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Abstract
Anyone interested in philosophical argumentation should be prepared to study phil-
osophical debates and controversies because it is an intensely dialogical, and even 
contentious, genre of argumentation. There is hardly any other way to do them jus-
tice. This is the reason why the present special issue addresses philosophical argu-
mentation within philosophical debates. Of the six articles in this special issue, 
one deals with a technical aspect, the diagramming of arguments, another contrasts 
two moments in philosophical argumentation, Antiquity and the twentieth century, 
focusing on the use of refutation, and the remaining four analyze particular philo-
sophical controversies. The controversies analyzed differ significantly in their char-
acteristics (time, extension, media, audience,…). Hopefully, this varied sample will 
illuminate some salient aspects of philosophical argumentation, its representation 
and variations throughout history. We are fully aware that, given the scarcity of pre-
vious studies of philosophical debates from the perspective of argumentation theory, 
the following specimens of analysis must have several shortcomings. But it is a well-
known adage that the hardest part is the beginning. That is what we tried to achieve 
here, no more, but no less either.

Keywords Argument diagramming · Philosophical argumentation · Philosophical 
controversies · Philosophy of argumentation · Refutation

‘Philosophy was born in controversy and thrives on controversy’, says a recent 
author (Gracia 2004, x), and we agree. In spite of this fact, disputes among philoso-
phers have not often been subjected to the kind of analysis and evaluation which we 
are used to in argumentation theory. This special issue has the purpose to make a 
start by approaching this complex subject from multiple perspectives. The question 
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we started from, suggested to us by the editor-in-chief of this journal, concerns the 
role of argumentation in philosophical controversies. We put this question to a num-
ber of scholars whom we knew to have an interest in the particular kind of dispute 
that philosophers get involved in; but we did not insist on this apparent implication, 
nor did we set any limits to the approach to be taken. The only condition was to 
choose one particular case and to relate their discussion to it. Some of the scholars 
we invited were sufficiently intrigued to accept to take part in this venture. Reading 
their work has prompted us to the following reflections.

1  Whence Can We Expect a Theory of Philosophical Argumentation?

Philosophy has the longest continuing history of argumentation and controversy in 
Western civilization.1 Other disciplines or fields—medicine, law, rhetoric, history, 
mathematics—may be said to be equally old or even older than philosophy, but their 
practitioners hardly ever seriously consider what their ancestors wrote or thought. 
The history of philosophy is indeed full of accidents and detours, but it started about 
two and a half millennia ago and we are still at it; and, although some of its charac-
ters and some of its questions have faded away from time to time, they always have a 
knack for re-entering the philosophical conversation sooner or later.

From the beginning, philosophers have directed their acuity of mind towards the 
claims and arguments made by other philosophers as well as themselves.2 For it was 
in philosophy that the very concepts of claim and argument were first invented; and 
it was philosophers who pioneered their analysis and evaluation. In that respect, we 
could say that philosophers have always had what Peirce called a logica utens—
a theory of philosophical argumentation largely implicit in the different ways they 
have tried to analyze and evaluate philosophical claims and arguments. It is true that 
a few attempts at establishing the building blocks for a logica docens—an explicit 
theory of philosophical argumentation—have been made from time to time. Aristo-
tle’s dialectics, Descartes’ celebrated method, Kant’s transcendental logic, Russell’s 
theory of definite descriptions, are good examples of that. However, none of them 
amounts to a theory of philosophical argumentation in the sense of the contempo-
rary field of argumentation theory.

On the other hand, we must take into account that contemporary argumenta-
tion theory was born from the fear that modern state propaganda, the advertise-
ment industry, and the increasing production of hoaxes, fake news, and conspiracy 

1 It could be and it has been argued that philosophy, or something very much like philosophy, is to be 
found in other civilizations. Not having the required competence, we shall not be talking about that ques-
tion. To avoid boring readers with needless repetition, we beg them to add the phrase ‘in Western civili-
zation’ where appropriate.
2 Philosophers have always been interested in argumentation produced by non-philosophers; but, when 
they engage in the analysis or evaluation of non-philosophical argumentation, their own remains philo-
sophical. Philosophers do not turn into physicians or lawyers by studying medical or legal argumentation. 
Inversely, when argumentation theorists try to analyse or evaluate philosophical argumentation, they do 
not turn into philosophers.
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theories may have deleterious effects on the behaviour of citizens and voters in con-
temporary democracies. So, it was natural that the main efforts of argumentation 
theorists have thus far been mainly directed to argumentation in the mass media. 
Other areas of argumentative activity that have attracted some moderate interest 
from argumentation theorists are medicine and the law.3 Yet philosophy has scarcely 
been a top priority in the agenda of argumentation theorists, apart from a few excep-
tions that will be mentioned later on. In any case, the main goal of this special issue 
is to exemplify some new tools and questions as they may be applied to the task of 
better understanding how philosophers argue.

2  Philosophy of Argumentation vs Philosophical Argumentation

Regarding the relations between philosophy and argumentation theory, there are two 
main foci of interest: philosophy of argumentation and philosophical argumentation.

Argumentation, like any other practice (education, technology, religion, sport, 
etc.), can be a subject for philosophical reflection, thus giving rise to a philosophy 
of argumentation. This raises the question of what the relationship of the philoso-
phy of argumentation to argumentation theory should be. Wayne Brockriede con-
siders these two labels interchangeable: “one necessary ingredient for developing 
a theory or philosophy of argument is the arguer himself” (Brockriede 1972, 1, 
emphasis added). As is well known, informal logic was introduced in 1978 as a new 
philosophical discipline, recognized by the International Federation of Philosophi-
cal Societies (FISP) under the rubric of ‘philosophy of argumentation’ (Johnson and 
Blair 1980, p 25–26). This identification of informal logic with the philosophy of 
argumentation has subsequently been insisted upon by authors such as Trudy Govier 
(1999) and David Hitchcock (2000). The philosophy of argumentation, finally, can 
also be understood as a second-order discipline, which reflects on argumentation 
theories, as does J. Anthony Blair:

This chapter is an essay in the philosophy of argument. It recommends a way 
of conceptualizing argument and argumentation. The goal is to construct a 
framework in terms of which various particular theories of argument can be 
seen to have their place, and the various controversies in the field of argument 
studies can be located. I argue that the recommended conceptualizations have 
the implication that some of the controversies have (Blair 2012a, b [2003], 
171).

This special issue is not devoted to the philosophy of argumentation but to philo-
sophical controversies—that is, to philosophical argumentation. Approaching phil-
osophical argumentation from the theory of argumentation implies considering it 

3 Of course, there is an abundant production on legal argumentation by philosophers of law, such as 
Perelman, Viehweg, Wróblewski, Peczenik, Aarnio, Alexy and MacCormick. Again, philosophers of 
medicine and philosophically inclined physicians have launched ‘bio-ethics’ and ‘evidence-based medi-
cine’ in an attempt to improve the quality of medical argumentation.
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as an argumentative practice among others, such as legal, political, medical, scien-
tific, artistic, etc. argumentation. The assumption is that the practice of philosophi-
cal argumentation has certain characteristics of its own, although neither necessarily 
exclusive nor invariant over time. This is the focus of most of the contributions in 
this special issue on philosophical controversies.

The practice of philosophical argumentation can be addressed from a descrip-
tive approach: ‘how do philosophers argue?’, or from a normative approach: ‘how 
should philosophers argue?’. The normative approach corresponds to what could be 
called ‘philosophical argumentation theory’. Indeed, for many authors, the adjective 
‘philosophical’ is closely associated with the study of normativity:

So understood, Argumentation Theory would be the philosophical task of 
characterizing the normative activity of arguing and its underlying conception 
of argumentation goodness; and this transcendental conception of Argumenta-
tion Theory would be called to play a central role within epistemology, theo-
ries of rationality, and any other field in which normative concepts such as jus-
tification, rationality, reasons or reasonableness are pivotal. (Bermejo-Luque 
2016, 2; emphasis added).

All argumentative practices (practices in which asking for, giving, and examining 
reasons occupy a central position) are typically reflexive and self-regulating, but a 
feature that is often mentioned as characteristic of philosophical controversies is that 
they are frequently consciously argumentative. Thus, Shai Frogel insists that philo-
sophical activity is characterized by the absence of unappealable criteria of justifica-
tion and its simultaneous commitment to justification (2005, 5); Jonathan L. Cohen 
states that analytic philosophy is the reasoned discussion of what can be a reason 
for what, and deals with normative problems having to do with the rationality of 
judgments, attitudes, procedures and actions. (1986, 49); and Bermejo Luque con-
tends that because philosophical practice is conducted, mostly, by arguments, suit-
able normative models for argumentation are necessary if philosophy is to achieve 
self-understanding and self-regulation. (2011, 273–274).

What does it mean that philosophical activity is consciously argumentative? Prac-
tices are inherently normative, and the description of that internal normativity is part 
of the description of any practice. But the label ’theory of philosophical argumenta-
tion’ points to a different claim, since that theory should provide the means to assess 
and improve the practice of philosophical argumentation (as Bermejo Luque empha-
sizes in the preceding paragraph). Paula Olmos (2019) distinguishes three levels of 
pragmatic explicitness in argumentative practices:

• Implicit (tacit) normativity, displayed in argumentative behavior, entails the dis-
cursive recognition of tacit reasonable links and can be expressed in the norma-
tive use of analogies and counter-analogies that compare arguments. It is the 
most usual level in everyday argumentative practices, learned or acquired along 
with language.

• Normativity expressed and discussed in the argumentative practice itself entails 
the explicitness and discussion of warrants, which involve the verbalization 
of the proposed link between reason and conclusion. Warrants are rules that 
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embody standards of reasonableness in force in a community or in an argumen-
tative practice. It is typical of specialized (even professional) argumentative 
practices, in which reference can be made to a more conscious regulation of such 
standards.

• Criticism of the current normativity: on a more sophisticated and philosophical 
level, one can question (and eventually modify) the status quo of a certain cur-
rent standard of rationality (or the discussion of the very existence of standards 
of rationality) on the basis of epistemic, ethical, etc. considerations. This implies 
a type of critical reception that we could call, in a certain sense, ‘meta-argumen-
tative’ and that usually takes the form of addressing the general validity of cer-
tain types of argumentative links, trying either to justify or to attack such valid-
ity.

Although this issue is not devoted to the theory of philosophical argumentation 
in the sense explained above, some of Catarina Dutilh Novaes’ statements fall in its 
field: thus dialectic is especially suitable for the philosophical purpose of question-
ing the obvious, or the counterexample-based approach to philosophical refutation, 
can give rise to philosophical theorizing on subtle disputes.

3  Philosophers on Philosophical Argumentation—a Potted History

Although it can be argued that Socrates and Plato—and even Parmenides and Zeno 
before them—both argued in strikingly innovative ways and reflected deeply about 
those new and strange ways of arguing which we came to associate with the name of 
‘philosophy’, it seems pretty certain that it was Aristotle, as a young man, who first 
developed an apparatus for the description, analysis, and evaluation of argumenta-
tion. At the end of his first tract on the subject, he claims:

That our programme has been adequately completed is clear. But we must not 
omit to notice what has happened in regard to this inquiry. For in the case 
of all discoveries the results of previous labours that have been handed down 
from others have been advanced bit by bit by those who have taken them on, 
whereas the original discoveries generally make an advance that is small at 
first though much more useful than the development which later springs out 
of them. (…) Of the present inquiry, on the other hand, it was not the case that 
part of the work had been thoroughly done before, while part had not. Nothing 
existed at all. (On Sophistical Refutations, 183b15–36; tr. Pickard-Cambridge 
in Barnes 1984)

 This first tract addresses the practice, by certain skilled people (whom Plato gave 
the sobriquet of ‘sophists’ or know-it-alls), of making people contradict themselves 
by setting an argumentative trap for them. Note that people who were entrapped 
were perfectly aware that they had been tricked; but they did not know how those 
tricks and traps actually worked. What the young Aristotle provided was an analytic 
apparatus to do exactly that. From that starting point, he proceeded to develop, in a 
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larger treatise, a general propaedeutic for philosophical dialogue. Here a description 
of its purposes:

It has three purposes—intellectual training, casual encounters, and the philo-
sophical sciences. That it is useful as a training is obvious on the face of it. The 
possession of a plan of inquiry will enable us more easily to argue about the 
subject proposed. For purposes of casual encounters, it is useful because when 
we have counted up the opinions held by most people, we shall meet them 
on the ground not of other people’s convictions but of their own, shifting the 
ground of any argument that they appear to us to state unsoundly. For the study 
of the philosophical sciences it is useful, because the ability to puzzle on both 
sides of a subject will make us detect more easily the truth and error about the 
several points that arise. (Topics, 101a25–36; tr. W.A. Pickard-Cambridge in 
Barnes 1984, very slightly modified)

Aristotle’s model was the Socratic dialogue as depicted in Plato’s dialogue: each 
one of two interlocutors were assigned one of two roles: questioner or answerer; the 
questions to be asked could be open (many possible answers) or closed (one answer, 
yes or no); the range of the questions was fourfold: definition, genus, proprium or 
accident. To give an example: ‘what is the definition of X?’ would be an open ques-
tion concerning definition; ‘is Y an accidental attribute of X or not?’ a closed ques-
tion. Aristotle wanted to train questioners to put forward a sequence of questions 
such that the answerer would contradict himself; and to train answerers to answer 
them in such a way as to avoid falling into contradiction.

In a sense, the Topics are a counterpart to the earlier Sophistical Refutations. In 
fact, the Topics could be called On Socratic Refutations—it would deal with legit-
imate criticisms of the other’s claims and arguments as much as the earlier work 
dealt with the illegitimate entrapments of the ‘sophists’. Together, these two works 
are thus the first theory of philosophical argumentation. As such, its primary interest 
was practical—to train students to do it well, not to incur in illegitimate argumen-
tation and to overcome the opponent by means of legitimate argumentation. It is 
important to notice that arguing was done by means of asking and answering ques-
tions,4 much as experienced lawyers build their legal arguments by the cross-exam-
ination of witnesses. In fact, the inventor of the method, Socrates, sometimes refers 
to it in exactly that way, almost as though he had been inspired by lawyers’ practice.

At some point in his career, Aristotle came to think that, if dialectics, as codi-
fied in the above two works, was a useful propaedeutic for the acquisition of proper 
scientific knowledge, dealing with merely probable or widely shared opinion,  then 
there was room for a different discipline, dealing directly with the form of scientific 
knowledge itself. Thus was born what he called ‘analytic’ and we call ‘logic’, more 
precisely ‘syllogistic logic’.5 The status of this extraordinary Aristotelian invention is 

4 In fact, one of the most important technical words in logic, premise, is a translation of Greek πρότασις, 
which is defined by Aristotle as a kind of question!
5 In Aristotle’s usage, ‘logic’, ‘logical’ and logically’ are synonymous with ‘dialectics’, ‘dialectical’ and 
‘dialectically’ (see Zingano 2017).
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a controversial matter, which we cannot do justice to here. What we can say is that 
neither syllogistic logic nor its successors—from Stoic propositional logic to mod-
ern mathematical logic—can claim to be a theory of argumentation, philosophical or 
non-philosophical.

As is well known, Christian theology has a long history of disputation concerning 
the correct interpretation of Scripture. How much this practice owes to the dialec-
tical tradition of the various Greek philosophical schools is difficult to ascertain; 
but the fact that Boethius did translate all of Aristotle’s ‘logical’ works into Latin 
and wrote extensive commentaries on them is an indication that such a connection 
is likely.6 However that may be, the Middle Ages inaugurated a new method, the 
so-called ‘scholastic method’ (Grabmann 1909), at whose centre was the quaestio. 
This was both a research method and a method for the organization of knowledge. 
It was used in all four faculties: the lower, or philosophical faculty, as well as the 
three higher ones—theology, law, medicine (Lawn 1993). At its core was a closed 
question, ‘whether something is the case or not’, having only two possible answers, 
‘yes, it is the case’ and ‘no, it is not the case’. A master assigned two groups of stu-
dents the task of finding arguments, one group for the affirmative, another for the 
negative.7 Then a meeting was convened in which the two groups presented their 
findings. The master then engaged in a usually very sophisticated and often long 
argumentation chain, weighing up the merits and demerits of each side and decid-
ing which was right or whether the truth was somehow divided between the two 
positions.

Naturally enough, this argumentation involved drawing a certain number of dis-
tinctions, some consecrated by tradition, some new. Good disputations of this kind 
were attended by a public of students and scholars, many of them travelling from 
other universities, so that the results of disputations were widely shared in the 
‘republic of letters’. Thus, a body of knowledge consisting of these materials slowly 
accumulated, so that from time to time an adventurous thinker took it upon him-
self to produce a summa of such ‘questions’, a kind of companion or handbook for 
use by scholars and students in the whole learned world. An egregious exemplar 
of this kind of writing, perhaps the most important one, is the Summa Theologiae 
by Thomas Aquinas (Grabmann 1919; McGinn 2014). In this extraordinary book 
we can distinguish the main features of the art of summary: a variable number of 
closed questions, called articuli, have to be collected together as jointly throwing 
light on one general problem (say, the ends of man); such a general problem was 
called a quaestio, which sometimes, but by no means always, can be straightfor-
wardly expressed as an open question. Thus, Aquinas’ Summa contains about 600 

6 The literary genre of commentaries (ὑπομνήματα) on Plato and Aristotle, starting around 3C AD 
(although there is evidence of much earlier commentaries) and going on through the Islamic, Hebrew, 
and finally Latin Middle Ages, is characterized by an effort to identify and analyse the philosophical 
arguments expressed or implied in those texts. The most favoured methods used for that purpose are 
taken from the Organon, as put together by Aristotle’s posthumous editors; such applications amount to 
an applied theory of argumentation rather than an explicit one.
7 Connoisseurs will immediately recognise the similarity with the tradition of intercollegiate debating in 
the United States that developed towards the end of the 19C and persists to this day.
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quaestiones, which are again grouped together in four unequal parts, sharing a com-
mon theme. All in all, the Summa discusses over 2500 closed questions in as many 
articuli. The art of the summa represents a logic utens, an implicit theory of argu-
mentation whose three main components are: the reduction of general problems to 
closed questions; the marshalling of arguments in favour of one or the other alter-
native expressed in those closed questions; and a deployment of concepts, claims, 
definitions, distinctions, and arguments to decide to which alternative belong the 
strongest reasons.

What we do not have in a summa or in any other book made up of quaestiones is 
an explicit theory of argumentation that would describe and support the procedure 
followed in thus organizing the material.

Early modern Europe may be said to start when Bacon, Hobbes, and Descartes 
vehemently argued that medieval ‘logic’—as taught explicitly in ‘logical’ treatises 
or presumably as evinced in the literary genre of quaestiones—was a sterile enter-
prise, only capable of arranging already known truths but utterly unable to help us 
find new ones, and in addition full of strange words with dubious meanings. Instead, 
they started a new project, namely, to identify the sources and limitations of our 
knowledge, and to spell out the method that we should follow in order to attain new 
knowledge from those sources without trespassing the limits of what we can know.8 
This project of modernity has haunted us ever since, giving birth to one philosophi-
cal school after another up to the present day. Has this project also managed to pro-
duce a theory of philosophical argumentation? At most it can be said to have pro-
vided us with pointers in certain directions: the importance of induction as well as 
its troubles (Bacon, Hume, Whewell, logical positivism), the seductions of math-
ematical proof (Descartes, Leibniz, Spinoza, Frege, Russell), the need to recognize 
something like ‘transcendental arguments’ (Kant, Husserl, contemporary analytic 
and ‘Continental’ philosophy), the occasional attacks on certain forms of argumen-
tation (e.g. the four ‘idols’, the is–ought problem, the ‘naturalistic’ fallacy, the ‘veri-
fication’ principle). However, a few swallows do not make a spring; and a few aper-
çus do not make a theory.

8 One way of conceptualizing this shift would be to say that it takes us from dialectics, as the art of con-
versation or, more specifically, of argumentation, to logic, understood as the method of secure reasoning. 
The fact that the pioneers of early modern philosophy—Bacon, Hobbes, and Descartes—had nothing but 
contempt for medieval dialectics and logic explains why we find very little logic in the next generation 
of philosophers, both the empiricists and the rationalists, with the sole exception of Leibniz. Nonethe-
less, Arnauld and Nicole did attempt a kind of synthesis of medieval logic and the Cartesian search for 
a method that would allow us to discover new truths. Kant himself, who invented the phrase ‘formal 
logic’, contrasted it with his ‘transcendental logic’, thereby opening the gates for a bifurcation of the way 
in which logic came to be conceived after him. On the one hand, we find a series of logic textbooks and 
treatises, starting with Hegel’s and Mill’s, and on and one until about the 1940s, which in very different 
ways tried to construct a philosophical logic (conflated with ontology, methodology, epistemology, and 
even psychology). On the other hand, we find a series of mathematicians or mathematician-philosophers 
who stick to the idea of formal logic, thereby creating mathematical logic, a discipline whose impressive 
accumulation of knowledge gave it a prestige that has made it very difficult, especially after WWII, to 
use the word ‘logic’ in any other way.
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On the other hand, along the twentieth century we can recognize a few adventur-
ous spirits who did try at least to sketch a theory of philosophical argumentation: 
Leonard Nelson (1921/2016), Robin G. Collingwood (1933, 1939, 1940), Chaïm 
Perelman (1945, 1949, 1958/1969), Henry W. Johnstone, Jr. (1959, 1978), Nicholas 
Rescher (1978, 1987, 2009), Lawrence H. Powers (1995). However, all of them, as 
far as we can tell, have failed to attract followers who would develop a proper theory 
from their valuable insights.9 What we do have instead is an entirely new field—
argumentation studies and, within it, argumentation theory—that did not emerge 
from philosophy, nor has it been recognized as part of philosophy. It is to this field 
that we now turn our attention; but we can perhaps anticipate the main points: argu-
mentation theory is a field on its own that has a clear agenda and a healthy variety of 
views; philosophers are certainly part of the effort, together with academics of other 
areas (law, communication, linguistics, rhetoric, debating, critical thinking, cogni-
tive science, social science), but argumentation theory is not a part of philosophy; 
the theory can and should be applied to all sorts of argumentation, including the 
philosophical; so, philosophy is just one more area of application of the concepts 
and methods of argumentation theory; if philosophy, or any other area of application 
for that matter, has certain special properties, then the application should be care-
fully adapted to them.

4  The New Field of Argumentation Theory

Argumentation theory was born from a specific theoretical challenge, issued by the 
Australian logician Charles L. Hamblin in his book Fallacies (1970). Before this 
book, people interested in the analysis and evaluation of arguments had made a 
fairly uncritical use of the term ‘fallacy’—unclearly defined and often inconsistent 
with the actual example of fallacies identified—a congeries of ill-assorted cases that 
started more or less with a selection from Aristotle’s list in On Sophistical Refuta-
tions and adding all kinds of new specimens along the way. Hamblin described what 
he called ‘the standard treatment’ and showed beyond reasonable doubt that it was 
theoretically bankrupt. Now, given that the standard treatment of fallacies was the 
main, if not indeed the sole weapon in separating good from bad arguments (bad 
arguments being those that committed fallacies), Hamblin’s demonstration was a 
direct and peremptory challenge to all people interested in evaluating arguments to 
take thought and come up with something better.

What the decade 1972–1982 brought us was a set of four responses to Hamblin’s 
challenge. Each response followed a different strategy; and together they created the 

9 Johnstone tried to create an institutional framework for the development of his insights, the journal 
Philosophy and Rhetoric (established in 1968); but, whatever merits the journal has, it neither served for 
the theoretical development of Johnstone’s ideas nor did it consolidate itself as a journal on argumenta-
tion theory.
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contemporary field of argumentation theory, which can thus be said to be exactly a 
half-century old.10

Starting in 1972, the Canadian philosophers John Woods and Douglas Walton 
followed a ‘divide and rule’ strategy, i.e., instead of seeking a general theory of fal-
lacies, they tried to formulate a particular theory for each fallacy, relying either on 
classical formal logic or on some non-classical system. They pursued this strategy 
since 1972 and continued to collaborate on it for ten consecutive years. To crown 
this theoretical activity, they published together a handbook providing methods 
for the evaluation of arguments according to the logical perspective (Woods and 
Walton 1982). Then each author has gone his own way, Walton moving steadily 
towards informal logic and artificial argumentation, Woods towards cognitive sci-
ence and non-classical logics. The very important collection of pioneering articles 
that emerged from that decade-long collaboration can be conveniently consulted in 
Woods and Walton (1989).

The Canadian philosophers Ralph H. Johnson and J. Anthony Blair followed a 
very different strategy, designing and refining a systematic method of evaluation by 
means of three new criteria: acceptability (of the premises of an argument), rele-
vance (of the premises relative to the conclusion) and sufficiency (of the premises to 
affirm the conclusion based on them). With their 1977 book Logical Self-Defense, 
the project known as ‘informal logic’ was born (more information in Walton and 
Brinton 1997; Puppo 2019). Although these three criteria have given rise to a long 
debate as to their appropriateness and status, the fact of the matter is that one can 
either redefine fallacies (as argumentative moves that fail to fulfil them) or, alterna-
tively, one can just forego all talk of fallacies and simply use the criteria directly to 
evaluate the arguments on offer.

In 1978, two young Dutch academics, Frans H. van Eemeren (a linguist special-
ising in pragmatics), and Rob Grootendorst (a student of communication) started 
doing research on argumentation. In good old European tradition, they first con-
centrated on the history of the problems, but they did so only in order patiently to 
build a systematic inquiry. This culminated, in 1982, in the invention of ‘pragma-
dialectics’, a theory that unites two perspectives: (a) the study of the speech acts 
involved in the various operations that arguers carry out during a discussion, (b) the 
identification of the constitutive rules that allow those speech acts to resolve an ini-
tial difference of opinion. Within this theoretical framework, traditional fallacies are 
revealed to be violations of the rules of a critical discussion, and those rules in their 

10 According to a widespread legend, argumentation theory was born in 1958, with the almost simulta-
neous publication of Stephen Toulmin’s The Uses of Argument, and Chaïm Perelman’s and Lucie Olbre-
chts-Tyteca’s Traité de l’argumentation: La nouvelle rhétorique (English translation 1969). However, 
these two works had very little impact for a long while, and they were read mainly by outsiders with a 
view to practice, mainly in debating and in legal argumentation. Incidentally, each of these two fields 
has its own literature on argumentation that partly feeds from older fields, debating from rhetoric and 
composition in the United States, and legal argumentation from sociology, philosophy, traditional logic, 
rhetoric, and the common law tradition, both in the United States and in Europe. Toulmin and Perelman 
were incorporated to argumentation theory by van Eemeren and Grootendorst in 1978, and from there 
they made their way into the work of the other pioneers.
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turn open the way to define hitherto unidentified types of fallacy. A whole research 
programme was thus launched that continues to this day. A recent survey is in van 
Eemeren (2018).

Finally, in 1979, the Canadian philosopher Michael Gilbert published How to 
Win an Argument. Note that this blockbuster title is not the author’s own but was 
devised by the publisher for commercial purposes; it easily misleads the reader into 
believing that Gilbert’s book belongs to the self-help shelves, while it is in fact a 
very innovative theoretical proposal; all the same, the title already hints that the tar-
get of Gilbert’s theorising is not the logician’s argument—say, a set of premises and 
conclusions—but rather the argument as a discussion between two interlocutors. 
In fact, we can summarise Gilbert’s proposal as making three points: (a) the most 
important and frequent discussions—’arguments’—among human beings are the 
ones we have every day, with other members of our respective families, our fellow 
students, our colleagues and bosses at work, our close friends, our neighbours; (b) 
those discussions have several dimensions, i.e. they are not exhausted by the orderly 
and ‘logical’ aspects that tend to absorb the interest of other theorists, but on the 
contrary they have ‘non-logical’ aspects or dimensions, among which emotions, the 
physical embodiment, in particular, the use of the body, and the appeal to intuitions 
and hunches stand out; (c) we cannot evaluate arguments if we rest content with the 
purely logical view, so that, if we are to speak of fallacies, we must extend this con-
cept in non-logical directions.

5  Two Broad Types of Argumentation Theory

This is as good a place as any to distinguish two broad types of argumentation the-
ory. Notice that the first two theoretical strategies described above (Woods-Walton 
and Johnson-Blair) focus on arguments in the logician’s sense, i.e., they follow the 
classical tendency to extract them from the argumentative conversations or texts in 
which we detect their presence and consider them in isolation. Naturally enough, 
the conversation or text in which such arguments occur always contains much else, 
which is considered, from both perspectives, as irrelevant and disposable—‘clutter’ 
in Johnson’s useful terminology (Johnson 2014, p 64–65, 70, 84, 116). In contrast, 
the other two theoretical strategies (van Eemeren-Grootendorst and Gilbert) start 
from complex communicative situations, which we can call ‘discussions’ (or ‘argu-
ments’ in the other sense of the word). Here, we do not consider a priori that there 
are irrelevant or disposable elements. On the contrary, whatever the arguers say or 
do can in principle be important for the proper understanding of the whole argumen-
tative process. We can therefore say that the first two founding initiatives of the field 
of argumentation theory, born respectively in 1972 and 1977, propose theories of 
arguments in the narrow sense, while the last two initiatives, from 1978 and 1979, 
propose rather theories of discussion or of the argumentative process. (On the dis-
tinction between types of argumentation theory, the interested reader can consult 
Leal and Marraud 2022, Chapter 2).

Before going on with our story, it is useful to distinguish between four areas of 
communicative activity in which argumentation plays a role. First, we have private 
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argumentation, taking place in everyday life among all sorts of people: we argue with 
our family and friends, but also on occasion with strangers we meet by chance or in 
the course of our daily activities, such as shopping, asking for directions, riding on 
public means of transport, and so on. Then, we have public argumentation. This is 
the realm of democratic discussion, in canvassing, political meetings, or in the mass 
media or increasingly in the social media. Further, we have professional argumen-
tation, done by lawyers in court or with a client, by physicians among themselves 
(e.g., in differential diagnosis or ‘doing the rounds’ in a hospital) or with a patient, 
by architects, engineers, administrators, managers, and so on in construction sites, 
business meetings, and whatnot. Finally, we have academic argumentation, that takes 
place in universities, colleges, research institutes, scientific conferences, laboratories, 
and so on. We can say that these four areas are located along an axis of increasing 
specialisation in knowledge and jargon, where private argumentation is at the least 
and academic argumentation at the most specialised pole. In public argumentation we 
find some amount of specialisation in comparison with private argumentation; and 
that modest amount comes invariably from the professional and the academic spheres 
(cf. Goodnight 1982). Given that professional have to talk to laypeople all the time, 
their argumentative activities are less specialised than those of the academics, who 
only talk among themselves.

Why should this be important? It is because, for a variety of reason having to 
do with the fact that argumentation theory was born in democratic countries, most 
theorists have been mainly preoccupied with private and public argumentation, as 
anybody looking into the books and papers written in half a century of theorising 
can confirm. It is true that there is an increasing interest in at least two areas of 
professional argumentation. One is the law, which has its own tradition of thinking 
about argumentation; and the other is medicine or rather the health care professions 
in general (including nursing and clinical psychology), especially since the advent 
of the movements for bioethics and evidence-based clinical practice. As far as we 
are aware, there is little, if any, work done in relation to other professional fields. 
This leaves us with academic argumentation, which is practically a virgin field. Aca-
demics, of course, are reflective people who have thought harder and written more 
than anyone on problems having to do with argumentation in their fields. Philosophy 
is just one patch within this large area; and philosophers have conducted the long-
est conversation on this topic in the history of the West. This fact probably induces 
many academics and most philosophers to be sceptical about the contribution that 
argumentation theory can make to the analysis and evaluation of their argumentative 
activities. But here, as in all questions of the same sort, the proof of the pudding is 
in the eating. Let us then consider the papers we managed to collect for this special 
issue.

6  Argumentative Styles in Philosophical Argumentation

Of the six articles that make up this special issue, one deals with a technical 
aspect, the diagramming of arguments, another contrasts two moments in philo-
sophical argumentation, Antiquity and the twentieth century, focusing on the use 
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of refutation, and the remaining four analyse particular philosophical controver-
sies. The controversies analysed differ significantly in various ways, as set forth in 
Table 1.

Hopefully, this variety will go some ways toward representing philosophical 
argumentation throughout history. Now for the details.

Shai Frogel, in ‘Bramhall versus Hobbes: the Rhetoric of Religion vs. the Rheto-
ric of Philosophy’, analyzes the debate between Thomas Hobbes and John Bramhall, 
bishop of Derry, on Liberty and Necessity. Frogel in his well-known The Rhetoric 
of Philosophy (2005) had characterized philosophical activity by two main features: 
the absence of definitive criteria of justification along with a commitment to justi-
fication, and the search for truth. These characteristics, which explain the distinc-
tive features of philosophical argumentation, Frogel argued, recommend studying 
it from a rhetorical perspective, rather than from a logical perspective: “Rhetoric, 
which dealing with arguments whose validity is not derived from pre-determined 
criteria, can provide significant tools for an understanding of intellectual activity one 
of whose two fundamental characteristics is the absence of definitive criteria of jus-
tification along with a commitment to justification.” (o cit., 5–6).

Frogel had already claimed in the same book that when philosophy is subjected 
to binding criteria of justification, it stops being philosophy and turns into science 
or religion (op. cit., 7), and the debate between Hobbes and Bramhall, which he pre-
sents as a debate between the rhetoric of philosophy (or ‘the rhetoric of The Truth’) 
and the rhetoric of religion, provides him with the opportunity to deepen this con-
trast between two argumentative styles.

Table 2 summarizes the distinguishing characteristics of the rhetoric of philoso-
phy versus the rhetoric of religion, according to Frogel.

As a consequence of these profound divergences, philosophy cannot accept the 
validity of the arguments of religion, supported on the authority of scripture and 
not on human understanding. And, conversely, religion cannot accept the validity 
of the arguments of philosophy, which appeal to human understanding and not on 
the authority of scripture. We are therefore faced with a non-normal argumenta-
tive exchange, in the sense of Fogelin, with a lack of shared procedures for resolv-
ing disagreements (2005/1985, 6). What then is the point of Bramhall and Hobbes’ 
argumentative exchange? Frogel’s response is that the value of controversies that 

Table 1  Particular controversies analyzed in the special issue

Article Time Duration Venue Disciplines involved

Frogel Mid-
17C

15 years Oral dispute followed up by 
series of books

Philosophy and religion

Marraud Early 
20C

15 years Discussion section of spe-
cialized journal (Mind)

Philosophy, prompted by psychia-
trist

Leal Early 
21C

A few 
months

Non-specialized journal 
(London Review of Books)

Philosophy and science (general 
biology)

Galindo Early 
21C

A few hours Lecture and replies, later 
collected in book

Philosophy and science (primatol-
ogy)
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confront incompatible types of rhetoric (or argumentative styles) is that they force 
opponents to address issues they would not otherwise take into consideration. Thus, 
Archbishop Bramhall forces Hobbes to contemplate the moral and religious implica-
tions of his view, and the philosopher Hobbes forces Bramhall to rethink his most 
fundamental dogmas more logically and independently. Interestingly enough, in ‘Is 
Natural Selection in Trouble? When Emotions Run High in a Philosophical Debate’ 
Fernando Leal also detects, in the controversy between Fodor and other scholars 
regarding the theory of natural selection, a discussion in which the theoretical ques-
tion of the truth or falsity of a hypothesis and the practical question of its pernicious 
consequences for society are intertwined and overlapped.

Many of the features that Frogel identifies as distinctive to philosophical argu-
mentation reappear in ‘Two types of refutation in philosophical argumentation’. 
Specifically, Catarina Dutilh Novaes points out that philosophical inquiry often con-
sists in questioning the obvious and stresses the significance of refutation in philo-
sophical inquiry. While in most scientific disciplines, empirical testing is the quin-
tessential way to criticize or disprove scientific claims, in philosophy this functional 
task is primarily fulfilled by argumentative refutations. To these features, she adds 
that philosophical argumentation draws on more general, all-purpose socio-cogni-
tive skills, than other argumentative practices, and a comparatively low tolerance for 
exceptions.

To show the significance of practices of refutation in philosophical inquiry Dutilh 
Novaes examines their place in ancient Greek dialectic and in the twentieth cen-
tury debate on the analysis of knowledge as it developed after Gettier’s influential 
critique. Dutilh Novaes argues that the main difference between these two types of 
refutation is that in ancient dialectic it is primarily a person who is refuted while 
in analytic philosophy refutation aims primarily at claims and definitions. Dutilh 
Novaes concludes that, in general, dialectics allows a more fruitful approach to phil-
osophical refutation than the method of counterexamples of analytical philosophy.11 
Finally, she suggests that Lakatos’s account of proofs and refutations in mathematics 
offers an appropriate theoretical framework for exploring the dynamics of refuta-
tions and counterexamples in philosophical argumentation.

Ancient dialectic consists in conversations following a systematic structure: ver-
bal matches between two interlocutors, a questioner and an answerer, in front of an 
audience, possibly with a referee or judge. Questioner and answerer are adversaries 
that cooperate to check the overall coherence of the answerer’s beliefs, to refine and 
improve her views and positions. This division of labor allows one to refine and 
improve one’s views and positions through critical scrutiny and produces signifi-
cant epistemic improvement; either through a re-evaluation of one’s beliefs (in the 
Socratic dialectic) or through an exploration of what follows from different discur-
sive commitments (in the Aristotelian dialectic).

We thus find in ancient dialectics the main features that Frogel and Dutilh Novaes 
ascribe to philosophical argumentation:

11 This seems to confirm the early insight of Henry W. Johnstone (1952, 1959, 1978) that the only way 
to refute a philosopher is ad hominem, i. e., by using her own premises against herself.
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• truth-conduciveness ensured by adversariality and cooperation between ques-
tioner and answerer;

• questioning as a method for bringing out the commitments of the interlocutor;
• systematic use of refutation or elenchus to test of the overall coherence of a per-

son’s beliefs.

As a contrast to ancient dialectics, Dutilh Novaes chooses the controversy over 
the characterization of knowledge that began in 1963 with the publication of ‘Is 
Justified True Belief Knowledge?’, by Edmund Gettier, and extends to the present 
day in a torrent of publications facetiously known as ‘Gettierology’ (for recent sur-
veys see Hetherington 2016, 2019). Certainly, this controversy is very different from 
those of ancient dialectics, which were developed through the oral communication 
of a small number of participants, over a limited and relatively short period of time. 
The controversy about the nature of knowledge that Gettier triggers is fundamentally 
developed in a written medium, over (for the moment) 60 years, and with an indeter-
minate number of participants. Perhaps it would be more accurate to describe it as a 
network of controversies connected to each other in various ways.

Although refutation continues to play a fundamental role in contemporary philo-
sophical controversies, it now consists of presenting counterexamples, based on our 
intuitions, to a definition or a statement. This refutation procedure reveals the influ-
ence of the founding fathers of analytic philosophy. On the one hand, the use of 
counterexamples to refute strict generalizations reveals the influence of mathemati-
cal logic and mathematical modes of argument, stemming from Bertrand Russell. 
On the other hand, the role of intuitions is an inheritance of G. E. Moore’s vindica-
tion of common sense. In fact, the debate on the nature of knowledge starts with a 
proposed definition (to know something consists in justifiably believing something 
true), continues with the formulation of imaginary counterexamples, to which one 
can reply either by modifying the proposed definition or by trying to show that they 
are not really counterexamples: “Various iterations of these epicycles ensued, yield-
ing increasingly convoluted new analyses of knowledge, which in turn gave rise to 
new, often far-fetched counterexamples to the new proposals.”

Dutilh Novaes identifies three weaknesses in the counterexample method:

• These extremely implausible scenarios may say very little about notions of 
knowledge that are relevant to everyday life experiences.

• Our intuitions about what should or should not be counted as knowledge in these 
unlikely scenarios may be less than reliable.

• The assumption that an analysis of knowledge must give the exact scope of the 
concept, allowing no exceptions, alienates philosophical argumentation from 
more familiar argumentative practices.

While this may be consistent with the idea that philosophy should defy com-
mon sense, it also confers on philosophical argumentation characters that distance it 
from everyday argumentation, with the risk of becoming “hairsplitting disputes over 
overly abstract, ethereal issues by means of fanciful examples and strange thought 
experiments”.



471

1 3

Argumentation in Philosophical Controversies  

In the final part of ‘Two types of refutation in philosophical argumentation’, 
Dutilh Novaes proposes to draw inspiration from Lakatos’ Proofs and Refutations, 
conceived to discuss the dynamics of argumentation in mathematics, to have a sys-
tematic description of the dynamics between arguments, refutations, and counterex-
amples in philosophy, or at least in those areas of philosophy significantly influenced 
by mathematical reasoning. In addition, moving from description to prescription, 
Proofs and Refutations can provide guidelines for correctly using the counterexam-
ple method of analytic philosophy while avoiding its weaknesses.

Dutilh Novaes presents Lakatos’s distinctions, concepts, and rules, and illustrates 
them with reference to the polemic on the analysis of knowledge. She devotes spe-
cial attention to the Lakatosian typology of responses to counterexamples: surren-
der response, monster-barring response, exception-barring response, and lemma-
incorporation response. She contends that the occasional use of monster exclusion 
to dismiss far-fetched counterexamples, which Lakatos discourages in mathematics, 
would allow philosophical inquiry to remain adequately connected to human experi-
ences while still questioning the obvious.

The conclusion that “Lakatos’ rules for the method of proofs and refutations 
provide sensible guidance also for philosophical inquiry” is, however, ambiguous. 
Dutilh Novaes’ starting point was that these rules allowed a good description of 
the way in which philosophical argumentation actually takes place, but the point of 
arrival seems to be that these rules would help to improve it and should be followed 
by philosophers.

7  Three Philosophical Controversies Analyzed

Frogel and Dutilh Novaes’ contributions evoke a starkly rational image of philosophi-
cal argumentation: a search for Truth through argument and refutation, which takes 
nothing for granted. By contrast, the three articles in this issue that analyze particular 
philosophical controversies highlight their emotional charge, manifested in ironies, 
biased interpretations, disqualifications and even insults. It seems implausible that 
this coincidence, in three very different debates, can be explained only by the more or 
less bilious nature of some of the protagonists. Regardless of their theoretical or met-
aphilosophical merits, the three papers offer a detailed, almost step-by-step analysis 
of philosophical controversies, whose rarity is valuable in its own right.

Joaquín Galindo’s article, ‘Primatologists and Philosophers debate on the Ques-
tion of the Origin of Morality’, is, among other things, a dialectical analysis of the 
pitfalls of cross-disciplinary disagreement. He analyzes the Tanner Lectures given 
by Frans de Waal in 2003, the comments by Robert Wright, science journalist, and 
the philosophers Christine M. Korsgaard, Philip Kitcher and Peter Singer, as well 
as Frans de Waal’s responses. Galindo is struck by the fact that de Waal does not 
take the detailed criticism of the philosophers seriously, adopting instead a mock-
ing attitude. Galindo conjectures that this may be a fairly common reaction to some 
maneuvers that are more frequent in philosophical argumentation than in other 
fields. Philosophers often argue at length that a point of view or a question is inane, 
that certain statements are mere “nonsense”, “vacuous”, “uninformative”, “not a real 
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explanation”, or that a certain argument “does not constitute a proof”, “is not a real 
justification”, etc. This reveals, in Galindo’s opinion, that philosophers’ arguments 
fulfill strategic functions that go beyond the justification of claims or the assessment 
of reasons. Galindo labels these additional functions as “strategic uses”. Examples 
of strategic uses include focusing the discussion on certain problems or refining a 
thesis to situate and contrast it with another family of theses and questions.

The need to capture this dual function of philosophical argumentation leads to 
a two-level analysis. On the one hand, it is necessary to pay attention to the mac-
roargument that integrates the arguments of the parts, along the lines of argument 
dialectics (Leal and Marraud 2022, 327 and 347), and on the other, to the sequence 
of connected actions of the participants, conducting a dialogical analysis (Walton 
and Krabbe 1995). The description of this sequence of actions is made in terms of 
dialectical operations, which Galindo describes in detail, grouping them into four 
categories: starting and reformulation operations; requests for concatenation and 
warrant; counterconsiderations and counterargumentations; and structural strate-
gic operations. The successive application of these operations forms “dialectical 
sequences”, which make it possible to capture the strategic uses of philosophical 
argumentation.

Thus, according to Galindo, in his comments to De Waal, Korsgaard follows an 
erotetic strategy, Kitcher an exploratory strategy, and Singer a self-refuting strategy. 
These strategies, and the corresponding dialectical sequences, can be considered 
typical of philosophical argumentation. Erotetical strategies dismiss questions that 
were previously regarded as appropriate to redirect the debate to other questions of 
greater philosophical interest. Erotetical strategies seek, in general, to change a pre-
sumption for or against one question, as it happens with philosophical questions that 
challenge common sense presumptions.

Kitcher’s exploratory strategy seeks “to focus the position more precisely by artic-
ulating a particular version of what de Waal might have in mind” (De Waal, 2006, 
121). Notice that this clarificatory version of the opponent’s argument is distinct 
from the four versions of an argument distinguished by Joseph Wenzel (2006/1990, 
17): the version in the mind of the speaker, the version overtly expressed in dis-
course, the version formed in the mind of the hearer, and the version reconstructed 
by the logician for purposes of examination.

Self-refutation strategies are closely connected with Frogel’s ad hominem argu-
ments and the elenchus of ancient dialectics. However, according to Galindo, the 
type of inconsistency pursued in self-refutation strategies does not consist in show-
ing that the opponent held ‘p’ and ‘not p’ at different times, nor in showing that his 
claims imply the assertion of a logical contradiction, but that, if the opponent were 
to apply what he holds to his own thesis, he would find it to be false. It is therefore 
not a logical inconsistency, but a deontic-praxiologic inconsistency, in the sense of 
Woods and Walton (1989, 63), as it contravenes the precept that a man must practice 
what he preaches.

Just as de Waal does not take seriously the detailed criticism of the philoso-
phers, the participants in the debate on Darwin’s theory of natural selection held in 
The London Review of Books in 2007–2008, analyzed by Fernando Leal, insult the 
opponent, accuse him of being ignorant, confused and mistaken, patronize him, and 
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ignore relevant parts of his argument. In traditional terms, the debate is riddled with 
fallacies. However, the participants are high powered academics. This leads Leal to 
reject an explanation of the behavior of Fodor and his critics in terms of fallacies. 
Instead, Leal proposes to use Michael Gilbert’s (1994) concept of ‘emotional argu-
ment’: the seemingly fallacious arguments are in fact emotional arguments. Gilbert 
defined emotional arguments as “arguments that rely more or less heavily on the use 
and expression of emotion.” (Gilbert 1997, 83).

Leal’s explanation differs from Galindo’s, although it also involves two levels of 
discussion. “Behind the highly intellectual question ostensibly being discussed there 
lurks a different one which is more obviously emotionally charged”. Although what 
appears to be under discussion is a theoretical issue—viz., whether the theory of 
natural selection is true or not—behind there is a practical question as to whether 
the theory of natural selection can, or should, be criticized in a non-specialist envi-
ronment. On the one hand, it could give ammunition to Christian fundamentalists 
who want evolution banned from schools; on the other hand, the harmful effects on 
society of the wild speculations of evolutionary psychologists should not be under-
estimated. Leal maintains that the emotional argumentation indulged in by critics 
was the only way in which they could have discussed the practical question behind 
the theoretical one. It could be understood that the emotional arguments play strate-
gic functions that go beyond the justification of claims or the evaluation of reasons, 
in which case Galindo’s and Leal’s explanations of the apparently fallacious behav-
ior of the debaters would converge with each other.

We have labeled the question of whether or not the theory of natural selection is 
true a theoretical question, pertaining to the domain of theoretical reasoning or argu-
mentation, and the question of whether the possible weaknesses of natural selection 
can, or should, be addressed in non-specialized journals aimed at the general edu-
cated public a practical one, pertaining to the realm of practical reasoning or argu-
mentation. But in addition, the discussion about the first question seems to recom-
mend the analyst’s adoption of a logical perspective (cf. Wenzel 2006/1990, 16: “the 
ultimate logical question in a particular case is: Shall we accept this claim on the 
basis of the reasons put forward in support of it?”), while the debate on the second 
question suggests a dialectical perspective (ibid.: “On the simplest level, the dialecti-
cal perspective may come into play whenever we apply critical concepts like fair-
ness, honesty, and the like to ordinary natural interactions”). It makes perfect sense, 
then, that in the concluding stage of his reply to the first round of criticisms, Fodor 
states a series of general morals, concerning certain failures in discussion, that Leal 
interprets as rules of discussion concerning how to resolve a difference of opinion 
on the status of the theory of natural selection.

As already mentioned, the discussion on the a fortiori and the universal is a suc-
cession of notes published in Mind over 20 years and involved several scholars. To 
analyze the resulting polylogue, Hubert Marraud, following Kerbrat-Orecchioni 
(2004, 4–6), distinguishes between turns, which correspond to the successive notes, 
and moves, which correspond to the argumentative actions performed in each note. 
In the controversy analyzed by Marraud we find, as in those analyzed by Galindo 
and Leal, the typical complications and difficulties of polylogues: variability in 
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alternation patterns, general lack of balance in floor-holding, violations of speaker-
selection rules, coalitions among participants, crosstalk, …

Although in the controversy about the a fortiori and the universal there are also 
disqualifications and insults among the participants, in ‘An Unconscious universal 
in the mind is like an immaterial dinner in the stomach’, Marraud does not aim at 
explaining their presence through the debate, but rather at measuring in some way 
the level of interaction among the participants. To do so, he uses the distinction 
proposed by J. Anthony Blair (2012a, b/1998) between engaged dialogues, quasi-
engaged dialogues and non-engaged dialogues. When a party in a dialogue is per-
mitted to offer, and in turn support, several lines of argumentation for a standpoint, 
it is no longer responding to a single question or challenge from the other party. That 
opens the possibility of quasi-engaged or non-engaged dialogues. In a quasi-engaged 
dialogue there is no communication between the participants about their respective 
counterarguments to the other’s case, and in a non-engaged dialogue, the partici-
pants conduct a dialogue only in the sense that they defend opposing positions on 
the same issue, but, except incidentally, they do not argue for or against, or question, 
each other’s arguments. Marraud’s analysis of the controversy on the a priori and the 
universal confirms Blair’s hypothesis that journal papers and scholarly monographs 
can be analyzed as turns in non-engaged or quasi-engaged dialogues. Galindo’s 
remarks on the pitfalls in the debate on the Question of the Origin of Morality, and 
Leal’s table on the omissions in criticisms of Fodor’s target paper in the Darwinism 
controversy also support Blair’s conjecture.

Another aspect of interest of Marraud’s contribution is that the controversy about 
the a fortiori and the universal, which his protagonists raise as a discussion in logic, 
is here interpreted as a discussion about particularism and generalism in the theory 
of argument. Generalism in the theory of argument claims that the very possibility 
of arguing depends on a suitable supply of general rules that specify what kinds of 
conclusions can be drawn from what kinds of data, while particularism denies this. 
The paradigm of such general principles are Toulmin’s warrants. According to Mar-
raud, in the debate on the a fortiori and the universal Mercier and Schiller take the 
side of particularism, as opposed to Shelton, Pickard-Cambridge, Sidgwick, Turner 
and Mayo, who defend generalism, the predominant position today and at that time.

8  Representing Philosophical Argumentation

In ‘Representing the Structure of a Debate’ Maralee Harrell discusses, based on her 
teaching experience, the various tools and methods for graphically representing a 
debate, illustrating them with passages from the Russell and Copleston debate on 
the argument from contingency. The result is a good survey paper of argumentation 
diagramming methods and a well-founded assessment of their merits and demerits. 
Her conclusion is that “there is not, but needs to be, a good way to represent argu-
mentative debates in a way that neither obscures the essential details of the exchange 
nor becomes too unwieldy to extract a sense of the overall debate.” To reach that 
conclusion, Harrell examines three types of diagramming methods: traditional 
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box-and-arrow systems, systems deriving from Dung’s abstract argumentation 
framework, and mixed systems, with two levels of representation.

Although much has been written about the polysemy of the term ‘argument’, 
that of related terms such as ‘argumentation’ or ‘debate’ has gone more unnoticed. 
‘Argumentation’ can refer either to a succession of connected actions of several 
agents, who ask questions, respond, ask for clarification, etc. or to a kind of interac-
tively constructed macro-argument that integrates the arguments of the parts. In the 
first case, what needs to be diagrammed are the relationships between the actions of 
the participants; in the second, the relationships between the arguments and counter-
arguments of the participants. The difference is clearly seen in ‘Primatologists and 
Philosophers debate on the Question of the Origin of Morality’, by Joaquín Galindo, 
in which two different types of diagrams are used. Harrell is interested in diagram-
ming the macro-argument that emerges from an argumentative exchange or debate.

Harrell first examines the box-and-arrow argumentation diagramming meth-
ods. Her criticism of these methods is twofold:

1. They do not allow to represent complex arguments in a perspicuous way. “After 
25 boxes, the usefulness of the diagrams to visualize and understand as a cohesive 
whole seems to deteriorate.”

2. Nor do they allow us to account for the relationships between arguments, or as 
the author puts it, a box and arrow diagrams “doesn’t really capture the essence 
of the flow of the debate, physically keeping the objections and replies apart.”

The latter criticism is revelatory of the polysemy pointed out in the previous 
paragraph. Terms such as ‘flow’ or ‘replies’ point to argumentative processes 
or exchanges between two or more agents, while ‘objection’ points rather to the 
abstract structure (inter-argumentative relationships) of the complex argument 
interactively constructed by the participants.

While box and arrow methods of argument diagramming focus on representing 
inferential relations between statements (intra-argumentative relations), debate 
diagramming methods focus on representing relations between arguments (inter-
argumentative relations). Debate diagramming methods, as Harrell points out, 
derive from Dung’s abstract argumentation framework (AAF). A characteristic 
feature of AAF is that it ignores the internal structure of arguments and takes as 
the only, or at least the basic, relationship between arguments that of attack. The 
author formulates two criticisms of AAF-like debate diagramming methods:

1. An argument should not be accepted or rejected depending on whether it has 
been attacked by some counterargument, but on the truth of its premises and the 
strength of the support they provide for the conclusion.

2. AAF-like debate diagramming methods equate “winning” a debate with making 
the best case for a particular conclusion, an equivalence rejected by the majority 
of critical thinking textbooks.
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The first criticism reveals a disagreement between a qualitative and context-
independent conception of logical properties, defended by Harrell and the critical 
thinking community, and a comparative and context-dependent conception, incor-
porated by the Dung-style diagramming systems. The second criticism claims the 
right of the logician to evaluate, from outside the debate, the logical quality of the 
arguments offered in it.

Robert C. Pinto contends that a distinctive mark of dialectic is the rejection 
of any rule or standard for argument evaluation external to the argumentative 
exchange:

One cannot appraise an argument from a position one takes up outside the con-
text of the dialectical interchange in which that argument occurs. One cannot 
appraise an argument in the role or office of neutral judge. Appraising an argu-
ment requires one to step into the dialectical interchange, become party to it, 
become a participant in it. Informal logic, insofar as it seeks to be an art of 
argument appraisal, would turn out to be the very art of arguing itself. Plato 
had a name for it. He called it the art of dialectic (2001, p8-9).

If Pinto is correct, the opposition between the predominant approaches in critical 
thinking and abstract argumentation frameworks could be understood as an opposi-
tion between a logically oriented approach and a dialectically oriented approach.

Harrell concludes that “For using debate to teach critical thinking, it is crucial for 
students to interrogate both the internal structure of the individual arguments given 
and the relationship between these arguments in the context of the entire debate.” 
Consequently, the author favors a mixed system of diagramming, that can repre-
sent both intra-argumentative relationships (i.e., between the parts of the argument) 
and inter-argumentative relationships (i.e., between the arguments that make up the 
debate).

9  Conclusion

Philosophical argumentation rarely consists of an argumentative piece isolated from 
other pieces. Perhaps the only real cases of such isolation occur when the philoso-
pher says or writes something that does not manage to interest anyone; and even 
then that unsuccessful philosopher is herself responding to what another earlier, 
sometimes much earlier, philosopher said or wrote. Philosophical argumentation is 
thus intensely dialogical and even contentious. So, if a theorist of argumentation is 
really interested in philosophical arguments, then she should be prepared to study 
philosophical debates and controversies. There is hardly any other way to do them 
justice. This is the reason why the present special issue addresses philosophical 
argumentation within philosophical debates.

We are fully aware that, given the scarcity of previous studies of philosophical 
debates from the perspective of argumentation theory, the following specimens of 
analysis must have several shortcomings. Some of them are painfully clear to us, 
but we hope that our readers will take the torch and take the analysis, and even the 
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theory, of philosophical argumentation further than we were able to. It is a well-
known adage that the hardest part is the beginning. That is what we tried to achieve 
here, no more, but no less either.
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