support, paying out very large rewards to their executives and oth-

ers. I think this is something that the public find impossible to understand. If this was a

purely competitive market, people were operating as entrepreneurs who are likely to fail

and go down with their ship as necessary, that’s one thing. But when you have banks

that are underwritten by the state it is not acceptable to have the kind of reward struc-

tures that operate at present. (. . .) I don’t think we can tolerate a system where the

British government, the tax-payer, acts as guarantor of last resort to banks that are

trying to operate on a global scale, often in very risky operations. I think we have not

yet bitten the bullet of deciding that some of these institutions are going to have to be

broken up.

Another question was: ‘Who should pay when the markets get it wrong and why?’, in

response to which Turner reiterated the need for tougher bank regulation, while Cable

emphasized the need for a fair and efficient taxation system and voiced his concern that

people who have no responsibility for the crisis are in fact being made to pay for it:
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I just wanted to focus on this question about who pays, because this is becoming a very

big public concern. A lot of people are paying a heavy price for this crisis, and it’s peo-

ple who are completely unconnected with it. The government’s paying, and eventually

you will all have to pay in reduced services or higher taxes. A lot of young graduates are

leaving universities without jobs. The pain is being felt by people who didn’t cause the

crisis in any meaningful sense. So, we are then faced with the question of how you make

the people pay who caused the problem? That’s, I think, what people are groping for.

How do you do it in a rational way? We have now got this big cry going out for a wind-

fall tax as a way of getting the guilty to pay . . . (. . .) If we are trying to get a just settle-

ment, some kind of reparations for this crisis, it has to be resolved through some form of

progressive taxation . . .. Very high earners will pay more. The problem is, under our

system, there are so many loop-holes through lower rates of capital gains tax, and in

other ways, that very often they don’t and it is the responsibility of government to make

sure that happens . . ..

This is how Brian Griffiths, Vice-Chairman of Goldman Sachs, addressed the question

about who should pay for the crisis:

When it comes to the question of bankers paying for the bailout, I think at a personal

level some have paid very expensively . . .. But I come back to one point I was trying to

make earlier, and it particularly applies to compensation and it applies to the common

good . . . I think it is very easy to construct a short-term perception of what the com-

mon good is. Let’s assume, for example, we all said we’re not going to have big bonuses,

they’re going to be even the same as – let’s say – last year. I believe you would then find

that leading City firms could easily hive off operations to Switzerland, to the Far East.

Never forget that the UK economy, that London as a financial centre, is very different

from somewhere like New York or Tokyo. In London, we have – in the UK – a

relatively small economy and a large financial sector. In New York, they have a large

financial sector but based on a very large economy – in Tokyo, the same. I believe that

we should be thinking about the medium term common good, not the short-term com-

mon good, and in thinking about the medium-term common good we should be mak-

ing sure that, going forward, at least one cluster of industries we have is the financial

sector. We should be proud of that in London, and we should not therefore be ashamed

of offering compensation in an internationally competitive market which ensures the

business is here and employs British people.

He developed this argument further in his final intervention, which concluded the

evening:

The first and I think the most serious issue at present is the issue of social cohesion.

I grew up in Wales, in a mining community, and both my grandfathers were injured

underground. I think I can honestly understand, I can say I really understand inequality

personally.

If I felt that the present situation of rising unemployment, of high youth unemploy-

ment, of almost despair in some ways – and then the City on the other hand – was a

permanent feature of our society, frankly I would find it very difficult to defend the

City. But what I’ve tried to say is I’m not a person of despair, I’m a person of hope,

and I think that we have to tolerate the inequality as a way to achieving greater
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prosperity and opportunity for all. That’s the only way I can reconcile the two issues

[markets and morality].

Secondly, I think we all have to ask ourselves – in whatever institution we work –

what is your moral compass and what is my moral compass? There will always come a

time when you and I will have to stand up and be counted, and sometimes that is very

difficult, can be very embarrassing and can be very painful – but I think that is what we

have to do, and this evening has confirmed for me the need to examine my own moral

compass more and more.

The event was widely reported in the press the following day. However, only the last

intervention, by Griffith, was mentioned in any detail, and headlines everywhere quoted his

view that people should ‘learn to tolerate inequality’ as a way to greater prosperity for all of

us. The Daily Telegraph headline was: Goldman Sachs vice-chairman says: ‘Learn to tolerate inequality’,

and the journalists went on to say that ‘One of Goldman Sachs’s senior advisers in London

has said that British taxpayers should ‘‘tolerate the inequality’’ stemming from the invest-

ment bank’s plans to dole out a record $22bn (£13.4bn) in pay and bonuses this year for the

sake of the ‘‘common good’’’ (Quinn and Hall 2009). Also in The Daily Telegraph, Jonathan

Russell (2009) asked: Has Goldman Sachs’s Lord Griffiths been reading George Orwell . . . before he

offered the world his thoughts on bankers’ bonuses? and quoted from Orwell:

In chapter three of Animal Farm, Squealer told the animals: ‘The whole management

and organization of this farm depend on us. Day and night we are watching over your

welfare. It is for your sake that we drink that milk and eat those apples.’

The Guardian headline said: Public must learn to ‘tolerate the inequality’ of bonuses, says Goldman

Sachs vice-chairman, and continued as follows: ‘Bankers’ soaring pay is an investment in the

economy, Lord Griffiths tells public meeting on City morality . . . One of the City’s leading

figures has suggested that inequality created by bankers’ huge salaries is a price worth pay-

ing for greater prosperity’ (Hopkins 2009). The Guardian article provided several quotations

from Griffith’s interventions and added the information that Goldman Sachs was ‘on track

to pay the biggest ever bonuses to its 31,700 employees after raking in profits at a rate of

$35m (£21m) a day’, which means that ‘City bonuses could soar to £6bn this year’. It also

mentioned Lord Turner’s reiterated support for a global tax on financial transactions and

his insistence on the need for stricter bank regulation.

This news item was subsequently picked up widely by the UK and international press and

received a lot of commentary in discussions forum, blogs, etc. Within a couple of days, there

were 313 comments on The Guardian’s website following Hopkins’ report, with a record of 48

comments deleted by moderators for unacceptably offensive language. Apparently, Guardian

readers were almost unanimously outraged at Griffith’s views. The discussion on the forum

was carried explicitly in terms of justice and injustice, and people were revolted at what they

saw as ‘blackmail’: if we don’t get our bonuses, we will move abroad. Many commentators

urged each other to ‘call the bankers’ bluff’, encourage them to leave, and offered to provide

travel expenses, ships, submarines and torpedoes. There was also a lot of talk of revolution

and a call for hanging the bankers.

As we have seen, Griffith’s argument was in favour of tolerating inequality (i.e. tolerating

bonuses and high pay for bankers) in view of the goal of prosperity and opportunity for all

and of a concern for the (‘medium-term’, not ‘short-term’) common good. The argument

was thus a prudential justification of inequality: people should tolerate it because it is
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eventually in everyone’s interest. In other words, people may think that inequality should

not be tolerated, but this would correspond to a short-sighted perception of their interests.

What really is in their interests, and in everyone’s interest, and can deliver a future of prosper-

ity and opportunity for all, is inequality. The argument was made in two stages (see the two

passages we quoted above, from the middle of the debate and the very end) and, in its first

formulation, can be represented as in Figure 5.1.

The argument attempts to justify allowing appropriate ‘compensation’ for bankers, from

a desirable concern for the ‘medium-term common good’ and the implicit goal of a future

of general prosperity in which this medium-term common good is served, as well as from

the circumstances of the UK having a strong financial sector that is operating in a highly

competitive international market (as well as a comparatively small economy). The claim is

also supported by invoking the negative consequences that would ensue if bankers were not

remunerated properly (the banks might ‘hive off’ operations to Switzerland or the Far East)

and the positive consequences of acting as proposed (they will stay here and employ British

people). Implicitly, therefore, the argument is the outcome a previous deliberative process,

in which the counter-argument has been considered, and the benefits and costs of each of

the two options have been weighed against each other. The claim has implicitly emerged as

CLAIM: We should offer bankers appropriate 
compensation for their activities. 

GOALS:  
Our goal is a 
future state of 
affairs in which 
there is prosperity 
and opportunity 
for all. 

CIRCUMSTANCES:  
We have a strong 
financial sector in 
London but a small 
UK economy; there is 
a highly competitive 
international market; 
(implicitly) the 
common good is a 
socially recognized 
value. 

MEANS-
GOAL: If we 
offer 
appropriate 
compensation, 
the goal will be 
achieved. 

NEGATIVE CONSEQUENCES  
[of not acting as proposed]:  
If we do not offer appropriate 
compensation, then banks will move
operations to Switzerland or the Far
East. [Attempted rebuttal of implicit
counter-argument; costs of not 
acting as proposed will outweigh 
benefits; goal will not be achieved] 

POSITIVE 
CONSEQUENCES 
[of acting as 
proposed]: If we offer 
appropriate 
compensation, then 
the banking business 
will stay here and 
employ British people. 
[Benefits for the 
common good of 
acting as proposed will 
outweigh costs; goal 
will be achieved] 

VALUES: 
People should 
be concerned 
with the 
medium-term 
common good. 

Figure 5.1 Goldman Sachs Vice-Chairman’s prudential argument in favour of bankers’ bonuses.
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comparatively better: the costs of not offering bankers appropriate compensation would be

higher, and the benefits for the common good of acting as proposed would be considerable

(the financial sector will stay in Britain and employ British people). Moreover, in Griffith’s

view, such prudential considerations should outweigh any moral discomfort: we should pay

bankers properly and not be ashamed of doing so either. Implicitly, the moral costs of the pro-

posal are less significant than the material advantages obtained.

The second formulation (Figure 5.2) restates the claim as saying that people ought to tol-

erate the inequality of bankers’ pay and bonuses. The claim is based on the goal of a future

of prosperity and opportunity for all and on current circumstances having to do with ‘rising

unemployment’ and ‘despair’. There is no explicit value premise in this second formulation,

but we can assume that there is an underlying concern for everyone’s prosperity and oppor-

tunity, equivalent to a concern for the common good, as in the previous formulation.

Argument evaluation: the ‘trickle-down’ defence of
inequality as blackmail

This section and the next are concerned with the way in which Guardian readers evaluated

Griffith’s argument in favour of inequality in the comments thread following Hopkins’s

CLAIM: People must tolerate inequality [tolerate the 
inequality of bonuses and high pay for bankers]. 

GOALS: Our goal
is a future state of
affairs in which 
there is greater 
prosperity and 
opportunity for all.

CIRCUMSTANCES:  
[empirical facts] There is 
rising unemployment, high 
youth unemployment, a state
of despair; this is not a 
permanent (but temporary) 
feature of our society.  
[implicit social, institutional 
facts] (The common good is 
a socially recognized value.)

MEANS-GOAL:  
If inequality is 
tolerated, the goal
of prosperity and 
opportunity for all 
will be achieved. 

VALUES:  
People should be 
concerned with the
medium-term 
common good. 

Figure 5.2 Goldman Sachs Vice-Chairman’s prudential argument for tolerating inequality.
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(2009) article.4 Several people identified Griffith’s argument as a defence of ‘trickle-down’

economics and rejected it on the basis of empirical evidence: people have always ‘tolerated

inequality’ for the sake of an increase in general prosperity (or economic growth), yet this

has now resulted in worldwide recession and a dramatic decrease in prosperity. In other

words, the actual consequences of pursuing a form of ‘trickle-down’ economics over several

decades have invalidated the argument that could be made in favour of it (more precisely,

they have conclusively rebutted the claim that inequality ought to be tolerated). The ‘trickle-

down’ conception is therefore false, and so is the claim that inequality ought to be tolerated:

tolerating inequality has not led to an increase in prosperity for all but has in fact under-

mined that goal. Some comments also questioned the possibility and desirability of ‘infinite

growth’, or challenged it as spurious notion, by pointing out that it has been fuelled by debt

and house price inflation:

MichaelZ 21 Oct 2009, 3:45PM. So hold on a minute, we have a recession that com-

pletely discredits ‘trickle-down’ economics, and is only averted from getting even worse

by granting tax payers’ money to the very institutions that caused the crash – and

Griffith argues for more ‘trickle-down’ economics. Just how out-of-touch with reality

are these people? . . .. We’ve ‘tolerated’ inequality for a good few decades now, and is

Britain any more prosperous? . . .. The working people saw ‘wealth’ built on debt

(effectively Monopoly money) and an utterly insane period of house price inflation . . ..

Zerozero 22 Oct 2009, 12:37PM. (. . .) What this man says is stupendously and obvi-

ously wrong – the wealth was not created but squandered and used selfishly and we are

all left impoverished by these people, who now get bigger bonuses!!!! There is no ‘trickle

down’, there is a ‘trickle up’ definitely.

BuddyBaker 21 Oct 2009, 2:26PM. Don’t these people ever ask themselves why we

need our economies to keep growing? I suppose they think in phrases like ‘a rising tide

lifts all boats’ and ‘trickle-down’ economics. But after all these years of GDP growth, is

the average person in Britain really much better off than 30 years ago? I say thee nay.

Instead we’ve just seen rising inequality, and a few people have become stupidly rich . . ..

You can’t have infinite growth. I don’t even understand why you’d want infinite growth.

Some readers equated ‘trickle-down’ economics with a ‘scam’, a ‘Ponzi scheme’. This

amounts to saying that the argument in favour of inequality is in fact a rationalization: the

real reasons are not the overt reasons. The way in which the entire banking system works is

in fact a scam and a confidence trick, some people said, and what is happening has to do

more with the ‘middle ages’, rather than with a modern society. Comments along these lines

introduce a moral factor (as well as an allusion to the modern ‘social contract’, which

requires justice and equality): what bankers have done involves massive deceit, and they

themselves do not believe that the reasons they publicly offer in defence of an unequal

system are genuine reasons:

MorrisZap 21 Oct 2009, 2:18PM. Griffiths said the British public should ‘tolerate the

inequality as a way to achieve greater prosperity for all’. ‘Trickle-down’ never worked.

It was always a scam for a bunch of (. . .) greedy, incompetent, lying bastards, to justify

their outrageous salaries which they try to avoid paying tax on in any case . . .. If Lord

Griffiths went back to his childhood mining town and attempted to justify his claim,

he’d be shoved down a mineshaft (. . .). I think Griffiths will find that we have reached

the end of our tolerance.
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teganjovanka 21 Oct 2009, 4:58PM. ‘Trickle up’ economics actually. As in all the

wealth of society trickles up to a tiny minority of thieving kleptocrats at the top of soci-

ety, pulling their complex banking Ponzi scheme on us yet again. And we never ever

learn, do we? We actually fall for the idea we somehow need these people to be pros-

perous, when the exact opposite is the truth.

AlsoRan 21 Oct 2009, 2:40PM. What prosperity is that then, the prosperity enjoyed

by him and his greedy self-serving bastard banker mates? Not the rest of us, obviously,

especially those who have been flung out of their jobs as a consequence of his trade?

We’ve discovered that claims of the bankers are nothing more than lies, and their

vaunted ‘prosperity’ is nothing more than an illusion and a scam on the rest of us. No

surprise that we’re angry.

SeanThorp 21 Oct 2009, 2:55PM. Every time I hear the banksters have something to

say I think of this: the fractional reserve banking system allows these people to create up

to ten times more debt money than the amount of actual real money that they hold.

That means when anybody goes for a mortgage the money, or rather the debt, is cre-

ated out of thin air. Now on top of this money that the banksters did not have in the

first place the mortgage holder must also pay a huge amount of interest that is often

greater than the debt itself. Of course the money paid to service the debt and the inter-

est is not made up out of the air, it is real. What I’d like to know is how this scam from

the middle ages is still legal in the modern era? Unwarranted bonuses seem to pale in

comparison to the continued legality of this confidence trick.

Aleksandrow 21 Oct 2009, 8:51PM. (. . ..) It is quite clear that the lords of the middle

ages – aggressive, violent, ignorant and without any kind of moral values – live on today.

Griffiths said the British public should ‘tolerate the inequality as a way to achieve greater

prosperity for all’. (. . .) Greater prosperity for all??!! All who??!!

Another substantial set of comments address Griffith’s argument in explicit moral terms.

Quite a few readers were outraged at what they perceived as blackmail in Griffith’s warn-

ing that bankers might move their operations to other countries if not rewarded properly.

Some of these responses challenged the truth of the presumptive negative consequences.

Will these consequences really occur? And if they did, will they really be significantly nega-

tive? And is it really plausible that bankers will leave if they lost their bonuses? Others were

indignant at the idea that bankers are allowed to make such threats and hold the country

to ransom:

Ebert 21 Oct 2009, 2:24PM. Griffiths said that many banks would relocate abroad if

the government cracked down on bonus culture . . .. The morality of the blackmailer –

so let’s call his bluff.

salofinkelstein 21 Oct 2009, 2:38PM. What Griffiths is saying amounts to making a

direct threat. Just shows you who runs the country doesn’t it? Spot on, Ebert, let’s call

the bankers’ bluff. That’s what should have happened in the first place: protect people’s

savings but let the banks collapse.

FranchiseThis 21 Oct 2009, 2:28PM. . . .. So is he trying to say that the entire home-

grown financial services sector with their mansions in Gerrards Cross and Chelsea

season tickets will decamp en masse with their privately educated children to Lausanne,

or Hong Kong? Do me a favour.

sproutboy 21 Oct 2009, 2:21PM. I would gladly chip in for the airfare for these human

parasites to be shipped off to Switzerland and the Far East. We will not miss them. If a
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less-well off but fairer Britain is the price for getting shot of them, it’s a price worth

paying.

Alebob 21 Oct 2009, 2:17PM . . .. Let him relocate abroad. In fact let’s charter a ship

and get rid of them all.

Goto100 21 Oct 2009, 2:39PM . . .. You organize the ship. I’ll organize the submarine

and the torpedo.

Let us now look more closely at what ‘trickle-down’ economics says. One of the readers

(‘pminwaiting’, 21 Oct 2009, 3:18PM) defines it, quoting Galbraith, as ‘the less than elegant

metaphor that if one feeds the horse enough oats, some will pass through to the road for the

sparrows’. According to political philosophers, the ‘trickle-down’ conception says that

‘inequality is justified because it promotes economic growth, thereby benefiting even the

poorest members of society’. Given that people are motivated by economic incentives, trying

to equalize and excessively redistribute resources will cause the most hard-working people to

lose the incentives to produce as much as they might if they were allowed to keep the results

of their labour. A better way of helping the poor is then to promote economic growth.

‘Even if their share of the overall pie remains the same, perhaps even if it gets smaller, the

pie will be growing at such a rate that the absolute size of their piece will be growing’.

Instead of ‘minding the gap’ between the rich and the poor (relative inequality), we should

be concerned with improving the position of the worst-off members of society in absolute

terms. We should therefore be concerned with growth, not (re)distribution, and growth is

made possible by inequality (Swift 2006: 110).

Guardian readers, as we have seen, rejected Griffith’s argument and identified it with

blackmail. On this point, political philosophers would agree. Swift (2006) also discusses

‘trickle-down’ as essentially blackmail. People who defend it, he shows, are saying something

along the following lines: unless some people are paid more than others, people will have no

incentive to do certain jobs that benefit all of us; these jobs are essential for growth and a

bigger pie will increase the size of everybody’s slice; if some people are not paid more, the

system will collapse; so inequality actually helps everyone, including the worst-off members

of society. But this, he shows, already presupposes that people’s motivations have to do with

selfish interest for economic advantage and not with a desire to maximize benefits for others

or the common good. Swift argues that ‘trickle-down’ might make sense as a realistic descrip-

tion of how people would behave if incentives were removed and everyone were paid the

same, but it cannot provide a coherent justification of inequality. Yet this is how its advocates

want to use it, to justify inequality in terms of benefits for everyone. The double motivation

(self-interest or other people’s interest?) makes ‘trickle-down’ economics ultimately incoher-

ent. Demanding incentive payments in order to do a job that will benefit the others amounts

to holding people to ransom. I can be perfectly justified in paying a lot of money to those

who are holding my child hostage, but it does not mean that the final distribution of money,

after I’ve paid them off, is justified or fair (Swift 2006: 125–127). We may say that a good

prudential argument (based on everyone’s interests and on a cost-benefit analysis) is not

necessarily a good moral argument as well: it is not fair that the blackmailers should get the

money.

It is much easier to understand why, as Swift suggests, the ‘trickle-down’ argument is

‘incoherent’ and cannot actually justify inequality if we translate it into a practical argument

and identify its premises. The goal of prosperity for all, and an alleged underlying concern

for the common good, including the worst-off, are used by defenders of inequality, we sug-

gest, as overt goal and value premises. On this basis, we could say, therefore, that the need to
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tolerate inequality is motivated by a concern for the common good and a future of prosperity

for all. However, the argument, thus formulated, seems to be a rationalization. In its stan-

dard form, the ‘trickle-down’ argument starts from an open acknowledgment of man’s self-

interested nature (people’s actual motivations are selfish, this is why an egalitarian system,

we are told, would not work). The real underlying value (as a motivating premise) therefore

has to do with a concern for self-interest. But if the common good is not a motivating (value)

premise, how does it enter the argument, what type of premise is it? We think that, logically,

the alleged concern for everyone’s interest can only belong to a premise that specifies some

(alleged) positive consequences of tolerating inequality. In other words, the ‘trickle-down’ argument

overtly cites the alleged positive consequences (benefits) of the action (i.e. of tolerating

inequality) as if they were a value premise, while concealing the actual value premise (i.e. a

concern for self- or group-interest). The common good or general interest enters the argu-

ment as a result of a cost–benefit analysis of tolerating versus refusing to tolerate inequality.

Overtly, the argument says: given the goal of prosperity or growth, motivated by a concern

for everyone’s interest or the common good (value premise), inequality should be tolerated.

But the underlying argument is in fact the following: given the goal of prosperity or growth,

motivated by a concern for self-interest or group-interest (value premise), and given that, in

the process of serving self- or group- interest, some positive side-effects will ‘trickle down’ for

everyone as by-products of the logic of perpetual growth (alternatively, given the high costs for

the common good of refusing to tolerate inequality), inequality ought to be tolerated. The

argument is a prudential one analogous to saying: it is in your interest (because of the poten-

tial costs and benefits) to pay off the blackmailers. If you do, everyone’s interests will be served

(although in different ways). But while the arrangement between the blackmailers and their

victim will, in this sense, be mutually beneficial, the mutual benefit has been obtained

through extortion, by artificially creating a context of risk (of potential costs) for one party

which that party would pay to avoid; as for the ‘common good’, there is no ‘common good’

or value that both parties genuinely share. You should pay the blackmailers not because the

action contributes to the fulfilment of some shared goal and value, but because it is the rea-

sonable thing to do, given a cost–benefit analysis. It is therefore possible to justify inequality

(inequality is functionally necessary, it may be a necessary evil, the lesser evil, etc.), but its

best approximation is the argument from blackmail, which is how many Guardian readers

insightfully interpreted it.

To sum up, what the argument says in fact is not that inequality is designed to promote

everyone’s goals but that it is designed to promote some people’s goals and that, as a side-effect,

it manages to serve to some extent or at least not undermine the goals of other agents. If it

were overtly formulated in these terms, with self-interest as the motivating (value) premise,

the argument would not be easy to accept because of the strong resemblance to blackmail.

It would be clear that one is invited to choose the less bad alternative of two bad alternatives

(i.e. inequality may have its disadvantages but an egalitarian system would be even worse).

This is why the argument has to disguise the real motivation of action as a concern for the

general interest. Notice, however, that the prudential defence of inequality is only reasonable

if indeed it is true that an egalitarian arrangement would lead to poverty for all, or that

inequality promotes growth and prosperity for all. As we have seen, however, the truth of

these premises is precisely what some Guardian readers have challenged: tolerating inequality

and decades of ‘trickle-down’ economics have failed to deliver the promised goods. The

terms of an implicit social contract have thus been broken.

Various comments challenged the logical soundness of the ‘trickle-down’ argument (e.g.

the truth of the premises). The rationality of the British population’s own behavior was also
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questioned: persistently, people seem to fail to draw the logical conclusion from the evidence

at their disposal. Both throwing money at the banks and passively tolerating the conse-

quences of the crisis are irrational responses:

almart000 21 Oct 2009, 3:02PM. He gambles. He loses. We bail him out. He gambles.

He loses. We bail him out. Do we deserve to be laughed at? You bet.

Cheylore 21 Oct 2009, 2:50PM. (. . .) Does this man think we are completely stupid?

Perhaps he has grounds to. We have been robbed and we continue to be robbed.

Instead of rioting on the streets, lynching bankers, . . ., we blog and whine. And yes,

annoyingly, at this precise moment this includes me.

Donald2000 21 Oct 2009, 2:29PM. Let’s get this right; the banks caused the recession

and now the Chairperson of an investment bank says that prosperity would arrive and

that bankers’ bonuses would be just part of the price to pay for that prosperity. I think

that these people need to sign on for a psychiatric evaluation; their logical faculties are

broken beyond redemption.

What was suggested instead, in response to the bankers’ perceived blackmail, was a revo-

lution, a fundamental change of the economic system, with capital punishment for those

responsible for the crisis:

TopMarx 21 Oct 2009, 3:00PM. Maybe this is the spark we have been waiting for!

Maybe it’s just worth getting the machine gun out and giving it a polish. If you haven’t

got one, there’s always a pitch fork. I’ve got a few bags of barricade bricks. Let’s get the

bastards this time! (. . .)

Self 21 Oct 2009, 2:22PM. These people are evil, pure evil. Get them out of the coun-

try now. We don’t want them and the recessions and misery they cause. Just get them

out, at gunpoint.

floptastic 21 Oct 2009, 2:56PM . . .. [G]reedy bankers will be among the first in front

of a firing squad come the revolution – after greedy politicians . . ..

usasoneiaswe 21 Oct 2009, 2:19PM. Let us bring the whole of the banking sector to

heel. Tear down the structure and stuff all the weasels who work within it solely for

their own self interested greed with poverty: tear it down! Build from us, the people, up.

Do it. When are we going to stop the suffering? When we cease to see apathy as a virtue,

that’s when: act! Take your money out of the (. . .) money machines and put it in a bank

that banks, not one that takes, rip-offs, hoards . . . (. . .) Act! Tell your family, friends

and colleagues to do the same. Let’s destroy them as they so readily do us and through

our actions create a morally secure society, free from their greed and abuse.

vaughanie 21 Oct 2009, 10:33PM. The actions of bankers in causing the damage and

largest budget deficit in living history is tantamount to one and one thing only . . . (. . .)

High treason! ‘Trickle-down’ economics and free market principles as espoused by Milton

Friedman and the Chicago Group are nothing more than a grab of tax payers money,

weaken government and plunge the world into poverty. Charge them now!

The analogy with the French Revolution was humorously used by several people to sug-

gest a similar fate for British bankers:

2LSE 22 Oct 2009, 9:22AM. Err . . . didn’t the French aristocracy also think that the

peasants should tolerate inequality???
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WWIT 21 Oct 2009, 5:10PM. The peasants must learn to tolerate inequality, said

the French in 1788.

AlsoRan 21 Oct 2009, 2:40PM (. . .) Is this the bankers’ ‘let them eat cake’ moment?

Here’s hoping.

A moral argument against inequality: the state is committed to
justice, therefore inequality should not be tolerated

We have argued that Lord Griffith’s argument is not in fact underlain by a concern for the

common good, in spite of its overt form. Its underlying value premise is self-interest and its

best approximation is to a prudential argument in favour of paying off the blackmailers in

order to avoid higher costs. A large proportion of the comments thread, however, involved

genuine moral argumentation. People did not argue from their own interests or desires, or

from the desirability of politicians manifesting a concern with justice or fairness, but from

moral–political values they thought everyone ought to be concerned with because, impli-

citly, they are part of an institutional arrangement, as fact, regardless of whether anyone

wants to act accordingly or not. Justice was understood in two main ways, in relation to

what people deserve, and in relation to equality, as fairness. Let us look at these arguments

in turn.

Many comments focused on the idea that bankers do not deserve the high pay they get: it

is unjust that they should get these rewards, as they do not produce anything useful, their

so-called talents are worthless and they are being rewarded for failure. This is one possible

understanding of justice, as just deserts:

LeavesNoWitnesses 21 Oct 2009, 2:38PM. What an arrogant swine! Can he please explain

how do banks serve the economy by sucking money out of it when most of the econ-

omy is in ruins? Why should we reward these idiots in charge of financial institutions

that do not produce anything of value to the society? I’m really lost here. Furious, just

furious.

AlanMoore 21 Oct 2009, 2:16PM. Idiot. It might be considered an investment to the

general good if these bastards actually generated any wealth – or did anything useful. But they

don’t, all they do is distort markets for short-term benefit . . ..

Somebodysaid 21 Oct 2009, 2:15PM. I’ve always rather liked the way they term it

‘compensation’ . . . for what exactly? Long hours? Sipping an espresso in a shiny office

whilst looking at a few screens of shifting numbers and getting a bit het up when they

go red? . . ..

Zerosum 22 Oct 2009, 4:47AM. (. . .) Just how does Goldman Sachs contribute to the

‘greater prosperity of all’? (. . .) There have been articles in the US press lately about

these firms generating huge profits using super-fast computers to carry out so-called

‘flash’ trading, which is utterly devoid of any social utility. Much of the wealth gener-

ated by GS is not real; they specialize in the invention of bogus financial instruments

to generate huge profits and then flip the risk onto other investors. Most of this ‘finan-

cial’ activity is nothing but parasitism on a economic system whose rules they have

helped write via their oversized legislative influence. Half of Obama’s economic policy

people are in bed with Goldman. We’re being suckered by these vampires into think-

ing they’re indispensable to the greater good when in fact they benefit no one but

themselves. The whole business is deeply unethical; why are they allowed to get away

with it?
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A frequent comment was that bailing out the banks with taxpayers’ money, as well as the

entire bonus culture, amount to rewarding people who have failed in their job, while punish-

ing hard-working and productive people:

Samboy 21 Oct 2009, 2:21PM. What these greedy snout-in-the-trough bankers utterly

fail to grasp is that the obscene bonus culture which was in place before the collapse of

the financial sector rewarded long term failure not success. Where’s my f*cking bonus

for being part of the investment group which provided 1 trillion pounds worth of capi-

tal to ensure that Goldman Sachs could continue to trade?

HeroicLife 21 Oct 2009, 10:03PM. . . . The problem is that the money these compa-

nies are getting . . . is keeping unproductive, financially irresponsible companies afloat.

By virtue of being bankrupt in the first place, these companies have demonstrated that

they are consuming more resources than they are creating – and ought to be bankrupt.

What we should really be angry about is that the political class is punishing success and

rewarding failure by taking money from productive people and businesses and giving it

to unproductive ones.

farandolae 21 Oct 2009, 2:38PM. Unbelievable, I’m not surprised that there is a long

list of offensive comments which have been moderated. I’m not against bonus payments

for jobs well done, even for bankers.. . . however this is against a background of enor-

mous failure. The British population will be paying for this failure for a long time to

come yet for the bankers it is business as usual . . ..

Justice was also defended in the sense of fairness and equal treatment of people and of

similar situations. If the bankers want to keep the profits, they must swallow up the losses and

repay their debts first, they must face up to the consequences of their actions. It is not fair to

receive bonuses while taxpayers, who have rescued the system, lose their jobs and businesses

struggle to stay afloat with no help from the state. In other words you cannot demand one

rule for yourself and another one for everyone else.

farandolae 21 Oct 2009, 2:38PM. . . . so we face unemployment, massively reduced pen-

sions, big cuts in public services and some of the people who put us in this mess get an

average of GBP 450,000+ on top of their salary. Seems fair.

Peter4321 21 Oct 2009, 2:26PM. Frankly, the pay of bankers used not to be any of

my business. I didn’t own shares in investment banks and if they decided to pay stupid

wages to a few choice individuals, that was up to them as private companies. But – the

moment they come arrogantly demanding bail-outs is the moment it does become my

business. These people run a casino – except who ever heard of a casino being so badly

run that it crashed? If they want to keep all the profits, they have to swallow down the

losses. So, let them keep their bonuses – once they repay the taxpayer in full.

jacko121 21 Oct 2009, 11:40PM. . . . if you are not ashamed at paying your staff then

you should not be ashamed at repaying your debt to the tax payers first.

NicolaD 21 Oct 2009, 3:24PM. . . . I think what the banks need to remember is that

it was public funds that were used to keep them open . . . I think this greedy man also

needs to remember that the hard-working tax payers bailed them out only to be made

redundant as a result of the bankers’ greed and ignorance. I don’t have a problem with

people receiving bonuses but at the end of the day most businesses are struggling to stay

open with little or no help from the government so why should the banks get away with

it . . .. How can banks that just a few months ago had to be given millions to stay afloat
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afford to give bonuses like this??? The ordinary law-abiding tax payer loses again – as

usual!!

The Paladin 21 Oct 2009, 9:39PM. That’s fine. Next time when you collapse we’ll let

it happen and just force defaults on all of the mortgages you owned. Meaning, you own

nothing. Savings get wiped out, so do the mortgages. We wipe out the entire banking

system with one fell swoop. If you let one fall, the rest will fall into line. You want to keep

paying, I’ll let you collapse when you don’t bloody listen. Fair dos.

The whole idea of demanding extra payments for a job well done was dismissed as a case

of special pleading, by observing that ‘no one ever makes that argument for any profession

other than bankers and chief executives’ (daytimeTV 21 Oct 2009, 2:31PM) and in no other

jobs do people receive or expect bonuses for doing what they are supposed to do, however

hard they work (henchard1 21 Oct 2009, 2:45PM).

The claim that people should tolerate inequality is transformed into a claim about what

bankers should themselves tolerate, according to an implicit principle of fairness or

reciprocity:

SimonBarSinister 21 Oct 2009, 2:18PM. Yes, and bankers need to learn to tolerate being

strung up from lamp-posts by the heels, and machine-gunned to ribbons. Because it’s

gonna happen. Yes it is.

FilkaMorozov 21 Oct 2009, 2:26PM. Bankers must learn to tolerate prison food when

they’re found guilty of fraud.

patelvijay 21 Oct 2009, 2:14PM. Banks must learn to ‘tolerate the fairness’ of collapse

when they mess up.

Besides justice, people also appealed to equality and some quoted Wilkinson and Pickett’s

critique of inequality in their 2009 book, The Spirit Level.

deano30 21 Oct 2009, 2:36PM. Foolish tosser – a society is never the richer if its good

fortune is based on rampant inequality. It is a flawed and fractured place which is just

about to fall apart at the seams.

Harrymanback 21 Oct 2009, 2:15PM . . .. [O]ne rather large hole in his argument . . .

is the mountain of evidence that shows that happy societies are those that have low

inequality, not those that are rich.

LesterJones 21 Oct 2009, 2:35PM The public should tolerate the inequality . . . really?

. . . then explain this: http://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/about

. . . inequality is the very thing we can never tolerate . . ..

The government’s solution of rescuing the banks was also challenged as fundamentally

unjust by several Guardian readers and a concept of inter-generational justice was implicitly

invoked in arguing that, due to the government’s ill-advised rescue of the banks, future gen-

erations will have to pay for the crisis. The alleged negative consequence of failing to rescue

the banks were also challenged, and the consequences of having rescued them, moreover

without public consultation, were said to be far worse:

salofinkelstein 21 Oct 2009, 2:38PM. As Mervyn King has pointed out, the government

has lumped future generations with the burden of paying bankers’ bonuses. Along with

all the other shit we’ve dumped on our children to deal with.
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Peter4321 21 Oct 2009, 2:26PM. (. . .) All these scare stories about how the economy

would have disappeared if the bankers hadn’t been given vast sums of money – would it

have been any worse than massive black holes in public finance that we have now?

Couldn’t we have a referendum as to which gamble the general public would like to

take?

There were also one or two comments that defend Griffith’s claim, and these gave rise to

heated exchanges. One poster claimed that Goldman Sachs people are ‘normal, hardwork-

ing folks’ who ‘do tend to earn a good deal but that shouldn’t be a crime’. Most people on

the comments thread, he said, are ‘just a bunch of jealous crybabies who love to talk a tough

guy revolutionary game but don’t take their bluster more than three feet away from their

computer screen’ (martis1 21 Oct 2009, 8:18PM). In response, it was pointed out to him that

he fails to understand people’s entirely justified anger at having been swindled:

expury 21 Oct 2009, 8:49PM. Credit people with some intelligence, it is not jealousy.

People just don’t want to be royally shafted i.e. their tax money used to underwrite the

risk taking of banks who can ‘invent’ markets that bear little reality to real economies,

and actually end up damaging them. It is the relationship between the state and the

banks that people are rightfully pissed off about . . .. When people are losing their jobs,

houses, pensions, businesses as a result of the credit crunch and then the bonus culture

is not curtailed then you can see why people are pissed off . . ..

Political values as desire-independent, external
reasons for action

As comments formulated in terms of justice and equality make up a significant proportion of

this thread, let us say a few words about these values from the point of view of political philo-

sophy. Our discussion of justice below follows Swift’s (2006) account and will be relevant in

choosing an adequate representation of the arguments from justice.

Together with liberty, justice and equality are fundamental moral–political values. For

some philosophers, such as Rawls, justice is the primary political value, the first virtue of social

institutions. Justice is closely connected to rights: the state treats citizens justly in respecting

their rights; similarly, citizens behave in a way that is just towards each other in respecting

each other’s rights. Justice is also tied to duty, to what is morally required that we do to and for

one another. The state is justified in making sure that people carry out their duties to one

another, and this includes using its coercive power to force people to do what they might not

want to do, or what is not desirable from their own point of view. Swift suggests drawing a dis-

tinction between the concept of justice and various conceptions of what justice is. The basic con-

cept of justice (its basic grammar or logic) seems to be that it is about ‘giving people what is

due to them, and not giving them what is not due to them’. Giving them what is due is not

the same with what it would be desirable or polite or good for them to have: punishing crim-

inals is a way of giving them what is due to them, without being what they desire. While peo-

ple and philosophers alike seem to agree on this basic understanding of the concept of justice,

there are still various particular conceptions of justice, different ways of fleshing out the logic of

the term. The most influential conceptions are Rawls’s (1971, 1993, 2001) conception of jus-

tice-as-fairness, Nozick’s (1974) conception of justice-as-entitlement and the popular concep-

tion of justice-as-desert. Most people, Swift argues, endorse elements of all three, often in

ways that, upon closer inspection, are not really coherent (Swift 2006: 11–13).
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According to the popular conception of justice-as-desert, giving people what is due to

them means rewarding work, talent, success. Talented and hard-working individuals deserve

to get more than untalented and idle ones. Some philosophers disagree with the popular

conception by pointing out that people’s talent or success is often a result of luck and other

factors beyond their control. They also point out that which talents and abilities societies

happen to value at any given time is also an arbitrary matter, so people don’t, strictly speak-

ing, deserve to earn more. Other philosophers believe that, on the contrary, people own

their talents and are entitled to do whatever they like with what is theirs (their body, their

property). And talented individuals (artists, sportsmen) may end up being very rich because

a lot of people have freely chosen to pay to see them exercise their talents; nothing objection-

able has taken place in this case. The question of desert, however, is irrelevant; rather, on

this view, justice should be understood as entitlement. Regardless of the philosophical contro-

versy, the popular view remains a strong one: talented and hard-working people may be just

lucky, but they deserve to earn more.

The conception of justice-as-fairness is associated with John Rawls. As is well known, his

argument is that, in the ‘original position’, under the ‘veil of ignorance’, people would choose

principles that are fair and do not privilege anyone over anyone else. They would thus pre-

sumably choose:

1 The principle of equal basic liberties: each person is to have an equal right to the most

extensive total system of basic liberties compatible with a similar system of liberty for all.

2 The difference principle and the principle of fair equality of opportunity. Social and eco-

nomic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are both (a) to the greatest benefit of

the least advantaged, and (b) attached to offices and positions open to all under condi-

tions of fair equality of opportunity.

According to Rawls, people would choose equality of distribution, rather than unequal

arrangements. The only departures from equality that would be fair are those distributions

that also raise the standard of the worst-off. So, the fairest unequal distribution would be one

that maximizes the position of the worst-off, one that leaves the most disadvantaged mem-

bers of society better off than they would have been under an egalitarian arrangement.

The ‘original position’ and the ‘veil of ignorance’ are devices of representation that model

the sense in which people are conceived as free and equal. If people were deprived of all

particular knowledge about their social position, race, gender, ethnicity, their natural talents,

their conception of the good, if they were therefore wholly free of personal interest, not

knowing anything personal about themselves, and not knowing how the principles they are

about to agree on will affect them personally, they would agree on fair principles of coopera-

tion and distribution, principles that do not privilege anyone over anyone else. These princi-

ples would be the content of a hypothetical contract that people would arrive at if they were

free and equal. If you don’t already know that you are going to get the biggest piece of

the cake anyway, you are more likely to cut it fairly, because you might end up getting the

smallest piece (Swift 2006: 21–29).

A just society, therefore, will give all its citizens the same set of basic liberties and rights.

Then, if there are social and economic inequalities, it will ensure that all its citizens enjoy

equality of opportunity, i.e. have the same chances to achieve those positions which are

unequally rewarded, and finally, it will only allow such inequalities if they are geared towards

maximizing the position of the worst-off members of society. Rawls therefore does accept

inequality: without it, people will have no incentive to do certain jobs that benefit everyone
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else. But inequalities are justified if they serve to maximize the position of the most disadvan-

taged members of society. (Notice that, unlike the ‘trickle-down’ conception, the difference

principle can constitute a moral justification of inequality. This is, in our view, because a

concern for serving the interests of the worst-off is genuinely a value premise.)

The political value of equality is closely related to justice. Equality in the sense that all cit-

izens have an equal right to be treated with concern and respect by the state (and by each

other) is usually not contested. This conception of equality is about equality of status and rec-

ognition, the equal worth of all human beings, and equal social relations, and is reflected in

equality before the law and equality of citizenship. What is nevertheless often contested by

political philosophers, politicians and ordinary people alike is the understanding of equality

as a distributive ideal, as having to do with equalizing outcomes.

In this comments thread, people argued from a conception of justice which rules out pri-

vileging certain people at the expense of others, or treating people in arbitrary ways, in ways

that are not related to their actions, or not giving them what is due to them. People argued

against Griffith’s prudential argument by constructing their own moral arguments, with dif-

ferent underlying values and goals. Instead of the goal of growth and material prosperity,

people argued from the normative goal of a just or fair society, as the goal that the state or

politicians implicitly ought to pursue (in Swift’s terms, from a concept of justice, as a state of

affairs in which everyone gets what is due to them, whether according to desert or a more

egalitarian conception, such as Rawls’s justice-as-fairness). As we have seen, the popular con-

ception of justice-as-desert, for example, says that talented, hard-working or successful indi-

viduals deserve more rewards than untalented, idle or unsuccessful ones. We can represent

the typical argument from justice-as-desert as in Figure 5.3.

Given that, in fact, bankers have failed in their jobs, have caused the crisis with all its

negative effects on people, and do not have any genuine talent or social usefulness, and

given a legitimate concern for justice that the state is bound by and is expected to act upon,

bankers should not continue to receive bonuses. They should not receive them because the

state’s goal should be a state of affairs that is just, in which people get what is due to them,

and do not get what is not due to them, i.e. are not unjustly punished or rewarded, but

justly so. Implicit in people’s arguments was the premise that the state is morally required to

act justly, that there is a commitment to justice that the state is bound by. This corresponds to

what Vince Cable, in the passage we quoted at the beginning of this chapter, called the

social contract between the state and its citizens. In failing to act justly, in punishing the inno-

cent and rewarding the guilty, the state is violating the terms of this contract and breaking

its implicit commitment to justice. The claim that the inequality of bankers’ bonuses should

not be tolerated refers to what the government ought to do: the government is expected to act

out of a concern for justice (a desire-dependent reason), based on recognizing an existing

commitment to justice, as an institutional fact or norm (a desire-independent reason), in order

to put an end to an unjust situation.

The arguments from a conception of justice-as-fairness have a similar structure. Let us

take the example of those arguments from the empirical circumstances that ‘trickle-down’

economics has, over decades, not contributed to general prosperity but has resulted in an

unprecedented economic collapse. Such arguments are denying that the neoliberal economic

model has genuinely benefited the worst-off members of society. According to Rawls’s jus-

tice-as-fairness conception, inequalities would be allowed if they maximized the position of

the worst-off, if they left those people better off than they would have been under an egalitar-

ian arrangement. A whole range of comments that we have looked at deny that this has been

the case. We represent this argument in Figure 5.4.
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Again, there is an implicit appeal to an existing commitment that the state has to justice,

part of the social contract. This is quite clear in various comments in which people express

their disapproval or anger at what the government has actually done (rescued the banks by

taking money from taxpayers) or failed to do (regulate the banking sector, protect the popula-

tion, make sure bail-out money would be repaid), at the complicity between the government

and the banking sector (which they see as a cause for the unwillingness to find adequate solu-

tions) and at the population’s apparent inability to force politicians to act according to the

public interest. What people should do, these comments say, is force the government to act

as it ought to, in view of its existing commitments, i.e. serve the public interest:

vaughanie 21 Oct 2009, 10:33PM. (. . .) Our government should be smashing any organi-

sation or industry that has the ability to destroy our country as has happened. It should

be protecting us from the near collapse of our society as a duty to its citizens, taking

bankers out of the city and charging them with high treason!!

losmarcos 21 Oct 2009, 3:09PM. (. . .) The only way for democracy to function, is that

the people (us) puts pressure on politicians to do their job: create regulations on a sector

CLAIM: Bankers should not receive highly 
unequal pay. / The inequality of bankers’ pay 
should not be tolerated. 

GOALS: The 
government’s goal 
ought to be a state of 
affairs that is just, in 
which everyone 
receives what is due to 
them.

EMPIRICAL 
CIRCUMSTANCES: 
Bankers have failed in 
their job, they do not 
have any special 
talent, their work is 
not socially useful or 
particularly difficult; 
they have caused the 
crisis, etc. 
INSTITUTIONAL 
CIRCUMSTANCES: 
Justice is a legitimate 
value the government 
is committed to/ 
bound by. 

MEANS-
GOAL: If 
highly unequal 
pay and 
bonuses are 
removed, the 
goal (a state of 
affairs that is 
just) will be 
achieved.  

VALUES (CONCERNS): 
The government ought to be 
concerned with justice-as-
desert. (Hard-working, 
talented people ought to be 
rewarded, if people fail to do 
their job they should not be 
rewarded, people should be 
rewarded or  punished 
according to their actions...) 

Figure 5.3 Guardian readers’ moral argument against inequality from the value of justice-as-desert.
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which has proven to have one objective: their own interest, and put them back in their

real role . . . so we don’t all get dissolved in extreme capitalism as a totalitarianism . . ..

jacko121 21 Oct 2009, 11:40PM. To our governments I would say, I thought the

point of the EEC is there should be some cohesive strategies between countries. If not

it’s about time you got a grip and ensured that these companies who threaten to move

from one country to another are told in no uncertain [terms] that the rules are the same

where ever they go . . . (. . .) The other great shame is that we do not have any

Outstanding Statesmen in any of our political parties who have the clout to get to grips

with these issues. (. . .) Someone needs to start putting Britain and its people first. Do

we have any politicians with the balls to do it ???

nicholson 22 Oct 2009, 11:30AM. (. . .) It seems to me [that bankers are] still living in

a bubble because the government is allowing them to do so. If the government initiated

an action to claim banking profits for the people by taxing their profits as part of the

recompense for the damage made by the overall financial sector to society – you may

well see a global trend where other countries follow suit and bankers would once again

become integrated into social responsibility . . .

coachway 21 Oct 2009, 4:08PM. Whilst all the ‘bloggers’ here are rightly outraged at

bankers’ pay and bonuses, it is a sad fact that most of the population accept the present

CLAIM: Bankers should not receive highly 
unequal pay. / The inequality of bankers’ pay 
should not be tolerated. 

GOALS: The 
government’s goal 
ought to be a state of 
affairs that is just, in 
which everyone 
receives what is due to 
them.

EMPIRICAL 
CIRCUMSTANCES: 
Highly unequal pay 
has not benefited the 
worst off in society 
but has caused the 
system to collapse; 
‘trickle-down’ has not 
worked. 
INSTITUTIONAL 
CIRCUMSTANCES: 
Justice is a legitimate 
value the government 
is committed to / 
bound by. 

MEANS-
GOAL: If 
highly unequal 
pay and 
bonuses are 
removed, the 
goal (a state of 
affairs that is 
just) will be 
achieved.  

VALUES (CONCERNS): 
The government ought to 
be concerned with justice-
as-fairness. (People ought 
to be treated equally; 
inequality is only justified 
if it benefits the worst 
off…) 

Figure 5.4 Guardian readers’ moral argument against inequality from the value of justice-as-fairness.
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status as something that they cannot do anything about. If people really cared they

would force politicians to act . . ..

reactual 21 Oct 2009, 4:16PM. (. . .) Griffiths has shown us that these people have utter

contempt for us. The politicians don’t care either because all of the parties are in thrall

to the banking industry.

Blither 22 Oct 2009, 7:20AM. The banks should never have been bailed out before

signing an agreement not to claim bonuses for the next 5 years – they could have chosen

at that point whether to relocate or not.

Kaks 21 Oct 2009, 4:51PM. Don’t expect any changes anytime soon. The banks and

the government are one big organisation that look after each other’s interests . .

flamingrrose 21 Oct 2009, 2:20PM. (. . .) There is one thing he is right about: The

banking elite in the UK is controlling the government to such an extent that it can do

practically anything it wants.

The Guardian comments thread also includes a few sporadic references to another concep-

tion of justice, justice-as-entitlement. As a few readers observe, bankers feel entitled to their

bonuses and in a sense they are, because the bonus culture is part of a system of rules they

have themselves written. However, these rules themselves are wrong and need changing

(Zerosum 22 Oct 2009, 4:47AM; cassey 21 Oct 2009, 3:22PM). Sadly, under the current rules,

‘the banks are doing nothing that they are not allowed to do’, and ‘if we want to change the

system we need to change the politicians and the regulations governing the operation of the

financial system that these same politicians have instituted’ (Ocala 21 Oct 2009, 8:05PM). To

sum up, bankers may be entitled to their rewards if these are the result of rules that are in

place. It does not, however, follow that such rewards are fair or deserved, nor that the rules

are just.

Conclusion

In this chapter we have suggested our own view of the structure of the prudential and moral

arguments in favour of or against the inequality of bankers’ pay by analysing a particular

public debate. The prudential argument for inequality takes people’s interests (or desires) as

premises: given what is in people’s interests, or given that people want prosperity for all,

inequality ought to be tolerated. The argument, we said, amounts to a form of blackmail:

the alternative, of not tolerating inequality, is said to involve high costs, costs that are alleg-

edly avoided by tolerating inequality. This is how the public spontaneously interpreted it,

and this is how the ‘trickle-down’ defence of inequality is discussed by political philosophers.

In its most characteristic form, we suggested, the defence of inequality by appealing to the

alleged general interest is rationalization, as it disguises a concern for self-interest as a con-

cern for the common good. We have proposed our own view, in terms of our analytical

framework, of why the prudential argument in favour of inequality is an unreasonable argu-

ment and suggested that it attempts to pass off a particularly self-interested calculation of the

costs and benefits of alternative actions for a genuine concern for the common good, i.e. for a

genuine value (motivating) premise.

We have drawn on political philosophy, on a distinction between a concept of justice and

particular conceptions of justice, to represent the moral argument against inequality. We

have looked at two such arguments, based on the value of justice-as-fairness and justice-as-

desert. These arguments, we said, start from circumstantial premises of two sorts: premises
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stating the empirical facts that bankers have in fact failed or that ‘trickle-down’ economics

has not worked, but primarily from premises referring to the institutional, desire-independent

fact of the state’s socially recognized, normatively binding commitment to justice, as well as

from the desire-independent goal of a just state of affairs, as something that the state (politi-

cians) ought to be concerned with. The moral argument does not therefore proceed from

what is in the agent’s interests or what the agent desires. It proceeds primarily from a desire-

independent reason, from a normatively binding commitment to justice on the part of the

state, part of a contract with the citizens. This is a factual, circumstantial premise, an external

reason that politicians and the state are expected to act upon even in those cases when there

seems to be little political will to do so. The goal premise is also different in such arguments.

The goal is not a state of affairs that some people happen to desire because it satisfies their

own concerns, but a just society that gives everyone what is due to them and in which

nobody’s particular desires or concerns are arbitrarily privileged over anyone else’s.

The distinction between a concept of justice and particular conceptions of justice con-

firms our suggestion, in Chapter 2, that the goal premise should be detached from any

intrinsic connection with what agents want, and should be viewed instead as a (possible,

future) state of affairs which the agent may or may not desire. Goals can be normative states of

affairs that we, as agents, ought to bring about even if we don’t particularly desire them, and

a just arrangement, as a normative goal, may be one that some people will not like or desire. We argued

that goals are often generated by reasons independent of the agent’s desires, ‘external’ rea-

sons such as duties, obligations, moral values, norms, which act as external constraints on

action, and often go against the agent’s wishes. This way of seeing goals is compatible with

Searle’s account of institutional reality and the priority he gives to external reasons, originat-

ing in institutional reality. Whether or not people act in accordance with such reasons, these

reasons are objectively there (in the sense that they are epistemically objective) and people can

be said to have them, even when they disregard them. On the other hand, recognition of

such reasons can lead people to internalize them as motivations to act. Values therefore

enter as premises in practical arguments either as agents’ concerns (their desires, their inter-

ests) or as external reasons, as social or institutional facts. A socially recognized duty, obliga-

tion or commitment is a reason for action whether or not the agent will internalize it as a

concern. But agents can also be concerned to fulfil their duties and commitments, to act

morally, in which case the value or duty in question will turn into an internal motive for

action.

In the arguments we looked at, from political values such as justice, people argued from

the government’s implicit commitment to justice, from an implicit ‘social contract’, whose

objective binding nature ought (in their view) to be recognized and internalized as motiva-

tion by politicians and by the state in deciding on a course of action. Underlying these argu-

ments is a belief that, even when politicians apparently fail to care about this social contract

and thus fail to act from a commitment to justice, they ought to do so: they have a reason to do

so, in fact one that they have themselves created by accepting a mandate of political repre-

sentation. External reasons that ought to motivate but fail to do so (e.g. social contracts that

are broken, publicly recognized values and norms that are disregarded) are a good starting

point for social critique. Recognizing the specificity of the social world as a world of man-

made institutions (commitments, contracts, laws, norms) that one is bound by even when

one chooses to act otherwise underlies in fact the very possibility of normative critique.

In our view, the specificity of moral reasoning (including moral–political argumentation)

derives from the recognition of external, desire-independent reasons for action as basic.

External reasons in the political field vary from promises made by politicians in electoral
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campaigns, which they are then expected to act upon, to moral–political values (justice,

equality, freedom) recognized as legitimate and binding and enshrined in laws. Because they

are collectively recognized or accepted as legitimate reasons, they can shape human action

without any recourse to coercion or force. Not all external reasons are moral: agents often

act prudentially in respecting the authority of the law in order to avoid undesirable conse-

quences. The system of deontic powers of the state is in fact always backed by the possibility

of using coercion to make agents comply with collectively recognized norms when such com-

pliance is not voluntary. Such external reasons lie at the interface between agents and struc-

tures and show how agency and structure interact and shape each other. We have suggested

placing such reasons in the circumstantial premise: they are facts that speakers argue from in

saying that agents ought to be concerned with their realization. In the case of promises or

norms and laws, the fact that the agent made a promise or is bound by a norm or law typi-

cally override any other possible consideration of what the context is or might require. When

we say, for instance that, regardless of any other circumstances, and whether he wants to or

not, the agent ought to do what he promised, we regard the fact that the agent made a prom-

ise as a reason for action that cannot be overridden. More generally, when the public argues

that, regardless of any other circumstances and regardless of their actual inclinations, inter-

ests and concerns, politicians ought to do their duty, act justly and serve the public interest,

they implicitly regard the social contract between the state and citizens, and the mutual obli-

gations that ensue thereof, as the most relevant reason, a reason that cannot be overridden.

In this chapter, we have seen citizens challenging government policy, as well as the actions

of private entities (banks), in virtue of their formally recognized (and here, taken-for-granted)

rights as citizens of a modern democratic state. We have seen them arguing that the govern-

ment and politicians are violating commitments to justice that they ought to be concerned

with, precisely because these commitments are part of their obligations, part of a contract

between the state and the citizens. One of the ways in which the government is violating this

commitment to justice (and ignoring the legitimate character of justice as a publicly justified

political value) is by failing to punish the guilty and instead punishing the population for a

crisis the latter did not cause. As we said in Chapter 2, in our discussion of Searle’s concep-

tion of institutional reality, status functions (here, being a citizen, or being an elected politician

in a democratic state) carry deontic powers, i.e. rights, obligations, and so on, and are there-

fore the vehicles of power in society, the channels through which political power circulates.

Citizens are here exerting their power in criticizing government (although, as they themselves

note, with self-irony, they only use it very weakly, and merely talk tough without moving on

to action), while politicians are exerting their own power to ignore dissent, under an institu-

tional framework that is set in such a way so as to allow them, to some extent, the freedom to

do so, and acting under the pressure of economic reasons and private interests that effectively

override reasons which should not, in the public’s opinion, be easily overridden.
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6 Deliberation as genre in the
parliamentary debate on
university tuition fees

In this chapter we want to illustrate deliberation in a multi-agent context where a political

decision has to be arrived at. We will focus on the debate in the House of Commons of 9

December 2010, on the government’s proposal to raise university tuition fees from roughly

£3,300 to a maximum of £9,000 per year, which ended in a vote.1 We will reconstruct this

debate as critical discussion, along pragma-dialectical lines, and also discuss institutional con-

straints on argumentation in a parliamentary debate. We will also identify the structure of

the arguments advanced by the participants, according to the structure of practical reasoning

we are suggesting in this book. We will focus in particular on the way in which participants

are evaluating each other’s arguments and on the quality of the deliberative process, but we

will also suggest an evaluation in terms of a normative external perspective.

In the final section of this chapter we will address a particular argument developed by a

participant in the tuition fees debate, which invokes the Liberal Democrats’ promise (during

the electoral campaign of 2010) not to raise fees. We discuss this promise as a reason for

action – an external reason that ought to have acted as a constraint on the Liberal

Democrats’ action in government, but was nevertheless disregarded – and we look at some

of the criticism that the Liberal Democrats, and Nick Clegg in particular, have received over

this broken commitment.

Debate and deliberation in institutional contexts

In Chapter 2, following van Eemeren (2010) we distinguished between genres, activity types

(as specific genres) and speech events. Concrete speech events draw upon or implement

activity types (specific genres), which themselves draw upon or implement genres – delibera-

tion, adjudication, mediation, negotiation. Activity types can draw upon a combination of

genres, and speech events can draw upon a combination of activity types. We adopt van

Eemeren’s (2010: 142–143) distinction between deliberation and debate as analytical cate-

gories placed at different levels of analysis: deliberation is a genre, while debates are activity types.

Parliamentary debates are therefore activity types which draw on the genre of deliberation

and our analysis will show that this view of the relationship between deliberation and debate

is correct.2

We also agree with van Eemeren (2009a, 2010) that argumentative genres of communica-

tive activity, such as deliberation, can be reconstructed as critical discussion, i.e. as a procedure

aimed at disagreement resolution in a reasonable way, or ‘on the merits’. Critical discussion

is a general procedure which takes different forms, or is contextualized in different ways in

particular empirical institutional settings, depending upon their particular logic. Institutional



 

contexts provide pre-conditions for argumentative discourse, in the form of constraints or

opportunities (rules of procedure specifying what is allowed or acceptable, what the initial sit-

uation or the final outcome is, etc.) which differ from one activity type to another. We will

try to identify some of the specific features of parliamentary debate that arise from the insti-

tutional context in which it occurs.3

Starting from the above view on the distinction between deliberation and debate, and the

relationship between critical discussion (as an abstract normative model) and deliberation

and debate as respectively genre and activity type, we suggest the following development of

these conceptual distinctions. First, in our view, not all debates draw on the genre of delib-

eration because not all debates focus on a normative proposition: some focus on epistemic

claims. To put it differently, people can debate both over matters of truth (e.g. the causes of

global warming) and normative or practical issues (what should be done about global warm-

ing), but they can only deliberate over normative–practical issues, over what to do. Hence,

only debates that focus on normative–practical issues can be deliberative.

Second, for any individual agent, deliberation results in a normative judgement (a normative

proposition about what one ought to do or what it would be good to do): this is the outcome

that all actual instances of deliberation are normatively oriented to, although sometimes peo-

ple fail to arrive at it in a reasonable way (even after deliberation, they may still not come to

a conclusion about what they should do and might adopt some arbitrary solution). This cog-

nitive outcome can be followed by an intention to act, a decision to act and by the action itself,

but does not need to: people may think they ought to do A but still not do it, nor decide or

intend to do it (Audi 2006: 87). Similarly, multi-agent debates, such as the public debate

over the fairness of bankers’ bonuses that we analysed in Chapter 5, while essentially delib-

erative, may not result in any palpable decision or action, whether individual or collective,

but only in a normative judgements (e.g. it is unfair that bankers should continue to receive

bonuses, the government ought to put a stop to these practices, bankers should be put in

prison, etc.). This does not mean that such debates are not ideally oriented towards a deci-

sion and towards action, but only that – given the absence of an institutional context and

the dispersed, disorganized nature of the deliberating public – decision and action cannot be

realistically arrived at. For a debate to instantiate the genre of deliberation, in our view, a

minimum requirement is that it should focus on a normative proposition that can (but does

not have to) ground a collective decision for action and (as we have already argued in other

chapters) that it should weigh reasons in favour of an action (e.g. how the action might help

fulfil the agent’s goals) against reasons that may count against it, such as the consequences of

doing the action. Some debates, we suggest, and parliamentary debates are a case in point,

require more than the minimal outcome of a practical judgement. It is part of their underly-

ing institutional rationale or point that they should lead to a decision for action; this decision

may not be in agreement with the normative judgement arrived at by all participants who

have deliberated together.

Third, in parliamentary debates, disagreements are not resolved in the sense that agree-

ment among all participants is actually reached, so the outcome that can be reasonably

expected is different from the one that can be expected in other contexts. As we will argue

later, what is reasonably expected is a collective decision on a common course of action, not

unanimity of views. Participants in such a debate still aim to persuade each other, but the

particular genre (interaction) that they are engaged in does not require that they all become

persuaded of the same view, only that they share some procedural commitments – in partic-

ular, that they acknowledge the binding nature of the decision to be arrived at by voting.

Deliberation offers a means for dealing with disagreements in a cooperative (and peaceful,
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non-violent) way without necessarily removing them or resolving them. This is, we argue,

because the outcome of deliberation is a collective decision that can ground action, and not a

shared belief that A is the right course of action.

Fourth, individual deliberation is different from multi-agent deliberation in one impor-

tant non-obvious way. An agent deliberating alone will weigh reasons in favour of doing A

and against doing A and arrive at a practical judgement about what he ought to do. It is,

however, irrational for him to believe that A is the right course of action but do the oppo-

site of A, when doing the opposite of A goes against his beliefs and his goals. Multi-agent

deliberation seems to be different. Parliamentary debates lead each and every participant

to a normative judgement, which is typically followed by a collective decision (which can

subsequently be turned into government action), but it is not irrational for the decision to

go against the goals and the beliefs of some of the agents involved. In fact, overriding the

concerns of some of the deliberators is the only reasonable thing to do, as – in conditions

of persistent and often fundamentally irreducible disagreement – no decision can be made

that fully satisfies the concerns of all participants. We will develop all of these suggestions in

the course of this chapter.

A detailed analytical framework, involving eight stages or moves (Open, Inform, Propose,

Consider, Revise, Recommend, Confirm, Close) is proposed by Hitchcock et al. (2001) and

McBurney et al. (2007) for reconstructing actual instances of ‘deliberative dialogue’ (by which

we understand deliberation as genre). These stages, we think, can be seen as more specific

formulations of the pragma-dialectical stages. We suggest that the opening stage correlates

with the Inform move, the argumentation stage correlates with Consider, the closing stage corre-

lates with Recommend, Confirm and Close. The Propose move defines the confrontation: it is the

stage at which it a standpoint (a proposal for action in this case) is advanced and questioned,

and a difference of opinion is identified. If the proposal is revised (at the Revise stage) – and

this often happens in parliamentary debates, when amendments are proposed – then the

argumentation returns to the confrontation stage (over the revised standpoint). Actual instances

of deliberation, such as those occurring in parliamentary debates, can therefore be recon-

structed both as critical discussion and, more specifically, as instantiating the genre of delib-

eration, defined in terms of these eight stages.4

In this eight-stage model for deliberation dialogue, the starting point is an open question

that expresses a problem to be solved (e.g. How should we deal with global warming? How

should we mitigate the impact of the financial crisis?). There is no initial commitment to a

particular standpoint by any of the participants. This is followed by a discussion of what

goals should be pursued, what constraints on action there might be and what perspectives

might be used to evaluate proposals. In our framework, evaluation of a proposal is in terms

of its consequences or impact on value and goals. These consequences may be very different –

there may be financial costs or costs in terms of human wellbeing, so there are indeed differ-

ent ‘perspectives’ (e.g. financial vs. moral) from which an action may be assessed. Then

various proposals and counter-proposals are made, are jointly discussed and evaluated, then

accepted, rejected or revised. Finally, an option is recommended and either accepted or

rejected by each participant, and the deliberation dialogue is finally closed.

In actual deliberative interactions, the order of some of these stages can change to some

extent and some stages can recur. We take the following sequence, proposed by McBurney

et al., to define deliberation as genre:

Open. Opening of the deliberation dialogue and the raising of a governing question

about what is to be done.
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Inform. Discussion of: (a) the governing question, (b) desirable goals; (c) any constraints

on the possible action which may be considered; (d) perspectives by which proposals

may be evaluated; and (e) any premises (facts) relevant to this evaluation.

Propose. Suggesting possible action-options appropriate to the governing question.

Consider. Commenting on proposals from various perspectives.

Revise. Revising of: (a) the governing question; (b) goals, (c) constraints, (d) perspec-

tives, and/or (e) action-options in the light of the comments presented; and the under-

taking of any information-gathering or fact-checking required for resolution.

Recommend. Recommending an option for action, and acceptance or non-acceptance

of this recommendation by each participant.

Confirm. Confirming acceptance of a recommended option by each participant. (All

participants must confirm their acceptance of a recommended option for normal

termination.)

Close. Closing of the deliberation dialogue.

(McBurney et al. 2007: 6)

In our view, this model defines a normative model of deliberation, with respect to which

various activity types and concrete speech events will vary more or less significantly. The

stage of Revise, for example, may be absent in certain activity types and concrete events. Or,

as we show below, parliamentary debates (both as activity types and speech events) do not

have an Open stage in the sense of starting from an open question, but begin directly with the

Propose stage at which only one proposal is submitted. More interestingly still, while parlia-

mentary debates have a highly specific Confirm and Close stage (which we take to include the

actual vote by each MP, followed by a declaration of the outcome of the vote), other debates,

such as the public debate on bankers’ bonuses that we analysed in Chapter 5, do not have

specific Confirm and Close stages. In fact they seem to be open-ended, without clear time

boundaries, and to close arbitrarily in one location only to be reopened in another, while the

individual confirmation of participants’ adherence to one or another of the views that are

being debated never seems to lead to the collective adoption of one particular proposal for

action, let alone count as a decision for action. However, we think, in spite of these peculiari-

ties, which (we suggest) characterize them at a normative level as activity types (not just at the

empirical level of events), and are partly due to differences in institutional context and prag-

matic purpose, the normative ideal orientation of these debates as instances of deliberation is

still towards arriving at a proposal for action, at a collective decision that can ground action.

Having looked at the features of deliberation as genre, let us now look at parliamentary

debate, as an activity type that implements the genre of deliberation. Our proposal is the fol-

lowing. Parliamentary debate typically involves a critical examination of a specific proposal

for action that has been put forward (a ‘motion’). This involves primarily deriving the impli-

cations or consequences of the action and assessing its likely impact on various publicly

shared, legitimate goals and values; pointing to negative consequences will support the

counter-claim (action A should not be performed). Parliamentary debate ends in a normative

judgement (proposal x ought to be accepted or proposal x ought not to be accepted) and a

decision for collective action, which can ground subsequent action (by the government and

other executive bodies). The outcome of a collective decision is intrinsic to parliamentary debate

(and to deliberation in this particular institutional context): MPs vote at the end of the debate

and their vote effectively decides which action is taken. Whether the proposal is adopted or

not as a basis for government action is decided by this democratic vote, but not all participants

will also agree that the outcome is the best way forward.
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The proposal that is the object of deliberation in parliament is itself the outcome of a pre-

vious process of deliberation within government. In this new round of deliberation in parlia-

ment, deliberation is no longer over several distinct proposals (and therefore no longer starts

with an open question), but involves a critical examination of the proposal previously arrived

at, ideally aiming to provide participants with all the relevant information they need in order

to make a considered decision, i.e. to deliberate as individuals and then cast their vote; the result

of this vote will embody their collective will. The critical examination of the proposal, done

collectively, is used in a process of deliberation by each and every participant, prior to voting.

Deliberation is collective and collaborative in that participants exchange information and come

up with reasons (arguments) in favour or against the action that, weighed together, might enable

participants to construct a rationally persuasive argument in favour or against the action.

This is something that agents might not be able to do by themselves, before deliberation has

started, before information has been pooled together and reasons exchanged and critically

examined. Political theorists refer to this as the epistemic value of deliberation. At the same

time, the final outcome (the decision) is the result of an individual deliberative process. Having

heard the case both for and against the proposal, and having often actually contributed to

the debate by giving reasons for or against, each participant will weigh all these reasons

together and arrive at his own normative judgement. MPs will not all vote in the same way,

and will vote as individuals, not as a collective, unanimous entity.

Parliamentary debates are therefore fundamentally deliberative in nature. The extended

critical examination of a specific proposal which makes up most of the actual debate can be

viewed as a stage within a wider deliberation process over what means (action, solution) are

appropriate in order to deal with a practical problem. This deliberative process starts in gov-

ernment, continues in parliament and possibly extends afterwards as well, as it is government

that finally takes the decision on whether to actually act in accordance with the outcome of

the parliament vote, in the light not only of the vote in the House of Commons but also

in the House of Lords. It is part of the institutional logic of these democratic institutions that

the original deliberation in government, while now closed in its previous context, cannot

effectively lead to a legitimate decision until after the debate in Parliament has taken place.

Both in government and in parliament, all actual ‘debate’ that takes place is embedded in

deliberation and eventually feeds into a decision-making process. If we take this view, then

most of what goes on in a ‘parliamentary debate’ is in fact an extended Consider stage of a

process of deliberation which begins with an open question asked in government and ends

with a decision arrived at by voting in parliament. While, of course, in reality, MPs’ final

vote may completely disregard the quality of the arguments that have been expressed, the

normative orientation of the practice (as distinct from what may happen in reality) is towards

reasonable persuasion, persuasion by the force of the better argument.

Persuasion is, in our view, central to deliberation, as it is to all argumentative genres.

This is not often clearly understood. Walton, for instance, argues that persuasion is not cen-

tral to deliberation and that it is not the mechanism that drives deliberative dialogue forward

(Walton 2007a: 68–69). This claim is presumably based on the empirical observation that

agents deliberating together (such as MPs in Parliament) will arrive at a common decision

without all of them agreeing (having been persuaded) that the action is the most reasonable

action. In order for deliberation to close, therefore, not all participants need to have been

persuaded of the same view. This, however, does not mean that persuasion is not central to

deliberation. Agents involved in deliberation ending in a vote are engaged in an attempt to

persuade as many of the other participants as possible of the acceptability of their own

standpoint. This is precisely because the deliberation is to end by voting and the majority
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will carry the day, so it is important to create a majority by changing other participants’

beliefs. Persuasion seems, in a sense, to be therefore essential for the desired outcome but, in

another sense, is not necessary for a legitimate outcome. How can this be explained?

The distinction we mentioned earlier between four different types of responses to a practi-

cal problem, and therefore between normative judgement and decision as distinct outcomes of

deliberation, is relevant here and will hopefully enable us to clarify this puzzle. Participants

in parliamentary debate may not arrive at the same normative judgement about what would

be good to do (i.e. there may be no shared cognitive outcome of deliberation) but will never-

theless arrive, by voting, at a collective decisional outcome, which will moreover ground a com-

mon course of action by relevant agents. In multi-agent deliberation, such as parliamentary

debate, as we have suggested, the outcome of the practice (or genre) includes the outcome of

a shared and collectively binding decision. Unlike single-agent deliberation, we suggest,

multi-agent deliberation is incomplete unless a decision is arrived at, not just a normative

judgement. This is precisely because there are several agents involved and they might come

to different normative judgements, and this multiplicity cannot close the deliberation. The fact

that multi-agent deliberation can close without everyone having been persuaded of the same

view does not mean that persuasion is not essential, but that the required outcome is not

(only) cognitive but decisional, and the decision will be based on the judgement of a majority.

It is in this sense that democratic deliberation is a mechanism for dealing with disagreement.

In parliamentary debates, although some MPs will continue to believe that the decision was

not the best one, they will be bound by it if it has emerged from a collective democratic vote.

While for an individual it may be irrational to think that A is the best course of action and

then decide to do the opposite of A, multi-agent deliberation legitimizes and makes rational a

decision which runs against the beliefs and goals of some of the deliberators. Persuasion is

therefore a central goal in deliberation: participants are trying to influence the decisional out-

come of deliberation (which will be based on the number of votes) by attempting to persuade

the other participants of the reasonableness of the practical judgement they support. The

only way to change the decision is by changing beliefs, by succeeding in changing the cognitive

outcome.

An obvious objection to this view is that MPs hardly ever vote except along party lines, in

accordance with the party whip, and that they are rarely persuaded to take a different posi-

tion during parliamentary debates and as a result of them. Like other objections to analysing

political discourse as argumentation, this objection conflates the normative and empirical

levels of analysis. It is of course true that MPs normally vote in accordance with the party

line and sometimes against their better judgement. However, the normative orientation of

parliamentary debate as an activity type is towards persuading the other party and resolving

disagreements by reasonable means, and towards rational decision-making. If persuasion

(changing belief) were not the goal of the activity type, then parliamentary debate would lose

its institutional rationale, its purpose. There would be no point in having debates at all, as all

outcomes would be predetermined by the majority that happened to prevail in the last elec-

tions. MPs that choose to vote against the party whip are certainly doing something unusual

and with possible repercussions, but whatever consequences they suffer, these consequences do

not follow from rules of procedure that define the practice: there are no rules that say that MPs have to

vote according to the party whip. The particular debate we are looking at, in which several

MPs voted against the view of their own party, as well as the numerous pleas made, during

the debate, by MPs to their fellow-MPs to ‘listen to their conscience’ and vote against the

motion, are an empirical confirmation of the fact that participants orient to an implicit nor-

mative model of parliamentary debate which allows for reasonable disagreement resolution
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through and as a consequence of argumentation. To say that parliamentary debate involves delib-

eration does not mean that the reasons entering individual deliberation will all be ‘good’ rea-

sons, that the decision will be necessarily taken on the strength of the better argument. As

we said, sometimes MPs simply follow the party line, and considerations having to do with

power are also a reason in support of a certain conclusion. Whatever the quality of the reasons,

however, the process of arriving at an individual judgement and collective decision by discus-

sion, by giving reasons, is fundamentally argumentative and deliberative in nature. In reality,

not all decisions are made on the strength of the better argument, but the normative orienta-

tion of the practice is towards rational decision-making, and this normative orientation

should not be confused with what may happen in actual argumentative practice.

We have said that the purpose of deliberation is to arrive at a shared decision on a course

of action, in spite of persistent disagreement. Deliberation that ends in voting can provide a

legitimate outcome, one that is at least procedurally legitimate. But deliberation, if accompa-

nied by sufficiently extended and reasonable debate, has a chance of delivering an outcome

that is also substantively legitimate, a good decision (at least comparatively speaking), not

merely one that has happened to obtain a majority of votes. This insight, which underlies a

political conception of the virtues of deliberative democracy, is also one of the fundamental

insights of pragma-dialectics. When free from moves that hinder the resolution of differences

of opinion, argumentation can deliver a reasonable standpoint. We understand this as saying

that adherence to a reasonable, dialectical procedure, a reasonable code of argumentative

dialogue (as embodied by the pragma-dialectical rules), can deliver a standpoint which is

reasonable in the substantive sense as well, in the sense that – having withstood systematic criti-

cism – can be provisionally accepted as the right course of action. This standpoint is reasonable

precisely because it has emerged from extensive critical discussion, from following a dialectical

procedure. In other words, the right procedure, critical discussion, yields a standpoint (in this

case, a normative judgement and decision) that is worthy of being accepted by the partici-

pants. A reasonable standpoint (descriptive or normative) is worthy of belief or acceptance

pending to the emergence of further considerations that may count against it; there is no

guarantee that the standpoint is a true proposition or the ‘best’ action, only that there are

no good reasons to reject it.

The provisional nature of the outcome is a particularly sensitive issue in the case of politi-

cal deliberation. Given inevitable time constraints, incomplete information, human fallibility,

but also considerations having to do with power (e.g. who is the majority party), political

decisions may not always be the most reasonable decisions. There are institutional con-

straints on what participants can do, argumentatively speaking: the debate cannot extend

indefinitely and the result of a vote which is perhaps premature will have to suffice as a legiti-

mate basis for action. We shall illustrate participants’ awareness of this particular problem in

our analysis, by referring to interventions from various MPs in which they were asking for

more time, for delaying the vote, until all the implications are properly understood, and all

MPs can make a better informed decision. The normative orientation of deliberation is nev-

ertheless (ideally) towards disagreement resolution: given sufficient time and information,

more participants might become persuaded that a certain standpoint, having emerged from

systematic critical examination, has a chance of embodying a comparatively more rational

decision. If the debate on the Iraq war had included more information, for example, and if

reasons having to do with power had not prevailed, then the outcome might have been

different.

Finally, let us note that, in spite of the fundamentally collaborative nature of deliberative

practice, parliamentary debates have a highly adversarial, antagonistic nature, given
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fundamental differences in values, goals and beliefs. This does not hinder but facilitates the

goal of arriving at the ‘best’ decision. It is only by thinking of the strongest attacks and

defences of the standpoints that are at stake that the debate will have a chance of producing

an outcome that is epistemically superior to one that is produced by participants simply

aggregating their individual options by voting without debate or after insufficient debate. The

latter situations might result in a decision that is based on a superficial and biased consider-

ation of all the relevant aspects of the situation, simply because people have not been given

the chance to engage in sufficient debate and get a clear sense of what is at stake and of the

merits and shortcomings of each position. People’s tendency to find confirmation for their

own views, their unwillingness to subject their own views to systematic criticism are counter-

balanced in multi-agent contexts by the physical presence of other participants, who will

actively think of counter-arguments and objections to the others’ arguments.

The parliamentary debate on tuition fees as critical discussion:
the confrontation and opening stage

The tuition fees debate is mainly a critical examination of a proposal for action and can be

analysed in pragma-dialectical terms as involving four stages: confrontation, opening, argu-

mentation and closing. The debate begins with the confrontation stage (corresponding to the

Propose stage of deliberation as genre), at which a difference of opinion is identified and sub-

mitted for discussion by the proponent, the Business Secretary, Vince Cable (who ‘begs to

move’, i.e. proposes for discussion in parliament that tuition fees should be increased) and

by the Deputy Speaker, in his role as moderator of the debate:

The Secretary of State for Business, Innovation and Skills (Vince Cable): I beg to move,

That, for the purpose of section 24 of the Higher Education Act 2004, the higher

amount should be increased to £9,000, and to £4,500 in the cases described in regula-

tion 5 of the draft regulations (. . .), and that the increase should take effect from

1 September 2012.

Mr Deputy Speaker: With this we shall discuss the following motion on education:

That the draft Higher Education (Basic Amount) (England) Regulations 2010, which

were laid before this House on 29 November, be approved. (6–13)5

This is the standpoint that is advanced and will be immediately called into doubt by other

MPs who will register their intention to speak and call on Vince Cable to ‘give way’, i.e. to

allow to be interrupted. The existence of disagreement, hence the need for debate, is

acknowledged from the start both by the Speaker of the House (‘There are strong opinions

on this matter, and passions are aroused’, 32) and by the proponent (the House should

‘entertain debate on the wider issues involved, because they arouse very strong feelings

inside and outside’ parliament, 15–16). This takes the debate into the opening stage, where,

following the identification of a disagreement, participants typically decide (implicitly or

explicitly) to have a regulated argumentative discussion with a view to resolving the disagree-

ment. The pragma-dialectical model assigns an exploration of participants’ shared common

ground, of what they do not disagree on, to the opening stage. This involves agreement on both

substantive and procedural matters and is often implicit, as the relevant common ground is

assumed to exist: there is no need, therefore, for example to remind participants that there is

a budget deficit and that the government intends to reduce it at great speed. However, some
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clear procedural points are made explicitly, both by Vince Cable and by the Deputy

Speaker, at the opening stage of the debate, and are prompted by an interruption from a

Labour MP, followed by more interruptions (marked as such in the Hansard transcript):

Kevin Brennan (Labour, Cardiff West): Will the Secretary of State give way?

Vince Cable: I will take interventions later. You have asked, Mr Speaker, that both

Front Benchers should keep their introductions brief. [Interruption.] As hon. Members

know, I am very happy to take interventions, but I will take them when I have devel-

oped an argument. [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order. The Secretary of State should resume his seat for a moment, and

I apologize for having to interrupt him. There are strong opinions on this matter, and

passions are aroused. That is understood and accepted. What is not accepted by any

democrat is that the Secretary of State should not receive a fair hearing. The right hon.

Gentleman will be heard, and if Members are making a noise and then expecting to be

called, I fear that is a triumph of optimism over reality. (25–35)

These procedural matters are made explicit precisely because, while normally being part of a

taken for granted common normative framework (which includes all rules of procedures that

define parliamentary debate, e.g. that debate will end in voting and the result of the vote will

decide, etc.), they have been temporarily ignored by some of the participants, who appar-

ently need to be reminded of them. Namely, the proponent will receive a fair hearing; inter-

ventions will be brief; no interruptions will be accepted before the proponent’s case has been

heard; the proponent will respond to interventions only after being allowed to develop his

argument. These (and all other reminders about proper procedure throughout the debate)

are part of the opening stage.

From the beginning, the proponent (Vince Cable) announces the goals of the higher edu-

cation motion: it is ‘a central part of a policy that is designed to maintain high-quality uni-

versities in the long term, that tackles the fiscal deficit and that provides a more progressive

system of graduate contributions based on people’s ability to pay’ (17–19). This already

belongs to the argumentation stage (the action is justified in terms of its goals) but the argu-

mentation stage is more fully developed later on. Next, the proponent informs the parliamen-

tary assembly of certain relevant facts (of the ‘sequence of events that has led to this debate’),

referring to the Browne review of higher education, commissioned by the previous govern-

ment, whose task was to find ways to ‘make the existing system of graduate payments more

progressive and more related to future graduates’ ability to pay’, and ‘look thoroughly at the

alternatives, and particularly at the alternative of a graduate tax’. The Labour proposal of a

graduate tax, the Business Secretary says, initially seemed a promising alternative but the

Browne report, after careful consideration, had found it has many disadvantages. The gov-

ernment, the proponent says, has considered many options for funding universities while

having to cut their budget, but most of these had serious drawbacks. The solution to increase

tuition fees, while making graduates pay later, when they are in employment, has emerged

as the only ‘practical alternative’.

This is a report of a previous process of collective deliberation, within government, over

what action would best serve the goals. All of the stages of deliberation (the specific frame-

work suggested by McBurney et al. 2007) can be reconstructed from this report, from the

opening governing question (How can we solve the problem, i.e. make cuts so as to deal with the

deficit but also ensure universities have adequate funding?), to the final recommendation for

action, and passing through the Propose and Consider stage (references to various proposals that

208 Deliberation as genre in the debate on university tuition fees



 

had been advanced and discussed, and to how most of them had been discarded on account

of negative consequences) and the Revise stage (an account of how the current proposal has

itself been revised in order to mitigate its potential negative impact – e.g. no fees will be paid

up-front, loans will be repaid only when earnings exceed £21,000, etc.). Implicitly, there was

also Confirmation of acceptance by all participants and a provisional Closing of the deliberation

dialogue, as it had taken place in government. However, having the proposal accepted within

government is not enough, as it has to be submitted to Parliament for debate and confirma-

tion. It is Parliament, through debate followed by voting, that can turn the outcome of the

deliberation within government into a legitimate decision (if the motion also passes in the

House of Lords).

In the parliamentary debate, this report of the deliberation that has already occurred in

government takes place at the Inform stage. Let us look at some relevant sections of the report

of the original deliberation process, particularly those that corresponds to the Propose,

Consider, Revise and Recommend stages of that deliberation. In the Hansard transcript, the para-

graphs quoted below occur between lines 150 and 354 and are interspersed with several

interventions from several MPs (not included here). Notice that the first paragraph, while

beginning to report on the choices that were proposed and considered, also refers to the

Open stage, the asking of the governing question, in one of its formulations (What options do

we have, faced, as we are, with the task of making cuts of about 25 per cent?):

Vince Cable (The Secretary of State for Business, Innovation and Skills): What were the options

for a Department facing 25% cuts of the kind that [Labour was also] going to intro-

duce? Some 70% of all spending in the Department is on universities. [Labour] could –

and I could – have chosen to make the cuts elsewhere, the largest category would have

been in further education. We could have made the choice to cut apprenticeships and

skill-level training by a modest amount, but we need to deal with the problem we have

inherited of 6 million adults in this country without the basic literacy of a 12-year-old.

We could have cut that, but we chose not to. So we were left with the question of how

to make cuts in the university budget of about 25%. There were various options –

[Interruption] (150–160).

There were various options for cutting the university budget. We could have reduced

radically the number of university students by 200,000, but all the evidence suggests, as

the previous Government used to argue, that increasing university participation is the

best avenue to social mobility. We therefore rejected that option and did not cut large

numbers of university students. We could have made a decision radically to reduce stu-

dent maintenance, which would have been easier, less visible and less provocative in the

short run. We could have done that, but the effect of that would have been to reduce

the support that low-income students receive when they are at university now. We

rejected that option. We could have taken what I would call the Scottish option. We

could have cut funding to universities without giving them the means to raise additional

income through a graduate contribution. The certain consequence of that would have

been that in five to ten years, the great English universities – Manchester, Birmingham,

Bristol and the rest – would still be great, world-class universities, whereas universities

such as Glasgow, . . ., and Edinburgh would be in a state of decline. We rejected – and

rejected consciously – all those unacceptable options . . .. (163–177)

We have eliminated, I think, most of the other alternatives to raising funding for uni-

versities. I hope that nobody on the Opposition Benches is seriously arguing that we

should drastically reduce the number of students, that we should drastically reduce
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maintenance or that we should simply withdraw funding from universities. The only

practical alternative was to retrieve income for universities from high-earning graduates

once they have left. That is the policy that we are pursuing . . .. (240–246)

Opposition Members who follow these arguments closely have often made the fol-

lowing argument. ‘We acknowledge’, they say, ‘that universities will continue to have

high levels of income, but you’re replacing public funding with private funding, and this

is – in some sense – ideological’. [Hon. Members: ‘It is!’] That is a debating point, and

I am happy to take it on. At present, roughly 60% of the income of universities comes

from the public sector, through different funding streams. The rest comes from private

sources – something that the previous Government were trying to encourage. That will

be reversed: in future, roughly 40% of university funding will come from the public sec-

tor and 60% will come from the private sector. I am keen to encourage more private

funding of universities, which is why I have spoken to the director general of the CBI.

(. . .) I hope that not too many Opposition Members would regard additional funding

from employers as somehow ideologically contaminated, because we will need more

resources going into universities, not less, and that is what we are doing. (248–265)

Let me proceed. Of course increasing the graduate contribution is bound to have an

effect – it is an additional cost – to graduates. I therefore want to summarise the steps

we are taking to make sure that this happens in a fair and equitable way. First of all, no

full-time students will pay upfront tuition fees and part-time students doing their first

degree will for the first time – unlike under the last Government – have the opportunity

to obtain concessional finance under the student loan scheme arrangements. (. . .)

(291–301)

Third, we will introduce a threshold for graduate repayment of a £21,000 salary – a

significantly higher level than before – and it will be uprated annually in line with earn-

ings. It is important to emphasise that point because under the Labour Government,

there was a threshold of £15,000, but it was never uprated on any basis whatever. (. . .)

Those existing students whom the last Government did absolutely nothing to protect

will have inflation-proofing in future. (303–310)

Furthermore, we are introducing variable interest rates so that those on high incomes

pay relatively more to ensure the progressivity of the scheme, as a result of which a

£30,000 salary will carry a monthly payment of approximately £68, which is far lower,

incidentally, than it would be under a graduate tax system. Under that system, people

would have to start paying much earlier and at much lower levels of income. (314–318)

(. . .) In addition, universities wishing to move to a higher threshold will have

demanding tests applied to their offer requirements in respect of access. It is worth

recalling the situation that we have inherited. There are a lot of crocodile tears from

Labour Members, so let me remind them that social mobility, judged by the number of

people from disadvantaged backgrounds getting into Russell group universities, has

deteriorated over the last decade. (. . .) That is a shameful inheritance from people who

claim to be concerned about disadvantaged backgrounds – and we intend to rectify it.

(323–334)

Let me conclude in this way. I do not pretend – none of us pretends – that this is an

easy subject. Of course it is not. We have had to make very difficult choices.

[Interruption] Yes, we have. We could have taken easier options, but we were insistent

that at the end, we would make a substantial . . . [Interruption] . . . I now wish to sum-

marize where we are. As I was saying, there have been difficult choices to make. We

could have made a decision drastically to cut the number of university students; we
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could have cut student maintenance; we could have cut the funding to universities,

without replacing it. Instead, we have opted for a set of policies that provides a strong

base for university funding and makes a major contribution to reducing the deficit,

while introducing a significantly more progressive system of graduate payments than we

inherited. I am proud to put forward that measure to this House. (335–354)

Part of the first paragraph above and the whole of the second is a report of the alternatives

the government looked at and of the reasons why they were rejected (the Propose and Consider

stages). The alternatives of reducing the number of students, or reducing student mainte-

nance grants, or simply cutting funding without setting up a system of graduate contributions

would have entailed unacceptable costs or negative consequences, and would have compro-

mised goals and concerns that the government is committed to (social mobility, support for

low-income families, standards of quality). The alternative of cutting from other education

areas, for instance from further education, would have worsened the already serious situation

that the government has inherited, of having millions of people in the UK without basic lit-

eracy. Consequently, in the third paragraph, the Business Secretary concludes that, having

‘eliminated’ all these unacceptable alternatives (by considering what consequences they were

likely to have), ‘the only practical alternative was to retrieve income for universities from

high-earning graduates once they have left’ (the Recommend stage of the previous deliberation).

The proposal to increase fees has thus emerged after careful consideration of all possible

alternatives and their probable consequences, and from an effort to balance all relevant con-

siderations, and particularly several potentially conflicting goals and values: the goal of saving

money and of ensuring fairness and of not compromising quality.

Next, the proponent addresses a challenge that has been made against his proposal (and

is in fact made again, just as he speaks): allegedly, the proposal is ‘ideological’, as it replaces

public funding by private funding. He claims he is happy to discuss this objection, but he

defends his proposal by saying that more funding will be needed in future from private

sources and by implying that to regard such extra funding as ‘ideologically contaminated’ is

an unreasonable view. This objection challenges the goals of action themselves, not just the

means, and we will discuss its significance later.

From this point onward (paragraphs 5–8), Vince Cable details a number of measures that

the government has agreed on in order to make sure that the increase in tuition fees is ‘fair

and equitable’, and ‘progressive’, i.e. in accordance with the government’s stated values: no

full-time student will pay upfront tuition fees, student loans will only be repaid once gradu-

ates start earning more than £21,000 per year, there will be variable interest rates and grant

provisions for low-income families, and universities wanting to charge the maximum fee

(£9,000) will be subjected to strict conditions. These measures were implicitly developed in

response to (real or anticipated) objections at the Revise stage of the previous deliberation,

and this section of Cable’s speech reports on how the original proposal has been revised in

government, how it has been fine-tuned so as to be as fair as possible and have as little nega-

tive impact as possible. All of these measures will ensure fairness and increase social mobility;

the latter has decreased, Cable says, under the Labour government. In other words,

Labour’s education policies have not fulfilled Labour’s stated goals, whereas the current gov-

ernment’s proposal will. The government intends to ‘rectify’ Labour’s ‘shameful inheritance’

in respect of social mobility and deliver the goals that Labour failed to deliver. This is part of

a comparison with, and a negative evaluation of, Labour’s previous education policies, based

on a contradiction between action and stated goals (and values). In the final paragraph

quoted above, the Business Secretary summarizes the alternatives and the decision-making
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process and recommends the government’s choice, as one which can provide a strong basis

for university funding, contributes to reducing the deficit and introduces a far more progres-

sive system of graduate payments than proposed by Labour. The argument in favour of

increasing fees has implicitly withstood critical questioning in government. The proposal has

emerged as being, allegedly, necessary and sufficient in view of the goals: there are no better

alternatives, and the goals will be achieved. All alternatives that have been examined have

been found wanting, and as for possible negative consequences that may undermine the

goal, they too have been examined on the basis of past evidence, and have been found to be

improbable.

Briefly, the deliberation in government that is being reported here started with an open

question: How do we achieve the goal of making cuts of 25 per cent in a way that does not

have unacceptable negative consequences, comparatively speaking, and is also compatible

with certain values or concerns? (Open stage of deliberation). After considering all relevant

information (Inform), several alternatives were proposed and examined (Propose, Consider) and

all but one were rejected. The alternative that emerged as comparatively better is that of cut-

ting state funding for universities and allowing them to increase tuition fees to compensate

for these cuts. After suitable revision and refinement, this proposal was recommended for

adoption and was approved in government (Recommend, Revise, Confirm, Close). In the new

round of deliberation, this proposal is now submitted for debate in parliament. Like the pro-

cedural points we mentioned earlier, Vince Cable’s report of the previous deliberation is part

of the opening stage of the parliament debate, viewed as critical discussion, and makes explicit

the background information (shared substantive commitments) that MPs are expected to

start from in developing their arguments. As we will see, subsequent argumentation will in

some cases challenge these starting points as well: in particular, the allegedly shared goal of

making 25 per cent cuts in the education department budget, as a something that uncontro-

versially needs doing, will be called into question.

The way in which the stages of this particular parliamentary debate correspond to those

of the previous debate in government and to the stages of the critical discussion model can be

summed up as in Table 6.1.

The Inform stage of parliamentary debate may include, as here, a report on some or all

the stages of the previous debate in government. Let us note that parliamentary debate does

not start with an open question (there is no Open stage) but with a specific proposal and there

is no Revise stage within this type of debate, although, as in the particular case we are looking

at, there are references, by some participants, to unsuccessful attempts to propose amend-

ments prior to the start of the debate. The purpose of this activity type is not to revise the

proposal but to discuss it and vote on it; revisions are possible but are part of another activity

type. Similarly, alternative proposals can be aired, but cannot be discussed and voted on:

only the motion is subject to debate and voting. We should also note that the Consider stage

of parliamentary debate does not consider several alternatives, but only critically examines

one specific proposal, although there are references to the existence of alternatives; these,

however, cannot form the object of a decision within the same debate. Crucially, the institu-

tional context requires that deliberation in parliament should end in a decision for action,

not just in a normative judgement that action A is the right or wrong action. The Confirm

stage is highly specific in parliamentary debate as activity type and involves voting; the result

of the vote counts as a decision for action (it is not parliament that will act, but government,

based on the decision that has been legitimately, democratically arrived at in parliament).

This, again, is part of the institutional logic of executive and legislative power in a demo-

cratic society. The institutional context thus determines what participants may or may not
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do, or can reasonably be expected to do, argumentatively speaking, and what counts as a

reasonable outcome: in this case, not a shared belief but a collective decision. It also imposes

time constraints, temporal boundaries beyond which the debate (and each individual speech)

may not continue, as well as other procedural constraints.

The eight-stage ideal model of deliberation as genre we referred to earlier is thus contex-

tualized in various ways in different institutional contexts. The deliberative activity type that

takes place in government is different in structure from the one that takes place in parlia-

ment. The former seems to correspond more closely to the eight-stage model, the latter less

so. Both of these (as normative models defining the activity type that draw in different ways

on the normative model of deliberation as genre, placed at a higher level of abstraction) are

implemented in concrete events, which can also differ more or less from the model of the

activity type. In particular parliamentary debates, such as the tuition fees one, the Consider,

Inform and Recommend stages recur a great many times, as there are very many speeches by

MPs who all examine the motion, bring arguments for or against it, inform other partici-

pants of relevant facts they should take into account, and recommend it for adoption or

rejection.

The argumentation stage: a critical examination of the proposal
to increase tuition fees

The argumentation stage of the parliamentary debate starts shortly after the Business

Secretary begins his report of the previous deliberation in government, and takes the form

of critical challenges addressed by other MPs, to which the proponent responds, by agreeing

to ‘give way’ (interrupt his account) and take these interventions. (In the eight-stage model

of deliberation, the argumentation stage corresponds mainly to Considering the proposal and its

implications.) The MPs are questioning the rightness of the government’s proposal by argu-

ing, variously, that: the extent of the cuts in higher education, particularly cutting the teach-

ing grant by 80 per cent, is excessive and disproportionate in relation to the cuts made in

other departments (86–94; 136–142); trebling tuition fees will have a disastrous impact on

Scottish universities and Scotland’s devolved government (180–183); by increasing fees, par-

ticipation among lower and middle-income students will decrease (187–192); the proposal

will not be fair to families across the UK, as Scotland and Wales will not demand fees (200–

204); it is likely that all universities will charge the maximum amount, £9,000, not just

£6,000 or less (266–271). Most of these interventions challenge the proponent to indicate

what ‘assurances’ and ‘guarantees’ he can provide that the negative effects outlined in the

interventions will be dealt with, and show how the government intends to ‘mitigate’ those

effects, how it will closely ‘monitor’ the situation in order to take ‘corrective action’, should

the proposal have an adverse impact. As we have seen, such critical challenges are typical

for practical reasoning, as the emergence of negative consequences, as well as agents’ failure

to correct a decision in view of emerging negative feedback, indicate a failure of rationality

and undermine the claim.

While arguing against the proposal, some participants also suggest a clearer definition of

what is at stake, a re-definition of the confrontation. Very early on, Jack Straw (Labour MP

for Blackburn and former Home Secretary) (87–94) claims that ‘the central issue is the fact

that the teaching grant is to be cut by 80 per cent, the burden of which is to be transferred to

students’. Jack Straw’s point is developed more clearly a little later by John Denham (Labour

MP for Southampton, Itchen), the Labour Shadow Secretary for Education and spokesman
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on the issue of tuition fees (lines 373 onwards), who makes his own speech after Cable has

finished. Here are some extracts from his speech:

Mr John Denham (Labour/Southampton, Itchen): (. . .) There are millions of parents and mil-

lions of current and future students who do not care about the Liberal Democrats, but

who do care about the huge fee increase that we are being asked to decide today.

Today’s decision must be taken on the facts and on the merits. If this Tory measure

goes through with the support or abstention of Liberal Democrats, that party will forfeit

the right to call itself a progressive political party. The House can stop that decision

today. (. . .) Let me set out why Members should vote against, or vote for a delay and a

rethink, rather than abstaining. (383–397)

As you said last night, Mr Speaker, today’s vote is on a narrow issue – the fee cap.

Behind that, however, is the most profound change in university funding since the

University Grants Committee was set up in the 1920s. It is the ending of funding for

most university degrees. It is a huge burden of debt on graduates. It is an untried,

untested and unstable market for students. Although there is always room for improve-

ment, England enjoys a world-class university system: world-class in research, with a

disproportionate number of the best research universities; and a richness and diversity

of higher education to compare with the best. The risks are so high, and the conse-

quences so unclear, that no sane person would rush the proposal through without

proper debate or discussion. (. . .) (410–420)

(. . .) As a result of these Tory policies, this country will stand alone with Romania as

the only OECD countries cutting investment in higher education. (. . .) The fee increases

are not designed to raise extra money for universities. That was Labour’s scheme – we

took the difficult decision to introduce top-up fees, to add to record university income,

and to enable more students to go to better-funded universities. The Prime Minister’s

plan, put forward by the Business Secretary, is totally different. Fees are being trebled

simply to reduce the 80% cut in the funding of university teaching, not to raise extra

money. Most graduates will be asked not to pay something towards their university edu-

cation, but to pay the entire cost of their university education. Universities will have to

charge £7,000 to £8,000 simply to replace the money they lose, and many universities

will lose 90% of their public funding. That is what is at stake today. If the House passes

the fee increase, English students and graduates will face the highest fees of any public

university system anywhere in the developed world: higher than France, higher than

Germany, and higher – yes – than the United States of America. (476–490)

(. . .) Most graduates will be paying off their debts for 30 years. Under the current

scheme, the average is 11 years. The children of those graduates will have started uni-

versity before they have paid their own fees. As I will show, the payment system is not

fair. (. . .)

We certainly need to sustain investment in higher education, but . . . it is not neces-

sary to adopt our macro-economic policies to know that the Government could have

made a different choice. No other country in the world is taking the step we are taking,

and no other country in the world can understand why we are taking it. As always,

rather than defending their position, the Government give the pathetic answer,

‘We had no choice’. But they did have a choice. Everyone knows they had a choice.

(510–517)

We in the Labour party would take a more measured and responsible approach to

deficit reduction, but even on its own terms, if the coalition had cut higher education in
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line with the rest of public services, we would have been looking at fee increases of a

few hundred pounds. The Business Secretary has told us that the figure should be not

10%, but 20%. That would mean fee increases of not much over £4,000, rather than

the £6,000 to £9,000 for which the House is being asked to vote today. (518–523)

Let me explain . . .. There are two stages in this process. The first is deciding how

much public funding there will be and how much money needs to come from gradu-

ates. The second is deciding how the graduates are to make their contributions. The

first stage is the critical one to consider today, because it is the 80% cut in university

education that is forcing the graduate contributions so high . . .. (528–533)

First John Denham makes an appeal to reasonableness (‘today’s decision must be taken on

the facts and on the merits’) and reminds Liberal Democrats, as coalition partners, of the values

they are supposed to uphold: they are a ‘progressive’ party (their underlying values, that is, can

only lead them to support one type of action, not other). Then he begins to make an attempt

to persuade MPs of his standpoint, by setting out the reasons ‘why Members should vote

against, or vote for a delay and a rethink’. In the second and third paragraphs he redefines the

confrontation: what is at stake is not just the fee cap, which is a narrow issue, but a radical

change in the system of university funding: practically, this means ending university funding by

the state and transferring this burden almost entirely onto the students (410–414). The conse-

quences of this change risk being disastrous (e.g. Britain will ruin its world-class universities),

which is why ‘no sane person would rush the proposal through without proper debate or dis-

cussion’ (another invocation of norms of reasonableness). If the motion is adopted, UK students

will face some of the highest fees in the world and will incur enormous debts, which they will

still be paying long after their own children have started university. Universities will not enjoy

more funding but will struggle to replace the funds that are being cut. Having outlined why the

proposal should be rejected on account of its negative consequences, the Shadow Secretary

talks about alternatives (paragraphs 5–7). The government claims it had no choice, but ‘every-

one knows they had a choice’: fees could have been increased by hundreds of pounds, to

£4,000, as the Labour government was going to do, not trebled. Denham distinguishes once

again between two issues: the question of how much of the education budget has to come from

the students is one thing, while how graduates are to make their contribution (the repayment

scheme) is another (529–533). He suggests that the former issue is critical, and this is what the

disagreement is really about, as students are being asked to practically replace the state budget

from their own resources. This is part of the redefinition of the confrontation suggested by

other MPs as well: the main disagreement is about the new balance in funding between state and

students, which means that possible agreement on the progressive character of the repayment

scheme should not obscure the more fundamental difference of opinion on this more important

issue. Finally (last paragraph), Denham outlines the likely negative consequences of the pro-

posal in financial terms: the proposal will backfire, it will cost more than it will save. He brings

evidence from various reliable sources estimating that the government will have to write off a

lot of the debts which it will not be able to collect (‘every year they will borrow £10 billion to

fund student loans, and every year they will write off £3 billion of the £10 billion that they

have just borrowed because they cannot collect the loans’). This is to say that, rather than

achieving the goal of saving money, the proposal will compromise that goal too, along with

other goals and values that should not be compromised, as all parties concerned (students, uni-

versities and taxpayers) will be worse off.

One of the goals that risk being compromised is social mobility, underlain by the value of

fairness. As the Shadow Secretary says earlier in his speech (lines 650–651; 696–704),

216 Deliberation as genre in the debate on university tuition fees



 

fairness must be measured both by how much graduates have to pay and ‘by the chance of

becoming a graduate at all’. The prospect of huge debt will discourage people coming from

low-income backgrounds from going to university and will effectively freeze social mobility.

John Denham’s speech also includes a lengthy demonstration why the government’s repay-

ment scheme is not in fact fair, particularly on graduates of average earnings. He acknowl-

edges that low-earning graduates might end up not having to repay much of their debt, but

he argues that ‘nothing about the tiny benefit for the lowest-income graduates justifies dou-

bling or trebling the debt of the vast majority of graduates’ (610–611): such a huge rise in

fees and in debt cannot be but unfair.

The issue of social mobility is taken up by several MPs in their interventions and it is one

of the major arguments against the government’s proposal. David Blunkett (former Secretary

of State for Education and Skills and Labour MP for Sheffield, Brightside and Hillsborough)

argues, in his own intervention (889–959), that the government’s proposal to introduce a

£9,000 a year fee ‘on top of cuts in youth and careers services across the country is a deliber-

ate, consistent and unfair attack on young people in our country and their future’. This is the

main reason ‘why it should be rejected’, as ‘it is not fair to young people and their families, it

is not fair to universities, and it is not fair to our country and the future of Britain’. The pro-

posal will have a devastating impact on social mobility, as children from disadvantaged back-

grounds will no longer be able to go to university at all. In addition to this ‘perverse’ impact

on goals and values, the proposal will also fail to achieve its financial purposes. As the Office

for Budget Responsibility has already said, ‘the borrowing that will be required to fund the

loans in the first place will actually outstrip any gain that might have been made’: from £4.1

billion this year, borrowing will increase to £10.7 billion in 2015–16, which means, Blunkett

says, that ‘we are making the deficit worse in the period when we are supposed to be reduc-

ing it’. If the economy recovers, he argues, the government will be fully capable of sustaining

the £3 billion that is now being removed from higher education teaching. Blunkett’s argu-

ment attacks the proposal on account of negative consequences that will compromise goals

and values (social mobility and fairness, on the one hand, and the goal of saving money on

the other), and also by showing that the action is not necessary, on the normal assumption

that the economy will eventually recover. This is to say that the proposed means is neither

necessary nor sufficient in view of the goals. There are alternatives, but they are not consid-

ered because, he says, the proposal ‘is designed to change the architecture of higher educa-

tion in this country’ in accordance with an ideological vision (‘it is ideologically based, not

logically based’), and this is why the government is pressing for its adoption as the only rea-

sonable choice. There are covert or ideological reasons involved, and to that extent, he seems

to be implying, the argument is a rationalization and attempts to deceive and manipulate.

As we have seen, both Jack Straw and John Denham are attempting to redefine the con-

frontation, or redefine what the disagreement is really about. Similar attempts are made

later by other MPs, who argue that what is at stake is a ‘huge transfer of responsibility and

cost from the state to the individual’, and that reducing the teaching grant by 80 per cent is

huge by comparison with the small reduction of 1.6 per cent announced in Labour’s last

budget (2690–2704). Also, that the essence of the debate is that ‘we are breaking the partner-

ship between student, state, and university’ and ‘saying that the state can step out of this

arrangement, and that the arrangement should be entirely between the student and the uni-

versity’ (1632–1635).

There is no space here to go through the entire of range of arguments used by oppo-

nents and supporters of the government’s proposal at the argumentation stage. There is,

for instance, an argument made by David Lammy (Labour MP for Tottenham and former
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Higher Education Minister), saying that what students are being asked to contribute is

excessive given what they are likely to receive in exchange. There are too few contact hours

and students will be justified in asking ‘What do we get for that £9,000?’ (1644–1655).

Typically, opponents try to rebut the claim by invoking the highly probable negative conse-

quences of its adoption, particularly on social mobility. Supporters, on the other hand, deny

that these negative consequences will occur (on the contrary, they argue that social mobility

will increase and the quality of education will rise) and point to the proposal’s alleged pro-

gressiveness by comparison with alternatives, particularly by comparison with Labour’s

graduate tax scheme, which is said to be both unfair and to generate adverse effects (faced

with higher taxes, graduates will move abroad). Several interventions focus not on conse-

quences but on alternatives for action. Pointing out that an action is not necessary because

better alternatives exist is an attempt to defeat the argument. The first intervention below

points to the alternative of making bankers pay more, rather than cutting the budget for

education; the second supports a business education tax on the biggest companies that

benefit directly from graduates; the third focuses on taxing the wealthy and pursuing tax

evasion. Choosing any of these alternative proposals would mean that the education budget

would not have to be cut at all, hence tuition fees would not need to go up, or could even

be dispensed with:

Geraint Davies (Labour/Co-op, Swansea West): Does my right hon. Friend accept that reduc-

ing access and increasing relative price to our competitors will reduce the productivity

and tax receipts of future generations and undermine economic growth? What we

should be doing is making the bankers pay the levy rather than giving it back in corpo-

ration tax, and investing that money in higher education and the future productivity

and economic growth of this country. (1504–1509)

Caroline Lucas (Green, Brighton): The hon. Gentleman rightly spoke about the impor-

tance of employers paying their contribution towards higher education. Does he there-

fore support the University and College Union’s proposal for a business education tax

that would essentially be a corporation tax on the 4% biggest companies that benefit

directly from graduates? That would generate £3.9 billion for higher education and

would mean that we could scrap tuition fees altogether. (1108–1011)

Jeremy Corbyn (Labour, Islington North): By this vote today, we are destroying the oppor-

tunities, hopes and life chances of a whole generation. (. . .) We need to tax the wealthy.

We do not need a graduate tax or an increase in income tax to pay for it. Some £6 bil-

lion has not been collected from Vodafone thanks to a cosy deal with Her Majesty’s

Revenue and Customs. That is actually more than the total amount paid through

tuition fees over the past year. (2551–2555)

What these MPs are doing is challenging the goals of action, previously presented by the

Business Secretary as shared starting points. They are therefore trying to broaden the scope

of the debate to include deliberation about goals, not only about means. The question there-

fore should not be whether increasing tuition fees is the best way to meet the demand for

cutting the education budget but whether the education budget should be cut at all. We will

return to this discussion later.

The government’s proposal is also vigorously defended in several interventions. The

Conservative MP for Reading West, Alok Sharma, answers the Opposition’s three main

challenges (related to consequences on numbers of students, on social mobility and its alleged

unfairness) and claims that the negative consequences being predicted will not occur (in
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fact, contrary, positive effects will occur – i.e. making universities more accountable to stu-

dents as customers), all the goals will be achieved and the underlying values will not be

affected, as the proposal is fair (it is in fact fairer than Labour’s proposal). It is fair not only

to graduates and their families, but also to non-graduate taxpayers, whose taxes should not

be spent on financing the university education of others (this argument is also made by

another MP, in lines 940–943). He also reminds the audience of why the increase in fees is

necessary: to deal with the ‘shocking state’ of public finances inherited from Labour. This

particular definition of the circumstances of action appears several times in the debate (e.g.

804, 1461, 3381) and leads to additional disagreement, with Labour MPs denying that the

increase in fees is can be justified in terms of a situation which they are responsible for, point-

ing to the banks as the real culprits and suggesting (as David Blunkett above) that there are

other reasons for the rise in fees. As one MP asks rhetorically, if the rise in fees is necessary

to help reduce the deficit, will the government guarantee that ‘in four years’ time – when

they intend to have paid off the deficit – these proposals will be reversed and the money will

go back into the higher education sector?’ (1946–1954).

There are on the whole many appeals to honesty, many challenges in terms of alleged

hypocrisy and many suggestions that the reasons being given are not the real reasons, i.e.

that the decision is political and not economic (2023–2125), that it is ideological (as David

Blunkett says, raising tuition fees is an ‘ideological issue’, not having to do with deficit-

reduction, 971–972), hence, the proponents’ argument is a rationalization, whose real goal is

to change the system of education in accordance with an ideological agenda. Conservative

MPs also claim that it is hypocritical of Labour to oppose the motion by invoking the dan-

gers of personal indebtedness, given the debt incurred on behalf of every individual by the

government’s massive borrowing. Labour’s arguments ‘would carry a little more weight if

they had not left every man, woman and child in this country with a debt of £22,000’

(3180–3182). Similarly, it is hypocritical for Labour MPs to say that the government is ‘pull-

ing the away’ from poorer students, when their own ‘policies in government were pulling

the ladder away from the whole country’ (2028–2031).

The arguments for and against are summed up at the end of the debate by two Front

Benchers, Gareth Thomas (Labour MP for Harrow West) and the Minister for Universities

and Science, David Willetts. Thomas emphasizes that the government could have chosen

differently and could have raised the fees by a few hundred pounds, not thousands. Second,

that what is at stake is a radical change in the balance of funding between the government

and graduates, which ‘might have been a reasonable line if a slight shift was involved, but

the Government have thrown away the scales and are loading the whole cost – not a bigger

part, but the whole cost – of university education on to the graduate’. Third, that the fees

increase will have a severe impact on social mobility and will particularly deter students from

lower-income families. Again, a negative comparison is made with Romania, as the only

other OECD country that has cut the higher education budget. Thomas ends his speech by

an appeal to the interests and values of ‘ordinary working people’ and of ‘all those who are

outraged by this attack on the ambitions and aspirations of the brightest and best of Britain’s

next generation’. He warns that ‘an abstention is not enough’ and recommends the rejection

of the proposal (‘I urge the House to reject these proposals’).

In his own summing up, David Willetts begins by observing that ‘all three parties, when

in government and confronted by the challenge of how to finance higher education in our

country, have reached the same conclusion’, that the solution is tuition fees, paid for by

loans from the taxpayer and then repaid by graduates. Moreover, what the government is

proposing to do is not very different from what Labour was proposing, but the government’s
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solution is actually more progressive than the graduate tax. There would appear to be no

fundamental disagreement, hence (implicitly) no real reason for the Opposition to vote

against the proposal. Experience has shown, he says, that fees do not deter poor students

from going to university. In fact, the proposal will improve social mobility, it is progressive

and will give universities a sound financial backing, including substantial increases in fund-

ing ‘in accordance with student choice’. The Opposition, according to Willetts, has only

offered delay but no constructive alternative. In spite of the Opposition’s complaints about

the lack of time, Willetts says, the proposal has been carefully considered, has emerged from

the Browne review, and is therefore ‘not rushed’. The government has no choice but to act

as proposed, given the context of action (the ‘mess’ bequeathed by Labour) and the goal of

dealing with it in a fair way and avoiding further negative consequences (an increase in gov-

ernment borrowing which will affect the younger generation). Faced with the ‘challenge of

how to deliver progressive policies in a time of austerity’, the government has made the best

decision. This is an abridged version of his speech:

The Minister for Universities and Science (Mr David Willetts): We have indeed had a passio-

nate and robust debate, and I am sorry that there will not be time for me to respond to

all the points that have been made. The reason for the passion is that all of us care

about the future of our universities, and about how we discharge our obligations to the

younger generation. It has to be said that all three parties, when in government and

confronted by the challenge of how to finance higher education in our country, have

reached the same conclusion. All have concluded that the way forward is fees, paid for

by loans from the taxpayer and repaid by graduates. (. . .)

I was explaining to the House how all three parties have reached the same conclu-

sion, albeit by a rather circuitous route. (. . .) We have now seen the evidence, however,

and it shows that, since fees came in – and because there were loans as well – the pro-

portion of people going to university from the poorest backgrounds in England has actu-

ally gone up. (. . .) That is why my party has concluded that fees supported by loans do

not deter poor students from going to university.

The Liberal Democrat party and my right hon. Friend the Secretary of State for

Business, Innovation and Skills, when confronted with the challenge of how to deliver

progressive policies in a time of austerity, have rightly concluded that this is what we

have to do. (. . .)

We have improved on the policies that we inherited from the previous Government.

They had a threshold of £15,000 and we are increasing that to £21,000, which is why

the poorest quarter of graduates will be better off under our proposals than on the

scheme we inherited. (. . .)

The Government are committed to explaining how our proposals are progressive,

how they will improve social mobility and how they will give our universities secure

financial backing for the future. (. . .)

We often hear Opposition Members talk about the loss of teaching grant, but they do

not talk about the other side of the proposal – the extra money that can come to univer-

sities through the choices of students. We trust students. Taxpayers will provide students

with the money to pay the fees. That will ensure that universities can continue to enjoy

the levels of income that they enjoy at the moment. That money will not be handed out

from Whitehall; it will come from the choices of students. (. . .) Our proposals are equita-

ble, and we believe that they will ensure that students can choose the courses that they

wish. (. . .)
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We believe that the proposals are the right way forward for our universities. All the

Opposition can offer is delay. They did not even dare propose their graduate tax today.

(. . .) Labour left a mess in the public finances, and the Government must tackle it. If

we do not tackle it in the way we propose, and if we go for the delay that the

Opposition advocate, it will simply mean less funding for universities or more

Government borrowing. Who pays the Government debt? It is the younger generation

whom the Opposition claim to care about.

That is why the Government commend the motions to the House. We believe that

we have tackled the challenge – in a time of austerity – of proposing a policy that is fair

and progressive, and one that puts power in the hands of students and universities on a

solid financial footing for the future. (3261–3390)

Willetts’s speech attempts to downplay or minimize the disagreement: as he says, all par-

ties agree on the need for fees, hence of loans funded by the taxpayer, and the government’s

proposal is actually an improvement on Labour’s previous plans. He says nothing about

the huge difference, in absolute terms, between the budget cuts and fee increases proposed

by the current and previous government. Nor does he address at all the broader issues

behind the rise in fees, suggested by the opponents, namely that the government is in fact

aiming to radically reorganize higher education in accordance with an ideological vision,

and break up the partnership between the students and the state as far as the burden of

funding is concerned. In so doing, the Minister is defining the confrontation in a rhetori-

cally convenient way. Briefly, he seems to imply, the confrontation is minimal, as it is

underlain by a very broad zone of agreement, and there is no good reason why the

Opposition should reject the proposal, hence by implication, no need for him to defend it.

Similarly, his choice to refer to the debate in conciliatory and positive terms, as having

been ‘passionate and robust’ and motivated by a common concern for the future of universi-

ties and for the young generation, is meant to smooth out antagonism and suggest a com-

monality of purpose that, once again, can only presumably lead to the Opposition agreeing

with the proposal. Willetts not only implies that there is little reason for disagreement,

hence no real need for defence, but also suggests that Labour politicians are inconsistent in

arguing against it: if they care about the younger generation, as they claim, they should

support the proposal, otherwise state borrowing will only increase, which will affect the

chances of the younger generation. This implies, once again, that their position is indefensi-

ble, being self-contradictory.

Willetts also downplays the negative consequences and focuses instead on the advantages

the government’s proposal will bring, not only in terms of securing funding for universities,

but in enabling students to have more ‘power’ and a greater stake in their own education.

There are implicit references to a desirable reorganization of universities according to market

principles (the money will not come from the government, but from students, in relation to

where and what students choose to study; students can be trusted to make the best choices,

etc.), but the challenges addressed by the government’s critics in connection with what is seen

as a final and radical stage in the reorganization of universities as private markets (see 885,

2162, 2551, 2951) are not at all really developed in his intervention and more generally in

this debate.

Willetts’ speech ends the debate and is followed by the vote (the Confirm and Close stages).

The result of the vote on 9 December 2010 was: 323 votes in favour of the proposal and 302

against, with several Liberal Democrats and Conservative MPs voting against the party whip,

against the government’s motion.
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Reasonable debate under time constraints

A noticeable feature of this debate is an emphasis on time constraints. Several interventions

and speeches (by the opponents of the government’s proposal) contain explicit pleas for

more time, for delaying the decision so as to enable MPs to make a better-informed decision.

The underlying presupposition of these pleas is that extended discussion will persuade more

MPs of the reasonableness of rejecting the motion. In pragma-dialectical terms, we suggest,

appeals for more time and a more extensive discussion invoke the Freedom Rule (Rule 1):

participants must have the freedom to advance and cast doubt on any standpoint.

Preventing them from doing so, such as by imposing a temporal closure on the debate

before all relevant views have been considered, is a violation of their freedom and obstructs

the resolution of the disagreement. As one MP complains at the end, ‘the guillotine that was

imposed [i.e. a four-minute speaking limit] was unjustified’ and has ‘denied Back Benchers

the right to speak’ (3153–3154).

Parliamentary debate does not end in the resolution of disagreement (consensus) amongst

all participants and the difference of opinion is finally settled by voting. It is thus not reason-

able to expect consensus as an outcome. Nevertheless, as we have said, disagreement resolu-

tion by reasonable persuasion is a central goal of such deliberative debate and is the

normative orientation of participants’ argumentation. Let us look at a speech whose main

focus is on time constraints, hence information constraints, as obstacles to reasonable dis-

agreement resolution. The Liberal Democrat MP for Leeds North-West, Greg Mulholland

argues that a ‘mere five-hour debate’ only a month since the Government first announced

their proposals on higher education is not enough. ‘Rushing things through . . . without

proper parliamentary scrutiny’ and ‘without considering the other proposals’ will end in a

bad policy being adopted. Mulholland argues that the government must accept ‘they have

not won the argument’ and still need to persuade people of their case (1041–1046). We can

reformulate this as saying that moving to the closing stage of the critical discussion is prema-

ture; the discussion cannot be closed until parties to the disagreement have been given a

proper chance to systematically examine and remove doubt regarding the proposals in ques-

tion. To prevent them is a violation of the freedom rule. Here is an extract from Greg

Mulholland’s speech (977–1003; 1029–1046; 1064–1073):

Greg Mulholland (Liberal Democrat MP for Leeds North West): I rise to speak in a debate in

which I do not want to speak. I do not believe that this debate should be happening

today, and I do not believe that it should be happening in the way that it is. It is only

seven months since the general election and the Government were formed; it is less

than two months since we saw the Browne report for the first time, and it is a month –

a month – since the Government announced their proposals on higher education. Yet,

today, we are being forced to hold the significant vote, without considering the other

proposals, with a mere five-hour debate.

I make it clear that I am a Government Back Bencher. I support the coalition

Government and I support what they are doing. I also support, understand and accept

that both parties and MPs in the coalition have to compromise, but let me tell you, Mr

Speaker, being asked to vote to increase fees up to £9,000 is not a compromise. It is

not something that Liberal Democrat Back Benchers or even many Conservative Back

Benchers should have been asked to consider.

As you and the House will know, Mr Speaker, I tabled an amendment, which unfor-

tunately was not successful. (. . .) That was the final attempt to get the Government to
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listen, because the simple reality is that, even if their proposals are the best way forward

for higher education, and I do not believe that they are, the Government have to accept

that they simply have not convinced people of that, not only on the Liberal Democrat

Benches, but far more importantly among the wider public and, crucially, future stu-

dents and their families. (. . .)

[S]ometimes Governments are wrong, and sometimes one needs to have the courage

to say so. I am doing that today.

(. . .) On the current proposals, I have said all along, . . ., that there are indeed many

progressive things in the proposals. The levels at which graduates will have to make a

contribution, the measures for part-time students and the £21,000 threshold are very

welcome.

I fully acknowledge all those things, but we need to debunk a myth. All those positive

things, which are in the proposals and are progressive in terms of the graduate contribu-

tion, do not need to be tied to a huge increase in fees. That is simply a non sequitur. It

is simply not true to say, ‘You cannot have one without the other’, and that is the crucial

flaw in the Government’s argument today. (. . .)

The Secretary of State knows, and we all know, that there is much confusion about

the proposals, but is that not another reason to have more time for the Government to

try to convince people? He and all Ministers who support the proposals today have to

accept that they have not won the argument, and rushing things through, given the con-

cern and anxiety about how it has been done without proper parliamentary scrutiny, is

simply a recipe for bad policy.

So, I say one last time, having done so over the past week, that it is not too late.

There needs to be a re-think and a proper review of how we come up with the best sys-

tem for higher and, indeed, all post-18 education. That should be done properly. It

should not be rushed through; it should be done with proper parliamentary scrutiny.

I say to this House and I say to colleagues, for the sake of the Liberal Democrats, for the

sake of this Government, for the sake of Parliament, please vote against these proposals

tonight.

According to the Liberal Democrat MP for Leeds, the house is ‘being forced’ to vote on

a significant issue without sufficient debate (we have referred above to closure as a violation

of freedom, and this formulation suggests this clearly). He mentions that he has, without suc-

cess, tried to table an amendment (this corresponds to the Revise stage of deliberation as

genre) in order to cause a rethinking of the proposal. While agreeing with the progressive

measures in the proposal, he thinks that the goal of a progressive solution does not entail a

huge increase in fees. The question of how much students will have to pay is a different issue

from the question of a progressive repayment scheme. It is false that you cannot have one

without the other, he says, and the government’s argument is fallacious. The intuition

behind claiming that the argument is fallacious is similar to John’s Denham’s earlier distinc-

tion between two issues that are at stake and should not be conflated: the progressiveness of

the repayment scheme, on which there may be little or even no disagreement, and the actual

balance between what the state will pay and what individuals will pay for education. This is

to say that agreement on the former issue should not obscure the need to critically examine

the latter, more controversial issue, and the same repayment scheme could be applied to

much smaller tuition fees. The proponents ‘simply have not convinced people’ of their case.

Reasonable persuasion, in other words, is the aim of the debate, and this is clearly recog-

nized by participants. There is also an interesting reference to another genre, negotiation.
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Having to vote for such a huge increase in fees, the MP says, is not the kind of reasonable

‘compromise’ that MPs should expect to have to settle for. It is not an issue that can be the

object of a negotiation, and MPs should not have been asked to consider it. This suggests

that the considerations involved are non-negotiable and cannot be overridden, that there

are principles at stake that cannot be ignored. We will come back to this discussion in the

last section of this chapter, where we discuss external reasons for action.

A similar case for more time, for delaying the closure of the debate until all alternatives

and implications have been properly considered, is made by a Conservative MP (for Brigg

and Goole), Andrew Percy. In his view, the Government ‘have not made their case’ for

trebling tuition fees, and there has not been enough debate, enough consideration of all

possible alternatives. On the other hand, the Opposition has not produced a ‘credible alter-

native’ either (1407–1409, 1426–1436). In pragma-dialectical terms, this can be reformulated

as saying that the government have not discharged their burden of proof in a satisfactory

way: they have not dealt with criticism and objections in a satisfactory way, and they have

not found the most persuasive arguments in support of their claim. On the other hand, the

Opposition’s critical questioning has merely raised doubt, but has not produced a plausible

alternative claim for action. John Pugh, the Liberal Democrat MP for Southport, sums up

the situation very effectively: Vince Cable, as proponent, ‘though very wise, does not know

for certain that he is right’, while John Denham, the main opponent, ‘though equally wise,

does not know for certain that he is right’, which is why the House should be given the

opportunity to consider more carefully rather than rush into an irreversible decision (1004–

1009). In other words, reasonable discussion has not yet produced a clarification of the entire

range of arguments in favour of each view, not all objections have been properly answered,

neither of the two parties has managed to make a thoroughly convincing case. Critical ques-

tioning has not convincingly defeated the argument, nor rebutted the claim, but the propo-

nent has not answered these challenges in a satisfactory way either. Neither party has had

enough time and information at their disposal to make a rationally persuasive case, a case

that is capable of satisfying its critics, one that is both rhetorically and dialectically accepta-

ble. Moreover, further opportunities to extend the discussion by addressing amendments

formally advanced by Opposition members have been prevented. Consequently, the debate

cannot support a well-grounded, reasonable practical decision. As one MP observes, ‘policy

made speedily and on the hoof is not good policy’ (1102) and more extended debate is

needed to ‘get the balance right’ between what the state, employers and students should con-

tribute (1090). Of course, decisions can be legitimate in the procedural sense even if no

debate at all has occurred. But what participants are aiming for here is a decision that is also

legitimate in a more substantive sense, a decision that has emerged from considered delibera-

tion, not merely from voting.

Let us now look at other obstacles to reasonable decision-making besides time constraints.

Evading the burden of proof

In making a claim (a proposal), arguers incur a burden of proof. In a dialectical framework,

the burden of proof rests initially with the proponent, to the extent that his proposal goes

against a prevailing status quo (by making a substantial change to the existing situation) and

thus stands in need of defence, but is then shifted to the opponent, whose task is to come up

with reasons why the proposal should not be accepted.6 In the tuition fees debate, this initial

burden of proof is undertaken by the main proponent (Vince Cable), who justifies the
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proposal as one which has emerged from careful deliberation within government, and can –

as far as the original deliberators can see – adequately meet the goals and solve the problem

in accordance with the government’s values and commitments. But the logic of the demo-

cratic institutions involved requires that the argument must answer a new round of critical

questioning in a new institutional setting, and the burden of proof is now shifted to the

opponents of the proposal in parliament. If the opponents should fail to come up with criti-

cism, then there is no reason why the claim should not stand.

Plenty of such critical challenges are advanced by the opponents in this case: highly prob-

able negative consequences, better alternatives, critical questioning of the alleged fairness of

the proposal, critical questioning of the sincerity of the proponents’ commitment to the claim

on the basis of overt reasons, and of the sincerity of their commitment to fairness, given per-

ceived inconsistencies or contradictions in behaviour. As one MP says, it will be ‘impossible

to explain to students . . . that the proposals are fair when the Government are rowing back

on the bankers’ levy’; the government’s attitude towards banks shows clearly ‘what their prio-

rities are for this country’, in spite of their professed commitments to fairness (3198–3201).

There is also criticism of the actual truth (rational acceptability) of some of the premises, for

instance of the description of the context of action (circumstantial premise): it is not Labour’s

fault that there is such a huge budget deficit, but the fault of the banks. In response, support-

ers of the proposal address the opponents’ challenges and attempt to show that their claim

can still be maintained. Most MPs seem to agree that the repayment scheme is more progres-

sive than a graduate tax, and that increasing the repayment threshold, the maintenance sup-

port for low-income students, and extending loans to part-time students under the same

terms are indeed progressive measures. It is not on the details of the repayment scheme that

the main disagreement seems to focus, but on the wider issue of the state’s role in funding

higher education and the transfer of most of the financial burden onto individuals, on the sheer

size of the debt incurred and its likely implications.

The debate involves a single difference of opinion (over the increase in tuition fees as the

right means to achieve the goals), but there is a persistent attempt, coming from one of the

parties, to redefine and expand the confrontation. As Shadow Secretary John Denham, as

well as other MPs argue, there is more at stake than a rise in tuition fees, the disagreement is

also over how far the state should withdraw from the funding of higher education, how much

of the burden can be legitimately transferred onto the students. These, the opponents impli-

citly suggest, are alternative formulations of the means: increasing tuition fees is equivalent to

an almost complete withdrawal of the state from funding higher education. This is what the

debate is about, in their view, and this is what MPs should understand before they vote.

However, this (repeatedly suggested) redefinition of the confrontation, as a more profound

political and ideological (not merely technical or quantitative) issue, is nevertheless not prop-

erly addressed or argued against by the proponents, who evade part of the burden of proof

that this challenge should prompt them to assume. A similar evasion occurs in the case of the

objection that what the government is doing is related to other goals than the overt ones (a fun-

damentally restructured higher education system, no longer publicly but privately funded),

i.e. that the government’s argument is a rationalization. This critical challenge, raised by

Labour MPs, is dismissed early on, in Vince Cable’s speech (248–259) and a few times later

on (e.g. in an intervention that stresses the purely ‘economic’, not ‘political’ nature of the

decision and claims that the need to overcome the deficit is the real and only reason, 2020–

2028), but no proper response is offered to the questions why no alternative (such as those

actually suggested by various MPs – making the banks and businesses contribute more, pur-

suing tax avoidance, etc.) has been considered and why this shift in the funding balance

Deliberation as genre in the debate on university tuition fees 225



 

should be so radical, or why it should be made definitive, rather than temporary, until the

deficit is paid.

The very need to make extensive cuts is questioned. Challenging the government’s stated

goal of making 25 per cent cuts (which in this debate has been presented as a shared, uncon-

troversial goal of action, something that needs doing) is a more radical move than challen-

ging the increase in tuition fees as means to this goal. It is meant to provoke deliberation

about goals, not only about means, and thus raises doubt about previous arguments for

action (or previous deliberation), made in other settings, in a temporal sequence of arguments

making up the government’s current strategy for action. It is not only the argument in favour

of increasing fees that is thrown into doubt, but other (previous) arguments that concluded in

the need to make radical cuts in response to the crisis (as recommended action or means).

The conclusions of those previous arguments are providing the current argument with one of

its goals (the need to make cuts is no longer argued for here but taken for granted), but this

goal – as the MPs we quoted above imply – is not uncontroversial. There is no good reason

why cuts should be so drastic when other reasonable and better alternatives exist (taxing the

banks and businesses, properly taxing the wealthy, pursuing tax evasion) and have not been

considered. Choosing any of these alternatives would easily enable the government to raise

the money that is being cut from education. Finally, the means–goal premise of the argument

is challenged. Increasing fees is not necessary, as better (fairer, less costly to the population)

options are available, and will adversely affect the government’s other stated goals (that of a

fair education system).

To sum up, the confrontation, narrowly defined, is one about means, under a specific for-

mulation of the means (about whether or not to increase tuition fees, as a means to certain

taken-for-granted goals), but the wider confrontation, as suggested repeatedly by Labour pol-

iticians, is one over a more encompassing definition of what the proposed action (means)

actually amounts to, as well as over what goals are being pursued. This means that, instead

of asking ‘Should we increase tuition fees or not?’, MPs should ask ‘Should we allow the state

to withdraw from education?’, ‘Should we transfer the cost of education onto the students?’,

‘Should we privatize higher education, and allow the market to take over?’, ‘Should we

change the system’?, ‘What political goals or vision should we pursue?’ This deliberation over

the ends of political action, and on the connection between the proposed action and goals that

may be radically different from currently taken-for-granted ones, and should be therefore cri-

tically examined, is not one that actually occurs within the timeframe of this particular parlia-

ment debate. Technically, it cannot occur within this debate as deliberation (as it would return

the argumentation to the confrontation stage over a new standpoint) but is repeatedly sug-

gested by the government’s opponents, in challenging the goals of the proposed action, as a

discussion that would be desirable to have because it involves what is really at stake in this con-

frontation (i.e. a potentially fundamental alteration of the system, not just a minor change within the same

system). Independently of what can or cannot be done, or of time constraints, there is a persis-

tent avoidance of this particular discussion of goals, formulated in these terms, coming from

the government’s supporters. They manage to avoid pertinent critical questioning (e.g. about

the allegedly ideological nature of their proposal, their actual commitment to fairness, about

unexplored alternatives in relation to other goals) and the obligation to respond to such ques-

tioning, and this is perceived by the opponents as obstructing the clarification of the matters

under discussion.

As we have said, there are repeated attempts to widen the scope of the debate along

these lines, but they are relatively unsuccessful, not in the sense that these arguments are

not clearly formulated by the opponents, as indeed they are, but in the sense that they are
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not properly addressed by the proponents. David Willetts’s speech, for instance, focuses

extensively on defending the fairness of the scheme and denying the negative consequences,

while defending its advantages, but ignores the issue of the radical shift in the balance of

funding and the size of the debt to be incurred, in absolute terms, which have been,

throughout the debate, a major focus in Labour interventions. He downplays the disagree-

ment, chooses not to address the really contentious issues and suggests there is no reason

why the disagreement should not be resolved in the proponents’ favour. To that extent, we

can say that the proponents’ burden of proof is not, on the whole, properly assumed, and

their arguments choose to focus excessively only on some issues which can be more easily

defended and to ignore others. Their arguments are relevant only to some of their critics’

objections and to a narrow definition of the difference of opinion, but not to the wider con-

frontation, as it is being redefined by the opponents, and not to the objections that arise

from that redefinition. In evading the burden of proof that relates to the wider argument,

as it is being redefined, the proponents are obstructing, not helping, the resolution of the

difference of opinion, and are failing to address the fundamental bone of contention

between the government and its critics. This rhetorical strategy (involving which particular

issues to address and which to ignore) is of course designed to further the proponents’ own

rhetorical goals and arrive at a decision that is best in their view, but this is done at the

expense of dialectical reasonableness, by obstructing the goal of arriving at a decision on

the merits, in an truly impartial way.7

Structure of the argumentation in the tuition fees debate

What are the main arguments put forward in this debate and how are the two parties deal-

ing with their own burden of proof? The government, as proponent, is making the following

argument. Tuition fees should be increased (Means/Action) in order to deal with the budget

deficit (which requires an average of 25 per cent cuts across all departments) and at the same

time ensure a financially sustainable higher education system, one that provides high-quality

standards of performance and is based on a progressive system of graduate contributions

(these are the stated goals of action, the ‘vision’), in a context of lack of funds (circumstances

– these are further explained as having been caused by Labour) and in accordance with cer-

tain values or concerns (fairness, a concern for quality, financial sustainability). The argu-

ment has been already critically examined and it has been established that there will be no

negative consequences, as prospective students will not be deterred from attending univer-

sity, and there will be positive consequences (more financial accountability, higher quality,

more choice, etc.), in addition to the positive consequences of achieving the goals. There are

no better alternatives in view of the goals (the action is necessary) and the action will deliver

those goals (it is sufficient in view of the goals). The proposal has been revised in government

so as to adequately balance various potentially conflicting goals and values that are being

simultaneously pursued.

In response, the government’s opponents are arguing that increasing tuition fees is wrong,

or tuition fees should not be increased (counter-argument). The negative consequences of

the government’s proposal will outweigh the benefits and will affect goals and values that

should not be overridden (the goal of a high-quality education system that provides fair

opportunities for all). The government’s stated goals and values are in fact incompatible with

the proposed action, as the action will undermine them, and this includes the goal of dealing

with the deficit, as the proposal will not save any money in the end. Moreover, the argument
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in favour of raising tuition fees is a rationalization, based on the covert ideological goal of

fundamentally restructuring higher education and shifting the funding balance between the

state and graduates, and on covert ideological values (not on a concern with fairness). The

counter-argument challenges therefore both the goal and value premises of the proponent’s

argument and its means–goal premise. In addition, there is a practical argument that sup-

ports the counter-claim, which says that, given the (implicit) normative vision of an ever bet-

ter and more progressive higher education system, i.e. based on developing, not on radically

changing the existing one, and given that, if fees are increased, the quality and progressive-

ness of the current system will be seriously damaged, tuition fees should not be increased.

Last but not least, there is an argument against increasing fees from the institutional and

non-overridable fact of the promise made by the Liberal Democrats before they were in gov-

ernment. The counter-claim is thus multiply supported, by practical arguments from goals

and circumstances, from negative consequences, and other types of argument. All of these

challenges are ultimately aimed at rebutting the proponent argument’s claim (this is how we

have represented them, although, strictly speaking, some can only defeat the validity of that

argument). In a simplified form, the argument and counter-argument are represented in

Figure 6.1.

Political promises as reasons for action

As is well known, the Liberal Democrats’ promise to abolish tuition fees was one of the cor-

nerstones of their 2010 electoral campaign. Both Nick Clegg, the Liberal Democrat leader,

and Vince Cable, together with over 50 other Liberal Democrat politicians, signed the NUS

pledge to oppose raising the cap on tuition fees and also promised to get rid of fees alto-

gether. This promise won them many seats, particularly in university towns, including

Sheffield, Nick Clegg’s own constituency. Below is one of the many similar declarations

made by Nick Clegg during the electoral campaign. This one was made to students at

Oxford University on 28 April 2010:

Despite the huge financial strain fees already place on Britain’s young people, it is clear

both Labour and the Conservatives want to lift the cap on fees. If fees rise to £7,000 a

year, as many rumours suggest they would, within five years some students will be leav-

ing university up to £44,000 in debt. That would be a disaster. If we have learnt one

thing from the economic crisis, it is that you can’t build a future on debt.

The Liberal Democrats are different. Not only will we oppose any raising of the cap,

we will scrap tuition fees for good, including for part-time students. (. . .) Students can

make the difference in countless seats in this election. Use your vote to block unfair tui-

tion fees and get them scrapped once and for all.8

Once in government, however, Nick Clegg came round to the view that tuition fees could

not be scrapped and went along with the Tory proposal to raise the cap to £9,000.

Consequently, as many people have argued, the Liberal Democrats have done themselves

damage from which they may never recover and have forfeited any chance to count as a

political force in British politics in the foreseeable future. Nick Clegg’s going back on the

promise not to raise tuition fees, after signing the NUS pledge, has been seen as an unforgi-

vable betrayal of the pact between a politician and the citizens who vote for him and it can

be expected that the electorate will penalize this betrayal at the next elections.
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In Nick Clegg’s defence, some media commentators have argued that, realistically, politi-

cal promises are made to be broken, especially in a coalition government whose fundamen-

tal principle is compromise. In an article in The Guardian, Simon Jenkins argued that, in an

electoral campaign, ‘promises are mere expressions of intent, feel-good phrases’, and Clegg’s

promise was not hypocritical, but merely ‘reckless’, and he should have known it could never

be fulfilled. It is thus ‘ridiculous’ to hold him to that promise ( Jenkins 2010).

In response to Jenkins’ view, in the online comments to his article, Guardian readers pre-

dominantly took the line that ‘a promise is a promise is a promise’ and argued that people

rightly feel betrayed. When a clear electoral promise is ‘put in writing and every single one

of your candidates sign that promise, the electorate has the right to expect it to be kept’.

The tuition fees promise was a ‘signed pledge’ (not only an electoral manifesto promise), an

‘oath’, and ‘even in coalitions there are lines that should not be crossed’. ‘Only unprincipled

people go back on such commitments and pledges’, and if they are consequently vilified for

‘dishonourable behaviour’, ‘they have only themselves to blame’. The promise on tuition

fees was one of the main reasons why the Liberal Democrats obtained as many seats as they

did and became a political force at all. That people who wished to oppose the Tories ended

up unwittingly contributing to a Tory-led majority, on the basis of this false promise, was

‘the ultimate insult to voters’. The Lib Dems ‘bought’ the students’ vote and then betrayed

them. As someone pointed out, ‘this was a specific promise, to a specific group of people

(who don’t normally turn out to vote in large numbers), in specific constituencies’ and the

Lib Dems effectively ‘manipulated a particular section of the population for electoral gain’.

They have committed ‘an act of gross deception’, given that ‘people voted for them to do

precisely the opposite’ of what they eventually did. It is right, Guardian readers argued, ‘to

hold Governments to account for lies and broken promises’. To claim otherwise (as Jenkins

suggests) is a cynical view that ‘rubbishes democracy’ because it implies that ‘a vote for

something you believe in no longer means anything’. While ‘hardened’ and ‘cynical’ com-

mentators like Jenkins may believe that politicians’ promises mean nothing and incur no

obligation, one reader argued, ‘there are still some of us who believe that if a politician

makes a clear commitment and gains votes because of it then they should be held accounta-

ble for it, and not just 5 years later’.9

The issue of Nick Clegg’s broken promise is also addressed in the parliamentary debate

on tuition fees, particularly in one intervention:

Emily Thornberry (Labour MP for Islington South and Finsbury): . . . As soon as he got into

power, the right hon. Member for Sheffield Hallam dumped his principles and pushed

his Ministers into a new policy of tripling fees. (. . .) The Lib Dem leadership has

double-crossed the electorate and is not fit for office. The question for Back-Bench

Liberal Democrats is whether they have the backbone to vote against the policy. Do

they have the backbone to vote for their principles? Never mind pledges and promises,

the debate is about principles. As politicians, we cannot say, ‘I’ve got a principle. I keep

it in my pocket. I take it out occasionally and I polish it before putting it back in my

pocket.’ Equally, if we get into government, we cannot take the principle out of our

pocket and chuck it in the gutter. We have to apply our principles to power and do the

right thing. (1463–1492)

Both Thornberry’s intervention and the online comments above clearly regard political

promises, and more widely, political principles as reasons for action that cannot be used

opportunistically, but should constrain action regardless of what other goals and
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circumstances happen to prevail. As one Guardian reader ironically commented, Nick Clegg

seems to have invented a ‘situational pledge’, a type of pledge that can change according to

which group of the electorate he is trying to win favour with. Similarly, the Labour MP for

Islington and Finsbury’s comment amounts to saying that politicians cannot use their princi-

ples when and where it is convenient, and cannot abandon their principles once they are in

power. On the contrary, politicians have to ‘apply principles to power and do the right

thing’. She invokes an implicit pact between politicians and the voters: people voted for what

the Liberal Democrats said they stood for, yet the Lib Dems have ‘double-crossed’ the elec-

torate by going back on their pledges and ‘dumping’ their principles.

We have argued that reasons such as promises, pledges and principles, as well as duties,

obligations and moral values are external reasons for action, of the sort theorized by Searle

(2010), who used promise as a paradigmatic example. These reasons are ‘desire-independent’:

once you make a promise, you have a reason to act accordingly, whatever your desires. In

the previous chapter we suggested that such external reasons belong to the circumstantial

premise. They are facts (institutional facts) that speakers argue from in saying that agents

ought to be concerned with their realization. In the case of promises or norms and laws, the

fact that the agent made a promise or is bound by a law or moral norm typically overrides

any other possible consideration of what the context is or what the agent might want to

achieve. Regardless of circumstances and regardless of his desires, an agent who is bound by

such a reason ought to act accordingly. There are of course exceptions, of the sort that are

usually discussed in connection with Kant’s too stringent categorical imperative. But this

should not obscure the fact that, in signing a pledge or making a promise, or in entering any

contractual agreement, people create for themselves reasons for action that can be expected

to constrain their future action.

Such reasons can constrain action because, in the act of their creation as reasons, by

declarative speech acts, certain well-defined deontic powers are conferred on the people

involved. In signing the pledge, Nick Clegg has incurred obligations towards the students he

made the pledge to, in exchange for their electoral support. More generally, in running for

political office, politicians undertake to democratically represent the citizens and incur obliga-

tions towards the electorate who, in turn, give them the power to represent their interests. If

this pact or contract is broken, politicians are ‘not fit for office’, as Thornberry says, and the

electorate is justified in penalizing such behaviour. As we argued in Chapter 5, such external

reasons for action are regarded as fundamental in politics, as part of a social contract that

cannot be broken except at a cost. In the representation of the argument (Figure 6.1), this

promise enters as an independent argument in favour of the counter-claim. For many people,

regardless of any other reasons (such as the negative consequences of increasing fees), this

reason (as an overriding, institutional fact that Liberal Democrat politicians have themselves

created and are consequently bound by) is sufficient in itself to support the claim that fees

should not be increased. This representation also matches, we think, the non-instrumental

character that philosophers assign to arguments of this type. Doing your duty, acting morally

are not means towards the satisfaction of goals (desires, interests): the fact that you are bound

by duties or norms is a sufficient reason regardless of what goals you happen to have.

Conclusion

In this chapter we have tried to analyse the parliamentary debate on tuition fees as a con-

crete speech event that draws on parliamentary debate as an activity type; this activity type
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in turn draws on or implements the genre of deliberation. There is considerable confusion in

the literature over the status of deliberation and debate – Are they both genres? What are

their distinctive features? – and not enough work has been done to clarify these questions.

Starting from van Eemeren’s (2010) convincing suggestion that deliberation is a genre and

debate an activity type, we have proposed an original account of parliamentary debate,

partly along pragma-dialectical lines, partly along the lines pursued in the other chapters of

this book, i.e. in terms of the structure of practical arguments and deliberation. We have tried

to illustrate the way in which genres are contextualized in institutional settings, again along

pragma-dialectical lines, by looking at how the specific activity type of parliamentary debate

implements the genre of deliberation, and we suggested features of this activity type that arise

from the institutional context. At the same time, we have illustrated how the abstract model

of critical discussion is contextualized in the institutional context of parliament. Mainly, we

think, the outcome that can be reasonably expected at the concluding stage is not a resolu-

tion of the original disagreement in the sense that all participants adopt the same view, but a

decisional outcome based on a majority vote, while disagreement will persist.

We have briefly reconstructed this particular debate as critical discussion and identified

its several stages. We have identified the arguments advanced at the argumentation stage, in

terms of the schema for practical reasoning that we have suggested in this book and related

them to the goal of disagreement resolution, seeing them as argumentative moves (made by

two parties) in a process of critical examination of a normative proposition. We have also

focused on the proponents’ persistent avoidance of the burden of proof associated with a

reasonable redefinition of the confrontation by the opponents. We claimed that various

attempts, made throughout the debate, to refocus the disagreement on the radical shift in

the balance of funding (and its alleged ideological underpinnings), as well as on any alterna-

tives, fail to really redirect the discussion, as the proponents tend to evade the burden of

proof associated with this wider confrontation and only choose to address those issues that

can be more easily defended. Although the need for deliberation over the goals of political

action (not only over means) is strongly suggested by some of the participants, this suggestion

is successfully avoided by the proponents and the debate remains focused on the narrower

issue of whether or not to adopt the proposed means in view of goals which remain relatively

unchallenged. This narrow focus is not unexpected, and in principle not illegitimate, given

that the debate is not supposed to be about goals but about means, about whether increasing

fees will deliver taken-for-granted goals. But what the government’s opponents are trying to

clarify is the exact nature of the goals and they are suggesting that the government is being

dishonest about the goals they really pursue. In failing to question these goals, MPs may in

fact vote for action which promotes covert goals which they may not want to endorse, such

as a privatized, market-driven higher education system, from which the state has entirely

withdrawn, accessible only to the rich. Clarification of goals, seeing through the reasons that

are being offered as goals, is thus relevant for this debate because of what this will entail for

the choice of action.

We have suggested a new view of the way in which parliamentary debate draws on the

genre of deliberation. Parliamentary debate is essentially deliberative in nature, given that

argumentation in favour and against the proposal feeds into an individual deliberation pro-

cess that is finalized in an individual vote that will ground a collective democratic decision.

A distinctive feature of parliamentary debates as a form of deliberation is that they address a

‘motion’ in favour of one practical proposal, which is itself the outcome of prior deliberation

within the government. Unlike deliberation as genre, therefore, parliamentary debate as

deliberative activity type does not start from an open question over what to do in response
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to a problem, but with a specific proposal. It is structured as speeches for and against the

proposed motion, in which the government’s arguments for the motion are critically evalu-

ated, particularly by invoking negative consequences on shared goals, and thus developing

counter-arguments (for rejecting the motion). In the course of the debate, other proposals

may also be put forward (but cannot themselves be the subject of deliberation and decision)

and amendments or revisions to the motion may be suggested (but have to be submitted

independently, before the actual debate).

The main distinctive feature, in our view, has to do with the nature of the closure proce-

dure, which involves a decision arrived at by voting. Not all deliberative activity types have

to involve decision: both single-agent and multi-agent deliberation can end on a normative

judgement (agents might come to a conclusion that A is the right way forward without decid-

ing to do anything). Decision-making as part of the normal closure of parliamentary debate

comes in our view from the nature and rationale of the institution, which has to find a way

of acting in conditions of persistent disagreement. To put it differently, the minimal outcome

of a normative judgement is not enough for closing deliberation in parliamentary debates, as

the multiplicity of views belonging to all the participants cannot ground a common course of

action, which is the institutional rationale of such debates.

The theoretical discussion we have proposed is in agreement with the view of politics we

advanced in Chapter 1. There, we cited views of democracy as a mechanism for dealing with

disagreement in a reasonable way and for using competition for a cooperative end. While

normatively oriented to disagreement resolution and to persuasion by reasonable means, in

terms of what each participant is trying to do, parliamentary debate does not actually end in

the resolution of disagreement amongst all participants, nor can it be reasonably expected to

do so, and voting effectively settles the issue without really resolving it. This, as we argued in

Chapter 2, is not a relativist view. It is part of the institutional pre-conditions of parliamen-

tary debate as activity type that the closure procedure does not require all participants to

have been persuaded of the same view. What is required, we have suggested, is not a shared

cognitive outcome (shared belief ) but a shared decisional outcome that all participants regard as

binding even if they disagree. Parliamentary debates (unlike many deliberative interactions)

also have clear rules of procedure and time constraints. These impose a temporal and episte-

mic closure which can be an obstacle to the dialectical goals of the debate. In spite of these

constraints, parliamentary debate delivers an outcome which is procedurally legitimate and

can ground political action, although it may not embody the most reasonable decision. In

other words, the decision may not be the right decision, but has been arrived at in the right

way.

We have acknowledged that MPs may vote for other reasons than their beliefs, or for rea-

sons that have nothing to do with the quality of the arguments that have been put forward,

but we argued that the fundamental normative orientation of participants’ argumentation is

towards changing or reinforcing belief by reasonable means and of coordinating action on

that basis. Persuasion is crucial precisely because of the need (which at the same time is an

opportunity to be taken advantage of) to create a majority of votes on any given issue.

Persuasion is also central in securing the support of all those on whom the eventual success

of any policy depends, who are a third party non-interactive audience in this case (e.g. stu-

dents, parents, university teachers, banks in this case), of all those on whom the legitimacy of

the political system depends. This normative orientation finds empirical support in the inter-

ventions of those MPs who demanded more time, a more extensive discussion that might

enable all parties to make a more convincing case, leading to a more reasonable outcome,
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as well as in the fact that, on this particular occasion, many MPs voted against the party

whip and on the strength of (what they presumably perceived as) the better argument.

Finally, in accordance with our suggestions in Chapter 5, we have discussed political pro-

mises and principles (values) as external reasons for action, as commitments which are bind-

ing on politicians regardless of their other reasons and therefore should override other

reasons. ‘Putting power over principles’, as the Liberal Democrats have been accused of

doing in going back on the promise not to raise tuition fees has been widely regarded as a

breach of the implicit contract between government and citizens.
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Conclusion

In this final chapter we shall summarize what we have tried to achieve in the book and then

identify what we think are the main contributions that we have made to argumentation the-

ory and analysis, to critical discourse analysis (CDA) and to political discourse analysis in

social and political science.

Summary of chapters: our main arguments

In the Introduction, we set out the aims and objectives of the book, gave a brief account of

the financial and economic crisis and of various political responses to it, and sought to pre-

empt possible misunderstandings of our position. Our main aim has been to present a new

approach to analysing political discourse, which we see as a contribution to the development

of critical discourse analysis, based upon a view of political discourse as primarily argumen-

tative and deliberative. We tried to clarify a number of potential confusions, arising from a

misunderstanding of what argumentation and deliberation are, and from conflating descrip-

tive and normative levels of analysis. In particular, we argued against the misconceived

objection that politics has little to do with argumentation or deliberation, as it is primarily

about power. As we argued throughout the book, the fact that argumentation and delibera-

tion in politics may not always be reasonable does not mean that political discourse is not

fundamentally argumentative or deliberative in nature, but only that bad arguments and

bad reasons sometimes prevail. One such bad reason can of course be power itself, when

decisions are taken on the basis of power interests and not on the strength of the better argu-

ment. However, power considerations themselves are reasons in agents’ practical reasoning.

The alleged opposition between argumentation and power is meaningless; only distinguish-

ing between reasonable (‘good’) arguments and unreasonable (‘bad’) arguments, or between

acceptable and unacceptable claims, makes sense.

In Chapter 1, we briefly discussed two current approaches in political discourse analysis

(those of Chilton and Wodak) in order to put our own approach into perspective within the

field of political discourse analysis and to justify the need for a new approach. We argued

that analysis of political discourse should proceed from a coherent view of politics, i.e. from

a view of the nature of politics developed in political theory. In contemporary political the-

ory, but also in Aristotle, politics is defined in terms of such concepts as deliberation, deci-

sion and action, and the context in which politics operates is said to be one of disagreement

(including irreducible conflicts of values and interests), incomplete information and uncer-

tainty as to what the right course of action might be (hence, risk), urgency, as well as other

constraints. It is also a context in which the possibilities for democratic deliberation and



 

political participation are often limited by people’s unequal access to resources, by power

inequalities and by the institutional complexity of modern societies. It is features such as

these, we argued, that should inform a view of the objectives and methods of political dis-

course analysis. Politics has to do primarily with decisions for action on matters of common

concern, and decisions are the outcome of deliberation; not all deliberation is reasonable or

democratic, and not all decisions are reasonable decisions. Politics is about arriving coopera-

tively at decisions about what to do in the context of disagreement, conflict of interests and

values, power inequalities, uncertainty, and all these factors can affect the rationality of the

decisions that are made.

In Chapter 2, we presented our conception of practical reasoning. We argued that practi-

cal arguments have circumstances and goals as premises, as well as value and means–goal pre-

mises. The action (as means) emerges as a conjecture or hypothesis that it might enable

agents to achieve their goals, starting from the circumstances they finds themselves in and in

accordance with their values. In acting, agents intend to transform current circumstances

into future state of affairs in accordance with the normative source that underlies their goals.

In developing this new account of practical reasoning we started from conceptions of its

nature in philosophy, and the chapter also included an overview of the main philosophical

arguments. In particular, we drew on Audi’s and Walton’s theories of practical reasoning,

Searle’s theory of the construction of social reality, as well as on a view of modal (deontic)

reasoning in semantics.

We adopted a dialectical approach to the evaluation of practical arguments; logical and

rhetorical considerations are integrated within this approach, which we take to be primary.

(In so doing, we are drawing on pragma-dialectics and on a version of informal logic, partic-

ularly on the work of van Eemeren and Walton.) It is part of the logic of practical arguments

that they are only presumptively reasonable and can default. Critical questioning can chal-

lenge arguments in terms of the rational acceptability of goals, values and the representation

of circumstances, the relation between all these premises and the claim, as well as the likely

consequences of proposed actions and existing alternatives. In our view, questions about the

consequences of action for goals (and implicitly for values) and their realization are most

important from a critical perspective because they can lead to rejecting the proposal for

action.

Deliberation, we said, is a genre involving mainly practical argumentation. We suggested

that it minimally involves considering a counter-argument, i.e. reasons against doing the

action, but usually involves considering reasons in favour and against several possible alter-

natives. Deliberation can be considered from a purely instrumental point of view, in which

the goal is taken as given, and costs and benefits of alternative actions are examined and

weighed together in order to choose the ‘best’ alternative. But it can also display a rationality

that is non-instrumental, and involve a comparison among different goals and values, associ-

ated with possibly different courses of action, and a choice among such actions depending

on which goals and values appear to be more worthy of being pursued, of having normative

priority. This may lead to revising a proposed action so that it is compatible not just with

one goal but with the realization of several goals that the agent should not (or would not

want to) compromise. Deliberation can be (and should be) about goals and values as well,

not just about means.

Our approach is underlain by a critical conception of reasonableness (which we take over

from pragma-dialectics and critical rationalism). It is a conception in which a reasonable

standpoint, either descriptive or normative, and a reasonable decision, are seen as the possi-

ble outcome of a dialectical procedure of critical questioning. In this sense, making the ‘right’
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decision is a matter of following the ‘right’ procedure, a procedure involving systematic criti-

cism, of thinking of reasons against a tentative proposal, and not a matter of justifying it by

finding reasons that seem to support it. This procedure does not guarantee that the ‘best’

decision will be arrived at, but its outcome is likely to be, nevertheless, a reasonable decision,

one that has successfully withstood critical examination. Critical questioning can challenge

arguments but in so doing it can lead to the production of stronger arguments; it can lead

arguers to revise their claims and replace them with new ones, in the light of the progressive

uncovering of considerations that affect their rational acceptability. Regarding reasonable-

ness, we are trying to explore and develop pragma-dialectics’ intrinsic connection to critical

rationalism. For this purpose, we draw on the version of critical rationalism developed by

Miller.

Our main objective in Chapter 3 was to argue that the analysis and evaluation of argu-

mentation can increase the capacity of CDA to pursue normative and explanatory critique.

For this purpose, we offered a new analysis of a text originally analysed in an older book,

New Labour, New Language (Fairclough 2000a), with the objective of showing that analysing it

as an practical argument significantly strengthens the original analysis, and that the critical

force of the analysis of representations (e.g. the representation of ‘change’) is substantially

increased when we recognize that these representations are in fact constituents of the pre-

mises of practical arguments and of an implicit deliberative process which, in this case, is

highly questionable from a dialectical point of view. We argued that discourses (such as the

discourse of the Third Way) provide arguers with premises in arguments, hence with reasons

for action, and that a view of semiotic representations that integrates them within practical

arguments as premises is far more capable of showing how discourses can shape reality.

More generally, we argued that understanding political discourse as argumentative offers an

adequate understanding of the way in which structures interact with agency: discourses (and

orders of discourse, as structures) provide agents with reasons for action. The same connection between

agency and structure is evident, we argue, in the way in which institutional and moral orders

(as structures) provide agents with desire-independent (external) reasons for action which

constrain or enable their agency.

In the same chapter, we also offered an argumentative definition of other concepts that

figure prominently in CDA analyses and in critical social analysis. We suggested that ‘ima-

ginaries’ are in fact goal (motivational) premises in arguments for action; their performative

power can be explained in terms of how they are taken up in arguments as representations

of how the world actually is (as alleged circumstances of action), rather than as non-actual

states of affairs. We also discussed manipulation, in terms of a violation of the sincerity con-

dition of speech acts, and treated Blair’s arguments in favour of the Iraq war as an instance

of rationalization. We also showed that legitimacy has not been adequately defined in CDA

in terms of a theory of argument, although it is inherently a particular type of justification,

and we suggested how this might be done. Finally, we discussed the concept of power, draw-

ing on Lukes and Searle, and related it to agents’ reasons for action. We saw that, intrinsi-

cally, all political power is deontic power, having to do with what people have a right to do,

are obliged to do, authorized, permitted or forbidden to do, in light of an institutional frame-

work which provides them with reasons for action. Not all power is, of course, ‘bad’ power:

the power of the law or of socially accepted moral norms constrains agents to act in ways

which conform to legal and moral standards. Reclaiming or ‘reinventing’ politics, freeing it,

for instance, from the distorting effects of economic power, can be understood, we suggest,

as being able to collectively ensure that the deontic powers conferred on individuals by insti-

tutions (e.g. the power to exert their own rights or to force others to abide by their public
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commitments or the law) are effectively used and not hindered. It can mean ensuring, for

example, that citizens can effectively use their rights to challenge government in a way that

leads to changes in government action.

Chapter 4 is our main analytical chapter. We offered an analysis and evaluation of the

main arguments for action in response to the crisis, advanced by the British Labour govern-

ment which was in power when the crisis began to unfold, and the Conservative/Liberal

Democrat Coalition government which was formed after the general election of May 2010.

We focused on two budget reports delivered to the House of Commons by Labour and

Coalition Chancellors of the Exchequer: the November 2008 Pre-Budget Report delivered

by Alistair Darling, and the June 2010 Emergency Budget report delivered by George

Osborne. We evaluated these arguments in terms of our framework, but also by drawing

selectively on the wider public debate in which the two strategies for action have been con-

stantly evaluated by politicians, economists and journalists amongst others. We found, for

instance, that critics of the Coalition government’s austerity strategy have tried to show that

the argument in favour of spending cuts is flawed (actually, invalid), by pointing to other

desirable goals, questioning the necessary and sufficient character of the action (as means),

and indicating the existence of other, arguably better means that would lead to economic

recovery. We also showed that they have tried to reject the proposal by observing that its

negative consequences will make various legitimate goals of action impossible to achieve.

The action, they said, will have a negative impact on the goals and values that are explicitly

being pursued or should be pursued (it will not achieve economic recovery, it will be unfair

and detrimental to human well-being) and therefore the government should change its strat-

egy, particularly given that emerging, as well as historical, evidence strongly suggests that

the current course of action is unreasonable. We have also looked at how both governments

have tried to legitimize their strategies by invoking a deliberative process in which several

competing concerns and value commitments have, allegedly, been carefully weighed

together in order to arrive at a decision for action that will be compatible with these values

as overriding values, i.e. as values that can ground reasonable action because they have

emerged from extensive deliberation. We have also indicated in what ways criticism of the

current government’s action can be interpreted as a challenge to the reasonableness of this

implicit deliberative process, as merely disguising – through an appeal to fairness and other

moral concerns – a purely instrumental rationality in the service of a taken-for-granted goal.

This goal, critics implicitly argue, is exempt from critical examination, and has not emerged

from genuine deliberation over the appropriate ends of political action, let alone from genu-

ine democratic, public deliberation over such ends. It is moreover an ideological goal,

having to do with the pursuit of particular power interests, and not with a concern for

fairness and the common good.

We also distinguished between stronger and weaker forms of critique. A strong challenge

to an argument for action is the attempt to reject the claim by pointing to the unacceptable

consequences of the action, and this attack indicates that the counter-claim (i.e. not going

ahead with the proposed action) is more reasonable. This is the strongest challenge that has

been aimed at the current government’s crisis strategies: the consequences of (proposed and

current) action on human well-being are too serious to justify the proposed action. The pri-

mary objects of critique therefore are the claims themselves (the conclusions of arguments),

and to a lesser extent the premises and inferences that claim to support them, and this is

because a claim can be acceptable even when it is supported by a bad argument. In the case

of the government’s argument for austerity, criticism based on (emerging or probable) nega-

tive consequences also amounts to saying that more deliberation is required on what the
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goals of action should be, and how action can be devised that adequately meets other goals

which should not be compromised, not just the goal of deficit reduction.

In Chapter 5 we discussed arguments for and against bankers continuing to receive large

bonuses, such as were formulated in a debate organized by St Paul’s Institute in October

2009 on the responsibility of banks in the current crisis and the broader issue of ‘markets

and morality’, as well as, subsequently, in public reactions to that debate in a Guardian com-

ments thread. We analysed this material in terms of our own view of the distinction between

prudential arguments (arguments from what people perceive as their own interests) and

moral arguments (arguments from the desire-independent goal of a just society). We sug-

gested that what is distinctive about moral arguments is that they recognize and give norma-

tive priority to external reasons for action as overriding reasons. Such reasons range from

promises made by politicians during election campaigns to moral–political values (justice,

freedom, equality) collectively recognized as legitimate and binding. We argued that external

reasons for action are part of the circumstantial premise: these are facts that speakers argue

from, reasons that they have even when they choose to disregard them, or fail to be actually

motivated by them. In the comments thread that we analysed, according to the argumenta-

tive reconstruction that we proposed, people argued that the state ought to put a stop to the

injustice of bonuses for bankers, by invoking the normative goal of a just state of affairs, a set

of empirical circumstances and an existing commitment to justice on behalf of the state, part

of a social contract or an institutional order. It is therefore on account of this (pre-existing,

epistemically objective) commitment, as external, deontic reason, that the state ought to act

in a certain way, or ought to be concerned with justice. Even when (political) agents are not

actually motivated or concerned to act justly, justice will continue to be a reason for action,

a legitimate and publicly recognized value. It is, we said, on the basis of the public recogni-

tion of the normative force of such external reasons (as institutional facts) – political values,

rights, obligations, commitments – that politicians (or the state, the government) can be

held responsible for failing to act in accordance with them. The chapter illustrated our view

of the difference between a moral argument based on deontic reasons and a prudential

argument grounded in self-interest: only the former appeals to reasons that are collectively

recognized as binding and therefore ought to motivate action.

Chapter 6 analysed the debate in the House of Commons (in December 2010) on the

Coalition government’s proposal to raise university tuition fees from roughly £3,000 to

£9,000 per year. Following pragma-dialectics, we suggested a view of parliamentary debate

as an activity type which draws on the genre of deliberation. We sketched a reconstruction of

this debate as critical discussion and outlined the main structure of the overall argument.

Parliamentary debate in our view is normatively oriented to disagreement resolution and to

persuasion by reasonable means. Persuasion is crucial in order to secure both a majority of

votes and the support of people outside Parliament on whom the eventual success of any pol-

icy depends. This normative orientation is evident in this case in interventions by MPs to

demand more time and a more extended debate so as to enable all parties to make a more

convincing case, leading to a more reasonable outcome, and in the fact that many MPs voted

‘on conscience’ against the party whip, i.e. on the strength of (what they took to be) the better

argument. We also noted that the binding nature of political promises was recognized in

widespread public criticism of the Liberal Democrats for ‘putting power over principles’ in

going back on their promise not to raise tuition fees. Parliamentary debate does not actually

end in the resolution of disagreement, in the sense of consensus, nor does it need to, and vot-

ing effectively settles the issue without really resolving it, and delivers an outcome which is

procedurally legitimate and can ground political action. It is part of the institutional rationale
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of parliamentary debate as activity type that the reasonable outcome that is required is not a

shared normative judgement (a consensus of views) but a collective decision that can legitimately

ground action, and this latter outcome is obtained by a democratic vote and is reasonable

even in the absence of disagreement resolution amongst all participants.

Main contributions of this book

We think that this book has made a number of substantive contributions: to argumentation

theory, to CDA and, potentially, to social and political theory to the extent that it is inter-

ested in discourse. The book also intends to make a methodological contribution, in present-

ing a framework for analysing and evaluating argumentative discourse in politics in a clear

and explicit way, which should make it practically useable for researchers and students. We

shall take these in turn and summarize the main contributions in each case.

Contributions to argumentation theory

We argue that it is important to correct the relative neglect of practical argumentation in

argumentation theory (Walton’s approach is the main and most systematic contribution) and

we suggest a suitable starting point for its theorization in philosophical approaches to practi-

cal reasoning, particularly in moral philosophy and philosophy of action (including a theory

of speech acts). We give an original account of the structure of practical argumentation, involving a

new conception of what the main premises of practical arguments are and how they should

be defined. The action is intended to connect the present state of affairs to a future state of

affairs (transform the present, solve the problem) in accordance with the agent’s values or

concerns. The value premise, we propose, specifies the particular normative source that under-

lies the goals, and the goals are to be understood as future states of affairs which agents imagine

in accordance with their values (concerns) and try to bring about by means of action.

Circumstances are said to include empirical aspects of the context of action but also institu-

tional or social facts (external reasons). Agents may be actually concerned to act in accordance

with such external reasons or they may disregard them, but it is possible to say that they

ought to have acted in accordance with those reasons, e.g. that they had a reason to act

morally even when (being free) they chose not to do so. Not only agents’ goals but also their

representations of the circumstances of action (the ‘problems’ they see) are informed by their

concerns, by what they value, so a simple fact/value distinction makes no sense. In develop-

ing this account we have also tried to reformulate and interpret a wider philosophical debate

on the nature of practical reasoning in terms of a theory of argument and suggested our own

view of how philosophical discussions (on internalism vs. externalism, instrumentalism vs.

non-instrumentalism, a Humean vs. a Kantian perspective on practical reasoning, facts vs.

values) can be related to a view of argument.

We also aim to make a contribution to a dialectical theory of argument evaluation. Here,

we start from existing proposals in pragma-dialectics and informal logic, according to which

systematic critical questioning of arguments and claims, embodied in analytical normative

frameworks, can deliver a standpoint that is reasonable, a standpoint that has emerged from

systematic criticism (i.e. from the ‘right’ procedure, or from following the ‘right’ method) and

can therefore be tentatively accepted. We develop the notion of critical questioning used in dia-

lectical approaches, in accordance with the structure of practical arguments that we propose,

and we suggest that questions that attempt to rebut (falsify) the claim are the most important

questions. They appeal to negative consequences of action that compromise its stated goals
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or other important goals, and thus indicate the existence of a counter-argument, supporting

a more rationally acceptable counter-claim (and do not merely question the validity of the

original argument). In pointing to negative consequences on other legitimate goals, critical

questioning indicates the need for deliberation over ends (goals), and over which ends should

have normative priority, not just deliberation over means.

We develop the pragma-dialectical view of deliberation as a genre and thus make a contri-

bution to the pragma-dialectical study of argumentation in institutional contexts. Our main

insight and theoretical contribution here is that the way in which the logic of political institu-

tions manifests itself as a constraint on argumentation in parliamentary debate is by requir-

ing a shared decisional outcome as a basis for legitimate action, and not a shared cognitive

outcome (consensus). This collective decision is a reasonable outcome even if disagreement

has not been actually resolved. Our analysis also supports the pragma-dialectical view of the

normative orientation of all argumentative discourse: parliamentary debate, we argue,

would lose its institutional rationale if what was aimed at every step by participants was not

disagreement resolution. Persuading as many participants as possible of a particular stand-

point on an issue is in fact essential in creating a majority. While being a normative aim,

such disagreement resolution is hardly ever achieved in practice but, as we argue, the out-

come that is normatively required in this particular institutional activity type is decision, not consen-

sus, and deliberation in parliamentary debate does not thereby fail to meet normative

standards if it fails to result in consensus.

Contributions to CDA

The new focus we bring on arguments challenges CDA’s primary focus on representations, and

on discourses as ways of representing the (social) world. We view analysis of action and of genres as hav-

ing primacy over analysis of representation and discourses. This is because representations are

critically significant insofar as they support particular lines of action, by entering as premises

in agents’ arguments about what to do. Rather than being analysed in isolation, as they often

have been in CDA, we propose that representations should be analysed as constitutive elements of argu-

ments, and therefore that analysis of discourses should be integrated within analysis of genres –

in this case, argumentative genres. One of our main insights here is that discourses provide agents

with reasons for action, i.e. provide premises in agents’ practical arguments. Consequently, it is

only by understanding representations as premises in arguments for action that CDA can pro-

vide an adequate understanding of the relations between structures (orders of discourse, social

and institutional orders) and agency, of the agency–structure dialectic.

We view evaluation of argumentation as an appropriate grounding for normative critique and explanatory

critique (including critique of ideology). We can contribute to explanatory critique in analys-

ing the way in which arguments draw selectively on certain discourses and not others, or the

way in which deliberating agents can restrict the range of options that could conceivably be

addressed, in accordance with certain power interests. We address normative critique from

several angles in this book, corresponding to the Habermasian three-fold distinction between

truth, sincerity and normative appropriateness as presuppositions of rational discourse. In

analysing arguments, false premises (such as wrong diagnoses of the context of action, or

wrong assessments of means–end relations) are seen to lead to unsound and therefore unac-

ceptable arguments: this feeds into normative critique in relation to the first criterion.

Arguers can attempt to manipulate audiences, by using rationalizing arguments, arguments

which violate the sincerity conditions of speech acts (e.g. by invoking legitimate values as

reasons while not being actually motivated by those reasons): this feeds into normative

Conclusion 241



 

critique in relation to the second criterion. Finally, claims for action that are based on unac-

ceptable goals or values, or on rationally indefensible normative priorities, (i.e. that have not

resulted from systematic critical questioning or from adequate deliberation), can be rejected

as unacceptable, for instance by pointing to the consequences that the pursuit of those goals

and values is likely to have: this feeds into normative critique based on the third criterion.

Normative critique can also be grounded in an assessment of the character of public delib-

eration: Has it been inclusive, free from constraints that might lead to an unreasonable

outcome?

We reinterpret various concepts that CDA and critical social science have worked with in

terms of a theory of argument. We argue, for instance, that imaginaries are discourses that

envisage possible future states of affairs and that they feature as goals in practical arguments;

that they are capable of guiding and motivating action precisely because they constitute rea-

sons for action in arguments. We also associate the performative power of imaginaries with

the tendency in politics to shift them from goal to circumstantial premises, i.e. to represent what is

aimed for and aspired to as an actual fact. We also argue that to assert power over an agent

is to give him reasons for action, prudential or deontic, which he would otherwise not have,

so power too can be seen as providing agents with reasons (and as part of a structure–agency dialectic

via arguments). Consequently, alleged oppositions between power and argumentation are

simplistic and misconceived. We also emphasize the inherently argumentative nature of legit-

imation (a concept which, in our view, is inadequately theorized in discourse analysis).

Legitimation, we argue, drawing on political theory, is public justification, an argumentative

process in which an action is justified in terms of reasons which can themselves, in turn, be justified

as (worthy of being) collectively accepted or recognized.

Persistent confusions regarding deliberation and what it is possible to achieve in actual

democratic deliberation as distinct from ‘deliberative democracy’ as a normative ideal, i.e.

confusions between a descriptive and normative level of analysis, have tended to lead to var-

ious misconceptions in analytical approaches that focus on discourse. These include claims

that politics is not about deliberation, argumentation or reasoning, and sometimes even the

claim that politics is an irrational activity. We argue that an adequate understanding of the

argumentative nature of political discourse, of the nature of practical argumentation and

deliberation can help discourse analysts to address political discourse in a better way. On

the whole, we attempt to correct CDA’s blindness to analysis of argumentation and also to

provide a framework that is more systematic and rigorous than those provided by other

discourse-analytical approaches, including approaches that list argumentation as one of their

concerns (e.g. the Discourse-Historical Approach).

Contributions to analysis of political discourse in social and

political science

In this book, we argue that political discourse is primarily argumentative discourse and pri-

marily involves practical argumentation for or against lines of action in response to political

problems. Analysis of other features of political discourse, including non-argumentative gen-

res (narrative, explanation) and analysis of representations (including analysis of metaphor,

cognitive framing) need to be integrated within analysis of practical argumentation. Some of

the contributions we have tried to make to CDA are at the same time contributions to other

fields of research in critical social science. They can be seen as bringing some clarification to

the concerns with discourse that are manifest in these fields, and particularly to the ‘argu-

mentative turn’ that has been made in some of them.

242 Conclusion



 

We argue that deliberation is a particularly important genre in political discourse, given

that politics is about arriving at decisions cooperatively in the context of disagreement and

conflicting interests and under conditions of uncertainty, risk and urgency. Our analysis of

deliberation makes a contribution to both argumentation theory and to political theory of

deliberative democracy. It arises from a view of politics and deliberative democracy that is

widespread in political theory and shows how the concepts of reasonable and unreasonable

disagreement, cooperation and conflict, and legitimate decision-making can be understood

from the perspective of a theory of argument.

In our view, adequate understanding of a theory of argumentation can contribute to a

better understanding of the nature of deliberation in political theory. The nature of argumenta-

tion in political deliberation is not always properly understood, and theorists speak of ‘discus-

sion’, ‘arguing’, ‘reasoning’, ‘collective decision-making’, ‘deliberation about goals’ and

‘deliberation about means’ (see for instance the essays collected in Elster 1998b), without

being able to integrate them within a coherent structure, i.e. a structure of practical argu-

ment and a structure of deliberation as genre. Moreover, it is often observed that delibera-

tion in democratic institutions rarely, if ever, leads to consensus, and this generates confusion

over the nature and goal of deliberation: as we have said, from a level of empirical observa-

tion, a conclusion is drawn about a normative level of analysis which tends to inadvertently

conflate the two. In our view, deliberation, e.g. in parliamentary debate, can be reasonable

in spite of not leading to disagreement resolution (in the sense of consensus) amongst all par-

ticipants, and we suggest this is because, institutionally, the required outcome is a decision,

not some shared belief. Its normative orientation (coming from its institutional rationale) is

nevertheless towards reasonable persuasion and disagreement resolution. Argumentation

theory can also help towards a better theorization of the actual outcomes of political delib-

eration, which (as we said) often have to do with compromise (negotiation) or mediation, not

consensus. In pragma-dialectics, like deliberation, mediation and negotiation are argumentative

genres, and a substantial body of theoretical research has already been undertaken into their

structure which political theory might profitably draw on.

We also argue (as we have already indicated) that the concept of imaginary, used in

Cultural Political Economy (e.g. by Jessop), as well as the performative power of imaginaries,

and their ability to motivate action, can be understood more clearly in terms of a theory of

practical argument. The performative success of imaginaries, we argue, depends on agents’

ability (including power) to transform them from goals into circumstances of action, and gain collective

recognition of the deontic system that imaginaries acquire in the process of being declared facts.

We also argue that political legitimation is an argumentative process, and that political decisions

are legitimate in so far as they are arrived at through a process of deliberation which meets

argumentative standards of reasonableness, and in which – crucially – an action is justified

in terms of values that are themselves capable of public justification.

We are also trying to clarify what contribution discourse analysis, enhanced by analysis

of argumentation, can bring to normative and explanatory social critique, and we have briefly given

an account of this contribution earlier in this chapter. We have been arguing that analysis

and evaluation of argumentation can provide a sound basis for normative and explanatory

critique. This does not mean that critique is simply analysis and evaluation of argumenta-

tion, but such analysis and evaluation can be integrated within social theorizing that is spe-

cific to various fields; it can contribute to a better understanding of agency, of social action,

and thus to an explanation (and normative evaluation) of social processes and practices. The

external normative perspective we advocate (a critical, dialectical conception of reasonable-

ness) should not be dismissed as utopian (and empirical and normative levels of analysis
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should not be conflated). As we have indicated, normative models of argumentative practice

are used to assess actual practices, occurring within real social and political contexts and, for

argumentation to be reasonable and to achieve its goals, various higher-order conditions would also

have to be met; such conditions partly have to do with agents and partly with power.

Reasonable argumentation, i.e. argumentation (deliberation) that leads to an outcome ‘on

the merits’ of the case, presupposes freedom and equality, and agents are often not free to

challenge arguments, nor in equal positions of power with other arguers. In spite of this, it is

only a critical notion of reasonableness as manifested in critical questioning of claims and

arguments, and of the institutional, social world they support, that can not only underlie

critique but also hold the promise of social change.

An understanding of political discourse as argumentative and of the structure of practical

arguments along the lines we have suggested, and particularly our understanding of values

and their relationship to the way people formulate goals and represent the circumstances of

their action, can (in our view) also make an important contribution to the theorization of

‘moral economies’, as proposed in social science by Sayer. This is a direction we have only sug-

gested in this book and not developed explicitly, and we intend to explore it further in future

work.

We have also been trying to provide a better understanding of the agency–structure dialec-

tic, as a concept theorized in social science. We see practical reasoning as the interface between

agency and structure: in reasoning practically, agents draw on discourses which reflect struc-

tural, institutional and moral orders, and these orders or structures provide them with rea-

sons for action. Typically, these are external reasons, independent of agents’ desires, and act

as constraints on action. In order to actually motivate action, they have to be internalized

by agents (as concerns) but they need not be (agents are at the same time free to disregard

the force of such reasons). In the case of political actors, failing to act in accordance with

commitments and norms that are part of the institutional fabric of the political system, and

part of an implicit ‘contract’ with the citizens, leads to the possibility of legitimately challen-

ging political action, as a politician’s commitments and obligations derive from his status

functions (and are thus constitutive of his role, non-optional).

We have distinguished between descriptive and normative approaches and between different

types of normativity. Besides the distinction between a descriptive and a normative level of anal-

ysis, where the normative standpoint is that of the external normativity of the analyst (dis-

course analyst, argumentation theorist or political theorist), there is also a distinction

between analytical normativity and lay normativity, where the latter refers to the norms that

participants orient to and against which they constantly evaluate the practices they take part

in. Both argumentative practice and political practice are constantly being evaluated both

by participants and by analysts; they are both inherently normative activities that can at the

same time be evaluated against external analytical standards. Participants’ evaluations may

or may not be warranted, and it is therefore not enough for analysts to describe how people

evaluate arguments and to identify the normative standards they apply in doing so. When

people accept an argument as a good one or dismiss it as a bad one, analysts also need to

ask whether it is reasonable for them to do so, whether they are failing to see flaws in an

argument or seeing flaws that do not exist. If the analysts did not do so, they would be failing

to adequately describe argumentative practices, for it is a fact about such practices that peo-

ple do evaluate arguments in unwarranted ways and are persuaded by arguments that

should not persuade them. To do this, normative analytical models of argumentation are

needed, providing standards for evaluating both arguments and participants’ evaluations of

arguments. These normative models are derived from the standards which participants
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apply in evaluating arguments, but they generalize from particular instances and particular

contexts of evaluation to identify principles of evaluation which people recognize as reason-

able even though they do not always apply them, and they systematize these principles by

connecting them with a theory of human rationality. Political discourse analysis needs there-

fore to incorporate both descriptive and normative standpoints, and needs a clear view of the

relationship between them, as well as of the different types of normativity involved.

Finally, we believe that that practical argumentation for and against particular courses of

action is at the heart of current attempts to develop, win acceptance for and impose political

strategies for seeking to overcome the economic crisis. We hope that the framework we have

set out will provide those researching political responses to the crisis with a much-needed

method for analysing political discourse. Much academic work on the crisis recognizes that dis-

course is crucially important, but there have so far been few attempts to actually analyse it,

partly because of the unavailability of suitable analytical frameworks that focus on decision

and action.

Other methodological contributions

The book aims to offer a practically useable framework for those who wish to analyse argumenta-

tive texts. It presents a framework for analysing and evaluating argumentation in a suffi-

ciently clear and explicit way for students and researchers to be able to use it as a model for

carrying out analysis of argumentation in their own work. We think that the value of the

book is increased by the substantial number of extended examples that we analyse and their gen-

eric diversity as activity types in the political field, in a variety of institutional contexts. We also hope

that representing argumentation in the form of diagrams is a useful methodological instrument

that political discourse analysts will want to adopt and develop. On the whole, we hope to

contribute to expanding the interests of CDA practitioners beyond their current concerns

(for instance, beyond their traditional concern with systemic-functional linguistics), to give

them a motivation to explore powerful argumentation theory paradigms and fundamental

work in pragmatics and philosophy of language.

We hope that the book will work well as a course-book on advanced courses in discourse

analysis and will be of value in teaching people how to identify, analyse and evaluate argu-

ments. We hope that it will prove helpful for the many students and academics in various

areas of the social sciences who wish to analyse texts of various kinds (e.g. policy texts, inter-

views, media texts) but commonly find it difficult to find appropriate frameworks for analysis.

And of course we hope to have communicated to our readers some of our own enthusiasm

for developing CDA by integrating it with argumentation theory and thinking about argu-

ments in political discourse.
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Notes

1 Political discourse analysis and the nature of politics

1 We would question the suggestion that politics can be viewed as an irrational activity, which is made
in the book on the basis of referring to theorists who reject rational choice theories (Wodak 2009a:
28, 51). While we agree with the general critique of rational choice in political theory, the alterna-
tive of bounded rationality, we would argue, does not entail irrationality, but is perfectly compatible
with reasonableness. Deliberating with others is in fact essential in lessening the impact of bounded
rationality and in ensuring that a reasonable, even if not necessarily the ‘best’ or the ‘right’ decision
will be taken.

2 Examples of topoi include a topos of abuse, of advantage or usefulness, of all human beings being
equal, of authority, of burdening or weighing down, of comparison, of consequence, of culture, of
definition, of example, of finances, of fulfilling duty, of history, of humanitarianism, of ignorance,
of justice, of law, of limitation period, of numbers, of reality, of responsibility, of threat or danger, of
threat of racism, of time, of uselessness or disadvantage (Reisigl and Wodak 2001); alternatively, a
topos of authority, topos of burden and costs, of challenge, of comparison, of constructing the hero, of
definition, of difference, of diversity, of history, of threat, of urgency (Wodak 2009a).

3 It also obscures the fundamental value oppositions which, according to Aristotle, are specific to vari-
ous types of rhetoric, as special topoi: what is good/bad, useful/harmful, just/unjust, worthy/
unworthy, etc.). According to Aristotelian-based contemporary views, topoi should be viewed as
abstract patterns (‘springboards’ for thought, Corbett 1971, or ‘machines for making arguments’,
Rubinelli 2009) that warrant the inference from a premises to the conclusion and, being abstract,
allow the arguer to develop arguments on any topic. Topoi, according to Corbett, should be seen as
reflecting the way the human mind thinks (by categorizing, comparing, thinking of relations
between cause-effect, in the case of the common topics) or the basic principles underlying various
fields in the case of the special topics (e.g. justice). A well-argued critique of the use of topoi in DHA
has been independently developed by Zagar 2010, 2011).

4 Our view of strategies is partly compatible with the definition suggested by Ricoeur. According to
him, strategies are ordered chains of means towards desired ends and ‘it is this character of desirability that
orders, regressively, the series of means envisioned to satisfy it’ (Ricoeur 2008: 189). As we argue in
Chapter 2, however, goals are not only always states of affairs that the agent desires, but may be
states of affairs that he ought to bring about. In addition, circumstances are also part of these chains,
not just means and ends.

5 The DHA also provides extensive taxonomies of strategies. For instance, ‘macro-strategies’ include:
‘constructive strategies’, ‘strategies of perpetuation and justification’, ‘strategies of transformation’
and ‘de(con)structive strategies’. Sub-strategies include: ‘legitimation’, ‘delegitimation’, ‘strategy of
shifting blame and responsibility’, of ‘downplaying’ or ‘trivialization’, ‘assimilation, inclusion and
continuation’, ‘singularization’, ‘autonomization’, ‘heteronomization’, ‘avoidance’, ‘positive self-
presentation’, ‘calming down’, ‘portrayal in black and white’, ‘continuation’, ‘defence’, ‘avoidance’,
‘devaluation’, ‘vitalization’, etc. (Wodak et al. 1999). In Reisigl and Wodak (2001), strategies of ‘ref-
erence’ are said to include: ‘collectivization’, ‘spatialization’, ‘de-spatialization’, ‘explicit disassimila-
tion’, ‘originalization’, ‘actionalization’/‘professionalization’, ‘somatization’, ‘culturalization’
(‘linguistification’, ‘religionization’, ‘primitivization’), ‘economization’ (‘professionalization’, ‘(de)-
possessivization’, ‘ideologization’), ‘politicization’ (‘nationalization’, ‘party political alignment’,



 

‘organizationalization’, ‘professionalization’, ‘political actionalization’, ‘granting’ or ‘deprivation of
political rights’, ‘ascription’ or ‘denying of political membership’, ‘temporalization’); ‘militarization’,
‘social problematization’ (‘criminalization’, ‘pathologization’, ‘victimization’) (Reisigl and Wodak
2001: 48–52). We have strong reservations about these taxonomia.

2 Practical reasoning: a framework for analysis and evaluation

1 This distinction is worth emphasizing because of the altogether different way in which ‘practical
reason’ is used in sociological literature, as practical sense, as an essentially non-discursive (hence non-
argumentative), tacit, intuitive ‘feel for the game’ (Bourdieu 1994, 2000; Sayer 2011).

2 To say that practical reasoning is an inferential process should not be understood as saying that it
underlies or precedes every action we engage in. Agents do not usually ‘recite’ premises to themselves
as a preamble to the judgements, intentions or decisions they form, although sometimes they may
do. Practical reasoning does not precede actions we perform spontaneously or automatically, and it
does not have to precede intentional action either, in spite of the fact that intentional reason is ‘action
for a reason’. It is not necessarily present in the genesis of every intentional action, but for every inten-
tional action there is a corresponding practical argument that is reconstructively available and can express
the structure of motivation and cognition that gave rise to the action. It can explain the action (why
it is that the agent did A and not something else) and justify the action (Audi 2006: 103–104).

3 Audi’s account is Kantian in that practical reasoning can also take duties, not only desires, as major
premises. Both desires (what I want) and imperatives of reason (duties, obligations, etc.) can figure
as major premises and can motivate action (as internal reasons) (Audi 2006; see also Audi 2001,
2009).

4 There are various accounts in informal logic that link goals (ends) to desirability, e.g. Bowell and
Kemp (2005: 215). Walton draws on earlier work by Atkinson et al. (2004) and uses their example
of practical reasoning (‘Friendship requires that I see John before he leaves London . . .’) to show
how the goal (‘seeing John’) is supported by the underlying value of friendship and leads to a claim
for action. According to Atkinson et al. (cited in Walton 2007a: 34), values are ‘social interests that
support goals by explaining why goals are desirable’. However, the use of the verb ‘requires’
(‘friendship requires . . .’) raises unanswered questions in our view. Friendship would require the
agent to travel to London whether or not he actually wanted to do so, and whether or not he actually
did choose to go. So, clearly, there is more to goals than wanting them to be fulfilled.

5 Some philosophers say that what usually happens when people say ‘I (know I) ought to do x, but I
don’t want to do it’ is that they do have some internal motivation to do it, but not enough as to over-
ride other stronger internal motivations not to do it. So the person who says ‘I ought to recycle but
I just can’t be bothered’ does want to recycle, only doesn’t want it strongly enough to override her
other desires (Baggini and Fosl 2007: 134–136). This would suggest, contrary to Searle, that the
internalist perspective is correct.

6 We are grateful to Alexandra Cornilescu for originally bringing Kratzer’s framework to our atten-
tion (see also Ietxcu 2006a, 2006b).

7 For instance, we suggest, ‘given what is morally required’, as a normative premise, means ‘given a
future state of affairs (goal) in which moral requirements (values) have been met or realized’; the
goal is thus a future state of affairs ‘generated’ by a concern for the realization of some value.

8 Because the structure of practical reasoning we propose is different from Walton’s, we have not
been able to use Araucaria diagrams (Reed and Rowe 2005), but have developed our own view of
how practical arguments can be represented graphically.

9 The Popperian perspective on reasoning, including its extension to decision-making (Miller 1994:
39–45, 2006: 119–124), rejects justificationism. The conclusion never follows, strictly speaking, from
the premises. Hence, it is not arguing from premises towards conclusions that drives intellectual
thinking forward and produces new belief. Our hypotheses or conjectures (however well-informed)
are ultimately the outcome of imaginative guesswork and never the outcome of an inferential pro-
cess that starts in facts, observation or experience. Reasoning does not ‘drive us forward’, from pre-
mises to a hopefully well-justified claim, but ‘pulls us back’ (Miller 2005) from the claims we
generate, helps us to criticize them and leads us to try out new hypotheses.

10 The argument from negative consequences (represented on the left side of Figure 2.3) is the only
type of practical argument that a deductivist, Popperian approach would recognize.
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11 An excellent discussion of rational persuasiveness can be found in Bowell and Kemp (2005,
Chapter 6).

12 For the ten rules of critical discussion, see van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1992: 208–209, 2004:
190–196), van Eemeren (2010: 7–8).

13 These are: symptomatic argumentation, causal argumentation and comparison argumentation. Each
scheme is associated with characteristic questions that are available to the critic in order to test out
the tenability of the standpoint. The key critical questions associated with the three argument schemes
are: (a) whether what is presented in the premises really is typical for what is mentioned in the stand-
point, in the case of symptomatic argumentation; (b) whether there are really enough relevant similarities,
or whether the analogies drawn do really hold, in the case of comparison argumentation; (c) whether
what is presented as a cause really leads to the event that is presented as a result, in causal argumentation
or argumentation from consequence (van Eemeren 2010; van Rees 2009; Garssen 2001).

14 Not all emotional appeals in politics and advertising are fallacious, but only those which are irrele-
vant or serve to disguise the absence of a really relevant argument (thus avoiding the burden of
proof). For example, instead of useful facts and figures, that might enable us to choose a product
on its merits, we are often given only an attractive image (Walton 2008a: 108–110).

15 Both Perelman’s New Rhetoric and Tindale’s approach try to avoid relativism by distinguishing a
particular audience from the universal audience constructed from it by the arguer. Tindale develops the
rhetorical perspective by incorporating a cognitive notion of relevance (Sperber and Wilson 1986).
Good argumentation on the rhetorical perspective is argumentation that aims to persuade an audi-
ence in a reasonable (not merely effective) way, i.e. by using reasons that are contextually relevant (rele-
vant to the audience in its particular context), hence audience-relevant, and acceptable to that particular
audience and to the universal audience constructed from it. Tindale thus adds a clear normative
perspective to rhetorical argumentation.

16 A similar position is defended by Billig (1996) in his ‘rhetorical psychology’. The world of rhetoric,
he says, is a world of uncertainty. A rhetorical approach is premised on the two-sidedness of human
thinking and the fallibility of human cognitive capacities. The fact that we can argue both sides of
an issue in most matters that we are confronted with does not mean that we do not or cannot even-
tually make choices, on the basis of various practical, moral and other criteria. Yet, the positions we
eventually reject are not easily dismissed as illogical, irrational or absurd, and we may still recognize
that such positions have a lot in their favour.

17 Berlin claimed that he was a pluralist not a relativist, and that ‘all human beings must have some
common values or they cease to be human’. One ‘can exaggerate the absence of common ground.
A great many people believe, roughly speaking, the same sort of thing’ and ‘accept more common
values than is often believed’ (Berlin 1998, in Lukes 2005: 135).

18 Not every philosopher is pessimistic about the possibility of resolving even such deep disagreements.
According to Popper, in his well-known critique of the ‘myth of the framework’, the belief that ‘a
rational and fruitful discussion is impossible unless the participants share a common framework of
basic assumptions’ (Popper 1994: 34) is a myth: frameworks are not ultimately incommensurable.
Given enough time, there is a prospect for the resolution of the most intractable disagreements, as
long as one goes about it the right way, not by seeking empirical verification or justification for the
alleged axioms of the worldview in question, but by asking: what follows from the acceptance of this
or that worldview? What are the consequences of a given hypothesis? Are they acceptable? How do
they fit with available evidence? An interesting argument against the multicultural relativist argu-
ment is made along Popperian lines by Siegel (1999). See also Feldman (2005) and Fogelin (2005).

19 Audi (2006: 176–177) formulates Ross’s list to include the following obligations: justice, non-injury,
fidelity, reparation, beneficence, self-improvement, gratitude, liberty, respectfulness. Freeman
(2005: 245) organizes it as follows: sympathy (beneficence, non-maleficence, reparation), fairness
(equity, reciprocity, impartiality), personal integrity (self-improvement, self-respect), fidelity (keep-
ing promises, not telling lies).

20 Practical reasoning is not specifically addressed in pragma-dialectics as a distinct type of argumenta-
tion but some of the examples that are reconstructed as critical discussions are in fact cases of practi-
cal reasoning and deliberation. The birthday party conversation in van Eemeren and Grootendorst
(2004: 101–122) is a good example of collective practical deliberation over what to do.

21 Let us abbreviate the means as M, the goal as G. The argument has the form: If M then G./ G is
true./ Therefore M. But this is the standard form of the fallacy of affirming the consequent: If it
rains, the streets are wet./ The streets are wet./ Therefore it has rained. Clearly, the conclusion is

248 Notes



 

false from true premises, as there are other possible causes for the streets being wet than rain.
Similarly, economic recovery can result from several ‘causes’, not just from spending cuts.

22 Aristotle does allow for one particular end which we cannot deliberate upon in any context, or pur-
sue as a means to some further end, and this is happiness, well-being or flourishing (eudaimonia), which
is desired or valued simply for its own sake. For Aristotle, happiness is the ultimate ground of action
and our motivationally final end, and even actions that are performed apparently for their own sake
(intrinsically motivated, non-instrumental actions), such as listening to music or dancing, are constitu-
tive means to happiness. The happy man is not one who pursues a life of hedonistic pleasure, but
the man who excels at those activities that constitute human flourishing, those activities that it is nat-
ural for human beings to excel in. Thus, flourishing or happiness is not only the motivational but
also the normative foundation of our actions, our appropriate end (telos) as human beings. Action
that is contrary to our flourishing (for example, self-destructive behaviour springing from weakness
of the will, or akrasia) is irrational for Aristotle. In other words, Aristotle does not oppose a moral life
to self-interest: to live well is to act virtuously (Audi 2006).

23 As Hume says, ‘Tis not contrary to reason to prefer the destruction of the whole world to the scratch-
ing of my finger . . .’ (Hume 1739, 1967: 416). And if one should prefer to see the whole world
destroyed rather than tolerating a minor injury to oneself, the defect would not be one of reason, but
one of feeling. The person would show callous indifference to the fate of others, an absence of caring
and fellow feeling. But is there a rational basis on which we might say that he ought to care? For Hume,
the answer would be negative, desires are at best natural, not rational (Graham 2004: 107–108).

24 Hypothetical imperatives are grounded in desires that people happen to have or tend to have. The
absence of appropriate desire is enough to dispel the force of the normative judgement. Categorical
imperatives (‘You ought to keep your promise of helping your friend’) are special in that they do
not rest upon any conditional desire and thus cannot be rejected by pointing to the absence of that
desire. Should you say: ‘But I don’t want to do it’, someone could legitimately reply: ‘Whether you
want to or not, you have to keep your promises.’ Categorical imperatives thus transcend or override
our desires and inclinations by providing us with rational principles of action, i.e. principles of
action grounded in reason (whose rationality can be examined without recourse to experience),
which override or take precedence over all other considerations when we decide what to do. In
order to test whether what we propose to do is right or wrong, we should ask ourselves whether we
could consistently universalize the ‘maxim’ of our action: could we consistently will that everyone
who happened to have the same reasons for action as ourselves should act in that way? Categorical
imperatives are grounded in reason because they can be universalized (Graham 2004: 108–111).

25 Blackburn criticizes the Kantian picture of the relationship between reason and desire as being
based on a flawed implicit metaphor, that of Reason as Captain of a ship, with our desires, inclina-
tions or passions as the unruly crew members, and the equally implausible picture of the delibera-
tion process. When we deliberate, we do not survey our desires, from the vantage point of some
‘inner deliberator’ (the Kantian Captain), but pay attention to the relevant features of the external
world. Concerns (desires, values, attitudes) are not the objects of deliberation but constitutive features
of the deliberating agent, and they determine the selection of features of the situation that are consid-
ered relevant (Blackburn 1998: 250–261).

26 There are five classes of speech acts: assertives, directives, commissives, expressive and declarations
(Searle 1969). Declarations are Austin’s (1962) original performatives (‘I now pronounce you husband
and wife’, or ‘I declare war on Iraq’, said by the right person in the right context) and they require
the right institutional context to be felicitously uttered. Declarations are those speech acts that
change the world by declaring that a new state of affairs exists and thus bringing that state of affairs
into existence. They have a double direction of fit (world to word, and word to world at the same
time) and they create the very reality they represent.

27 The view we develop in this section partly draws on Bowell and Kemp (2005: 129–130); Graham
(2004: 58–63); Baggini and Fosl (2007: 119–121).

3 Critical discourse analysis and analysis of argumentation

1 Walton discusses persuasive (value-laden) definitions extensively from a dialectical perspective (see
Walton 2001b, 2005, 2006: 245–265, 2007a: 275–322; Walton and Macagno 2009, 2010; Macagno
and Walton 2008, 2010), drawing on early work on definitions by Stevenson (1944) and others.
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Persuasive definitions (‘abortion is murder’) attempt to redefine the descriptive meaning of a word
(while preserving the old emotive meaning) in order to change the extension (reference) of a term in
accordance with the purposes of the arguer.

2 An important question from a dialectical perspective is whether all bias is unreasonable. Both Blair
(1988) and Walton (1999, 2007a) agree that ‘not all bias is bad bias’. In many cases, bias is nothing
else than the kind of advocacy that one would expect from the parties involved in persuasion dialo-
gue, where each party is supposed to strongly advocate his own side. Bias is only problematic when
accompanied by a dialectical shift from a dialogue which is supposed to be two-sided (persuasion
dialogue) to one that is normally expected to be one-sided (eristic). A dialogue that masquerades as
a balanced, even-handed critical discussion and in fact is only one-sided advocacy is dialectically
defective.

3 From a different perspective, which seems nevertheless compatible with our focus on the argumen-
tative nature of manipulation, given that manipulation is contrasted with ‘legitimate persuasion’,
van Dijk (2006) defines it as being, simultaneously, a form of power abuse or illegitimate domina-
tion, of cognitive mind control and of discursive interaction. It is at once a social, cognitive and
social-discursive phenomenon. Illustrative examples are also selected from Blair’s attempts to legiti-
mize the Iraq war.

4 Jonathan Simons, http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/8487703.stm.
5 There is no distinction in this account between examples of (supposed) ‘legitimation’ which are argu-

ments and examples which are explanations. This is in spite of the fact that the latter type of examples
clearly do not involve answers to the question ‘why should we do x’? (van Leeuwen’s correct starting
point), but to the question ‘why did x happen?’, or ‘why did someone do x?’, which is a totally different
question. In argumentation theory, the difference between argument and explanation is a very clear
one. Clauses of the form ‘because y’ do appear in both arguments and explanations, yet not any
‘because y’ signals ‘justification’ or ‘legitimation’, simply because not any ‘because y’ clause is a premise in an
argument. Some ‘because y’ clauses are explanans clauses in explanations. Explanation can of course
raise interesting issues of its own. In saying ‘I did this because I wanted to help you’, the italicized explanans
may be an insincere statement, might provide a false reason (in the sense of cause) for the way I acted,
i.e. it might be a rationalization. (Both arguments and explanations can be rationalizations.) Notice
that the above explanation can be correlated with a previous argument: ‘I want to help you, therefore
I will do x’, which does attempt to legitimize the action. But it is arguments that can legitimize action,
properly speaking, not explanations, unless they report, as here, a previous argument.

6 For Searle, power is always intentional. One cannot talk meaningfully about power unless one is
able to say ‘who exactly has power over exactly whom to get them to do exactly what’ (Searle 2010:
152). In this, he seems to differ from Lukes, for whom the power of systems is unintentional. For
Searle, societies and other collectivities can exert power over their members (we can refer to this as
social pressure, or the power of conformity) because members of such groups are able to get individ-
uals to behave in certain ways whether those individuals want to or not, or can impose informal
sanctions on those who violate the norms, in the knowledge that these sanctions will be supported
by others (Searle 2010: 158–159). Searle refers to this type of power as ‘Background’ power. Also,
for him, because the system of status functions requires collective recognition or acceptance, all
genuine power, while exercised from above, comes from below (Searle 2010: 164–165).

4 The economic crisis in the UK: strategies and arguments

1 For reasons of space we have abridged the text and created paragraphs out of the original format; in
the original format (on the Treasury website), every sentence begins a new paragraph.

2 In Fairclough and Fairclough (2011a) we discussed this in terms of distinct cost–benefit premise. So-
called cost–benefit and efficiency premises are suggested by Bowell and Kemp (2005: 203–204) as
necessary in order to make the argument valid. The conclusion of a practical argument will follow
from the premises if the costs do not outweigh the benefits and if the proposed action is the most
economical or efficient way of bringing about the goal. Not all practical arguments can be discussed
in such consequentialist, utilitarian terms. In our view, considerations having to do with moral val-
ues, duties, rights, obligations, enter the argument as external constraints (institutional facts) and
they may override any cost–benefit or efficiency calculation. This is why the framework we present
here is different.
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3 For argumentation by dissociation, see Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (1969) and particularly van
Rees (2009).

5 Values as premises in the public debate over bankers’ bonuses

1 This chapter is a revised version of Fairclough and Fairclough (2011b), originally presented at the
ISSA Argumentation Conference, Amsterdam, June 2010.

2 A transcript of this debate is available at http://www.stpauls.co.uk/Learning-Education/St-Pauls-
Institute/2009-Programme-Money-Integrity-and-Wellbeing.

3 We have also looked at The Daily Telegraph comments thread (following the article by Quinn and
Hall, 2009), which is fairly similar in terms of the overall views expressed but less extensive (only 12
comments). There is no space to include any discussion of this thread here.

4 We have abridged some of the comments to avoid repetition, corrected various typos and replaced
words written in uppercase for emphasis by italicized words.

6 Deliberation as genre in the parliamentary debate on university tuition fees

1 The transcript of the debate is available in Hansard, Columns 540–629, at http://www.publications.
parliament.uk/pa/cm201011/cmhansrd/cm101209/debtext/101209–0002.htm.

2 Walton’s (2007a) view of deliberation and debate is different. For Walton, deliberation is one of six
types of dialogue, alongside persuasion dialogue, inquiry dialogue, information-seeking dialogue,
negotiation and eristic dialogue. More recently, he has added debate to this list as another dialogue
type. In his view, debates (such as TV debates or talk-shows) come closest to (but are more regulated
than) eristic dialogue (quarrels) (Walton 2008a: 4). This typology does not draw a clear distinction
between different levels of analysis: debate and deliberation are placed at the same level and it is
not clear whether they correspond to genres or to activity types, or whether they are normative or
descriptive concepts. See also van Eemeren’s discussion of this typology (2010: 131–138).

3 Ietxcu-Fairclough (2008, 2009) attempts to discuss strategic manoeuvring in the political field, focus-
ing on a particular example of adjudication.

4 Note that the opening stage of the argumentation reconstructed as critical discussion is not the same
as the Open stage of deliberation dialogue (as genre) – these two sequences of stages belong to differ-
ent theoretical models and have been developed entirely independently, hence the terminological
overlap and the possibility of confusion.

5 All references to line numbers in this chapter are to the Hansard transcript.
6 We are drawing on a discussion on strategic manoeuvring with the burden of proof, including the

notion of a ‘pragmatic status quo’, in van Eemeren (2010: 213–240). The fallacy of evading the bur-
den of proof is discussed in van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1992, Chapter 10).

7 It is interesting to observe that David Willetts’s failure to address the relevant issues is justified (ratio-
nalized) in terms of (legitimate) time constraints: he is not avoiding the issue, he merely does not have
enough time to address it properly (‘I am sorry that there will not be time for me to respond to all
the points that have been made’).

8 The excerpt comes from Nick Clegg’s official website, at http://www.libdems.org.uk/nccom_home.
aspx.

9 See the entire comments thread at http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/nov/16/
coalition-poker-clegg-broken-promises?commentpage.
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