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CHAPTER 1: THE DIALECTICAL APPROACH TO ARGUMENT
AND ARGUMENT CRITICISM

I NTRODUCTION

This chapter starts by introducing the dialectical approach to argumentation and the
way it relates to pre-theoretical intuitions about discussion. After discussing several
global features of the dialectical approach two specific dialectical theories will be
examined in more detail. The last sections concern dialectical accounts of fallacies
and the way they can be developed further intoimmanentdialectical accounts. In
section 8 three research questions are formulated that delineate the scope of this
thesis.

1. THE METHODOLOGICAL ASSUMPTION OF THE DIALECTICAL APPROACH

The study of argumentation is the multidisciplinary study and design of concepts
related to, of empirical hypotheses about, and of recommendations with respect to the
production, analysis and evaluation of arguments and argument criticisms.1 Crucial
concepts include ‘discussion’, ‘ambiguity’, ‘fallacy of ambiguity’ and ‘fallacy of
equivocation’. Empirical hypotheses concern, for instance, the origins and possible
consequences of the occurrence of, what will be called,actively ambiguous
expressions. Recommendations may concern practical choices based on strategic
considerations and considerations of reasonableness. At a methodological level,
recommendations may concern the design of a model for critical discussion. This
study will recommend a specific model for discussion made up of a collection of rules
for discussion. Adopting these rules will help to solve several practical and theoretical
problems related to the fact that expressions can be actively ambiguous.

The issues concerning active ambiguity in argumentation will be approached
from a dialectical perspective.2 The starting point of the dialectical approach is the
following methodological assumption: it is fruitful to connect the issues of the theory
of argumentation to the kind of discussion or debate where the participants attempt to
deal with arguments and argument criticisms in a thorough, critical, systematic, and
reflective way with the primary objective to resolve their differences of opinion. This
assumption is also adhered to when arguments or argument criticisms occur in
situations where, at first sight, there does not seem to be any critical discussion going
on, as in a soliloquy, a book, or a speech.

This contribution builds and elaborates on two dialectical subapproaches. The
first is contemporary formal dialectic as it has been developed by Walton and Krabbe
(1995). It has its roots in Hamblin’s formal dialectic and Lorenzen’s dialogue logic
(Lorenzen 1969, Hamblin 1970). The main idea of formal dialectic is to study the
issues of argument and argument criticism by making use of rigorously specified
dialogue games. The second subapproach is the pragma-dialectical one, developed by

1 This definitory clause conforms with the view stated in Van Eemeren et al (1996).
2 Besides dialectical approaches there are also informal logical (e.g. Johnson 2000),
epistemological (e.g. Siegel and Biro 1997) and rhetorical (e.g. Willard 1989) approaches.
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Van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1984, 1992, 2000).3 Its main aim is to study the
issues from the perspective of an ideal model for critical discussion. The theory is
founded on linguistic speech act theory and on critical rationalist considerations.
Although there are differences of interest, the two resemble each other to a high
degree, in particular with respect to their focus on resolving conflicts of opinion.

Resolvinga conflict of opinion must be understood against the background of
settling a conflict of opinion (Van Eemeren and Grootendorst 1992, 34). The most
basic kind of conflict is made up of a standpoint by which a proponent asserts a
simple proposition, and a criticism by which an opponent casts doubt on that
standpoint. This is called asingle non-mixed dispute. More complex kinds of conflict
can be regarded as consisting of several single non-mixed disputes (Van Eemeren and
Grootendorst 1992, 13-20). A discussion that originates from a single non-mixed
dispute can lead to different results. A dispute can be said to have beenresolvedin the
following special kind of situation. Suppose the discussion ends after the opponent
conceded the standpoint or after the proponent has retracted his standpoint. Suppose
further that the following set of requirements is fulfilled:

(1a) During the discussion the proponent performs the task of trying to
persuade the opponent of the acceptability of her standpoint by offering, what
she perceives as, the best and most effective arguments.
(1b) The opponent performs the task of trying to put these arguments to the
severest tests by raising critical questions and objections.
(1c) If, however, the opponent or proponent should fail to act according to
requirements 1a and 1b, the parties attempt to point out the fault and to repair
the failure.4

(2a) Moreover, the opponent does not hinder or obstruct the proponent in
offering arguments, except by offering genuine criticism.
(2b) Nor does the proponent hinder or obstruct the opponent’s attempt to raise
critical questions and objections, except by offering genuine argumentation.
(2c) If, however, someone should hinder or obstruct the efforts of the
interlocutor, the interlocutor attempts to points that out, after which an attempt
is made to repair the failure.5

If these two complex requirements are fulfilled, but nevertheless either the proponent
retracts or the opponent concedes, then the discussion may be said to have been
resolved. If one of these requirements is not fulfilled then the discussion may be said
to have beensettled.6

Settling is connected with discussion where mistakes or blunders do not get
repaired and with the breakdown of the process of conflict resolution. The concept of
‘resolving conflicts of opinions’ attempts to capture the idea of discussing an issue
with an earnest interest in the real, objective merits of the case (as the discussants

3 These two approaches do not have an isolated genealogy: both are partly shaped by the
formal dialectical theory of Barth and Krabbe (1982).
4 Pointing out such a fault corresponds with, what Krabbe calls,active criticism(2002). In an
active criticism, one party points out a weakness in a discussion move.
5 Pointing out such a fault corresponds with, what Krabbe calls,fallacy criticism(2002). In a
fallacy criticism, one party points out the inadmissibility of a discussion move.
6 This account of the notion of resolution is based on (1) Krabbe's account of dialectic as
based on two basic dialectical rules: the parties must comply with the rules for discussion and
the parties must try to win the discussion (Krabbe 2003b), on (2) the pragma-dialectical
account of resolution (Van Eemeren and Grootendorst, 2000) and on (3) the idea, defended in
section 7 of this chapter, that certain rule-violations can still be part of a critical discussion.
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themselves perceive these merits), and the idea of careful reflection on opinions and
points of view. A resolved dispute is the result of an efficient division of labour
between the defending and the critical party. The proponent does his utmost to defend
and the opponent to attack.7 Moreover, both parties commit themselves to restrict
themselves in the ways they perform their individual tasks. These restrictions are
implied by their commitment to resolve their dispute on the merits of the case. If, in
spite of these efforts, either of them sees good reason to change his or her position,
there issomeguarantee that there are objective grounds for this change of opinions.
Consequently, dialectical results may be valuable for the further, not inherently
dialectical, purpose of finding out what is true or false, what is reasonable to believe
or not, what is or is not reasonable to act on, what is morally or legally right or wrong,
etc.

The idea of conflict resolution can be found, although in a primordial way, in
the pre-theoretical concept that is denoted by the termdiscussion.8 This can be made
plausible, as a first attempt, by examining the dictionary entries forto discussand
discussion. In chapter 8 the same stance is supported with data derived from case-
studies.

2. A LEXICAL -CONCEPTUAL ANALYSIS OF ‘ DISCUSSION’

The following analysis is based on the entries fordiscussanddiscussionin theOxford
English Dictionary, Second Edition(1989), Webster’s third new international
dictionary of the English language(1986) and onThe American Heritage Dictionary
of the English Language(1970).9 The analysis is restricted to contemporary meanings
and the obsolete ones will not be taken into account. All three dictionaries assign the
verb discusssenses that seem irrelevant to our dialectical interests. In medical
discourse it is possible to say, archaically, that tumours or humours arediscussed,
meaning that they are dispelled. Further, it is possible todiscussfood or drinks,
expressing in a somewhat humorous way that one is consuming, or trying the quality
of food or drinks.

The relevant lexical definitions of the verbdiscussfrom the Oxford English
Dictionary include:

(O1) to investigate or examine by argument; to sift the considerations for and
against; to debate.
(O2) to sift or investigate (material), like inThe ducks discuss the mud.

The first is the ordinary, the second is a rare sense. Three relevant senses of the noun
discussionare:

(O3) examination or investigation (of a matter) by arguments for and against;
the ventilation of a question
(O4) argument or debate with a view to elicit truth or establish a point; a
disquisition in which a subject is treated from different sides.
(O5) to hold discussion; to debate.

Relevant senses assigned todiscussby Webster’s are:

7 Rescher calls this an asymmetry between opponent and proponent (Rescher 1977, 17-8).
8 Linguistic expressions like words, phrases and sentences will be indicated by the use of
italics, e.g. the termdiscussion. Concepts will be indicated by single quotation marks, e.g. the
concept 'discussion', or by describing them, e.g. the concept of a discussion.
9 With respect to these words, these dictionaries do not indicate a difference between
American and British English.
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(W1) to investigate (as a question) by reasoning or argument; argue by
presenting the various sides of. In this sense synonymous withdebate.
(W2) to discourse about; present in detail. In this sense synonymous with
expound.
(W3) to converse or talk about; exchange views or information about.
(W4) to hold discussion.

Relevant senses ofdiscussionare:
(W5) consideration of a question in open, usually informal debate: argument
for the sake of arriving at truth or clearing up difficulties.
(W6) a formal or orderly treatment of a topic in speech or writing.

According to Webster's (1986),discusscan be used synonymously withargue,
debate, disputeand agitate, “these verbs all mean to discourse about something in
order to arrive at the truth or to convince others.Discuss implies a reasoned
conversational examining, esp. by considering pros and cons, in an attempt to clarify
or settle (...);argueusu.[usually] implies conviction and the often heated adducing of
evidence or reasons in support of one’s cause or opinion (...),debatestresses formal
or, often, public argument between opposing parties, although it can apply to a
deliberation in one’s own mind (...),dispute(...) is to argue or to argue about, usu.
contentiously (...),agitatestresses vigorous argument towards a practical objective, an
active propaganda in the interests of a change of some kind (...)” (1986, 648).
According to the online edition of Webster's,10 based on the 1913 edition of the
dictionary,discussmay be used synonymously withexamineanddebate: “[w]e speak
of examining a subject when we ponder it with care, in order to discover its real state,
or the truth respecting it. We speak of discussing a topic when we examine it
thoroughly in its distinct parts. The word is very commonly applied to matters of
opinion. We may discuss a subject without giving in an adhesion to any conclusion.
We speak of debating a point when we examine it in mutual argumentation between
opposing parties. In debate we contend for or against some conclusion or view”.

According to The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Languageto
discussmay mean:

(H1) to speak or write about; treat of.
(H2) to speak together about; talk over.

Discussis said to be one of the verbs (besidesargue, debate, dispute, contend) that
mean

(H3) to speak with others in an effort to reach agreement, to ascertain truth, or
to convince.Discusshas the special feature of involving a close examination
of a subject with interchange of opinions, and need not imply disagreement.

A discussioncan be
(H4) a discourse by one person on a topic; an exposition, or
(H5) the consideration of a subject by a group; an earnest conversation.

What can be derived from this about the conceptual model, or if that is too ambitious
a term, theconceptual pictureof discussions that ordinary language users employ
when they talk about discussions? Many expressions used in the definitions indicate
elements that can also be found, although in a more precise way, in the theoretical
models for discussion: the idea of a dialogical method, the idea of discussion as being
concerned with the merits of the case and the idea that discussion requires a certain
degree of reflection, detail or thoughtfulness.

10 http://www.dictionary.com
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Oxford English
Dictionary

Webster’s American Heritage
Dictionary

terms
suggesting the
idea of a
dialogical
method

arguments or
considerations for
and against,
debate,
establish a point

debate,
exchange views or
information,
convince others,
converse or talk
about,
reasoned
conversational
examining

reach agreement,
to convince,
interchange of
opinions,
consideration by a
group

terms
suggesting the
merits of the
case aspect of
conflict-
resolution

with an view to elicit
truth,
investigate,
examine

investigate,
arriving at truth,
clearing up
difficulties,
clarify,
settle,11

in order to discover its
real state or the truth
respecting it

to ascertain truth

terms
suggesting a
certain degree
of reflection,
detail or
thoughtfulness

sift,
investigate,
examine,
in detail

investigate,
present in detail,
orderly treatment,
ponder with care,
thoroughly

close examination,
an earnest
conversation

Table 1. Key terms that describe the senses of discussion

Table 1 shows that in colloquial usediscussioncan be used in a way that resembles
the theoretical use ofdiscussionwhere it denotes the kind of dialogue that is aimed at
conflict resolution.

Most of the expressions in this table have positive connotations. This
normative sense ofdiscussionappears also from sentences such as:if you don't listen
to my side of the story, if you keep uttering falsehoods, if we don't probe deeper into
these issues, then we can't have a (real) discussion. Discussionin this sense is
synonymous withgood argumentative discussion. That does not imply thatdiscussion
can not also be used in a more neutral or even in a pejorative way. It surely is not
ungrammatical to say that a discussion is one-sided, fruitless, superficial or chaotic.

Most expressions that indicate reflection are vague: in what detail? how
earnest? how close? with how much care? how thorough? In order to construct models
for discussion it should be made more precise to what extent the parties must be
rational. It would, for instance, be extremely strict to oblige the discussants to close
their commitment sets under classical deduction, and it would be extremely liberal not
to impose any restrictions on them.

Many expressions that indicate the dialogical method and the merits-of-the-
case aspect state goals for discussions. These aims seem quite diverse, even though it
is not completely clear what the expressions mean: doto establish a point, to convince
othersandto reach agreementexpress one, two or three goals? doto discover its real

11 Settle, as it occurs here, is probably not used as an antonym ofresolve.
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state, to arrive at truth and to ascertain truth, as used in different definitions by
different dictionaries, amount to the same thing? Whatever the case may be, it is clear
that the pre-theoretical picture is connected to a situation where there is a question and
where the participants are aiming at goals to do with convincing, agreement and truth.
The least we can say is that these goals are closely related to the resolution of
disputes.

We have seen that the pre-theoretical concept is vague in at least two respects:
with respect to the degree of reflectiveness, and with respect to the kind of goal or
goals inherent in discussion. Both kinds of vagueness suggest a variety of ways to
make the pre-theoretical notion more precise. Specifying goals, and specifying the
degree of reflectiveness leads to a clearer, more detailed and more useful concept of
'discussion'. As is clear from the subject matter of dialectic, we are interested in one
direction in which discussion can be made more precise: discussion in so far as it
serves conflict resolution.

The conceptual analysis above is very incomplete. Nevertheless, what has
been said suffices to show that the concept of a discussion as it is approached in
dialectic is more or less contained in the vague concept of a discussion as it is present
among speakers of American or British English. To emphasise it once again, dialectic
does not start from scratch.

3. DIALECTICAL MODELS AS EXPLICATA

The relation between the theoretical concepts of discussion that are expressed by
dialectical models and the pre-theoretical concept of a discussion can be elucidated by
Carnap's notion of ‘explication’.

Explication is the transformation of an inexact, pre-scientific concept, the
explicandum, into a new exact concept, theexplicatum, with the aim of using the
explicatuminstead of theexplicandumin at least some contexts (Carnap 1963, 7).
Carnap gives four requirements forexplicata. First, anexplicatummust be similar to
its explicandum. That is, all or most phenomena that are clearly denoted by the
explicandummust be denoted by theexplicatum. Carnap adds that close similarity is
not required, and that substantial differences are permitted. In this way the fruitfulness
of the old concept is preserved and, moreover, the new usage is consistent with the
old. Second, the rules for the use of theexplicatummust be stated exactly in order to
connect theexplicatumclosely with other scientific concepts. This means that the
explicatumis more precise than theexplicandumand admits less doubtful cases –
Carnap notes the similarity between explication and Naess’s concept of ‘precization’
(see section 2 of chapter 5). Third, theexplicatummust be a fruitful concept that
enables the formulation of interesting scientific statements, such as empirical laws or
logical theorems. Last, theexplicatummust be stated as simply as possible. These
four requirements are directed towards preserving and improving the fruitfulness of
concepts, and towards the construction and formulation of concepts in ways that
promote their communicative function.

Outside the study of argumentation, there is already a rich vocabulary that
contains terms that are used for the purpose of analysing and evaluating arguments
and argument criticisms. Argumentative discourse displays a rich and thought-
stimulating meta-vocabulary. This vocabulary is the result of previous explications by
philosophers and scientists, but also of everyday linguistic behaviour, forensic



The dialectical approach to argument and argument criticism

7

practice, political conflicts, etc.12 It contains terms such as ‘argument’, 'discussion'
and ‘conflict', but also fine-grained expressions such as ‘nit-picking’, 'quibbling’ or
‘logic-chopping’. It is profitable to preserve these old concepts and the terms
expressing them, and to improve on their scientific fruitfulness and communicative
clarity. The results of dialectical research are more easily adopted by the audience if
they are already more or less familiar with terms and concepts that are used.

The dialectical approach tries to construct models for discussion that serve the
purposes of the study of argumentation, that is, to design useful devices for analysing
and evaluating concrete instances of arguments and argument criticisms. The main
task is the explication of the informal notion of ‘discussion’. Explications of this
notion in formal dialectic and pragma-dialectics focus on the initial situation of a
discussion, on the main goal of a discussion and on the rules that should regulate
discussion.

4. AN OUTLINE OF THE VARIOUS FEATURES OF RESOLUTION -ORIENTED MODELS

A model for critical discussion or persuasion dialogue is a normative model that states
the conditions that constitute conflict resolution. The rules for discussion require the
parties to act rationally to a specific degree. This explicates the pre-theoretical idea
that a discussion demands a certain degree of reflection: the parties must be thorough,
careful, earnest, detailed and orderly to a certain degree. Moreover, the rules explicate
the informal idea of a discussion as starting from a question and being headed towards
truth, agreement or persuasion. This section concerns the common background of
pragma-dialectics and formal dialectic.

Initial situation

The initial situation from which a discussion starts is a conflict of opinions between
two parties (Barth and Krabbe 1982).13 In the most basic kind of initial situation, one
party, called theproponent(or protagonist), has expressed a standpoint,It is the case
that P, while the other party, theopponent(or antagonist), has presented a critical
attitude with respect to that standpoint, without asserting any proposition herself:Why
P? More complex conflicts of opinions, for instance where both parties express
standpoints, can be analysed as collections of such basic conflicts of opinions (Van
Eemeren and Grootendorst 1992, 16-25).

Main goal versus participant’s aim.

As we have seen, the claim that dialectic provides an interesting method for dealing
with the real merits of a case is based on the organisation of its procedure. The crucial
feature of a dialectical procedure is itsallocation of tasksor division of labour

12 For instance, in recent Dutch political debate the neologismdemonisering(‘picturing
someone else as a demon’) became broadly used, meaning something like 'disqualifying one's
political antagonists by committing fallacies of abusive and circumstantialad hominemof the
worst kind’.
13 Van Eemeren and Grootendorst call the initial situation adispute(1984, 78-84). Walton and
Krabbe call it aconflict of points of view(1995, 68).
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(Krabbe 2003b). The main goal of resolving the conflict is distinguished from the
participants's aims in the discussion (Walton and Krabbe 1995, 67-68). Each
participant has an aim that runs contrary to the aim of the interlocutor: to persuade the
other party to change its position and to win the discussion in this way. Given a
conflict of opinions, the proponent's task is to persuade the opponent of the
acceptability of the standpoint. The proponent must argueex concessis: she must use
arguments that are based on concessions of the opponent or on shared starting points.
In several dialogue logics (such as Walton and Krabbe's Rigorous Persuasion
Dialogue, see section 5 below) the opponent's task is to persuade the proponent that
he does not need to accept the standpoint. In the pragma-dialectical theory and in
Walton and Krabbe's Permissive Persuasion Dialogue (see section 5 below) the
opponent tries to show that the proponent should retract her commitment to the
standpoint.

The main goal of a discussion is toresolvethe initial conflict of opinions. The
conflict of opinions has been resolved if the opponent has conceded the proponent's
standpoint, or if the proponent has retracted her standpoint or given up the attempt to
persuade the opponent. Acceptance by the opponent or retraction by the proponent,
however, is not enough for the conflict to be calledresolved. For one thing, it is also
required that neither of the parties hindered or obstructed the other party without
undoing the impediment. The informal requirements that should be satisfied in order
to call a conflict of opinions resolved are explicated by the requirement that the
discussants obey certain rules for discussion. The rules incite the parties to provide the
other party sufficient room to achieve his or her participant’s aim.

Van Eemeren and Houtlosser discuss this distinction in a somewhat different
way. A participant has two kinds of aims: critical aims and rhetorical aims. A
rhetorical aim is the aim of getting one's way, while the main critical aim is to resolve
the dispute. The participants' aims to win the discussion are not so much regarded as
inherently dialectical, but as rhetorical aims. Because a certain degree of mutual
opposition is instrumental for conflict resolution,14 at least some rhetorical
considerations are also dialectical considerations.

Rules

Rules are part and parcel of ordinary argumentative discussion. When parties are
engaged in a discussion they are constrained by the rules of discussion they impose on
one another. When we discuss an issue, we can be reproached with behaving
unreasonably when we do not support a statement when challenged to do so, with
behaving uncooperatively when we wrongly attribute a unfavourable statement to the
interlocutor, with behaving illogically when we persist in our commitment to mutually
inconsistent statements, and with speaking incomprehensibly when we speak double
Dutch. So, plausibly, rules govern discussions. What, then, are the rules to be
implemented in normative dialectical models?

In order to make resolution possible in line with the requirements mentioned
in section 1, the rules that constitute a dialectical procedure must leave the discussants
enough room for developing a strategy to persuade the other party. In order for the
opponent to stand a real chance of winning the discussion, the opponent must be able
to criticise all aspects of the arguments offered. In order for the proponent to have

14 This is acknowledged by Van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1984, 172).
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such a chance, she must be able to respond to all these criticisms. On the other hand,
the rules must restrain the discussants from obstructing the interlocutor's attempt to
persuade.15 The rules enable the participants to call the other party to account and to
keep him or her within the bounds of reasonableness. The core problem for
constructing a dialectical model is one of a proper balance. A collection of rules that
provides such a balance can be said to facilitate conflict resolution. To construct such
a collection of rules is thecore problemof designing dialectical models.

Both Barth and Krabbe as well as Van Eemeren and Grootendorst relate their
normative proposals to the empirical reality of procedural rules. Barth and Krabbe
view their rules (both language-invariant procedural rules as well as the language-
dependent syntactic rules) asnatural rules, that is, they expect that the large majority
of people will agree to them if they are confronted with the rules and the motivation
for them (Barth and Krabbe 1982, 75). Van Eemeren and Grootendorst base their
rules partly on the analysis of argumentation as a complex speech act, in a way similar
to Searle’s treatment of speech acts as ‘to promise’. They provide the identity and
correctness rules16 that together define the concepts of pro-argumentation and contra-
argumentation as these speech acts are part of our use of language. Moreover, their
normative proposal is based on Grice’s conversational maxims that provide necessary
preconditions for communication (Grice 1989). In the model for Critical Discussion,
these rules are specified to fit argumentative discourse and improved on from a
critical rationalist stance.17 Van Eemeren and Grootendorst start from concepts that
are in force in our ordinary languages. Consequently, their normative model stays in
close contact both with the pre-theoretical concepts of pro- and contra-argumentation,
as well as with the pre-theoretical concept of a discussion.

The twodesideratafor dialectical rules, their being instrumental for resolving
conflicts of opinion and their being acceptable to potential users, are backed up by
Barth's philosophy of logic. This philosophy originates in the philosophy of
Crawshay-Williams (1957). Crawshay-Williams contends that a logical principle can
only be said to bevalid for a company if the principle is both adopted as a convention
within the company and if the principle is expedient or necessary for methodological
reasons. Barth (1972) adopts this dual criterion, which is put to use by Barth and
Krabbe (1982) and by pragma-dialecticians (Van Eemeren, et al 1993, 14).

Two notions of validity

Crawshay-Williams concerns himself with the issue of how intractable controversies
can be resolved. His main idea is that many controversies seem to start from
contradictory positions, while actually the different points of view are

15 This distinction between enabling and restricting rules resembles Hamblin's distinction
between syntactical rules that enable a dialectical system to represent certain locutions (is it
possible to pose a question? to challenge an assertion? to adduce reasons?), and discretionary
rules that are aimed at improving the quality of the dialogues (see section 7 of this chapter).
16 Van Eemeren and Grootendorst make a distinction between two kinds of felicity conditions
(Van Eemeren and Grootendorst 1992, 31-34). Identity rules for ‘argumentation’ provide
conditions, sufficient when taken together and each individually necessary, for something to
be calledargumentation. The correctness rules provide conditions, sufficient when taken
together and each individually necessary, for something to be called acorrectargumentation.
17 It would be interesting to know which elements from the rules are derived from linguistic
and pragmatic considerations, and which are derived from normative considerations.
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complementary.18 Such a wrong impression may result from ignoring the fact that
empirical statementscan only become generally accepted if they satisfy two criteria.
The first criterion is factual and has to do with reference to thefacts. In order to settle
whether two schoolboys arrive at the same time at their schoolmaster we have to
observewhether or not they arrive at the same time. The factual criterion, however,
does not suffice to settle an empirical issue.

The second criterion is methodological and refers to thecontextor goal of the
statement.19 Thus, if two schoolboys arrive at roughly the same time at their
schoolmaster they can be said to arrive at the same time for the purpose of deciding
who was the first to provide the schoolmaster with the deckchair that he requested.
However, they should to be said to have arrived at different times for the purpose of
deciding who won the race the schoolmaster had issued (Crawshay-Williams 1957,
22). It is easy to imagine a controversy arising about the issue of whether or not the
boys arrived at the same time if the parties overlook the contextual and goal-directed
nature of statements. Crawshay-Williams attempts to resolve several intractable
philosophical disputes by connecting different positions with alternative purposes and
showing that seemingly contradictory positions are really complementary.

In addition to empirical statements, there are also conventional statements.
They are to be settled by conventional criteria. Examples of conventionally agreed
statements can be found among statements that express definitions or the meanings of
abbreviations. A statement can be conventional in one company while being not
conventional in another.

In some cases, we want to be able to say that someonemustaccept a statement
on the grounds that it is logically necessary, such asnothing can be both red and
green all over(Crawshay-Williams 1957, 207-210). According to Crawshay-Williams
“if we reject the use of force, implicit or explicit agreement is the only authority
which can give us license to use the word ‘must’. In philosophical discussion we do
reject the use of force” (Crawshay-Williams 1957, 195). Thus, in order for a statement
to be logically necessary in a company, the company needs to agree on statements that
have this effect. Besides this conventional criterion for logical necessity, Crawshay-
Williams points to the kind of reason why we are well advised to accept some
statements as logically necessary: these statements aremethodologicallyexpedient or
necessary. Rules may be seen as methodologically useful for more or less limited
purposes. For the purpose of dealing with colours,nothing can be both red and green
all over is methodologically expedient. For the much more general purpose of
conversation, the law of identity,a = a, is expedient. If the purpose is very general we
might call the statement methodologicallynecessary. Hence, if a statement is to
function as logically necessary in a company, the members of the company must have
implicitly or explicitly agreed on statements that have this effect. And if the
statements function that way for good reasons, these reasons are methodological in
character.

Barth interprets the two criteria that Crawshay-Williams identifies as
alternative ways that the expressionis logically valid can be made more precise.
Moreover, Barth and Krabbe defend the premise that formal dialectical rules must be
valid in both these senses, of which they give an explication.

18 This resembles Naess’s account of pseudodisagreement, section 4 of chapter 1.
19 Crawshay-Williams usesgoal andcontextinterchangeably.
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According to Barth and Krabbe,20 the principal objective of constructing a
logical theory is to enable a fruitful distinction between sound and unsound
inferences. Barth and Krabbe distinguish between two kinds of validity for rules or
principles:problem-solving validityand conventional or semi-conventional validity.
Both kinds of validity provide sources for the normative power of logical principles
and systems, that is to say, they both provide good reasons for discussants to follow
the rules and to object to rule violations.

A logical system or principle is said to be logically valid in the problem-
solving sense if it isobjectively better thanall alternative systems or principles. That a
system or principleÿ1 is objectively better than another system or principleÿ2 means
that there is at least onelogico-intellectual language problemfor which ÿ1 is, andÿ2
is not, adequate, but not vice versa. A logico-intellectual language problem is a
problem of “constructing a fragment of language in such a way that a certain common
need will be satisfied, while at the same time pursuing the principal objective of
logic” (Barth and Krabbe 1982, 20). A system or principle is adequate in respect of a
logico-intellectual language problem if it forms a possible solution of that problem.

Barth and Krabbe are interested in the problem of defining systems of dialectic
such that participants that obey their rules can find out whether or not the proponent
of the main thesis can present a satisfactory defence of this thesis. Stated in more
general terms, the rules must enable the discussants to resolve their conflict of
opinions. This problem has language-dependent as well as language-invariant
features. Part of a solution consists of specifying a language and defining the
meaning-in-use of its logical constants. For instance, part of the meaning-in-use of the
conjunction(Φ ∧ Ψ) is that if party 1 asserts it, party 2 has a right to choose one its
conjuncts, eitherΦ or Ψ, as the object of a challenge. Thus there are two ways to
challenge a conjunct. After such a challenge, party 1 has aprima facieobligation to
defend the conjunct chosen by party 2. Another part of a solution consists in making
up procedural rules that are said to be ‘language-invariant’ (Barth and Krabbe 1982,
55, 75). For instance, it may be ruled that if party 2 has challenged a statement in a
particular way then he loses the right to challenge it again in an alternative way.
Alternatively, it might be ruled that if he challenges a statement in a particular way,
then he retains the right to challenge it in another way. By changing language-
invariant rules it is possible to construct alternative logics. For example, losing the
right to defend a challenged statement after having defended it is part of the
construction of a constructive logic, while retaining such a right is part of a classical
logic. The core problem of designing dialectical systems has language-dependent and
language-invariant aspects.

In order to construct interesting systems for dialectic somedesiderataneed to
be fulfilled. Barth and Krabbe state desiderata in the form of fundamental norms that
the systems should implement. A dialectical norm that is not yet implemented is seen
as a problem, a solution of which consists in its being implemented in specific
dialectical rules (Barth 1982, 161).The fundamental norm of a systematic dialecticsis
related to the proponent's opportunity to achieve her participant's aim: a proponent
must have the opportunity to defend an attacked statement by making another
statement (Barth and Krabbe 1982, 63). Implementing this rule makes it possible to
construct a (complex) argument. Thesecondfundamental norm,of realistic dialectics,

20 Barth’s philosophy of logic, explained below, is presented by her in her Dutch inaugural
lecture (Barth 1972). The relevant passage from this lecture was published in English in Barth
and Krabbe (1982, 19-22).
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is the norm of making an unconditional defence possible: “in some cases it must be
possible for an attacked statement to be defended unconditionally” (68), and so the
proponent must in some cases have the option of winning the discussion. This norm
also concerns the proponent's participant’s aim. Thethird has to do with the
opportunity of both parties to achieve their participant's aims, and is the fundamental
norm of a thoroughgoingdialectics: the opponent must have the opportunity to test
the proponent’s statements in all possible manners while the proponent must have
such an opportunity to defend his theses (76). Thefourth is the fundamental norm of
orderly dialectics: at any stage it is possible to determine the rights and obligations of
both parties from what happened in the discussion up to and including that stage (77).
This norm seems to be instrumental for implementing the other goals. The last norm,
the fundamental norm ofdynamicdialectics, states that the system must promote “the
revision and flux of opinions” in a company (79),21 for instance, useless repetition of
discussion moves must be avoided, and every logical constant must have a clear
meaning-in-use. This norm is primarily related to the main goal of a discussion and
possibly even to the further, notper seinherently dialectical, purposes of resolving
conflicts of opinions.

'Problem-solving validity' must probably be understood to pertain to all these
procedural problems. If so, the notion of a logico-intellectuallanguageproblem is
taken in quite a broad sense. It does not only concern the dialectical definition of the
logical constants, but also all other procedural issues having to do with resolving
disputes.

Conventionalor semi-conventional validityis the second kind of validity a
theory of argumentation should strive for. These two notions are based on the notion
of a logical convention. A logical convention would be a declaration, signed, dated
and issued by a well-defined company in which the signatories, the members of the
company, “bind themselves, until further notice, to employ, to presuppose, to follow,
and not to transgress a certain system or principle of language in publications and in
other acts of communication” (22).Intersubjectiveor conventional validityrefers to
this property of a system or principle.Semi-conventional validitycan be applied to
systems or principles if the commitment to the system or principle can be put together
from documents that are not logical conventions or if the company is ill-defined.
Semi-conventional validity will be discussed further in chapter 8.

According to Barth and Krabbe, dialectic should recommend rules that help to
solve conflicts of opinions in a systematic, realistic, thoroughgoing, orderly and
dynamic way. In addition, the rules must stand a real chance of being adopted by
companies of arguers to become conventional or semi-conventional rules.

5. TWO MODELS FOR DISCUSSION

This section deals with two normative dialectical models: the model for Complex
Persuasion Dialogue proposed by Walton and Krabbe, and the pragma-dialectical
model for Critical Discussion by Van Eemeren and Grootendorst.22

21 Speeding up the flux of opinions is regarded as vital to peaceful social, cultural and
scientific change (Barth and Krabbe, 25).
22 When writing Complex Persuasion Dialogue, Critical Discussionmodels are referred to,
when writing complex persuasion dialogueor critical discussion, particular discussions
carried out according to the rules of the model are referred to.
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Complex Persuasion Dialogue

Complex Persuasion Dialogue is complex in that it models two kinds of persuasion
dialogue and the way these two kinds of discussion ought to interact. The first kind of
persuasion dialogue is modelled by Permissive Persuasion Dialogue and is inspired by
the models developed by Hamblin. In a permissive persuasion dialogue the
participants are exchanging reasons and criticisms, “trying to probe and discover each
other’s underlying general position” (Walton and Krabbe 1995, 124). When defending
a standpoint a party gets the opportunity to construct, work out and improve a more or
less complex argument. When challenging a standpoint a party gets the opportunity to
develop, work out and improve a critical position. Permissive Persuasion Dialogue is
symmetric in the sense that both parties may present and defend standpoints. Such a
dialogue is permissive for the reason that assertions and concessions can be retracted,
although there are also important restrictions on retraction. Moreover, it leaves the
participants room to come up with new information to create suitable arguments.

The second kind of persuasion dialogue is modelled by Rigorous Persuasion
Dialogue. Rigorous Persuasion Dialogue is a general format that can be exemplified
by various specific dialogue systems. Walton and Krabbe present one such detailed
model for rigorous persuasion dialogues, RPD0. This is a new version of the model for
constructive dialectic, CΛD, proposed by Barth and Krabbe (1982, 91). Dialogues of
this kind are rigorous in that the procedural rules delimit the options of the
participants to a high degree: for example, retraction of commitment is not an option.
The function of a rigorous persuasion dialogue is not to develop new lines of
argument or new critical perspectives, but to find out whether or not the opponent is
able to withhold agreement to some thesis, given the propositions that he has already
conceded. The proponent pushes the opponent to concede her thesis. The purposes of
a rigorous persuasion dialogue are to find out “what propositions one’s past speech
acts explicitly commits one to, either directly or by logical implication, and how these
explicit commitments and their implications are open to undermining or refutation by
the other party, through finding counterexamples, inconsistencies, and other evidence
of weakness or incorrectness in them” (125).23

If the proponent defends a standpointT against an opponent who has conceded
sentencesS1,...,Sn, and if there is a strategy for the proponent such that she gets the
opponent to concedeT, whatever strategy the opponent chooses, then the proponent is
said to have awinning strategyfor T againstS1,...,Sn (Barth and Krabbe 1982, 83).
Rigorous Persuasion Dialogue is a dialogue logic because the distinction between the
proponent’s having and the proponent’s lacking a winning strategy against a set of
concessions explicates an interesting distinction between valid and invalid arguments.

Rigorous Persuasion Dialogue and Permissive Persuasion Dialogue meet in
Complex Persuasion Dialogue. The idea of a complex persuasion dialogue is that the
parties are discussing an issue by the rules for Permissive Persuasion Dialogue. At a
certain point a party, defendingT, may come to think that the other party, challenging
T, can be shown to be unreasonable in persisting in his critical attitude toT. At that
point she may start a rigorous persuasion dialogue. Within that dialogue, the opponent
becomes committed to the concessions he has made until then and that he has not yet

23 The authors emphasize the notion of explicitness in describing the functions of Rigorous
Persuasion Dialogue, because in a permissive persuasion dialogue the parties may also make
use of so-calleddark-side commitments, commitments that are in force, but have, as yet,
remained unexpressed.
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retracted, while the proponent becomes, in that dialogue, committed to the assertion
she wants to prove acceptable to him. If the proponent wins thisembeddedrigorous
persuasion dialogue the opponent has to concede the assertion at issue, and the
original discussion is resumed using the rules of Permissive Persuasion Dialogue
again.

Critical Discussion

The model for critical discussion is at the heart of the pragma-dialectical theory of
argumentation. The Critical Discussion has four stages that correspond to four distinct
parts or aspects of a discussion. Each stage has an aim that is instrumental for
resolving conflicts of opinions. The parties express their conflict in the confrontation
stage. In the opening stage the parties decide on procedural issues, such as who is act
as protagonist or antagonist, in what order standpoints are to be discussed, what
starting points are to be taken for granted, and what kind of argument schemes are to
be excluded (for example, argument from analogy is excluded in penalty lawsuits).
Moreover, they are allowed to adopt new rules for the other stages, or adapt
previously adopted rules (but only if these changes serve conflict resolution in the
particular situation in which the parties find themselves). In the argumentation stage,
arguments and criticisms are being exchanged. In the concluding stage, it is
determined and stated what the results of the argumentation stage are: on what
propositions did the discussants reach agreement, on what did they not? Has doubt
been withdrawn or has the standpoint been defended?24

Rules for discussion provide norms such that complying with the norms helps
to resolve conflicts of opinion. The set of rules outlines the rights and obligations of
the parties by stating what speech acts are allowed or obligatory at each stage of the
discussion. An example of a rule, or actually part of more complex rule, that furthers
the critical aim of the confrontation stage is that "[n]o special conditions do apply for
the propositional content of the assertives by means of which a point of view in
respect of an expressed opinion is expressed" (Van Eemeren and Grootendorst 1984,
155). A rule that furthers the critical aim of the opening stage is that "[a] language
user who has cast doubt on the other language user's point of view at the confrontation
stage of the discussion is at all times entitled to challenge that language user to defend
his point of view" (158). A rule for the argumentation stage is that “[t]he protagonist
may always defend the point of view that he has adopted, in respect of an expressed
opinion, in the initial dispute or in a subdispute, by performing an illocutionary act
complex of argumentation which then counts as a provisional defence of that point of
view" (165). A rule for the concluding stage is that “[t]he antagonist is obliged to
retract his doubt about the initial point of view if the protagonist (while observing the
other rules of the discussion) has sufficiently defended it (....) at the argumentation
stage" (174). The rationale of the rules is first of all that they are valid in the problem-

24 Critical Discussion is a more comprehensive model than Complex Persuasion Dialogue for
the reason that the former, unlike the latter, also takes the issue of raising procedural issues in
the opening stage into account. However, Complex Persuasion Dialogue incorporates versions
of the confrontation, argumentation and concluding stages. The preparatory moves in
Complex Persuasion Dialogue resemble the confrontation stage. In Rigorous Persuasion
Dialogue the concluding stage is made up of occurrences of the moves:I give up!; You said so
yourself!, andYour position is absurd!
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solving sense: a violation of the rules obstructs or hinders conflict resolution, while
obeying them helps and stimulates conflict resolution.

In the argumentation stage, discussants are able to construct arguments and
offer criticisms. The opponent may perform an ‘intersubjective validity test’ by which
she may test whether the proponent’s argument, after being completed by filling in
possible missing premises, is valid or not (Van Eemeren and Grootendorst 1984, 169).
This embedding of an intersubjective validity test into the argumentation stage
resembles the embedding of Rigorous Persuasion Dialogue within Complex
Persuasion Dialogue. In Critical Discussion it is not specified what the test looks like
while RPD0 constitutes such a test in a dialectical garb.

6. FALLACIES FROM A DIALECTICAL PERSPECTIVE

In dialectical approaches, fallacies are, in some way or other, related to violations of
rules for discussion. Here, several of these theories will be examined.

Hamblin

Hamblin (1970) is one of the defenders of the rule violation approach to fallacies. The
primary use of the formal dialectical models he constructs is to see whether they lead
to a satisfactory account of fallacies. Conforming to the rules of a dialectical model
corresponds with non-fallacious behaviour, while committing a fallacy corresponds
with violation of such a rule. When discussing his dialectical models Hamblin gives
somesyntactical rules(266). These rules provide dialectical and implicit definitions
of asserting, of challenging assertions, of asking questionsand ofoffering arguments.
The syntactical rules by themselves do not provide any guarantee against
unreasonableness and allow the interlocutors an enormous latitude for manoeuvre if
these rules are not supplemented by other rules. Interesting normative models result
only if further discretionary rulesare formulated (269). Fallacies should be analysed
as violations of these discretionary rules.

Hamblin says that his dialectical systemmodels a number of fallacies(265).
For example, he proposes a discretionary rule such that a question like 'did you stop
beating your wife or didn't you?' may only be posed if the hearer is committed to its
presupposition 'either I used to beat my wife and I have stopped doing so or I used to
beat my wife and I have not stopped doing so': "rules of this kind are what are
required to banish from the system various versions of the Fallacy of Many
Questions" (Hamblin 1970, 269). Thus, fallacies aremodelled by inserting
discretionary rules such that violating a discretionary rule constitutes a fallacy.

Barth, Martens and Krabbe

In an article about argumentsad hominem, Barth and Martens make two suggestions
for further research. First, they suggest the formulation of a theory of rational
argument as a set of necessary conditions that arguers must satisfy in order to pass as
rational. Second, they suggest the formulation of a set of sufficient conditions,
"[f]allacies can then be unmasked as arguments which cannot be generated by the
production rules" (1977, 96).
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Barth and Krabbe (1982, 90) recommend to consider any move made by a
member of a company as a fallacy if that move is not generated by a complete
dialectical system adopted by the company. The elementary rules for formal dialectic
include two alternative rules that regulate the effect of committing a fallacy. The
looser version states that if a party, N, performs a non-permitted speech act or a non-
permitted non-verbal action “then the other party (...) mayif it so wisheswithdraw
from the discussion without losing it” (63). The stricter version states that when N
does so, “then N has lost all its rights in the discussion and N’s behaviour is to be
called irrational with respect to the present dialectical situationby the company that
has adopted this system of formal3 dialectics”25 (Barth and Krabbe 1982, 63).

Walton and Krabbe

Walton and Krabbe analyse many of the fallacies asillicit dialectical shifts (Walton
and Krabbe 1995, 102). There are many kinds of dialogue, even several kinds of
dialogue in which arguments play an important role, such as persuasion dialogue,
negotiation dialogue, quarrel or debate. For each of these, normative models can be
constructed that specify what behaviour is reasonable in which situation. Because
these types of dialogue are connected with different goals, different sets of rules
constitute these normative models: what can be taken as reasonable within one type of
dialogue may be taken as unreasonable and fallacious in another.

Within a conversation, participants may shift from one type of dialogue to
another. They may shift back and forth between the two subtypes of persuasion
dialogue, or they may shift from persuasion dialogue to a negotiation dialogue, etc.
Walton and Krabbe indicate which shifts would belicit and which shifts would be
illicit . A shift is licit if (1) the new dialogue is functional for achieving the goals of the
old dialogue or if the new dialogue at least allows the parties to achieve those goals
and (2) if both parties agree to shift from one type to another type of dialogue (102-3).

Walton and Krabbe distinguish between three types of dialectical shift
(Walton and Krabbe 1995, 104-108). First, there may occur a shift from one type of
dialogue to another. For instance, an illicit shift from persuasion dialogue to
negotiation dialogue occurs in a situation where a doctor tries to convince her patient
to quit smoking and drinking, offering medical reasons. The patient responds: "O.K.
I'll quit smoking, as long as you allow a glass of wine once in a while" (104).
Moreover, there may occur an illicit shift between two subtypes of dialogue. For
instance, a shift may take place from a permissive persuasion dialogue to a rigorous
persuasion dialogue. If for whatever reason such a tightening up of the discussion is
illicit, we may reject it as quibbling or logic-chopping.26 Second, a shift may occur
within one and the same type of dialogue. This kind of shift explicates fallacies that
concern changing the subject (irrelevance) or fallacies that concern the burden of
proof, such asargumentum ad ignorantiam. Third, Walton and Krabbe propose,
somewhat tentatively, that certain fallacies can be seen as illicit shifts from one
flavour of dialogue to another. Such a shift denotes cases where there is a change in

25 A procedure is said to be formal3 if it takes place according to a set of procedural rules.
Formal1 refers to formal in the sense of pertaining to platonic forms, formal2 refers to formal
in the sense of pertaining to the shape of expressions (Barth and Krabbe 1982, 13-19).
26 We will come across a similar illicit shift under the name ofnit-picking (section 4 of
chapter 7).
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tone, although two parts of the dialogue are still of the same (sub)type. For instance,
within persuasion dialogue the choice of words may introduce an eristic flavour.
Walton and Krabbe suggest that instances of arguingad hominem, ad verecundiam,
andad misericordiamcan be explained as illicit shifts of flavour (71).

This account of dialectical shift forms a generalisation of the rule violation
approach to fallacies: the study of fallacies is "part of a more general study of illicit
transitions from one context of dialogue to another" (105). Presumably, it is the part
that concerns shifts within or away from persuasion dialogue.

Pragma-dialectics

The pragma-dialectical concept of a fallacy has been developed by Van Eemeren and
Grootendorst (1982, 1984, 1992). They define fallacy as a violation of a rule for
critical discussion: a rule violation constitutes a fallacy and vice versa.27 Van Eemeren
and Grootendorst emphasise that the rules provide the norms, but do not yet provide
the criteria by which it can be judged whether or not a particular move in a specific
discussion really is a fallacy.

Recently, Van Eemeren and Houtlosser have extended the pragma-dialectical
theory of fallacies by accounting for strategic manoeuvring. When parties are
involved in argumentative discourse they may be taken to be committed to resolving
their dispute and to complying with the norms that are instrumental for conflict
resolution. More in particular, they may be taken to be committed to attempting to
achieve the particular dialectical aims of the four stages of a critical discussion that
we have discussed above: thedialectical aims(Van Eemeren and Houtlosser 1999,
165) or critical aims (Van Eemeren and Houtlosser 2003). Van Eemeren and
Houtlosser point out that, normally, each party tries to resolve the conflict in his or her
own favour (1998, 164). More in particular, at every stage of a critical discussion a
party tries to achieve an outcome that is most beneficial to his or her own position
(1999, 165). These participant's aims are calledrhetorical aims (1999, 165) or
persuasive aims(2003) and they are the rhetorical complements of the critical aims.

Because discussants generally want to get things their own way as well as
contribute to resolving their dispute, "the parties will seek to fulfil their dialectical
obligations without sacrificing their rhetorical aims" (1999, 164). Strategic behaviour
by which a party attempts to achieve the rhetorical aims within the bounds of the rules
for critical discussion is calledstrategic manoeuvring. Strategic manoeuvring need
not result in a violation of a rule for critical discussion. However, strategic
manoeuvring may derail and lead to committing fallacies.

Van Eemeren and Houtlosser (2003) present a research program for finding
criteria by which it can be determined whether or not a norm for critical discussion
has been violated. The starting point of this program is a classification of types of
strategic manoeuvring. The four stages of a critical discussion give rise to a
classification of both critical and rhetorical objectives. This in turn yields a systematic
classification of types of strategic manoeuvring directed at reconciling corresponding
critical and rhetorical aims. For each type of strategic manoeuvring the correctness
criteria can be specified. A fallacy has been identified if it is observed that a

27 So, probably, the norms provided by the rules provide necessary conditions for reasonable
behaviour in a critical discussion when taken individually, and sufficient conditions when
taken together.
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correctness criterion for strategic manoeuvring isnot satisfied. In order to provide a
criterion for fallaciousness the sets of correctness criteria for proper strategic
manoeuvring must be formulated in such a way that it can be determined, to a
satisfactory degree, whether or not a specific move in a discussion satisfies the criteria
or not.28 These criteria would also provide the means by which participants
themselves can resolve the meta-issue whether or not a specific strategic manoeuvre is
fallacious in some way. Therefore, this new pragma-dialectical program links up with
Krabbe's program for immanent dialectic, to be discussed in the next section.

7. DISCUSSING FALLACIES

In order for a model to be practically useful its users must be capable, to some
satisfactory degree, to follow its rules. For this reason Woods (2002) postulates a
hierarchy of logical agency. The higher up in the hierarchy, the more resources, such
as information, time and computational capacity, a type of logical agent commands. A
human being can be found lower down in the hierarchy than an institution like NASA,
for the simple reason that NASA can use many more resources than a single person.
In order to overcome his cognitive disadvantage, a logical agent may usescarce-
resource compensation strategies. For instance, we do not have the time, energy or
capacity to check the whole population, and so we hastily generalise using only a
sample. “An inference or a move in a dialogue, or whatever else, is a fallacy relative
to the type of agent in question and the resources available to agents of that type; and
to the performance standards appropriate thereto” (Woods 2002, 66-7). Hence, an
instance of a hasty inference may be fallacious to NASA standards while being
correct to the standard apposite for an individual reasoner.

Woods is correct in so far as an agent at a certain position in the hierarchy is,
in some way,more stronglycommitted to standards appropriate for that kind of agent
than to standards appropriate for agents who have more resources at their disposal.
Parties in a persuasion dialogue are committed, in my view, to discussing their matters
in a completelycorrect way. However, high ideals present commitments that are less
coercing than more realistic and less ideal standards. We are committed to perfection,
but that commitment has a lower priority than our commitment to do it well enough.

Let us focus on a type of agency that is pertinent for dialectic: two parties
engaged in argumentative discourse. Suppose further that the parties do not have the
resources to check the whole population of, say, swans, and, moreover, that the
standpoint at issue is that all swans are white. The opponent is committed to the
proposition that every swan he has ever seen is white and he has never heard of swans
of other colours. This provides, presumably, sufficient grounds for the proponent to
convince the opponent. Thus, hasty generalisation, if it may still be so called, does not
seem to violate a dialectical rule that has priority for these parties. However, this does
not imply that the parties are notalso committed to the dialectical rule that
generalisations should not be hastily drawn. These parties, however, rightly perceive
such a rule as a more ideal and regulative kind of rule. It is obligatory to have a proper
sample and to infer ampliatively according to rough statistical standards, but we are

28 Such a series of sets of criteria for determining fallacies will probably be incomplete,
because some fallacies may arise from other sources than from derailed strategic
maneuvering. A rule may be violated by mistake (while not serving a persuasive aim), or a
rule violation might be functional for a goal that is not rhetorical.
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also committed to doing it right. If someone objects that the data do not guarantee the
generalised conclusion, we have to add data or qualify the modality of the conclusion,
thereby repairing what is seen as a mistake, error, fault or imperfection.

Hamblin seems to adopt the view that a high level of ideality remains in force,
even though we often have to settle for less. For example, in the dialectical systems
Hamblin proposes, there is no rule that requires commitment sets to be consistent
because adopting such a rule would make it excessively difficult for us to have a
discussion according to the rules of the system. Instead, he requires discussants to
avoid immediate inconsistency, such as uttering a contradiction or asserting a sentence
that one has challenged before (these ‘immediate inconsistencies’ will be further
explained when dealing with Mackenzie’s dialectical treatment of ambiguity in
section 1 of chapter 6). "[O]n reflection, we may come to think that, although there
does exist an ideal concept of a 'rational man' which implies perpetual consistency, the
supposition is by no means necessary to the operation of a satisfactory dialectical
system. In fact, even where our ideals of rationality are concerned, we frequently
settle for much less than this: a man is 'rational', in a satisfactory sense, if he is
capable of appreciating and remedying inconsistencies when they are pointed out"
(Hamblin 1970, 263). Rational behaviour that is apposite for the purpose of human
conflict resolution must be constituted by rules that enable the parties to appreciate
and remedy identifiable faults.

Hamblin does not conceive of these rules as criteria by which arguments can
be evaluated once and for all. "The logician does not stand above and outside practical
argumentation or, necessarily, pass judgement on it. He is not a judge or a court of
appeal, and there is no such judge or court: he is, at best, a trained advocate. It follows
that it is not the logician's particular job to declare the truth of any statement,or the
validity of any argument. While we are using legal metaphor it might be worth while
drawing an analogy from legal precedent. If a complaint is made by a member of
some civil association such as a club or a public company, that the officials or
management have failed to observe some of the association's rules or some part of its
constitution, the courts will, in general, refuse to handle it. In effect the plaintiff will
be told: 'Take your complaint back to the association itself. You have all the powers
you need to call public meetings, move rescission motions, vote the manager out of
office. We shall intervene on your behalf only if there is an offence such as fraud.'
The logician's attitude to actual arguments should be something like this." (244-5).

Thus, as far as is possible, the parties must resolve their differences
themselves: “[t]he control of each dialogue is in the hands of the participants
themselves” (283). In order to remedy possible transgressions of the dialectical
procedure, the participants must have resource to raising points of order, locutions
that “contribute not to the subject or topic of the dialogue but to its shape” (283).
Points of order start metadialogues about the procedural appropriateness of what
Hamblin callstopic points. Among the points of order are the charges that a fallacy of
a certain type has been committed. A theory of charges is particularly important,
according to Hamblin, when dealing with ambiguity and equivocation (see chapter 2).

Krabbe endorses Hamblin’s proposal to approach fallacies from the dialectical
perspective of raising points of order against them and sees it as a part of animmanent
dialectical approach: “according to the immanent dialectical approach it must often
be left to the disputants themselves to decide these matters [of fallaciousness]”
(Krabbe 1999, 470, see also Krabbe 1997), “ultimately, the status of an argument
must be decided in discussion, by the participants themselves. Dependent on that
outcome the argument is reconstructed as valid, as doubtful, as erroneous, as a
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blunder, or even as a fallacy” (467). If such a decision has not yet been made by the
parties themselves, and if nonetheless someone, a spectator or one of the engaged
parties, criticises a move or sequence of moves by party 1 as an instance of a certain
fallacy, this remark must be taken as a preliminary verdict that indicates that the
speaker expects there to be a strategy available on the part of party 2 that leads to
persuading party 1 that that (sequence of) move(s) is fallacious.

Krabbe usesprofiles of dialogueas an informal and heuristic device to find out
which dialectical systems would provide a reasonable account of dialogical
normativity (Krabbe 2002, 155). More in particular, profiles can be used to study the
way an alleged fallacy may be criticised in a reasonable manner, without already
having a specific dialectical system that fixes the dialogue sequences as fallacious or
not. The force of a fallacy criticism is that a move or sequence of moves is
inadmissible because of transgressing a certain rule or certain rules for persuasion
dialogue. By using profiles of dialogue, it is possible to examine what would be
reasonable ways of raising the issue of fallaciousness in a discussion, and what would
be reasonable ways of resolving metadisputes.

Modelling an immanent dialectical approach to fallacies

There is a tension between the idea of approaching fallacies from an immanent
dialectical perspective on the one hand, and on the other the attempt to propose a
normatively adequate model for persuasion dialogue or critical discussion. This
tension is especially acute when discussants are trying to modify dialectical rules they
have adopted. However, even in cases such as these, it must be expected that both
parties will continue to imposesomerules on each other, while arguing about the
acceptability of others. Here, we will deal with a less difficult kind of case where the
discussants presuppose the adequacy of a certain dialectical model while not yet
agreeing over the issue of whether or not a particular discussion move or sequence of
discussion moves is admissible according to that model. The tension in these cases
can be shown by posing the questionhow can fallacies, understood as violations of
rules for critical discussion, be criticised and discussed in critical discussion or
persuasion dialogue if fallacies by definition do not occur in critical discussion or
persuasion dialogue?This question, however, is ill-conceived as will be shown.

Fallacies can be criticised by starting a new persuasion dialogue. If in dialogue
1 a party supposes a move to be inadmissible, given the history of the dialogue up till
that point, he or she may start a new dialogue 2 in which the admissibility of that
move in dialogue 1 is examined. The first subdiscussion can be called theground
level discussionwhile the second is themetadiscussion(Krabbe calls themground
level dialogueandmetadialogue, 2003a). In order for the transition between ground
level and metadiscussion to be reasonable, the transition must satisfy several
requirements. Both Mackenzie and Krabbe have dealt with this issue in a formal
manner.

Mackenzie (1988) is primarily interested in a situation where a field linguist is
trying to extract thelogical rules that are part of the natives’ model for dialogue,
called DC. The field linguist does so by engaging himself with a native in a DC+-
dialogue that is systematically aimed at finding out the logical rules of DC. DC+
resembles DC, except that it tolerates some moves that DC does not tolerate.
Moreover, there is a rule in DC+ that obliges the interlocutor (the native) to correct
violations of DC-rules (made by the field linguist). If the linguist violates a DC-rule in



The dialectical approach to argument and argument criticism

21

DC+, it is possible to infer the exact content of the transgressed DC-rule from the
correction provided by the interlocutor (the native).

The model DC has syntactical rules that define the possible locutions to be
made in dialogue. DC has commitment rules that are needed to keep track of changing
rights and obligations. It has dialogue rules that determine what moves are legal
(allowed) at a certain stage. Moreover, DC has a set of preferred argument schemata
that represents the logic of the natives. Let us suppose that the following argument
scheme is part of that set: “P and P→ Q, therefore Q”. The sentence(P ∧ (P → Q))
→ Q is then called alogicians conditional. One of the rules of DC states that logicians
conditionals may never be denied. The linguist is familiar with all the rules of DC,
except for the set of preferred argument schemata. By engaging in a DC+ dialogue,
the linguist is trying to find out the content of the set of preferred argument schemata,
that is, the logic of the natives.

The field linguist and the native are engaged in a DC+ dialogue. Sometimes
the linguist transgresses a DC rule due to his lack of knowledge of the set of preferred
argument schemata. Such a move is DC-illegal, but still DC+-legal. Suppose the
linguist denies(P ∧ (P → Q)) → Q. Then DC+ regulates that the native objects to this
DC-fault by raising an appropriateorder locution, after which the faulty denial is
repaired by withdrawing it from the linguist’s commitment set, after which the DC-
dialogue may continue. So, DC+ embeds DC and may contain what we may call
moves that are fallacious from the perspective of DC.

Krabbe proposes a set of dialectical rules for opening and closing
metadialoguesin which the permissibility of moves in aground level dialogueis
being discussed (Krabbe 2003a). When a party X performs a speech act m, this move
is supposedto be a legal ground level move. However, an allegedly permissible
ground level move may be challenged as impermissible. If m’s permissibility remains
unchallenged, then m is accepted by the parties as part of theaccepted ground level
dialogue. If, however, m is challenged by Y as impermissible then the verdict on
whether or not m is added to the accepted ground level dialogue is suspended. The
challenge of m starts a metadialogue at level 1. In this metadialogue, Y is the
proponent of the thesis that m is not permissible as a continuation of the accepted
ground level dialogue. X is the opponent of this thesis. If Y wins, X retracts m and X
may substitute another move for it (such that this move does not challenge the
permissibility of Y’s move m-1). Moreover, X must pay the costs of the
metadialogue. If X wins, move m has been tested with positive result and the ground
level dialogue is extended by m. Within a metadialogue at a level n, it is possible to
start a metametadialogue at level n+1.

In this way the parties construct an accepted ground level dialogue. Such a
dialogue forms a discussion that corresponds with ideal discussion behaviour as the
discussants themselves view it: it does not contain any violation of a discussion rule,
or so the parties themselves think. These dialogues are regulated by the rules for
(complex) persuasion dialogue. However, different rules must regulate the discussion
that contains the possibly inadmissible moves and the metadiscussions about
potentially inadmissible moves.

The connection between the stricter rules for ideal discussion and the looser
rules that tolerate inadmissible moves and metadiscussion, can be elucidated with a
particular application of Searle’s distinction between regulative and constitutive rules
(Searle 1970, 33-42). Regulative rules regulate antecedently or independently existing
forms of behaviour, as the rules of etiquette regulate inter-personal relations that exist
independently of these rules. Constitutive rules create or define new forms of
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behaviour, as the rules or chess define the game. Constitutive rules constitute and
regulate activity that is logically dependent on the rules.

The intended application of Searle’s distinction to the notion of a discussion
resembles Van Eemeren and Grootendorst's distinction between two kinds of felicity
conditions for the complex speech act of pro and contra argumentation.Identity or
recognition conditionsfor argumentation state that in order for a constellation of
assertives to count as argumentation, it must express propositions and be regarded as
an attempt to convince the listener of the acceptability of one member of that
constellation (the standpoint). If a set of statements does not satisfy the recognition
conditions it does not constitute argumentation. Ifcorrectness conditions, such as the
condition that the standpoint is not yet accepted by the listener, are not satisfied then
the argumentation can not be said to be correctly performed, although argumentation
may still have been offered.

First, critical discussion may be interpreted in such a way that the rules that
defineor constitutea dialectical model represent a level of reasonableness that still
allows imperfections on the part of the parties. Second, critical discussion may be
interpreted in such a way that the rules thatdefineor constitutea dialectical model
represent a level of reasonableness that does not allow any imperfection. Third,
critical discussion may be interpreted in such a way that it has stricter regulative rules
that regulate, but do not define 'critical discussion', and in addition it has looser rules
that define and constitute 'critical discussion'. The third will be the approach adopted
here. In order for a dialogue to be called an instance of a critical discussion, properly
so called, no constitutive rule for critical discussion may be violated. In order for a
dialogue to be called acorrect performance of a critical discussion, no violation of
(the higher standard of) regulative rules may have occurred. If a fallacy is a violation
of a regulative rule, then this kind of fallacy can occur and can be discussedwithin
critical discussion, broadly conceived. From this perspective, the rules that define a
definitely acceptable ground level dialogue are regulative rules. The rules that define
this type of dialogue as a whole, including the inadmissible moves and moves at
metalevels, are constitutive rules. Violations of the regulative rules, that is, fallacies of
a certain, less devastating, type, can be discussed and retracted within critical
discussion, properly so called.

An immanent dialectical account of fallacies can be developed further by
applying Van Eemeren and Houtlosser’s idea of strategic manoeuvring to points of
order: what are the correctness criteria for raising a point of order? These criteria can
be formulated dialectically, that is, in the form of rules for discussion that regulate the
way these points of order can be raised and criticised. In this manner we can arrive at
a specification of a dialectical model that is normative, in being aimed at conflict
resolution, while liberal in admitting certain fallacies. This will be the method adopted
in chapter 7 where a procedural account of active ambiguity will be proposed.

8. THE ISSUES OF ACTIVE AMBIGUITY : THREE RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Some expressions are ambiguous in the sense that failing to notice the distinction
between the contextually admissible readings may plausibly influence the course of an
argumentative discussion. This kind of ambiguity is calledactive ambiguityand forms
the subject of this study. The first two research questions are: what exactly is active
ambiguity and how should we assess it in an argumentative discussion? This specific
concept of ambiguity will be explicated in chapters 2, 3 and 4. In chapter 2 a
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definition of active ambiguity is presented that includes a linguistic and a relevance
clause. The linguistic aspect of active ambiguity will be examined further in chapter 3,
while the relevance aspect is elucidated in chapter 4. In addition, chapter 4 contains a
theory of assessing active ambiguities.

The third research question can be formulated at a theoretical and at a practical
level: what does an adequate dialectical account of active ambiguity look like?; how
should we discuss alleged active ambiguities in a reasonable way? In chapter 5 and 6
informal and formal theories about how to deal with problematic ambiguities are
examined. In chapter 7 my own dialectical account will be presented. Chapter 8
contains the application of this dialectical theory to two case studies: a debate on
euthanasia and a cross-examination in court.
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CHAPTER 2: THE CONCEPT OF ACTIVE AMBIGUITY

This chapter deals with the notion of active ambiguity: what are its constitutive
elements? After discussing active ambiguity in the first section, the proposed
definition will be compared with a classification of several kinds of ambiguity offered
by Walton. In the third section, Hamblin's program for the study ofequivocationwill
be taken as a point of departure for the study of active ambiguity in the rest of the
book.

1. THE DEFINITION OF ACTIVE AMBIGUITY

The definiendum

In this section one of the colloquial senses of the expressionambiguouswill be
explicated. The notion will be calledactive ambiguity. A definition of it will be
offered after it has been made clear what notion we are after.

As Walton observes, the termambiguousis itself ambiguous between what he
calls, a semantic and a pragmatic sense (Walton 1996b, 22).29 This ambiguity can be
revealed by presenting a fallacy of equivocation that arises from this ambiguity. Both
reasons of the argument below are acceptable, but in order to accept them
individually, ambiguoushas to be interpreted differently. The standpoint, however, is
only adequately supported if both reasons are taken in one and the same reading of the
termambiguous.

Almost all English expressions are ambiguous
If a speaker uses an expression that is ambiguous, then we may object to the
use of the expression.
Therefore, we may object to the use of almost all English expressions.

An expression can be said to beambiguousin the sense that there are contexts in
which one reading is appropriate while there are also contexts in which another
reading is fitting. If we understand ambiguity in that way the first, but not the second
reason is correct. Thissemantic ambiguitymay have different linguistic sources that
will be discussed in chapter 3, section 1.

The second premise, but not the first, is acceptable (but only if also some more
restrictions on its interpretation are satisfied, see below) if we understand the
ambiguity of an expression as its potential to express various readings in the one
context where it is being used. The expression admits various interpretations, even if
the listener makes use of the contextual information that is available. This kind of
ambiguity can be calledcontextual and corresponds with Walton’s concept of
pragmatic ambiguity. How a semantically ambiguous expression may become
contextually ambiguous will be dealt with in chapter 3, section 2.

Several kinds of contextual ambiguity can be distinguished: the notion of
active ambiguity forms a proper subclass of contextual ambiguity. To start with, there

29 Supposedly, the term is ambiguous in at least the semantic sense, but in some situations
also in the pragmatic sense.
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is a class of contextual ambiguities that are overtly intended by the speaker to be
understood in more than one way. In the normal course of events puns, jokes that
make use of ambiguous expressions, artistic or poetic uses of ambiguity,double
entendres, etc., are brought forward in a way that they can be recognised, even though
recognition might need an effort on the part of the listener. The ambiguous expression
occurring within such a conversational contribution is to be understood in various
ways and that this is the case is made clear to the receiver. I will refer to these
expressions asovert ambiguities. If an expression is contextually ambiguous, while
the ambiguity is not intended at all, or if it is not intended to be detected by one's
audience, then the expression is acovert ambiguity.

There are covert ambiguities of two varieties. Linguistic utterances normally
aim at two kinds of purposes, the one being communicative, the other interactional
(Van Eemeren and Grootendorst 1984, 25). The communicative purpose is to perform
a successful illocutionary act, that is, to make the listener understand two things: what
kind of speech act is being performed by the speaker, and what the propositional
content of the speech act consists of. The use of a contextual, covert ambiguity may
bring with it certain communicative effects. It may lead to a situation where the
listener does not perceive the contextual ambiguity and entertains a different
interpretation than the speaker has in mind, or where he does perceive it but is unable
to figure out what reading to select as the proper one.

The interactional purpose of a speech act is to perform a successful
perlocutionary act, that is, to get the listener toaccept the speech act.30 The
interactional purpose of the complex speech act of argumentation is to convince the
listener of the standpoint. More specifically, we could say that theprimary
interactional purpose of offering argumentation is to get the listener to concede the
reasons as well as the warrant (that states the connection between reasons and
standpoint). Theultimatepurpose is to get the listener to concede the main standpoint.
The use of a contextual, covert ambiguity may also produce effects that can be called
interactional: selecting one reading might lead to a concession of a statement, while
picking out another reading might lead to a challenge of it.

The first variety of a covert pragmatic ambiguity is where the ambiguity
brings about only communicative effects. Such ambiguities are, by definition, of no
consequence to the course of the discussion and are, from a dialectical perspective, to
be qualified as inconsequential. If choosing one reading leads to accepting and
challenging exactly the same standpoints, reasons, and warrants as when choosing for
another reading, then choosing the former instead of the latter does not affect the
external course of the discussion. The wordpencan be imagined to be contextually
ambiguous. If someone saysI own a pen, and if she uses this only as a reason to
support that there is something she owns (while the listener knows that she owns a
ballpoint as well as a chicken run), then this contextual ambiguity is of no
consequence for the discussion. The second variety is where the ambiguity does
produce interactional effects. This kind of ambiguity is consequential and calls for
repair in order for the dialogue to proceed smoothly. Semantic and contextual
ambiguity are mostly onlylatently relevant, but in certain situations they can become
actively relevantin the sense of having a role to play in the discussion at hand. After
Naess, this latter kind of ambiguity will be calledactive ambiguity(see section 1.3 of
chapter 3).

30 Acceptance of speech acts seems to be a more general notion than acceptance of a reason or
standpoint, for also doubts, advises, warnings, etc., can be said to become accepted.
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This study is restricted to three kinds of speech act that are important for
theorising about argumentation.Concedinga statement may lead to the instalment of
an actively ambiguous concession.Requestingthe opponent to concede a statement
may lead to an actively ambiguous concession.Assertinga statement may lead to an
actively ambiguous standpoint, reason or warrant. Further, the focus is restricted to
the ambiguity of linguistic expressions, neglecting possible other modes of
presentation, like visual and musical modes (Groarke 2002) or emotional, physical
and nonsensory modes (Gilbert 1997).

Moreover, we will not deal with locutions that are ambiguous between various
illocutionary forces, such as those due to the performance of an indirect speech act.
Such force ambiguities can lead to interesting problems, for instance, when an
opponent expresses doubt in such a way that it might also be taken as expressing a
contrary standpoint. However, this study of ambiguity is restricted to propositional
content. Another restriction will be the focus on ambiguity on the level of phrases and
sentences, but not on larger stretches of discourse. The account in this study will have
to be enriched in order to accommodate the kind of ambiguity that enables an analyst
to come up with various plausible argument structures.

The kinds of ambiguity are summarised in the figure below. Moreover, it
shows how the subject matter of this book is delimited.

semantic ambiguity contextual ambiguity covert contextual
ambiguity

active ambiguity

Figure 1. A survey of different kinds of ambiguity

The definition

The definition will be partly stipulative and partly lexical: it is meant to provide the
meaning of the occurrences ofactive ambiguityin the rest of this book and it
explicates one of the conventional meanings ofambiguity. Because the definition
mentions a certain set of criteria for the correct use of language, without choosing any
specific set, the definition is skeletal. The components of thedefinienswill be dealt
with below. The first defining clause will be called thelinguistic clause, the second
therelevance clause.

An expressionE that occurs within a questionS?or a statementT is actively
ambiguous in a context of discussion C if and only if (1)E admits of several
interpretations in C, expressed byE1,...,En, such that (1a) each of theseEi, i ≤
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n, is more precise thanE in C and (1b) none of theseEi, i ≤ n, expresses an
incorrect interpretation in C according to some set of criteria for the correct
use of language, and (2) neglecting to notice and articulate this specific
distinction betweenE1,...,En may plausibly influence the course of the
discussion.

The linguistic clause

An occurrence of an expressionE in a context of utterance C can only be said to be
actively ambiguousbetweenE1,...,En if every Ei, i ≤ n, expresses in C meanings that E
might express in C according to the (semantic and pragmatic) rules of language.
Stated more shortly, the linguistic clause of active ambiguity demands E to be
contextually ambiguous.

Naess denotes the relation 'Ei is more precise thanE' with the Norwegian name
en preciseringand under the English name ofa precization(Naess 1953). I adopt
Barth and Krabbe's suggestion that one might translate these asdisambiguating
reformulation, although they themselves did adopt the alternative translation
clarifying reformulation(1982, 22).31

The following definition of 'x is more precise than y' will be used (Naess’s
definition can be found in section 2 of chapter 5):

An expressionEi is more precise in a context of utterance C than an expressionE if
and only if all meanings thatEi expresses in C are expressed byE, but not vice versa.

Hence, in a conversational situation where the expressiongolf club might refer to a
golf association as well as to a kind of stick, the expressiongolf associationis more
precise thangolf club.

If Ei is more precise thanE, Ei will be called a proper disambiguating
reformulationof E. The expressionEi is a disambiguating reformulationof E will be
reserved for expressions that are put forward by a party with the aim of providing a
proper disambiguating reformulation, whether or not they succeed in providing a
properdisambiguating reformulation.

Whatever subject we are discussing in English, the expressionbankcannot be
said to be contextually ambiguous betweenbanking institutionand couch, for the
reason thatcouchdoes not express any meaning thatbank expresses (although the
Dutch bank is ambiguous in such a way). In a case like this one, the semantic rules
disqualify this second reading as inadmissible. When we are discussing financial
affairs it is easy to imagine thatbank, in the context of utterance, cannot be said to be
contextually ambiguous betweenbanking institutionand river edge, for the reason
that pragmatic rules for language use disqualify the latter expression as expressing
any meaning thatbank does express in this particular context. Thus,correct use of
languagerefers to correct use of language in some particular context of utterance
according to semantic and pragmatic rules.

However, the correct use of, for example, English is extremely
accommodating and allows many formulations to express, even within one and the
same context, a wide range of meanings (cf. Naess 1953, 39 and Pinkal 1995, 18).

31 This latter phrase, however, suggests a much wider use than for disambiguating
expressions.
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This concurs with the fact that the context of utterance is often not specified to a very
high degree.32 In chapter 3 we will explore various ways in which natural language
allows for differences of interpretation.

Nevertheless, not anything goes. We have access to instruments that enable us
to establish that some expression,E1, does not express any meaning in C thatE
expresses. ThatE1 would be a proper disambiguating reformulation ofE can be
rejected by reference to shared linguistic intuitions, or to a linguistic expert system
such as a dictionary or to a semantical database. However, in this book no specific
instrument will be proposed at the expense of others. Instead, it will be presupposed
that participants in a discussion have some linguistic device X, of whatever nature, at
their disposal that enables them to check whether or notE1 is an admissible and
proper disambiguation ofE in a specific context of utterance. This device X will be
called theutterance meaning machine, and the dialectical procedure by which the
discussants may utilise the ‘machine’ is called theutterance meaning testing
procedure. Following the procedure results in a verdict, binding both parties, about
the issue of whether or notE1 is a proper disambiguating reformulation ofE.

Depending on the kind of ‘mechanism’ inside the machine, the scope of what
can be calledactively ambiguousmay change. The procedure can make use of
linguistic sources at different levels of sophistication. Suppose the parties would in the
opening stage decide that a disambiguating reformulationEi of expressionE is
inappropriate if it does not match a meaning that is given by a definition of one of the
senses of the lexical entry ofE in some dictionary. Suppose further that the parties
choose the Oxford English Dictionary (1989). Then they are not allowed to say that
obligatory can be actively ambiguous between a legal and a moral sense, because
there are no entries that correspond to such senses (what can be found is a meaning
that is unspecific with respect to a legal and a moral reading of the term). It is also
feasible that different procedures lead to different outcomes due to the circumstance
that different linguistic theories are implemented in the ‘machine’.33 Moreover, if the
machine includes implicatures or emotive connotations amongst a term’s meaning
then a suggestive expression can be called actively ambiguous. Taken strictlyyou
won’t find any photograph that depicts me in a military uniformdoes not express that
the person in question has never worn a military uniform, but it does suggest it. When
used in a situation where it is unknown whether the speaker did ever wear a military
uniform but in which it is taken to be possible, the expression might become actively
ambiguous.34

32 The concept of a context of utterance refers to the available information about the
environment of an occurrence of an expression. A context of utterance can be more or less
specific, the more specific it is, the less contextually ambiguous are the expressions used in it.
33 Implementing a cognitive linguistic theory, along the lines of Taylor (1995), would lead to
emphasising the semantic aspects of determining the utterance meaning, and would provide
less space to the pragmatic process of interpretation. In contrast, implementing a
compositional approach to semantics would be economical in assigning semantic meanings to
expressions, and would provide more space to the pragmatic aspect of utterance meaning.
These differences in theoretical make up may possibly affect the answer to the question
whether or not an expression in some situation is contextually ambiguous. This issue will be
left aside.
34 The Dutch Minister Bijlhout said something like this in 2002. However, journalists did find
such a picture, after which she stepped back (after having been in office only seven hours) for
the reason that it showed that she had been a dedicated follower of the Surinam military
leader Bouterse.
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Often, the parties do not adopt any very sophisticated method to resolve these
linguistic differences. If one of them alleges thatEi is a disambiguating reformulation
of E and if using the utterance meaning testing procedure adopted by them is “rough
and ready” and does not lead to a clear refutation of that contention, the contention is
regarded as sustained.

The relevance clause

Crawshay-Williams points out that if there are no restrictions on what may be called
differentthen nothing can be called the same, and that would reduce us to the level of
'imbeciles': "[w]e must get rid of the idea that, once we have made a distinction, we
are saddled with it for ever" (Crawshay-Williams 1957, 113). This also applies to
distinctions with respect to meaning. Restrictions on meaning distinctions are
provided by the linguistic correctness criterion, as well as by the prerequisite that the
ambiguity must matter to the course of the dialogue. Because not every distinction
makes a difference some covertly ambiguous expressions are not actively ambiguous.
Even though we will be able to reject some distinctions between interpretations as
irrelevant, there may exist intractable discussions where the need for making
distinctions between meanings recurs again and again.

The relevance clause of the definition says that the differences between the
disambiguating reformulations must make a difference to the way in which the
discussion might develop. Stated in other terms, failing to notice the ambiguity would
produce interactional consequences. These interactional consequences will be
examined in chapter 4.

Unspecified expressions

One way of clarifying the notion of active ambiguity further is to contrast it with two
phenomena that resemble it: expressions that are not very specific and expressions
that are vague. A more detailed comparison between vagueness and contextual
ambiguity will be presented in section 1.4 of chapter 3. Here it suffices to say that
vagueness is a semantic phenomenon that may, in special situations, produce a
contextual or active ambiguity.

Specificationcan be used to refer to the act of narrowing down the scope or
extension of a predicate expression. A monadic predicateP, like horse, can be
associated with a positive extension (Positivbereich, Blau 1978, 26), that is, with the
set of entities that are properly said to beP, such as Black Beauty, Jolly Jumper, etc.
With a polyadic predicate, such asto love, the positive extension is a set of ordered
pairs, or triples, etc. If Bob loves Ann but Ann does not love Bob, then <Bob,Ann> is
a member oflove’s positive extension, while <Ann,Bob> is not. A predicateP is said
to be aspecificationof a predicateQ in caseP’s positive extension is a proper subset
of Q’s positive extension, that is, ifP’s positive extension is smaller than that ofQ
and contained within that ofQ (cf. Pinkal 1995, 57). Thus,horseis a specification of
animalandto love is a specification ofto like. By extending the scope of the concept
of a specification, it is also possible to say that the sentencethis is a horseis a
specification ofthis is an animal.

Specification does not need to have anything to do with ambiguity, because
sentenceS may be a specification of sentenceT while S is not an interpretation ofT.
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This is a horseis a specification ofThis is an animal, but in most contexts the first is
not a linguistically admissible interpretation of the latter. Confusion between
specification and disambiguation may, however, arise for various reasons.

1) The termsexactandprecisecan both express that an expression is free of
active ambiguity as well as that an expression is specific and expresses a thought in
detail. Moreover, the verbto specify can be used to refer to the action of
disambiguating a formulation. This is so for a good reason, which brings us to a
second source of possible confusion.

2) If a sentenceScan express in a context C several propositions, expressed by
disambiguating reformulationsS1,...,Sn, then we can assign toS and to eachSi sets of
possibly intended meanings in C. SupposePx meansx is a possibly intended meaning
of S in CandQix meansx is a possibly intended meaning of Si in C. ReplacingSby Si

narrows down the set of possibly intended meanings ofS into a smaller subset. Thus,
predicateQi is a specification of predicateP. Consequently, it makes sense to say that
by disambiguatingS to Si one specifies what was possibly meant byS. The request
can you be more specific?can sometimes be interpreted correctly as having the same
meaning ascan you express yourself in a less actively ambiguous way?

3) A special way of making clear in what sense an expression is meant is by
specifying it:You are an animal, not in the sense of being brutal, but in the sense of
being either a fish, a mammal, an insect, etc. The sentenceYou are an animal in the
sense of being either a fish, a mammal, an insect, etcis a disambiguating
reformulation ofYou are an animal, and it makes use of three specifications ofis an
animal: is a mammal, is a fish, andis an insect.

4) Actively ambiguous expressions and unspecified sentences can both lead to
a lack of information (cf. Pinkal 1995, 57-58). Active ambiguity may lead to a
situation where a listener does not know how to interpret an assertion and does
consequently not obtain information that he was supposed to obtain. Using an
unspecified expression may also lead to a situation where the listener gets too little
information.I saw an animalgives much less information thenI saw a horse.

5) Disambiguation and specification go together in the following way. If one
disambiguates a formulation then one specifies the context of utterance, and if one
specifies the context of utterance one may disambiguate a formulation.

6) An expression can be contextually ambiguous between several readings,
such that one of its disambiguating reformulations is a specification of another
disambiguating reformulation.35 Cat can become contextually ambiguous between
domestic cat(Felis catus) and member of family Felidae, which includes the lion,
tiger, leopard, and lynx. The former disambiguation is a specification of the latter.
Another example can arise from the semantic ambiguity ofAmerican between
someone from the United Statesor someone from North America. A disambiguating
reformulation that expresses such a more inclusive reading of an expression will be
called anunspecified disambiguating reformulation.

2. WALTON ’ S CLASSIFICATION

This section deals with Walton’s classification of types of ambiguity and with the way
this classification is related to the classification summarised in figure 1. That some

35 If an expression can denote a set as well as a subset of this set, then the expression in the
second sense is calledhyponymousto the expression in the first sense (Leech 1981, 100-101).
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expression isambiguouscan be taken to mean that it is eithersemanticallyand
potentially ambiguous or that it is ambiguousin context, ambiguousin use and
pragmatically ambiguous (Walton 1996b, 22). Walton does not present neat
definitions of these concepts. The following explication seems plausible: an
expression issemantically and potentially ambiguousif in some contexts the
expression means one thing, while in other contexts it means something else. An
expression ispragmaticallyandactually ambiguousin a given context if its ambiguity
plays some sort of role within that very context. In the last chapter ofFallacies
Arising From AmbiguityWalton presents a scheme comprising the different types and
subtypes of ambiguity that he distinguishes.

ambiguity

potential actual imaginary

lexical syntactic inflective pragmatic emphatic suggestive
Figure 2. Types of ambiguity according to Walton (1996b, 262)

Although Walton observes thatambiguityis itself ambiguous betweenpragmaticand
potential ambiguity, this scheme is not to be interpreted as a scheme in which also
other meanings ofambiguity are classified. The threefold distinction between
potential, actual and imaginary ambiguity is derived from Alexander of Aphrodisias.36

Potential ambiguityrefers to linguistic, or what has in section 1 been called
semantic, ambiguity. Potential ambiguity is lexical if a word or phrase has two distinct
lexical meanings. It is syntactic if a sentence has two possible grammatical
constructions. The ambiguity is inflective when an "ambiguity of the key term arises
from, or is related to a grammatical transformation, or inflection, from one form of
speech to another" (1996b, 156, see also 261-2).

Imaginary ambiguityis connected tooptional interpretations. A sentence may
instantiate imaginary ambiguity if it is givenstressor specialintonation, or if it is
uttered in a context where itsuggestssomething. If the interpreter is able to interpret it
directly, without taking into account the stress, the intonation or the suggested
message, as well aswith taking the stress, intonation or suggestion into account, then
the statement is an example of imaginary ambiguity. If parts of speech are emphasised
by, for instance, intonation or the use of italics the ambiguity is an example of
emphatic ambiguity. If the sentence suggests some proposition by implicature, it is an
example ofsuggestive ambiguity. Imaginary ambiguity has “the result that different
optional presumptions can be drawn from the use of that sentence” (Walton 1996b,
262). An example of stress that introduces ambiguity is where the normal, non-
stressed, interpretation lingers on. ‘Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy
neighbour’: should we take it to be about all people or only about our neighbours
next-door? (Walton 1996b, 125-6).

The nameimaginary ambiguityis not a proper one for the phenomenon at
hand. It suggests that the interpreter wrongly imagines an interpretation to be
admissible. However, in certain situations, a sentence can really be taken in two ways:

36 Walton is inspired by these terms, but does not claim that his interpretation of these terms
corresponds to Alexander of Aphrodisias’s own interpretation (Walton 1996b, 262).



The concept of active ambiguity

33

either as having a specific implicature or as lacking it. The message of logging for a
certain dateThe captain was sober all daycan bereally unclear due to two possible
interpretations and the contextual ambiguity is not imagined.

Pragmatic ambiguityrefers to ambiguity in use, to a conversational situation
where the ambiguity plays a role. Walton is unclear about the connections between on
the one hand pragmatic ambiguity, and on the other potential and imaginary
ambiguity. The perspective adopted in this study starts from the following picture. An
expression may express one thing in one context and another thing in another context
(semantic ambiguity, in my terminology). This difference can originate in the
structural characteristics of language or in the ways expressions are put to use. Some
expressions are lexically or grammatically ambiguous and for that reason suited for
expressing different things in different contexts. Other statements may convey a
special message if some part is stressed, or if it is presented in a context where some
suggestion arises. Without that stress, or in another situation, it would not convey that
message. Both kinds of statement constitute semantic ambiguity, and can become
pragmatically (contextually, in my terminology) ambiguous within a certain context
of utterance. According to this picture, pragmatic (contextual or active) ambiguities
are alwaysalso lexical, syntactical, grammatical, emphatic, suggestive or inflective
ambiguities.

Walton occasionally usespragmatic ambiguityin accordance with this picture.
However, when explaining his classification, he departs from that usage and states
that pragmatic ambiguity excludes ambiguities arising from differences of emphasis,
stress or pronunciation. Moreover, his scheme suggests that an expression cannot be
both potentially as well as pragmatically ambiguous.

In the last two sections, we have seen what active ambiguity amounts to. In the
next section, a dialectical research program for dealing with active ambiguity will be
outlined.

3. HAMBLIN ’ S PROGRAM OF A THEORY OF CHARGES

The present study intends to carry out part of a research program that has been
outlined and initiated by Hamblin (1970, chapter 9). Hamblin defends adialectical
theory of meaning: “all properties of linguistic entities are ‘dialectical’, in the sense of
being determinable from the broad pattern of their use” (285). For instance, the nature
of a question or an assertion is determined by its function in dialogue. Similarly, the
existence of meaning constancy or, conversely, equivocation37 must be derived from
external considerations such as they can be found in dialogues (286). We should not
presuppose a text to exhibit meaning constancy or equivocation in ana priori way.

Hamblin examines whether the following external consideration is capable of
providing a satisfactory criterion for equivocation: “ ‘What a person means by his
utterances is what he tells or would tell you if asked’” (287). Such a criterion can be
extended by considering a group of persons and carrying out a poll. However,
Hamblin objects that we want to remain able to say that someone is incorrect when he
says that he means X when saying Y. Moreover, the speaker might be unable to say
what he means for the reason that he is himself confused. The expressionlocatecan
be ambiguous between ‘finding out where it is’ and ‘deciding where to put it’.

37 Equivocation refers to an invalid argument based upon a meaning shift, such that the arguer
either deceives his interlocutors or himself (Hamblin 1970, 292).
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Suppose an officer argues as follows: “Battalion B has been told to go to G; that is
Battalion B has been located at G; therefore Battalion B must be at G” (287). If the
officer conceives of units as chessmen that can be moved at will then he will be at a
loss when someone asks him to distinguish two senses oflocate(289).

The following external criterion is also inadequate: “Two words W and X
have the same meaning for (group) G if members of G, in the face of any experience,
consistently and stubbornly allocate the same truth-value to any zero-order statement
containing X as they do to the corresponding statement containing W and, in
particular, if they consistently and stubbornly maintain the truth of ‘All (W)s are (X)s
and all (X)s are (W)s’ ” (291). If not, then W and X can be said to have different
meanings for the members of G. Hamblin’s objection to this criterion is that an
argument can be equivocal although this cannot be derived from the pattern of use
exhibited by the arguer: the arguer himself can bedeeplydeceived by the ambiguity.
We can imagine a speaker presenting a subtle equivocation like “All acts prescribed
by law are obligatory. Non-performance of an obligatory act is to be disapproved.
Therefore, non-performance of an act prescribed by law is to be disapproved” (292). It
might be possible that there is no indication whatsoever in his zero-order utterances of
obligatory that indicates equivocation: the speaker might think that legal and moral
obligation are the same thing.

Hamblin does not propose a specific criterion of his own, but recommends a
new approach to the issue that gives criteria like those two above, a new twist (295).
According to Hamblin, the issue of equivocation should only be raised if we run into
trouble with the assumption of meaning-constancy: “a theory of meaning-constancy
that can be applied independently of whether the constancy actually matters or makes
a difference must be fundamentally on the wrong track. There is, as we might put it, a
presumptionof meaning-constancy in the absence of evidence to the contrary” (294).
If someone interprets an argument, he tries to find out the developing patterns of use
of the several expressions that are being used. If this leads to trouble a point of order
should be raised, that is, the one party shouldcharge the other party with
equivocation. Hamblin’s program for fallacies in general, and for fallacies dependent
on language in particular is to construct a theory of charges, that is, a theory of points
of order.

One of the arguments for the appropriateness of this approach is that the term
equivocaldoes not describe a locution, but objects to it. The statement “'P, therefore
Q, and that's equivocal' is a piece of nonsense of the same order as 'S and that's false'”
Hamblin (302). A similar thing holds, it is supposed here, for an assertion likeI hold
that A, and A is ambiguous, if we understandambiguousin its active sense. The
purpose of asserting or conceding sentenceA is to commit oneself to some
proposition, and holding thatA is actively ambiguous undermines this purpose at least
partly. This argument shows that also the termactively ambiguousobjects to a
locution, rather than that it describes one. Besides, the argument suggests that active
ambiguity is not only akind of ambiguity, but that thatactive ambiguitydenotes a
standard pejorative interpretation ofambiguity.
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CHAPTER 3: THE LINGUISTIC ASPECT

Active ambiguity has been defined by presenting a communicative, or linguistic
clause and an interactive, or relevance clause. In order to be actively ambiguous, an
expression must admit of several interpretationswithin its context of use, that is, it
must be contextually ambiguous. And in order to be contextually ambiguous, it must
be semantically ambiguous, that is, capable of expressing different meanings in
various possible contexts of utterance. Contextual ambiguity originates partly from
features of natural languages and partly from features of communicative situations. In
this chapter, the nature and origin of semantic (section 1) and contextual ambiguity
(section 2) will be discussed. Part of the origin of contextual ambiguity must be found
in the deliberate choice of argumentative strategies: an equivocator may choose
expressions and construct environments for them in such a way that he or she may
profit from the resulting confusion. Because the interactive effects of using actively
ambiguous expressions are discussed in the next chapter, part of the causal
background of contextual ambiguity will be dealt with there.

1. FEATURES OF NATURAL LANGUAGES : SEMANTIC AMBIGUITY

This section deals with semantic ambiguity. Section 1.1 discusses a taxonomy of
ambiguity and unclearness provided by Van Eemeren and Grootendorst. Section 1.2
deals with a the approach to ambiguity and vagueness by De Groot and Medendorp.
Naess examines several ways of defining 'sameness of meaning'. These definitions
suggest a series of ambiguity definitions that will be dealt with in 1.3. One of these
definitions resembles the starting point of Pinkal's supervaluational taxonomy of
indeterminate expressions that will be examined in 1.4.

1.1. UNCLEAR AND AMBIGUOUS LANGUAGE ACCORDING TO PRAGMA -DIALECTICS

Van Eemeren and Grootendorst distinguish between unclear language and ambiguous
language (1992, chapter 18). There are, in this account, four types of unclearness.
These will be considered first. An expression isunfamiliar if its meaning is unknown
to the party addressed. A sentence isimplicit with respect to communicative function,
if is not clear what kind of speech act has been performed by uttering the sentence
(“do you know the time?- I do”). An expression isreferentially indefiniteif it is not
clear to whom or what the speaker is referring (“Bush dislikes Hoessein”- which
Bush?). An expression isvagueif it is predicated of someone or something that must
be considered a borderline case (Johan Cruyff uses Dutch in a poetic way- however,
his strange phrases can alternatively be seen as grammatical mistakes). Moreover, an
unclearness may reside in the connection between larger parts of the text: does that
paragraph contain his own argument or his account of her argument?

Of these types referential indefiniteness and vagueness are potential sources of
active ambiguity. If a name or a definite description is referentially indefinite, there
may exist various interpretations of the expression that might become relevant for the
course of the discussion. The connection between ambiguity and vagueness will be
discussed below when dealing with supervaluationism. Unfamiliarity with meaning,
however, does normally not lead to multiple well-specified interpretations.
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Implicitness with respect to communicative function and unclearness concerning the
connection between parts of a text may lead to ambiguity in a practical sense, but
active ambiguity has been restricted to the propositional content of utterances.

Van Eemeren and Grootendorst distinguish between three kinds of ambiguity.
If an expression is referentially indeterminate it can also be seen asreferentially
ambiguous. A word is semantically ambiguous, if it has several meanings:leaf both
means 'some part of a plant' and 'a piece of paper'. If the grammatical structure of an
utterance leads to ambiguity then the ambiguity is calledsyntactic: I'm not going with
you because it's rainingmight give a reason for not going or deny a reason for the
decision to go with you.

Referential ambiguity, vagueness and syntactic ambiguity provide examples
of, what we call, semantic ambiguity and can become the basis of a contextual or
active ambiguity.

1.2. DE GROOT AND M EDENDORP ON ELLIPSIS

De Groot and Medendorp (De Groot and Medendorp 1986) present a practical
approach to vagueness and ambiguity. Vagueness is discussed in terms ofcolligenda,
ambiguity in terms ofcomplenda.

Vague terms andcolligenda

De Groot and Medendorp are inspired by Von Mises's characterisation of vagueness
(De Groot and Medendorp 1986, 139-148). If we have a predicateX, we may define
the set (?X) as the set of cases for which the question 'is this an X or not?' is relevant.
Thus, if X is tablewe may choose the set of pieces of furniture as (?X). The meaning
of table can be characterised by stating subsets of (?X): the subset of cases for which
all relevant users of the term answer 'yes' to the question “is this an X?” and the subset
of cases for which they answer 'no'. A term is vague if there is a non-empty subset of
(?X) that contains cases such that some users answer 'yes' and some answer 'no' to the
question. Moreover, this disagreement is ‘there to stay', a phrase that suggests that the
disagreement between the respondents is not resolvable by empirical examination of
the controversial cases (142). This last subset is theindeterminacy areafor the term
and contains theborderline casesof a term.

However, De Groot and Medendorp reject the use of sets and subsets as too
rigid for the purpose of analysing concepts in the social sciences and humanities. If
one describes the meaning of a complicated, vague term to the best of one's
capabilities, the 'subsets' of borderline cases, positive cases and negative cases can
still be indefinite in various respects. This indefiniteness is inescapable according to
the authors.38 Such a vaguely indicated collection can be called acolligendum, Latin
for 'that which must be further collected or defined'. Thus the meaning of a vague
term can only be given bycolligenda. Using colligenda instead of sets has an
advantage: it avoids the wrong suggestion that a notion is only really defined if it is
rigidly defined in terms of sets. A predicate is vague if its meaning is not complete
and can be completed in a number of ways. Its incompleteness is indicated by the

38 Stated in terms to be discussed below in section 1.4, the authors takehigher order
vaguenessinto account.
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circumstance that different competent users of the predicate have opposed views on
whether or not to apply it to borderline cases.

Ambiguous terms andcomplenda

De Groot and Medendorp discuss ambiguity from a similar perspective. Expressions
taken in isolation are often very incomplete, and we can extract their meaning only if
we take the linguistic context and the communicative situation into account. With
contexts and situations the meaning of an expression changes, due to an
incompleteness that is comparable to ellipsis. Just as elliptic expressions are to be
completed by adding missing parts (I weigh 73can be elliptical forMy weight is 73
kilos), most expressions can only be understood properly if one adds missing elements
obtained from the context of utterance. In addition to ellipses in the narrower sense,
ambiguity includes synecdoches, metonymies and metaphors. For this broader
concept of ellipsis De Groot and Medendorp introduce the neologismcomplenda,
Latin for 'things to be completed' (68-74).39

A complendumis a flexible instrument. If it is used in a communicative
situation, then the reader or listener adapts himself automatically and assigns it a
suitable meaning. They give the wordtest as an example. In different linguistic
contexts, it is to be completed in different ways. For example:the score on the test
andthe score on the variable measured by the testmean the same. This implies that in
the first expressiontestrefers to a variable measured by the test, while in the second it
refers to the instrument and not to a variable (69).

Complenda are terms with incomplete meanings, while colligenda are (part of)
incomplete meanings themselves. Thus, ambiguous as well as vague terms are
characterised by the ways they can be made more precise. One may show the
ambiguity of test by completing its meaning in several ways:test in the sense of a
variable measured by an instrumentand test in the sense of an instrument to
determine the value of a variable. Dealing with ambiguity and vagueness as
incomplete expressions is practical because it suggests a simple way of dealing with
them if their use leads to trouble in communication (see section 5 of chapter 4).

A potential divergence in completing a meaning may provide a source of
active ambiguity if, within the context of utterance, it remains unclear in what
direction to reduce the incompleteness or if the parties complete meanings in distinct
ways. Such incompleteness of meaning is exploited in a systematic way in
supervaluational semantics that will be discussed in section 1.4.

1.3. NAESS ON THE WAYS MEANING MAY DIVERGE

Naess is concerned with the issue of what people mean when they say things, in
particular in situations where others might express disagreement with what has been
said (1966, 8). He considers it important to develop a method for answering this

39 In another paper, De Groot presents a definition ofcomplendathat refers to interactive
effects, and that bears some resemblance to the present definition of active ambiguity: “All
passages, statements, or expressions in a text which (1) fall short in precision, (2) involve the
risk of inducing sloppy thinking, and (3) can be phrased more precisely by inserting linguistic
elements (words, adjuncts, clauses) by which omitted links, conditions, or explanations are
filled in, are calledcomplenda” (1988, 163).
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question, because the answer will help to improve the quality and effectiveness of
communication, argumentation in particular. When we argue, we normally use a
language by which we can express only vaguely and ambiguously what we have in
mind, if we have something definite in mind at all. Therefore, we need an
interpretation of someone’s utterances, before we can apply logic to them. The
practical issue of interpretation arises from the fact that “one word sequence can have
more than one meaning and a number of different word sequences can have the same
meaning” (1966, 8). “Any application of logic, … can be said to presupposea theory
of interpretation” (1966, 10). Naess provides a set of devices that helps to develop a
justified account of what is meant by some utterance.40 The study of these devices is
the semantics of cognitive communication(Naess 1953, 2).

Since the issue of what an expression means should not be separated from the
way people use the expression, Naess calls for anempirical investigation of meaning.
He prepares such investigations by providing and examining many concepts and
methods. For instance, he develops a series of alternative definitions of what it could
mean for two expressions to be synonymous. For each of the resulting concepts of
synonymy, Naess proposes one or more empirical tests by which it can be decided
whether expressions are synonymous. Naess’s aim is to transform obscure statements
concerning meaning, synonymy, ambiguity, interpretation, preciseness, etc., into more
precise and better testable empirical hypotheses.

Naess introduces detailed procedures that help interlocutors to formulate their
thoughts in such a way that they can understand each other to a sufficient degree. The
major working-method is to make formulations more precise. Given statementA,
uttered by person P, what should person Q understand by it? Q could reflect on what
statementsA could have been expressed by P and formulate these different statements
in more precise ways. Next, Q could ask P: did you mean this, or did you mean that?

Naess is primarily interested in improving the efficiency and reasonableness of
communication. In that context, the following two kinds of ambiguity are of central
importance. An expressionT0 is said to beactively receiver ambiguous for person Q,
if person P invites Q to accept or rejectT0, while Q is incapable of answering because
he is uncertain about how to interpretT0. Q cannot terminate her process of
interpretation and has to suspend the process (1953, 75). An expressionT0 is said to be
actively ambiguous in communication (in the situation) if P assertsT0, Q expresses
acceptance or rejection, andT0 expresses a different meaning for P than for Q (1953,
76). Both concepts correspond with the notion ofcontextual ambiguity, that is,
ambiguity within a context of utterance.41

Naess gives the following skeletal definition of ambiguity (semantic
ambiguity, in our terms), where ai refers to the ith occurrence of expressiona (1953,
28):

40 In Naess’s view, a theory of interpretation has the following tasks: to clarify how the same
expression can have different meanings and how different expressions have the same
meaning, to draw the consequences from this and to evolve a suitable terminology to discuss
these subjects effectively and precisely (1966, 15)
41 I have adopted the termactive ambiguityfor the reason that it suggests the ambiguity to be
interactionally relevant. Naess’s concepts of active ambiguity, however, do not contain clear
relevance conditions.
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expressiona is ambiguous =d there is at least one pair of instances, ai and aj of
a such that ai and aj do not express the same meaning, but each a different
meaning.42

Naess uses the distinction between anexpressionas a more abstract entity, and the
occurrencesof an expression that can be found in a text (1953, 12).43 An expression
in Naess’s use is a sequence of letters. All instances of the letter-sequenceNaessin
this paragraph are to be taken asdifferent occurrencesof the same expression. An
occurrence of an expression is to be identified with reference to other parts of a text.
Expressions are word forms, letter-sequences, and seem, according to his usage, to be
identified with reference to graphical or phonetic configurations.44

Naess formulates at least six distinct interpretations ofsynonymity45, but
without connecting them to his definition of semantic ambiguity. Below, his definition
of semantic ambiguity will be specified in the directions indicated by his accounts of
synonymity. He supplies the concepts of synonymity with empirical methods for
testing whether two expressions are synonymous. None of the tests are presented as
an attempt to fix a concept of synonymity “which might once for all give to such a
term a rather definite meaning” (1953, 352). They rather indicate different concepts
that relate to the termsynonymyas different intelligence tests, each of which
expresses a different concept of intelligence, relate tointelligence(1953, 351). Just as
it is too early to choose a definite meaning forintelligence, he thinks it too early to
settle the meaning ofsynonymy.

Normative ambiguity

If there exists a rule or a normative definition that proclaims or impliesa and b to
mean the same (in some field of application), thena andb are said to benormatively
synonymous(352-4). Normative synonymity is an empirical concept and must be
understood as normative in the sense that language users that are committed to the
indicated rule or definition are committed to understandinga andb to mean the same.
For instance, “Prime numberand Primzahl mean the same because according to
mathematical terminological rules, both shall designate numbers which are not
divisible except by 1 and themselves” (1953, 352).

Lack of synonymity between expressions that are not devoid of meaning is
calledheteronymityby Naess (1953, 26-7). Naess suggests that we can say that two
expressions are heteronymous in this normative sense if there is a rule according to
which the expressions do not mean the same but each something else (352).

42 The additionbut each a different meaningis not vacuous, for there are cases in which some
ai andaj do not express the same meaning and whereai or aj does not express any meaning at
all. More specific versions of ambiguity can be obtained at by adding relata. For instance,a
could be ambiguous within one specific text, over two texts, in the usage of one person, or in
the usage of two (groups of) persons.
43 Naess is focused on written texts, but his concepts can easily be adapted to speech.
44 Moreover, in two different copies of this text one finds two different copies of the same
occurrence ofNaessin this very sentence. A copy of an occurrence of an expression is to be
identified with reference to the physical medium. Copies are tokens, occurrences are less
abstract types, expressions more abstract types.
45 Instead ofsynonymy, Naess uses the termsynonymity, probably because he wants to avoid
confusion between the vague colloquial meaning of this term, and the technical meanings
assigned to it by him.
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Applying this definition of heteronymity to the skeletal definition of ambiguity
we can reconstruct the followingnormative concept of ambiguity. An expressiona is
normatively ambiguous if and only if there exists a rule or norm that states thata,
occurring in one group of occurrence places, differs in meaning witha occurring in
another group of occurrences places. An example of such a norm would be: “the term
meaningin the expressionthe meaning of a sentenceshall not mean the same as in the
expression the meaning of life”. Another example would be: “In this book,
occurrences ofheshall be taken to mean the same asheor she, except at occurrences
where it is clear thatherefers to a male person”.

This semantical ambiguity concept provides one possible source of active
ambiguity. If a is normatively ambiguous it may lead to a situation wherea may
plausibly express various meanings. This might be the case if the norm is vaguely
stated or ifa's context of use is specified to an insufficient degree, so that it remains
unclear in what group of occurrencesa finds itself . The receiver might not be able to
figure out how to interpret some specific occurrence ofa, or the interlocutors might
apply the norm differently to one and the same occurrence ofa.

Descriptive ambiguity

Two expressions are said to bedescriptively synonymousif by competent people they
are said to mean the same in use. As a special case, Naess defines the following
subtype: “there is an assertion by a competent person P to the effect thata as used by
him means the same asb” (1953, 359). There are mathematicians who say that
Primzahl and prime number mean the same, consequently these terms are
descriptively synonymous.

Descriptive synonymity can be tested by asking readers of a text whether or
not substitutingb for a at some place in the text changes the text’s meaning.
According to Naess, many analytic philosophers adopt a version of this method: they
ask the question themselves and their own answer determines their view of
synonymity (1953, 361). He thinks the concept to be of limited use, because it slurs
over the distinction between the hypothesis ‘P means the same bya and b’ and the
hypothesis ‘P made an assertion that he means the same bya andb’. Naess does not
deal with the issue of who qualifies as competent. A plausible example of descriptive
synonymity is constituted by the items in a dictionary which can be seen as containing
implicit assertions by experts on lexical semantics that such and such a phrase means
the same as another. An assertion to the effect that two expressions are descriptively
synonymous resembles an appeal to expert opinion.

Along the lines of Naess’s definition, two expressions can be said to be
descriptively heteronymousif by competent people they are said not to mean the same
in use, and they both express some meaning. An expressiona can be said to be
descriptively ambiguousif and only if there are two occurrences ofa at i and j such
that competent people describeai andaj as meaning something different.

There are some specific situations in which this concept might be useful. First,
a discussant can say that expressiona means something different at different
occurrences in his or her own contributions. Second, a discussant can say that an
expression means something different to her at different occurrences in the
contributions of the other party. Third, a discussant can say that some expression
means something different at occurrence i in one’s own contribution and at
occurrence j within a contribution of the other party. If the discussant qualifies as
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competent, or can be backed up by a competent authority, thena is descriptively
ambiguous. In these special cases, we can treat the say-so of an interlocutor as an
indication (although neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition) for the
expression’s being actively ambiguous.46

An expressiona can be descriptively ambiguous without being actively or
even contextually ambiguous: it might be fully clear in its context of utterance whata
expresses. Nonetheless, descriptive ambiguity is of interest for dealing with active
ambiguity. It will be contended that a party has a rightto say that an expression is
ambiguous according to his or her use of words. If that description of one’s own use
of language is not ruled out by commonly accepted rules for the proper use of natural
language, then the other party has to accept that this expression reallyis contextually
ambiguous (but not yet that the ambiguity is relevant for the discussion).

Truth conditional ambiguity

Two sentences are said to mean the same in a truth-conditional sense if the conditions
under which the one is true are identical with the conditions under which the second is
true (1953, 367).47 Because the termtrue is unclear for many persons, particularly if
applied to intricate scientific formulations, Naess proposes to replace it withacceptor
accept as tenable. He presents three kinds of questionnaires that constitute tests for
three slightly different versions of the truth conditional concept of synonymity. The
basic idea is the following: given a text in whichT occurs, a test subject is asked
whether he can imagine circumstances in which he acceptsT and rejectsU if U would
replaceT in the text, or vice versa.48 Naess raises the objection that it is unclear what
test persons will understand by the request to ‘imagine’ circumstances. Moreover, it
remains as yet unclear whether their imagination is tested or the synonymity of the
expressions.

Truth conditional heteronymity ofa andb for person P in a situation S might
mean that there is a set of conditions under which P in S would holda to be true and
not b, or holdb to be true and nota. Defined in a more operational manner, P is able
to describe circumstances under which he acceptsa while notb, or vice versa.

Semantic ambiguity of a sentencea, in a truth conditional sense, could be
taken to mean that there are occurrences ofa at i and j, such that P can imagine

46 This criterion for ambiguity resembles a criterion that Hamblin discusses (see section 3 of
chapter 2).
47 One specific version of this concept goes: “"The sentencea for [person] P1 in [context] S1

means the same as the sentenceb for P1 in S1" means the same as "There is no set of
conditions under which P1 in S1 would holda to be true and notb, or holdb to be true and not
a"” (1953, 367).
48 According to Naess, the truthconditional concept is just one version of a more general
concept of the synonymity concept of cognitive weight. The concepts ‘true’ and ‘acceptable’
are members of list of concepts that share an important characteristic: highly probable,
strongly confirmed, proved, perfectly certain, false, highly improbable, strongly disconfirmed,
disproved, perfectly uncertain. The skeleton concept of cognitive weight synonymity goes: “T
and U means the same for P in Sshall mean the same asP in S cannot imagine any conditions
under which he would attribute a cognitive weight, Wi, of the list L, to one of the formulations,
but not to the other, and at least one of the weights is attributed to one of the formulations”
(1953, 372).
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circumstances in which he acceptsai and rejectsaj or vice versa.49 I can imagine a
circumstance in which I am going to fish all day at the riverside and in which I accept
your statementYou’re going to the bankin a part of the conversation on fishing and
where I rejectYou’re going to the bankin a part on finance.

Semantic ambiguity could really play a role in the exchange ifai is accepted
while aj is rejected (or called in question) in the actual circumstances, or if there is
reason to believe that in the future course of the discussiona at some occurrence will
be accepted, while at another will be rejected (or called in question). However, it will
be contended that, even in such a case, an extra linguistic restriction must be satisfied.
The person making a distinction between various meanings ofa must be able tostate
those meanings, and those meaning should not be ruled out by a semantic expert such
as a dictionary. Such an extra requirement is needed in order not to lose the distinction
between real and alleged contradiction.

The test for truth conditional ambiguity can be useful for a party who wants to
find out whether a seemingly inconsistent pair of concessions can be resolved by
making a distinction between meanings. It seems to be suited as a heuristic device for
tracking down would-be active ambiguities.

This account of synonymity and ambiguity forms the foundation of truth
conditional semantics. In the next section on supervaluationism, we will examine one
particular truth conditional approach to ambiguity.

Argumentational ambiguity

The truth conditional concept (like the other cognitive weight concepts of
synonymity) is considered part of an even more general concept of synonymity, that
of sameness of argumentational status. Two sentencesT andU are said to have the
same argumentational status with respect to a reference group of sentences if each
member of the reference group is either a pro-argument for bothT andU, or a contra-
argument for bothT andU, or irrelevant for bothT andU (373).50

WhetherT and U are argumentationally synonymous for person P is to be
tested by confronting P with a list L of statements. P should be asked questions like:
“Consider the list, L, containing formulations that possibly would, to you, express
arguments for or against T, or for or against U, as you have interpreted T and U. For
each member of the list, we ask you to answer the following questions: 1a) Do you
consider it, if established, as an argument pro T? 1b) Do you consider it, if
established, as an argument pro U? 2) In case you have answered positively to 1a) and
1b): Would you consider the strength of the pro-argument in relation to T equal to the
strength of that argument in relation to U? 3a), 3b), 4 correspond to 1a), 1b), 2,
concerning contra-arguments”51 (1953, 374). If for all members of L the answers to
1a), 1b) are the same and the answers to 3a), 3b) are the same, and the questions 2 and

49 In my view it would be interesting to loosen the requirement by substituting ‘rejects’ by
‘doubts’.
50 Naess here seems to commit a slip of the pen, because he gives the following (preliminary)
definition that does not express what he clearly wants to express: “Two sentences will be said
to have the same ‘argumentational status’ in reference to a group of sentences, if it holds good
for each member Ti of that group, that each member is either a pro-argument, contra-argument
or irrelevant in relation to Ti” (1953, 373).
51 A problem is that ‘auxiliary hypotheses [are] necessary in order to construct inference links
between argument and the crucial sentences’ (376).
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4 are either not answered or positively answered, thenT and U have the same
argumentational status with respect to L.52

Heteronymity in an argumentational sense would mean difference in
argumentational status. Hence, if there is a member of L that is a pro-argument forT,
but not forU, or a contra-argument forT, but not forU, or vice versa, or if there is a
difference in strength, thenU andT are heteronymous. Along these lines, a sentenceT
can be said to beargumentationally ambiguous, given reference group L, if and only
if there are two occurrences ofT on i and j and there is a member of L such that it is a
pro-argument forTi but not forTj, or a contra-argument forTi but not forTj, or vice
versa, or if there is a difference in argumentational strength.

A problem with this version of ambiguity is that it makes ambiguity fully
determined by relations in justification and refutation, as test subjects view them. We
can, however, imagine circumstances where an opponent has not yet been persuaded
at stage n of a thesisT by an argumentU so T, while at a later stage, n+i, she is
persuaded by the argumentU so T, while actually for this personT means the same in
both cases. The plausible explanation, different from an ambiguity inT, could be that
between stages n and n+i, the opponent has been persuaded of the acceptability of the
warrant If U then T. If we adopt this account of argumentational ambiguity as it
stands, it will be difficult to distinguish between cases where a party becomes
convinced of certain statements (or where a party maintains inconsistent beliefs about
the justificatory force of a reason) and cases where an ambiguity should explain
divergent opinions about justificatory force.

Like ambiguity in a truth conditional sense, passing the test might provide an
indication for satisfaction of the relevance condition of active ambiguity. But in a
similar way we have to add restrictions in order to avoid losing the distinction
between genuine and pseudocontradiction.

Occurrence synonymity and ambiguity

Naess develops a method for investigating meaning calledoccurrence analysis. The
idea behind it is to approach the sloganmeaning is revealed by useempirically, by
stipulating ways to investigate how terms are actually used. Occurrence synonymity is
tested in a different way than the concepts in the other synonymity accounts. The test
is not based on a questionnaire of some kind. Instead, an analyst makes plausible
inferences from P’s use of an expression at different places in a text. Whether or not
several expressions are synonymous in this sense can be tested even if the author is
absent.

The crucial concepts by whichoccurrence synonymityis defined are
‘occurrence class’, 'occurrence implicate' and ‘occurrence inference’. Anoccurrence
classSa is a set of occurrences of the expressiona. An occurrence implicateis an
answer to the question: “[w]hat can be inferred from this sentence, by simple means,
about the cognitive meaning of the designation under consideration, with a fairly high
degree of certainty and without departing appreciably from the actual wording of the
author?” (1953, 276). The formulation of an occurrence implicate is to be interpreted
as if it was used by the author. Anoccurrence inference Fi(a) is an occurrence

52 There is a plausible way of generalising this method by also picturing the members of L as
theses and comparing the justificatory force ofT andU as arguments for these theses.
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implicate reformulated in conformity with the usage of terms of the analyst (1953,
283-286).

We can skip Naess’s definition of occurrence synonymity and present his
definition of occurrence-heteronymity directly: “ "[expression] a is occurrence-
heteronymous with [expression] b within the occurrence classes Sa and Sb in relation
to the two sets of occurrence inferences F1(a),… and G1(b),…,” shall mean the same
as “What is said about [the concept] ‘a’ or [the denotata] a’s according to the set of
occurrence inferences F1(a),…, is inconsistent with what is said about [the concept]
‘b’ or [the denotata] b’s according to the set of occurrence inferences G1(b),…" ”
(1953, 398). That what is said by some occurrence inferenceFi(a) is inconsistent with
what is said by some occurrence inferenceGj(b) means that substituting the
expressiona for b, or b for a, in these occurrences inferences leads to contradiction.

As an example Naess takes the expressionsdemocracy and bourgeois
democracyas they occur in two texts. Suppose we can from text 1 construct the
occurrence inferenceF1, No plutocracies can be democracies in the sense of the
author and from text 2G1, Some plutocracies can be bourgeois democracies in the
sense of the author. An inconsistency can be derived by disregarding reference to the
author and substituting one of the expressions at issue for the other:No plutocracies
can be democraciesandSome plutocracies can be democracies. Thus,democraciesas
used in text 1 is heteronymous withbourgeois democraciesas used in text 2.

Ambiguity in terms of occurrence heteronymity can be defined in this spirit in
the following way. Expressiona is ambiguous within the occurrence class Sa if and
only if there are non-empty subclasses S’a and S’’a of Sa such that S’a is associated
with a set of occurrence inferencesF’(a),..., and S’’a is associated with a set of
occurrence inferencesF’’(a) ,..., and what is said about the concept 'a' or about the
denotata of expression a byF’(a),...,, is inconsistent (in the special sense indicated
above) with what is said about the concept 'a' or about the denotata of expression a by
F’’(a) ,...

Because the test for occurrence ambiguity is based on justificatory relations,
just like truth conditional and argumentational ambiguity, adoption of this concept
brings with it similar disadvantages: passing the test might indicate a semantic
ambiguity, but it might also indicate a real inconsistency in the position of one writer,
or a real disagreement between the writers of two texts.

Passing such a test could be an indication for satisfaction of active ambiguity's
relevance condition. The indication, however, is not very strong. In a discussion on
the issue of whether the savings bank can be found next to the river bank, the word
bankwill probably come out as occurrence ambiguous, withoutbankbeing actively or
even contextually ambiguous.

Naess’s concepts of semantic ambiguity

To summarise the five synonymity concepts, a sentencea can be said to be
semantically ambiguous if (1) there is a norm to the effect thata expresses different
meanings at different places, or (2) there is some competent person who describesa in
such a way that it expresses different meanings at different places, or (3) there are
circumstances in whicha is true at one place as well as false at another place, or (4)
there are statements that support or refutea at one but not at another occurrence, or
(5) mixing up inferences drawn from two groups of occurrences ofa would lead to a
contradiction.
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These concepts are presented asintrapersonalsynonymity concepts, that is,
synonymity for one person or for one group of persons. Naess also indicates how they
can be used to constructinterpersonalsynonymity tests. In spite of their being very
laborious, he defends the importance of interpersonal synonymy tests as follows:
these notion of synonymy play a role at the background of communication, “as a kind
of supreme court in matters of terminology” (1953, 377). In section 2.2 we will
discuss his account of how semantic ambiguity between contexts may turn into
contextual ambiguity.

1.4. THE SUPERVALUATIONAL THEORY OF LANGUAGE

In this section a semantic approach calledsupervaluationismwill be examined. This is
one of the extant approaches to vagueness (Williamson 1994, Keefe 2000). Pinkal
(1995) has adopted this approach in order to classify the ways in which linguistic
expressions may lead to problems of interpretation. One of the starting points of this
approach is a truth conditional methodology: it can be seen as providing a
sophisticated version oftruth conditional ambiguity.

Vagueness

Keefe gives a threefold characterisation of vague predicates (Keefe 2000, 6-7). A
vague predicateP has borderline cases, it has fuzzy edges and it is possible to
construct a sorites argument by puttingP to use.53

P admits of borderline cases, that is, there are entities or events such that it is
unclear whether or not they areP.54 It is clear that someone like Davy, who is 2.00
meter, is tall, and that Andy, being only 1.60 meter, is not tall. But it is unclear
whether or not Barry, being 1.80 meter, is tall. Moreover, the unclearness can not be
taken away by obtaining more factual knowledge about the borderline cases: we know
everything there is to know about the height of Barry, but we are not able to say
whether or not he is tall

P has fuzzy edges. There is no sharp boundary between on the one hand
possible entities or events that are clearlyP or clearly notP and on the other hand the
borderline cases ofP. Cindy, being 1.90 meter might be a borderline case of tall, just
like Barry, but she might also be tall, like Davy. The property of being a borderline
case of a borderline case is known ashigher order vagueness.

P is susceptible to a sorites argument. The following premises seem to be
acceptable. (1) Davy, being 2.00 m, is tall. (2) If a person x is tall, then someone y
who is only 1 mm shorter is also tall. This second premise is theinduction premiseof
a sorites argument. This premise can be argued for by saying that 1 mm cannot make
the difference between someone’s being tall or not. Or, if we accept that the
difference of 1 mm between two persons cannot be perceived (in normal
circumstances), it can be argued for by saying that if one accepts that x is tall and y
differs only in an imperceptible height, one has to accept that y is tall also. Using
reasons (1) and (2), a long chain of arguments can be set up, in which reason 2 is used

53 Her theory also deals with vague names, but here we will restrict ourselves to predicates.
54 If there are borderline cases in the actual world, then the vagueness is extensional (for
examplework of art), if they exist in possible worlds only the vagueness is intensional (tiger).
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again and again together with the newly derived proposition. Given that Davy, being
2.00.00 m is tall, someone of 1.99.99 m is tall, and so (using the newly derived
proposition and 2 again), someone of 1.99.98 is tall, ..., Cindy, being 1.90.00 is tall,...,
Barry, being 1.80.00 m is tall, ..., Andy, being 1.60.00, is tall. However, we know that
Andy is clearly not tall. Therefore we have a contradiction and we have used the
sorites argument to derive asorites paradox.

According to Keefe, theories of vagueness have to address two tasks: to
identify the logic and semantics of vague expressions, and to deal in an adequate way
with thesoritesparadox.

Precisifications

Supervaluationists deal with the meaning of a vague predicateP by examiningP's
precisifications. This notion will be explained following Pinkal's account (1995).

Pinkal defines 'precisification' (calledspecification by K. Fine 1975) for
expressions that are used within some context of utterance. Take a conversation where
one interlocutor uttersDavy is tall. Supposetall allows within this context of four
readings:at least 1.70 meters, at least 1.80 meters, at least 1.90 meters, at least 2.00
meters. Davy, as we have seen, is 2.00 meter. The sentence is true on all readings and
so, it is said, we may evaluate the sentence as true, or, as Keefe would say,supertrue.
If someone uttersAndy is tallthen we may evaluate it as false, orsuperfalse, because
it is false on all its readings. Barry is 1.80 meter andBarry is tall is true on the first
and second reading, but false on the third and fourth. Thus, we cannot evaluate this
sentence simply as true or false, which is indicated by saying that the sentence is
indeterminate.55

true Davy is tall
indefinite Barry is tall, Cindy is tall
false Andy is tall
Figure 1.

The vague predicatetall has in a similar way a positive, a negative and an indefinite
domain. As used in the conversation where it allows of four readings and where we
are talking about Andy, Barry, Cindy and Davy we may check whether or not a
person satisfiestall. If a person satisfies a predicate on all readings it is in that
predicate’s positive domain. If on all its readings it does not satisfy a predicate, it is in
its negative domain. If satisfaction depends on the reading, the object is in the
predicate’s indefinite domain.

positive domain oftall Davy
indefinite domain oftall Barry, Cindy
negative domain oftall Andy
Figure 2.

55 Indeterminacy is not dealt with as a third truth value: complex sentences are not evaluated
by taking the supertruth, superfalsity and indeterminacy of its constituents into account, as we
will see.
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Pinkal defines the notion of a precisification using evaluations of expressions in
contexts of utterance. The expressionis more precise thanis to be taken as equivalent
with is a precisification of.

"An expressionα in context c is more precise than expressionβ if and only if
the sense/denotation ofα in c is more precise than the sense/denotation ofβ in
c" (Pinkal 1995, 55).

Further, he provides the definitions ofbeing more precise thanfor propositions and
predicates.

"Let d1 and d2 be possible denotations of predicate expressions [in a context of
utterance c]: d1 is more precise than d2 [in c] if and only if (i) the positive
(negative) domain of d1 includes the positive (negative) domain of d2 [in c],
and (ii) at least one object from the indefinite domain of d2 belongs to the
positive or negative domain of d1 [in c]" (Pinkal 1995, 55).

"Let p and q be propositions: p is more precise than q [in a context of utterance
c] if and only if (i) p is true (false) [in c] under all states of the world under
which q is true (false) and (ii) p is true or false [in c] under circumstances
under which q is indefinite" (Pinkal 1995, 54).56

The sense of an expression itself can be said to be indefinite in context c.Contextdoes
not refer directly to the objective utterance circumstances that can influence the sense
of an utterance, like the participants in communication, their specific roles, time and
place of utterance, accompanying gestures, etc., but rather to the beliefs about these
objective circumstances: "information and assumptions about the objective
circumstances of utterance that are at the participants' disposal for the purposes of
determining the sense of an utterance" (66-67). Given this view, a context can be said
to be incomplete or unspecified to various degrees. The more a context is left
unspecified, the more readings an expression will allow, and the more indefinite that
expression's sense will be.

Let us apply these definitions to the predicate expressionstall andat least 1.90
meter. If we restrict our attention to Andy, Barry, Cindy and Davy, the following table
pictures the three domains.

tall at least 1.90 meter
positive domain Davy Davy, Cindy
indefinite Barry, Cindy
negative domain Andy Andy, Barry
Figure 3.

Thus,at least 1.90 meteris a precisification oftall. The following table shows that
Eve is at least 1.90 meteris a precisification ofEve is tall.

state of the world: Eve is tall Eve is at least 1.90 meter
Eve is 1.60 meter false false
Eve is 1.80 meter indefinite false
Eve is 2.00 meter true true
Figure 4.

56 Pinkal does not mention the context of utterance in these definitions, but he does so
elsewhere. Therefore, thisrelatumis added between brackets in his definitions.
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Pinkal’s theory allows for different levels of precision. An example he gives isThe
Santa Maria was a fast ship, which can be precisified toThe Santa Maria was a fast
ship when compared to our modern motorised ships(false on all its further readings)
andThe Santa Maria was a fast ship for a sailing vessel(still indefinite). The latter is
indefinite because it can be understood as expressing the same asThe Santa Maria
was a fast ship for a sailing vessel compared to a modern sailboat(false on all further
readings) andThe Santa Maria was a fast ship for a galleon(still indefinite). This
may go on for a while. The indefiniteness of a sentence must be the result of at least
one true and at least one false reading.

Supervaluational approaches, like Pinkal’s or Keefe’s, are concerned with the
semantics of vague or ambiguous expressions. Although they talk about truth of
sentences on certain precisifications, these evaluations are only instrumental for
determining the proper evaluation of the sentence containing vague or ambiguous
parts. This is nicely summarised by the slogantruth is supertruth, that is, our informal
concept of truth is captured only by the supervaluational concept of truth on all
precisifications.

This marks an important difference between the notion of a precisification and
the notion of a clarifying or disambiguating reformulation (Barth and Krabbe 1982) or
precization (Naess 1953, 1966, Van Eemeren and Grootendorst 1992). These latter
notions are meant as devices by which a vague, ambiguous or unclear expression can
be replaced in communication in order to improve the communicative functions of
speech acts. In supervaluational theory however, precisifications are not meant to
improve language but to explain and clarify the meaning of vague and ambiguous
expressions.

Reasoning with vagueness

The basic principles of the supervaluational theory about reasoning with vague terms
will be explained by reference to the basic theory, a theory that does not allow for
more than two levels of precision: vague and completely precise.

An atomic sentence is evaluated by taking all its precisifications into account.
If true on all precisifications, the sentence is true, if false on all it is false, if true on
some and false on others, it is indefinite. Complex sentences are not evaluated in a
truth-functional way by applying a function that has the constituent parts as
arguments. A complex sentence is evaluated by first evaluating all its precisifications.

The lack of truth functionality can be shown with the following example.
Barry is tall and Cindy is tall are both indeterminate, as we have seen. In order to
evaluate the complex sentenceBarry is tall or Cindy is tallwe have to evaluate it in
all its precisifications. Becausetall has four precisifications, so has the complex
sentence.57

Barry is at least 1.70 meters or Cindy is at least 1.70 meters true
Barry is at least 1.80 meters or Cindy is at least 1.80 meters true
Barry is at least 1.90 meters or Cindy is at least 1.90 meters true
Barry is at least 2.00 meters or Cindy is at least 2.00 meters false
Figure 5.

57 The theory does not allow mixed precisifications, such as 'Barry is at least 1.70 or Cindy is
at least 1.90'. A precisification is part of a way of making the language as a whole precise. So,
in a precisification, every occurrence oftall means the same.
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Thus, Barry is tall or Cindy is tall is indeterminate. However, there are also
disjunctions, having two indeterminate disjuncts that come out as (super)true.Barry is
tall is indeterminate. Now evaluate the complex sentenceBarry is tall or Barry is not
tall.

Barry is at least 1.70 meters or Barry is not at least 1.70 meters true
Barry is at least 1.80 meters or Barry is not at least 1.80 meters true
Barry is at least 1.90 meters or Barry is not at least 1.90 meters true
Barry is at least 2.00 meters or Barry is not at least 2.00 meters true
Figure 6.

Thus,Barry is tall or Barry is not tallis (super)true.
A supervaluational model (Pinkal 1995, 138) is made up of a valuation

function V, and a non-empty set of classical interpretation functions,V. Members V’
of V are themselves calledprecisificationsfor the reason that every V’ evaluates all
sentences as either true or false, and leaves no room for any vagueness or ambiguity.
In order to avoid confusion, we may call members ofV precisification valuations. V
is a function from the sentences of the language to (super)truth, (super)falsity and
indeterminacy. V evaluates a sentenceSas true if and only ifS is true according to all
precisification valuations V’ ofV. V evaluates a sentenceSas false if and only ifS is
false according to all precisification valuations V’ ofV. V evaluates sentenceS as
indeterminate if and only if there is both a V’∈ V such that V’ interpretsSas true and
a V’’ ∈ V such that V’’ interpretsSas false.

According to supervaluationism we can preserve the classical definition of
validity if true is interpreted as 'supertrue': a sentenceS is a supervaluational
consequenceof a set of sentencesΓ, if and only if S is true in all models in which all
members ofΓ are true. By definition, all precisifications are completely precise and
consequently either true or false. Because the classical notion of validity is preserved,
all classical tautologies are true in all precisification valuations, as could be surmised
by considering the treatment ofBarry is tall or Barry is not tall.

One of the strongest arguments for adopting a supervaluationist framework is
that it does justice topenumbral connections. If Barry is 1.70 meters and if Eve is
taller than Barry, then the following sentence is (super)false:Barry is tall and Eve is
not tall. The connections between terms are preserved because a sentence is evaluated
as a whole in all precisifications. Given that some apple is somewhere between yellow
and green, then neitherthis apple is greennor this apple is yellowis (super)true, but
the disjunctionthis apple is green or this apple is yellowis actually (super)true. This
is due to the fact that a precisification stands for one way in which the language as a
whole is made precise and in such a precise language the extensions of green and
yellow do not overlap, so Keefe supposes (Keefe 2000, 162-163).

The sorites paradox is solved by denying the (super)truth of the induction
premise. Take as an exampleFor every x and y, it holds that if x is tall and y is 1 mm
shorter than x, then y is tall.Suppose we take Barry (1.80 meter) and his brother, who
is 1 mm shorter than Barry. There is a precisification oftall, that is,at least 1.80, such
that Barry is tall, while his brother, being 1 mm shorter, is not tall. Consequently, the
generalisation that makes up the induction premise is not (super)true.

Supervaluationism does not accommodate situations where someone needs to
disambiguate different occurrences of a term differently. However, sometimes a
speaker should be allowed to do so. There may be cases where presenting amixedor
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crossed reading of a complex sentence (where different occurrences are
disambiguated differently) are allowable.

If a speaker applies a vague predicateP to a case c that is borderline with
respect toP, then we should interpret the speakercharitably. Thus, if she says that
Barry is tall, it might be sensible to concede that. The reason is that Barry is indeed
tall on a somewhat loose interpretation of the term. In such a case, the meaning in
context of the vague predicate is not characterised by all precisifications, but by a
subset of them. In cases like these, its meaning is adapted for the issue at hand. The
term tall now means something likerather tall or at least 1.80 meters. If the speaker
says, at another moment, that Barry is not tall it might also be reasonable to grant that,
because, undeniably, Barry is not tall on a stricter interpretation of the term:quite tall
or at least 1.90 meters. When predicated of borderline cases, vague expression may
come to behave as if they were ambiguous. In this way, the listener can be forced to
utter a seemingly contradictory statement:Barry is tall as well as not tall. In these
situations it would be reasonable to give the interlocutor a right to disambiguate
different occurrences oftall in different directions.58

A supervaluational taxonomy of indefiniteness

An expression is said to besemantically indefiniteif it can assume different context
specific senses (Pinkal 1995, 71), that is, if, in its context of utterance, it can be
precisified in several directions. In order to classify indefinite expressions, Pinkal uses
three related notions:possible precisification, admissible precisificationand natural
or standard precisification. The adjectivespossible, admissibleandnatural/standard
are treated as basic terms and are not defined in any precise way.

The first distinction in the domain of semantically indefinite expressions is the
one between vagueness and ambiguity. The criterion used by Pinkal is a subjective
one and makes use of the way we perceive the precisification spectrum of an
expression. The precisification spectrum refers to the ways an expression might
possiblybe made more precise (whether or not these precisifications are admissible or
standard). An expression is ambiguous if its precisification spectrum is perceived as
discrete and if it has a determinate structure due to the fact that some of the possible
precisifications are standard readings of the expression. If the spectrum is perceived as

58 Keefe, however, argues against viewing vagueness as a kind of ambiguity (156-7). Every
way of making an ambiguous expression precise presents an actual meaning of the term,
whereas none of the precisifications of a vague term presents a meaning of the vague term,
only the complete set of precisifications does. We cannot say that an ambiguous sentence
expresses an ambiguous proposition although we can say that a vague sentence expresses a
vague proposition. However, ifP is predicated of a borderline case c and the listener is either
not sure in what more sharp reading to take it, or if the listener adopts a somewhat different
reading than the speaker does, the vagueness may become relevant. On the one hand, there are
precisifications that makePc come out true, and, on the other hand, there are those that make
it come out false. Consequently, the parties involved should have the option of dealing withP
as if it were ambiguous, and improveP for the purpose of having a discussion. Parties in a
discussion should be able to replace a vague term with a more precise one, even if that leads
to reformulations that have stipulative and innovative aspects. Some supervaluationists
emphasise the similarities between vagueness and ambiguity, even from a semantical
perspective. Fine says that “vagueness is ambiguity on a grand and systematic scale” (1975,
282) and that both kinds of expression have the same truth conditions.
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continuous and lacks structure due to standard readings, then it is vague. First, several
kinds of ambiguity will be discussed, second I will discuss vagueness.

Lakoff's ambiguity test declares an expression, like the verbhit, ambiguous
between two readings, likecollide andhammer, if the construction of a sentence, like
John hit the wall, and so did Bill, does not allow awidest sense reading. Thus in a
situation where John collides with the wall while Bill hammers on itJohn hit the wall,
and so did Billdoes not allow an admissible and true interpretation. Other expressions
that do not allow a widest sense arebank or ball: there are no standard or natural
senses like "river edge or financial institution" and "round object or celebration".59 An
expression that does have a (standard) widest reading isclever, which is shown by the
assertionChristopher Columbus was clever and so was Robert Koch.This sentence
can be called true, even if we assume that they were clever in completely different
ways. Another example Pinkal gives is that ofAmerican, which can be understood in
the widest sense including Canadians and Latin Americans (78-9). Expressions are
ambiguous in the narrow sense, if and only if they do not have a standard widest
reading. If an expression does have a standard widest reading, it is classified under
multiplicity of use (79). Multiplicity of use includes many expressions that are
ambiguous between readings that are systematically connected to each other and that
are consequently potential sources of confusion or unclearness in conversation.

Ambiguity in a narrow sense has two subkinds,homonymyand polysemy,
distinguished by Pinkal by utilising the criterion of theprecisification imperative. For
ambiguities in a narrow sense there is not astandardwidest sense reading. But within
this class of ambiguities one may distinguish on the one handpolysemousambiguities
such that a widest sense reading, although non-standard, can be nevertheless
admissible, and on the other handhomonymousambiguities such that any widest
sense reading is inadmissible (although still possible in principle).

The latter kind of ambiguities obey theprecisification imperative: one may use
an homonymous term only if precisified in a certain way. Referential ambiguity of
pronouns, likehe, and definite descriptions, likethe bearded man, behave like
homonyms and are classified in the same category. An example of homonymy ispen.
There is no situation, supposedly, in which one may predicatepen to some object
without the need to be clear whether a ballpoint or an enclosure is meant.60 Pinkal's
example of polysemy isfast, that is in some contexts ambiguous between a
dispositional and an actual reading without there being a standard widest sense.
However, "[c]ases in which the ambiguity between actual and dispositional readings
is irrelevant to communication do not require precisification" (84): we may say that a
Porsche that passes at 180 km/h isfast without the need of making clear in what
reading it is meant. The difference between the two readings might be irrelevant for
the conversation at issue and so, the widest sense reading is in such a context
admissible.

However, I would contend that even if a term is homonymous, it seems
possible to think up a conversation in which the distinction between two readings is

59 Pinkal describes the candidate for the widest sense ofball as "round object and celebration"
(78), wrongly I think, for that sense would even be narrower than "round object" and narrower
than "celebration".
60 Pinkal's criterion of the precisification imperative resembles the dialectical criterion that an
expression may only be criticised justifiably as actively ambiguous if the distinction between
its readings matters to the course of the dialogue. One difference is that the dialectical
criterion can also be applied to expressions that are either vague, multiple in use or
polysemous.
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irrelevant or taken to be irrelevant by the interlocutors. To use the example again: if a
farmer who owns a ball-point and a chicken run, argues for the thesis that there is
something he owns, whatever it is, the reasonI own a penis presumably an acceptable
reason that proves his thesis. And the opponent does not gain anything by getting into
the contextual ambiguity ofpen.

We have seen that if an expression's precisification spectrum is perceived as
continuous it may be calledvague. Pinkal calls an expressionpurely vaguein case the
expression does not allow of a natural or even of an admissible precisification. An
example isgreen in its colour sense. Any precisification in terms of some specified
range of the colour spectrum is, although possible, neither natural nor admissible.
Pinkal is of the opinion that pure vagueness obeys theprecisification interdiction
(100). I do not agree with this label, for the reason that purely vague terms do allow of
(admissible) precisification in some contexts, even though these precisifications are
somewhat unnatural. If two parties disagree on the issue of whether an apple is green
or yellow, they may come to decide that it is not green, given that they understand
greento be interpreted in a somewhat strict way ("quite green"). Auctioneers might
even employ a criterion based on electromagnetic frequencies. In discussion vague
expressions must sometimes be made more precise by partly stipulative or innovative
reformulations.

If a term's precisification spectrum is perceived as continuous, and if it is not
subject to the precisification interdiction, then this expression is classified under
multiplicity of use. An example would bereligion. Its precisification spectrum seems
to be continuous, but some religions are prototypical and provide an admissible way
of precisifying the term to subsume these prototypical religions only. The class of
phenomena denoted bymultiplicity of usehas a somewhat hybrid nature because it
also contains ambiguous expressions that have a standard widest sense precisification.

To sum up, Pinkal's classification looks as follows:

indefiniteness: potential for true as well as false precisification

vagueness: continuous
precisification spectrum

ambiguity in the broad sense: discrete precisification spectrum

pure vagueness: no
admissible precisification

multiplicity
of use:
admissible
precisifications
or standard
widest sense

ambiguity in the narrow sense: no standard
widest sense precisification

polysemy:
admissible widest
sense
precisification

homonymy and
referential ambiguity:
no admissible widest
sense precisification

Figure 7. Pinkal's classification of indefinite expressions (taken over in a slightly
different form from Pinkal 1995, 110).

Pinkal's classification gives an impression of the various ways in which a natural
language leaves room for formulations to express several meanings. All types of
semantic indefiniteness may underlie active ambiguity. The various readings of
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expressions falling under multiplicity of use and polysemy have the greatest potential
to confuse interlocutors. Confusion may be caused by the circumstance that normally,
the various readings are structurally interconnected and resemble each other.
However, homonyms may also lead to the need to ask for clarification, for instance if
the context of utterance is extremely unspecified or if some party blunders when
interpreting the expression. Pure vagueness leads to active ambiguity if there is a
divergence of readings due to the need to exclude or include a borderline case.

In this section we have discussed the linguistic sources of active ambiguity
from some diverging perspectives. Two accounts are particularly interesting. Naess
elucidates important conceptual distinctions in the realm of semantic ambiguity.
Pinkal's account provides us with a detailed classification of semantic ambiguity that
may lead to contextual or active ambiguity.

2. FEATURES OF CONVERSATIONAL SITUATIONS : CONTEXTUAL AMBIGUITY

Given that an expression may express different meanings in different contexts, how
can it become contextually ambiguous? This section deals with several ideas that are
relevant for answering this question.

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca on obscuration

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca adopt a very broad view of what constitutes
ambiguity. This choice is strongly connected to their view on the nature of
argumentation.

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca make strong contrasts between logic on the
one hand and rhetoric and dialectic on the other. Formal logicians, Perelman says, are
after infallible communication that leaves no room for any disagreement (Perelman
1963, 143-144). Necessitating conclusions is enabled by using an artificial and
completely univocal language. A language can be made univocal by determining its
applications completely (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 133). Argumentation,
in contrast, is used for deliberating and discussing issues in situations where we lack
self-evident principles and do not dispose of a fully determined language: “(...) it is
precisely because the notions used in argumentation are not univocal and have no
fixed meaning that will not change that the conclusions of an argument are not
binding” (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 132). Ambiguity, therefore, cannot be
eliminated from argumentation.

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca do not give any precise definition of
ambiguity. They seem to use it equivalently withmultiplicity of interpretations(see,
Perelman 1982, 44). Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca apply the notion of interpretation
to perceptions, to texts and to notions.61 An example of perceptional ambiguity is the
perception of moving trains such that it is unclear whether my train moves or if it is

61 The connection between ambiguity and divergence of interpretations of non-linguistic data
probably looks like this. We interpret data differently due to differences between conceptual
frameworks. But in many cases, we do use the same linguistic expressions for these
differently conceptualised elements.
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the train outside my window.62 As an example of an ambiguous text, Perelman and
Olbrechts-Tyteca cite a fragment of Isocrates: “everyone knows that the same men
brought about the destruction of democracy and the exile of my father”, where the
words are taken to mean “my father’s exile was a political act as condemnable as the
destruction of democracy” (1969, 125). The son's words suggest an evaluation but the
assertion can also be understood without this evaluative aspect.

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca have a very broad view on what constitutes
meaning. This becomes clear from statements like the following: “Even the words of
other people, when repeated by a speaker, have changed their meaning, for in the
process of repetition he always adopts toward them a position that is in some ways
new, even if only in the degree of importance he attaches to them” (Perelman and
Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 317). “As the meaning of notions depends on the systems in
which they are used, all that is necessary, in order to change the meaning of a notion,
is to put it in a new context and particularly to integrate it in new lines of argument”
(Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 134-5). However, Perelman does not want to
go so far as to defend the position that there is no such thing as the proper or core
meaning of an expression (Perelman 1982, 44). As a minimal requirement for
argumentation Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca mention the use of a common
language (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 15).

If we would adopt this view, we would have to concede that all disagreements
are interpretational in character, and never solely factual.63 Interesting disagreements
have interpretative aspects, and we must pay attention to possible interpretational
differences. However, going along Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca's (exaggerated)
statements on this issue brings on the danger of loosing the distinction between two
qualitatively different situations: situations where the differences in interpretation of
an expressiondo bring with them the risk of talking at cross purposes and those
situations in which the differences arenot risky in that way.

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca oppose the ideal of an univocal language.
Obscurationof notions and expressions may serve argumentative purposes, just as
clarification serves important aims: aiming for clear language may “stand in the way
of other functions of language” (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 133-138).
What they mean exactly byobscurationdoes not become fully clear. They use it in a
plethora of situations, for instance if someone attaches anunusualmeaning to a notion
or expression, or if someone makes anoveldistinction between two meanings of an
expression. But in these situations the speaker might express himself perfectly clear to
the audience, who may notice the change of meaning very well.Obscuration, as used
by Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, does not necessarily refer to the process of
creating actual confusion, but to the process of making an expressionpotentially
obscure andpotentially problematic, notions that resemble our notions of semantic
and contextual ambiguity.

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca make some scattered remarks on the issue of
how obscuration may take place in a rhetorical situation. First, they point out some
characteristics of our use of natural language. Notions are subject to constant change,
and therefore the meanings of expressions evolve (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca
1969, 137-8). Notions can be mademore obscureby using them analogically or

62 Suppose a person reasons: ‘the train starts to moves in time, so I shall arrive in time', and he
wrongly supposed his own train to move. Then this constitutes a perceptual variant of the
fallacy of equivocation.
63 In Naess’s terminology (see section 1 of chapter 4) all disagreements would bepseudo-
expressed disagreements.



The linguistic aspect

55

metaphorically. Moreover, expressions of natural language can be applied to
unforeseeable situations (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 131). One example is
that of a gothic-like church that is being built in the present time: we can takegothic
in a way that it includes as well as in a way that it excludes this church (1969, 136).
Another example is that of a judge who interprets the rules of law in order to be able
to reach a verdict in an interesting new case.

Second, the reader of a text or a member of the audience of a speech may
decide not to give priority to the presumption that the writer or speaker is using his
terms in a completely univocal way (Perelman 1982, 45). We try to interpret a piece
of discourse in such a way that it is coherent, and that its premises are true, the more
so if the writer or speaker has more prestige (1969, 124-5). For example, the
presumption that the speaker does not really contradict himself should have priority
over the presumption that he expresses himself univocally (Perelman and Olbrechts-
Tyteca 1969, 195).64 Because Heraclitus has some prestige, we interpretsame riverin
two different ways in his statement that we do and do not step twice in the same river.
Such use ofgoodwill (that is, charity) when interpreting problematic texts can be
carried too far. Pascal's imperative “When the word of God which is really true, is
false literally, it is true spiritually” is judged excessive by Perelman and Olbrechts-
Tyteca, since the interpretation isonly a function of Pascal's own convictions.

Finally, ambiguity can be created for argumentative purposes. When
discussing the intentional effects of obscure expressions and notions in the next
chapter we will deal with these strategic uses.

Naess on indefiniteness of intention

Naess points to some aspects of context as sources of contextual ambiguity, and in
particular to that of the lack of available knowledge on the matter at issue.65

What can be expressed by an expressionT, depends partly on information that
cannot directly be derived fromT itself. The relevant context of an expression
includes surrounding sentences and information on the purpose of the communication,
sex, age and education of the author, etc. Naess presents a theorem that he regards as a
useful starting point for a theory of interpretation, although he grants it to be
unspecific and vague: “The broader the context taken into consideration by a group of
receivers of a sentence, the more receiver precise is the sentence within the group”
(1953, 113). Naess supposes it to be useful because it directs attention towards
information that would, if it were taken into account, improve communication. The
theorem has, he admits, a flavour of analyticity: the context of an expression could be

64 According to Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, the position of a speaker can never be really
inconsistent. This attitude is to some extent shared by formalists like Mackenzie and
Vanackere, cf. chapter 6. Within the realm of rhetoric there is normally a plausible
interpretation that makes the contradiction dissolve. Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca admit
that there is something like the core meaning of an expression, and that some interpretations
are intolerable in this light. But they do not derive the plausible consequence that not every
attempt to dissolve an inconsistency succeeds.
65 Several contributions to formal dialectic and pragma-dialectics are profoundly influenced
by Naess’s work. Clear examples are the treatment by Van Eemeren and Grootendorst of the
rule for language use and the rule for usage declaratives (Van Eemeren & Grootendorst 1992,
chapter 18); the dialogical interpretations of logics by Barth and Krabbe (Barth and Krabbe
1982); and Barth's research program for anempirical logic(Barth 1985).
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defined as constructed from those elements that are important for a successful
interpretation of the expression. If there are changes within the context that go
unnoticed by a receiver of a sentenceT, the sentence can easily be misinterpreted.
Contexts do change, for instance, language habits do change, and what once was
precise enough, can cease to be so (1966, 55). What is more, different situations do
require different levels of precision. If, in a new situation, the need for precision is not
acknowledged, then contextual ambiguity can be the result.

A particularly interesting origin of diverging interpretations is that expressions
are often interpreted at different levels ofdefiniteness of intention(1953, 79).66 What
T0 means to someone may vary from person to person because of differences in
knowledge, interests and intelligence. Suppose person P, as well as person Q, interpret
T0 as expressing the same content as the more precise statementT2 and different from
that expressed byT1. Yet, P does not choose between the even more preciseT2.1 and
T2.2, while Q has also made a choice betweenT2.2andT2.1. In such a case, Q interprets
T0 with greater definiteness of intention, say at level 2, than P, who stops at level 1.

Differences in definiteness of intention can result in misunderstanding. Naess
gives the following example.Mount Whitecap is higher than Mount Baretopcould
express the same asMount Whitecap’s highestfixed point is higher than Mount
Baretopas well asMount Whitecap’s highest point,snow-cap or rock, is higher than
Mount Baretop(1966, 15). Imagine a dialogue where the sender does not think very
deeply on the subject of measuring heights (nor on the significance of the names of
these mountains), while his addressee does. It is possible that the sender uttersMount
Whitecap is higher than Mount Baretopand that the receiver has to ask for a
clarification that goes beyond the definiteness of the sender’s intention.67

If people learn more on a subject like measuring heights, expressions can
come to express more sophisticated propositions. Language is flexible and open in
character, and expressions can become devices that express new propositions,
“without doing any violence to the English language” (1966, 15). If the sender
becomes aware of a distinction between two methods of measuring heights, she learns
both about measuring heights and about the possible meanings of the expressionis
higher than. “[G]rowth in understanding and articulateness is essentially linked with
the ability of our expressions to acquire new meanings, to bring themselves under new
‘rules’ (1966, 14)”.

Naess does not think it very useful to refer to positive rules for the proper
usage of expressions. Expressions are too accommodating, their rules are open and
allow endless variability of meaning. But he does consider negative rules useful: "It
has already been mentioned that references to systems of rules are sometimes rather
cryptic, because the rules are admittedly not stated anywhere, at least not in the form
of a consistent or complete system. They seem to be implied in so-called "correct
speech". In case of reference to fictitious systems, another kind of reference may be
more fruitful: reference to ranges ofadmitted or preferred usage. Instead of referring
to something as rigorous as consistent systems, one may say that there are within a
linguistic society trends of preferences and admittance, which may very oftenrule out
certain ways of using particular expressions as "impossible", "false", "incorrect" etc.,
but which rarely can be said to point to definite ways as "the correct" " (1953, 39). In

66 In this study these will often be calledlevels of comprehension.
67 There are two types of misunderstanding. In case of intra-intentional misunderstanding a
receiver attributes interpretationT1 to T while T2 was intended. In case of trans-intenional
misinterpretation the receiver attributesT1 to T while the sender did not intend anything
definite beyondT (Naess 1953, 79).
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chapter 7, a similar approach to the norms of language is adopted: anything goes
unless its fails to satisfy some linguistic condition that disqualifies certain usages as
incorrect.

Crawshay-Williams on ignoring purpose or context

As we have already seen in section 4 of chapter 1, Crawshay-Williams distinguishes
between two kinds of criteria that are needed to determine the truth of empirical
statements. Empirical statements have to satisfy factual criteria, as well as
methodological ones. He explains the occurrence of terminological confusion in, what
he calls,esoteric contextsby referring to the hypothesis that parties tend to forget
about the methodological criterion.

As a didactic illustration, he outlines the following situation. Mr. Robinson has
two tins of pearl coloured paint, one old and almost finished, the other new. The
larder has been painted with the old tin at an earlier date. Mr. Robinson proposes to
paint the kitchen the same colour as the larder. For this purpose, he may truthfully say
that both tins of paint have the same colour. Mrs. Robinson thinks of using the new tin
for repainting a damp patch in the larder. For this purpose, she may truthfully say that
both tins of paint have different colours. Or, given that they agree that the larder was
painted pearl, Mr. Robinson may truthfully say that the new tin contains pearl paint,
while Mrs. Robinson may truthfully deny that.

As long as Mr. and Mrs. Robinson keep in mind that they have different
purposes, or equivalently, that they intend their sentences to be understood in
somewhat different contexts, they will understand each other perfectly well. But
neglecting the difference in purpose might start a vigorous discussion about the issue
of whether or not the new tin contains pearl. Crawshay-Williams, in a similar way as
De Groot and Medendorp, treats a term likepearl as an elliptical term (1957, 37), to
be completed in either of the following two ways:pearl, for the purpose of painting
the kitchenand pearl, for the purpose of repainting the damp patch in the larder.
Completion is needed to make statements empirically testable, or as we would say,
suitable for a straightforward critical discussion.

In intellectual and esoteric environments, purposes are often not stated clearly,
and moreover, purposes change during the course of a discussion (44). Talking at
cross purposes, therefore, is particularly acute in philosophical discussion. As an
example, Crawshay-Williams analyses philosophical debates about certainty. We may
say that an empirical statement can be certain for the practical purpose of dealing with
everyday affairs. Thus,the sun will rise tomorrowis certain, given the purpose of
deciding whether or not to go sightseeing tomorrow. But it might be said not to be
certain for the purpose of deciding whether it is as reliable as a mathematical
statement (95-97, the example is mine).

Van Eemeren and Grootendorst draw attention to two characteristics of
linguistic utterances that seem to be derived both from Naess's idea about definiteness
of intention and from Crawshay-Williams's idea about purpose. Whether or not an
expression is comprehended, Van Eemeren and Grootendorst say, is arelativematter,
depending partly on the interpreter. The listener may understand an expression
differently than the speaker without making any linguistic mistake, and, one listener
may detect several admissible readings while another listener may miss that point.
Moreover, comprehension is agradual concept: speakers and listeners may
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understand an expression at different depths (Van Eemeren and Grootendorst 1992,
196-197).

3. FROM SEMANTIC TO CONTEXTUAL AMBIGUITY

In this chapter, we have been looking at factors that may lead to a situation where
several interpretations of an expression are in force. In order for an expression to
become contextually ambiguous, it must be semantically ambiguous. In the first
section we have examined what semantic ambiguity might amount to, as well as
various ways in which an expression can be semantically ambiguous. In the second
section we examined various ways in which such semantic ambiguity may turn into
contextual ambiguity within a context of utterance.

In the work of Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, we found various ideas about
how ambiguity within a context might arise: the use of analogy or metaphor,
application of vague terms to new and unforeseen situations and express
argumentative strategies. Naess points out the importance of diverging levels of
definiteness of intention that probably has great explanatory force: the contextual
information that interlocutors have at their disposal may differ due to the fact that not
every interlocutor is equally knowledgeable. Crawshay-Williams has a more abstract
approach that seems to include indefiniteness of intention as a special case: if the
speaker, being more knowledgeable than the listener, would add the purpose or
context of her statement, sayMount Whitecap is higher than Mount Baretop for the
purpose of deciding how many meters we have climbed, the listener will probably
interpret the statement in the proper direction. The explanatory accounts of Naess and
Crawshay-Williams harmonise with the idea of Woods that the parties have command
only over scarce resources (Woods 2002, cf. section 8 of chapter 1).

There are several possible explanations for such lack of relevant information.
(1) A party may not have the time or energy to obtain the information needed, or
might not know where to obtain it. The Minister of Justice is in need of defending a
stance on the requirements for justified euthanasia at some particular moment in time,
and at that time he has not yet decided whethersuffering is to be taken as suffering
from a disease or in a more general sense. (2) A party may be ignorant of the fact that
he is in need of more information. Such ignorance can arise from insufficient
reflection on the possible courses the discussion might take. Someone less introduced
in the subject of euthanasia may use the termsufferingwithout being aware of the
borderline cases of ‘suffering’ (see chapter 8 for an analysis of a euthanasia debate).
Moreover, (3) a party may have wrong information at his or her disposal. A minister
might wrongly suppose that all members of parliament understand his use ofsuffering
in the sense of suffering from a disease.

Because meaning is dependent on the available information about the context
of utterance, and because different parties may not dispose of exactly the same
information, an expression can be contextually ambiguous with respect to one person,
while being contextually univocal with respect to another. Whether an expression is
contextually (or even actively) ambiguous depends partly on the listener's perspective.
An example will be elaborated in section 6 of chapter 4 where the expressionto drive
is actively ambiguous with respect to a police officer, but not with respect to a
defending lawyer.
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CHAPTER 4: THE RELEVANCE ASPECT AND THE WAY TO
ASSESS ACTIVE AMBIGUITY

I NTRODUCTION

According to the definition in chapter 2, an expression can only be actively
ambiguous if its use may plausibly influence the course of the discussion. So, what
are the possible interactive consequences? Because the assessment of active
ambiguity cannot be separated from these consequences, the issue of assessment will
also be examined in this chapter. First, it will be explored how dialectical theorists
take care of the relevance aspect. Second, a comprehensive classification of the
consequences of active ambiguity and of the ways to assess these consequences will
be provided. This will result in requirements that a normative procedure for dealing
with active ambiguities must satisfy.

1. NAESS: PSEUDO-AGREEMENT AND PSEUDODISAGREEMENT

Naess gives a detailed account of two kinds of conversational effect that may arise
from the use of insufficiently precise expressions. Using an ambiguous expression
may produce two kinds of misunderstanding: it may bring about apseudo-agreement
or a pseudodisagreement.68 Moreover, Naess deals, in less detail, with the
consequences of ambiguity in reasoning.

In order to examine his definitions of these concepts, several other notions
must be explained first. There isverbal agreementbetween two persons with respect
to a sentenceS, if one of them assertsS while the other expresses assent toS. Next,
there isverbal disagreementbetween them with respect toS if the one assertsSwhile
the other expresses that he is, for whatever reason,69 not willing to assent toS.

If an agreement with respect toS is verbal and both interlocutors understandS
to mean the same, then there is anexpressed interpersonal and propositional
agreementbetween them with respect toS. However, if an agreement with respect to
S is verbal, whereas both interlocutors understandS to mean something else then there
is anpseudo-expressed agreementbetween them as regardsS. If a disagreement with
respect toS is verbal and both interlocutors understandS to mean the same then there
is an expressed interpersonal and propositional disagreementbetween them with
respect toS. But, again, if a disagreement with respect toS is verbal while both
interlocutors understandS to mean something different then there is anpseudo-
expressed disagreementbetween them.

Still, if there is pseudo-expressed agreementbetween two parties they may
agree substantially. Suppose White utters sentenceSand Black expresses his assent to
S. Suppose further that the agreement is pseudo-expressed, for the reason thatS
expresses the same asS1 for White andS2 for Black. Even then, it can be the case that
Black believes the proposition expressed byS1, the proposition that White intends to
express, to be true. In such a case, the agreement is called apseudo-expressed

68 This analysis of misunderstanding is closely related to analyses in terms of pseudoproblems
known from early analytic philosophy.
69 According to Naess, he may consider the sentence false, devoid of meaning or too
ambiguous. I would add that he could also be in doubt whether it is acceptable.
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propositional agreement. However, if Black believesS1 to be false, then the
agreement is called apseudo-agreement.70 Similarly, when there is a pseudo-
expressed disagreement between Black and White, while they disagree substantially,
their disagreement is apseudo-expressed propositional disagreement. If they agree
substantially, their disagreement is apseudodisagreement.

Do Black and White express agreement or disagreement with respect toS?

agreement:verbal agreement
Is S for Black and White interpersonally
synonymous?

disagreement:verbal disagreement
Is S for Black and White interpersonally
synonymous?

no:
pseudo-expressed agreement
Does Black believe the
proposition thatSexpressed
for White to be true?

no:
pseudo-expressed
disagreement
Does Black believe the
proposition thatSexpressed for
White to be true?

yes:
expressed
interpersonal
and
propositional
agreement, or
real agreement

yes:
pseudo-
expressed
propositional
agreement

no:
pseudo-
agreement

yes:
expressed
interpersonal
and
propositional
disagreement, or
real disagreement

yes:
pseudo-
disagreement

no:
pseudo-
expressed
propositional
disagreement

Figure 1. Classification of several communicative situations distinguished by Naess

Naess starts from the presumption that interlocutors usually misinterpret each other to
a certain extent. Thus, we should distinguish between misunderstandings that are, and
those that are not of practical significance for the communicative situation. A
misunderstanding that causes pseudo-agreement or pseudodisagreement has the effect
that one party wrongly attributes a cognitive weight such as ‘is acceptable’ or ‘is
unacceptable’ to a sentence. Misunderstanding that causes pseudo-agreement or
pseudodisagreement is called amisunderstanding with weight effects(1953, 133). A
question that causes a misunderstanding with weight effects is called amerely
terminologicalquestion. It will be shown in section 6 of this chapter that a third kind
of misunderstanding with practical importance must be distinguished. Communication
that is hindered by one of these three types of failures will be called
pseudocommunicationin this study.

Naess discusses a version of pseudo-agreement that is connected to reasoning
and argument. An expression may express different statements, some of which are
easy to support, but trivial, and some of which are interesting, but difficult to justify.
“It is then very tempting to argue for the exciting but unconfirmable assertion by
conflating it with the dull but confirmable one. We can argue for U by asserting T,
and for V by asserting U, but either obscure, or fail to see, that in the first stage of the
argument we have given U the sense of U1 and in the second stage the sense of U2,
although T may not be a valid argument for U2, nor U1 a valid argument for V” (1966,

70 If the verbal agreement has not yet been expressed, the parties do have a disposition to
agree toS, S is not interpersonally synonymous and they disagree on the proposition the
speaker attempts to express withS, then there is said to be alatent pseudo-agreement.
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94). Naess gives an example ofwater, where the term is ambiguous between
chemically pure waterandseawater:
T: Water has a specific gravity of 1.
U: The water in Oslo Fjord has a specific gravity of 1.
V: Anything that has a specific gravity of more than 1 will sink in Oslo Fjord.
U can be read as expressing that chemically pure water, H2O, as it can be found
within the Oslo Fjord has a specific gravity of 1, or as expressing that the seawater
that is contained in the Oslo Fjord has that gravity. In the terminology adopted in this
book, T, so U, so Vconstitutes an instance of thefallacy of equivocation(for an
analysis of the kind of equivocation that occurs in a chain of reasoning, see chapter 7,
section 6, example 10).

This account of ambiguity in reasoning seems to mingle two different
phenomena. First, a sentence can be actively ambiguous between a trivial and an
informative reading without the sentence occurring in achain of arguments. It might
occur in the main thesis or in a basic reason. Second, an intermediate conclusionU, as
in T so U so V, can be obscure in a similar way, without being ambiguous between a
trivial and an informative sense. It might be the case that both readings are
informative, while one reading is supported byT but does not supportV and the other
reading supportsV but is not supported byT.71

2. VAN EEMEREN AND GROOTENDORST: THE PRAGMA -DIALECTICAL ACCOUNT

Van Eemeren and Grootendorst adopt Naess’s concepts of pseudodisagreement,
which they callpseudodispute,and pseudo-agreement (1992, chapter 18). In the case
of a pseudo-agreement, a real difference of opinions remains unexpressed. This can
have the further effect that an issue that should be discussed is not subjected to a
critical test. A pseudodisagreement may lead to a discussion that is superfluous (1992,
195).

Different from Naess, who does not examine the concept of a fallacy, Van
Eemeren and Grootendorst provide an account of thefallacy of ambiguity. In section
7 of chapter 1 we observed that Van Eemeren and Grootendorst define ‘fallacy’ as a
violation of a norm for critical discussion. This implies that a discussion move is
fallacious if and only if it obstructs or hinders resolution of the dispute. One way in
which the resolution of a dispute can be hindered, if not obstructed, is by having a
superfluous discussion or by failing to have a discussion that is necessary for genuine

71 The connection between equivocation and pseudo-agreement Naess hints at is not made
very clear. We may try to reconstruct such a connection. Suppose a proponent assertsT so U
and U so V. He can be said toaccept the argument, in the sense that he agrees to the sentence
expressing the basic reason,T, and both the sentences expressing the warrants,If T then Uand
If U then V. If the opponent does not noticeU’s active ambiguity and concedes both the basic
reason and the two warrants, there can be said to be averbal agreementwith respect to this
complex argument. However,U is actively ambiguous betweenU1 andU2, and the proponent
holds the propositions expressed byIf T then U1 andIf U2 then Vto be true, and the
propositions expressed byIf T then U2 andIf U1 then Vto be false. Suppose further that the
proponent considers one of the propositions false that the opponent considers true, or that he
considers one of the propositions true that the opponent considers false. In such a situation
there is a certain kind of pseudo-agreement with respect to the complex argument. In section 6
the relation between pseudo-agreement and equivocation shall be examined further.
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conflict resolution.72 Consequently, by putting expressions to use that lead to pseudo-
agreement or pseudodispute, one transgresses a norm.

The norm at issue is part of a more complex norm, that is formulated as
follows (Van Eemeren and Grootendorst 1992, 209): “Rule 10. A party must not use
formulations that are insufficiently clear or confusingly ambiguous and he must
interpret the other party’s formulations as carefully as possible.” We are primarily
interested in the exclusion of confusingly ambiguous formulations. Van Eemeren and
Grootendorst seem to use the following definition of the fallacy of ambiguity: if a
discussant misuses an ambiguity he is guilty of a violation of Rule 10 that can be
characterised as thefallacy of misusing ambiguity(1992, 202) or thefallacy of
ambiguity(212).

3. WALTON : FALLACIES ARISING FROM AMBIGUITY

Walton gives a detailed account of a series of fallacies that arise from ambiguity
(Walton 1996b). The central fallacies in this account are equivocation, amphiboly,
accent, figure of speech and quibbling (1996b, 255). He conceives of amphiboly,
figure of speech and, quite likely, also the fallacy of accent, as subtypes of the fallacy
of equivocation (1996b, 273-5). The fallacy of quibbling is understood as a distinct
kind of fallacy. Walton offers some reasons for thinking that we should not
distinguish a separate fallacy of ambiguity.

Walton focuses his attention on the fallacy of equivocation. This fallacy has
received little attention by Naess and is not explicitly discussed by Van Eemeren and
Grootendorst (1984, 1992, 2000). Conversely, Walton pays little attention to the
importance of pseudocommunication.

Walton’s general account of 'fallacy' has three main components: first, a
fallacy is an obstacle to the main goal of the conversation, second, a fallacy has to be
an argument, and third, a fallacy has to be a serious issue. The second and third
ingredient need further clarification.

Walton asserts that fallacies have to be arguments. This condition for
fallaciousness is called theargument requirement(Walton 1996b, 6). An argument,
according to Walton, is a (structured) set of propositions, some of which are premises
and (normally) one of which is the conclusion (Walton 1996b, 20). According to
Walton, an argument consists of propositions, and not, as it is understood in this
study, offormulatedpropositions. Thus, a collection of sentences is not an argument,
but it may, according to this usage, express an argument. Walton notices that in order
to accommodate fallacies arising from ambiguity,fallacy ought no longer be defined
as an argumentof some sort, but that it is eitheran argumentor something that is
supposed to be an argument of some sort. This constitutes an improved argument
requirement: “A fallacy is an argument, or a move in dialogue that is supposed to be
an argument, that has been put forward in such a way that it interferes with the goal of
the dialogue, even though on the surface it appears to contribute to the goal of the
dialogue" (Walton 1996b, 270).

But this is not yet a complete definition of fallacy as Walton views it, for he
also holds that “[a] fallacy should be a serious, systematic, underlying error in an

72 This last effect seems to be a real obstruction, while the former seems to be a mere
hindrance. Accordingly, the occurrence of a pseudo-agreement seems to be worse for critical
discussion than the occurrence of a pseudodispute.
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argument that contains defective reasoning, or an illicit use of reasoning in
argumentation” (Walton 1996b, 24). Not any weak argument, or any error or blunder
counts as fallacious. This restriction amounts to the requirement that a fallacy is open
to strong refutation (Walton 1996b, 107).

The fallacy of equivocation

Walton illustrates the fallacy of equivocation with the following argument, derived
from Beardsley (Walton 1996b, 17): “A planned society is evil. Therefore, planning is
wrong."73 The fallacy of equivocation in Walton's account satisfies six requirements
(1996b, 65-6):
1. An argument or something that is supposed to be an argument is put forward in a
context of dialogue.
2. A particular term occurs, twice at least, in the argument.
3. The term is pragmatically ambiguous.
4. There is a contextual shift from one premise to another (or to the conclusion), so
that the term is used most plausibly one way in the one sentence and another way in
the other sentence.
5. Once the ambiguous term is interpreted, in context, wherever it occurs, the result is
a multiple set of three or more arguments.
6. The arguments in the one subset of the multiple set have bite, but not bearing. The
arguments in the other subset have bearing, but not bite. These two subsets are
nonempty, and together make up the whole of the original multiple set.

The third requirement states that a particular term allows for several readings
within its context. In the example, the verbto plan admits of two readings. As
occurring inplanned societyit means something like ‘decided by the government and
imposed on its citizens’, as occurring in the conclusion it seems to mean something
like ‘foreseeing and preparing for future contingencies’.

To planis used twice, and, in principle, the term can be interpreted either way
at both occurrences. However, what makes the example somewhat less suitable as an
example of pragmatic ambiguity is thatplanned societyhas a fixed meaning. The
interpretationa society based on foreseeing and preparing for future contingenciesis
extremely unusual and in order for that interpretation to be plausible we would have
to make up a very unusual context of discourse. But let us suppose the argument was
presented in such a context, then the argument admits of several (four) readings, as
condition 5 requires. Walton gives three of them:74

73 The lexical itemto plan here takes two different grammatical forms, so probably this
argument is an instance of figure of speech, a subtype of equivocation according to Walton.
However, Walton mentions the option of classifying it as an example of amphiboly (another
kind of equivocation), for the reason that ifplanning is placed next tosocietyits meaning
changes somewhat.
74 The fourth disambiguation would be: "A society based on foreseeing and preparing for
future contingencies is evil. Therefore, having things decided on by the government and
imposed on its citizens is wrong. "
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Disambiguation A
A society in which things are decided by the government and imposed on its
citizens is evil.
Therefore, foreseeing and preparing for future contingencies is wrong.

Disambiguation B
A society in which things are decided by the government and imposed on its
citizens is evil.
Therefore, having things decided on by the government and imposed on its
citizens is wrong.

Disambiguation C
A society based on foreseeing and preparing for future contingencies is wrong.
Therefore, foreseeing and preparing for future contingencies is wrong.

As the sixth requirement states, some of these disambiguations have bite, and others
have bearing, but none have both. The namesbite and bearing are stamped by
Walton: "[a]n argument has bite where the conclusion is considerably less plausible
(in itself) than the premise(s) so that the premise(s) would, as a basis for inferring the
conclusion, increase the plausibility of the conclusion considerably" and "[a]n
argument has bearing where the premise does actually give some reason to increase
the plausibility of the conclusion, given that the premise is plausible" (1996b, 19). In
order for an argument to be sound, it must have both bite and bearing. Disambiguation
A has bite, because the reason is more plausible than the conclusion. But it lacks
bearing: the reason does not increase the plausibility of the conclusion.
Disambiguation B lacks bite, because both sentences are equally plausible, but it has
bearing. Disambiguation C has some bearing, but it lacks bite.

Unlike Walton’s contention, an argument can be taken to be sound even
though it does not satisfy thebite-criterion. Suppose an opponent considers the
reasons and conclusion of an argument equally plausible, even though he has only
committed himself to the reasons and not yet to the conclusion. In such a case the
argument does not satisfy the bite-criterion, although it can be judged a good
argument from the perspectives of both parties. Thebite-criterion seems to be
inessential for a dialectically sound argument.

Disambiguation B lacks bite, but for the special reason of having a reason and
a conclusion that are both very plausible. The charitable thing to do for the respondent
is to choosethis disambiguation. He would only attribute the proponent the minor
mistake of a somewhat circularly formulated argument. We may imagine
circumstances where the original argument is sound, according to my view of a sound
argument, by virtue of there being a disambiguation such that the opponent is
committed to its reason, and that he will be persuaded of the conclusion due to the
bearing of the argument.

Let us adapt the context of utterance so that it is completely clear from context
that the conclusion must be interpreted asforeseeing and preparing for future
contingencies is wrong. In such a situation, the argument admits only of
disambiguations A and C. A has bite without bearing, while C has bearing without
bite. In my view, this could be a genuine case of equivocation (in the unusual context
in which planned societydoes admit of the unusual interpretation), although Walton
would reject it, on the basis that the argument has just one occurrence of the
ambiguous expression. This shows that an argument with one occurrence of an
ambiguous expression can posses the main properties of equivocation. The definition
of the fallacy of equivocation that will be presented in section 6 of this chapter
resembles Walton's analysis on many points, but differs in the following respects: it



The relevance aspect of active ambiguity and the way to assess active ambiguity

65

lacks a notion like 'bite', and it is applicable to arguments with only one occurrence of
a contextually ambiguous expression

Walton points out that equivocation can result from the use of a vague
expression. In such cases, a subtle shift of meaning is involved due to the use of a
vague expression in two contexts where different standards of strictness are
appropriate. The shift in context “brings with it such a sharp shift in the standard of
strictness that there are grounds for judging that there is a shift in meaning of both
terms" (Walton 1996b 57). That would make the vague expression pragmatically
ambiguous. "All abstract terms, we could say, are inherently vague, or non-specific
with regard to implementation. However, more than just vagueness can be involved
here. If in two specific instances, to which an abstract term is applied, there is a
definite, clearly definable shift from one quite different standard of precision to
another, it can be proper to describe this as an instance of ambiguity" (1996b, 57).
Walton gives the following example:

(1) Getting married involves promising to live with a person for the rest of one’s life.
(2) No one can safely predict compatibility with another person for life.
(3) One should not make a promise unless one can safely predict that one will keep it.
(4) If two people aren’t compatible, they can’t live together.
(5) One should not promise to do something one can’t do.
(6) Therefore, nobody should ever get married.

In order to interpret the premises in a way as to make them individually come out as
plausible premises, one sometimes has to interpretsafely predictwith a low standard
of strictness, and sometimes with a high standard of strictness. If we make this
explicit by inserting the indexesh for high standard andl for low standard, this would
be the resulting disambiguation:75

(1) Getting married involves promising to live with a person for the rest of one’s life.
(2) No one can (safely predict)h compatibility with another person for life.
(3) One should not make a promise unless one can (safely predict)l that one will keep
it.
(4) If two people aren’t compatible, they can’t live together.
(5) One should not promise to do something one can’t do.
(6) Therefore, nobody should ever get married.

The original (not yet disambiguated) argument can be analysed as an instance of the
fallacy of equivocation, in accordance with Walton's view on this fallacy.

Walton’s evaluation of the fallacy of equivocation

Walton rejects the view that fallaciousness is constituted by the intent to deceive.
Such sophistical use of ambiguity can result in a fallacy of equivocation, but the
sophistical intent is not a necessary condition for equivocation. The intent to deceive

75 According to Walton, there are also differences in standards of strictness with respect to the
expressioncompatible, but all occurrences of that expression can be straightforwardly
interpreted with a high standard of strictness, so there does not seem to be any pragmatic
ambiguity there.
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would provide a criterion that is too psychological for a critical theory of
argumentation.

At one point, Walton suggests that the error of equivocation is that the
“probative function [of argument] goes haywire” (Walton 1996b, 270): it may lead to
a situation where the parties suppose that their conflict has been resolved, while this is
not really the case, because none of the (disambiguated) arguments expressed has both
bearing and bite. It is not that the proponent intents to deceive his respondent, but the
argument itself has the ability to mislead the respondent into thinking that the
conclusion is sufficiently supported. Still, this is not the real error underlying the
fallacy, as Walton sees it.

Another possible reason, discussed by Walton, for judging equivocation
fallacious is that the Gricean maxim 'be clear', having as a submaxim 'avoid
ambiguity', is violated. However, Walton also rejects this as a ground for
fallaciousness. Natural language is full of ambiguities, hence “following a submaxim
to avoid ambiguity is impossible, given the practical realities of argumentation in
everyday conversation” (1996b, 267). The very use of a pragmatically ambiguous
expression does not constitute a fallacy, according Walton. A different perspective on
this issue is developed in section 5 of this chapter and in section 7 of chapter 7.

Walton finds the real fault in the fact that several arguments (in the sense of
univocal propositional structures) are wrapped up into something that looks like one
(univocal) argument. In a discussion, a proponent is allowed to makeonemove at a
time, presenting in such a moveoneargument. This rule is violated if a party presents
several arguments in one move. If the violation is concealed by the ambiguity, the
proponentappearsto present exactlyone argument. This is conceived as wrong,
probably because either the respondent no longer knows what argument to react to, or
an argument may escape her attention, or she may wrongly suppose the line of
reasoning convincing. “[T]he fallacy [of equivocation] has to be seen as a failure to
meet the argument requirement” (Walton 1996b, 270-1). Note that in this quotethe
argument requirementcannot refer to the requirement for fallaciousness that we
already have discussed and that goes by the same name. Here, the requirement refers
to a discussion rule that requires the parties to present one argument at a time.

Walton does not clarify the connection between his bite-bearing analysis, and
the primacy of the rule against wrapping up several arguments into one seemingly
univocal one. From the view adopted in this study, there are two different features that
both belong to the fallacy of equivocation. It will be defended that the fallacy of
equivocation is complex in that it consists of afallacy of ambiguitythat covers up a
strategic weakness or a dialectical transgression.

Walton observes that in the beginning of a discussion, key terms are often
quite ambiguous and vague, while during the conversation the expressions become
sharper and less ambiguous (Walton 1987, 125-120; Walton 1996b, 62). He correctly
suggests that this is a feature of a good discussion. Agood discussionis either
characterised by the use of expressions that are clear enough, or by the fact that the
conversation moves towards clarity. The following question comes up but is, as far as
I am aware, not dealt with by Walton: can a fallacy of equivocation occur in a
discussion that is to be called good in the sense that it moves from obscurity towards
clarity? In the account given in chapter 7, a good discussion is defined by constitutive
rules that do not exclude all active ambiguities, although it does oblige the parties to
disambiguate when an active ambiguity has been exposed by a party within the
dialogue. Consequently, a fallacy of equivocation may occur within the confines of
critical discussion.
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Subtypes of equivocation

The fallacy of amphiboly, the fallacy of accent and figure of speech are considered by
Walton to be subtypes of the fallacy of equivocation. These different types are
distinguished by the linguistic source from which equivocation arises. In the case of
amphiboly, the source is the option of interpreting a sentence as having several
grammatical constructions. In the case of accent the source is the option of
interpreting a sentence as conveying a message due to stress or suggestion or as
lacking that message. Finally, in the case of figure of speech the source of ambiguity
is said to be a confusion due to inflection.

The fallacy of amphiboly and the fallacy of accent

Walton’s account of amphiboly is particularly interesting, due to his discussion of the
connection between equivocation and 'plausible deniability'. Walton takes the
following advertisement as his best example of amphiboly: 'two pizzas for one special
price’ (1996b, 117-120). This slogan is used by pizza outlets that sell two pizzas for a
price that is higher than the regular price of one pizza alone. The truth of their
catchphrase can be defended by reading it as (1) ‘two pizzas for a price lower than the
usual one for two pizzas', while the attractiveness of the slogan originates from
interpretation (2) ‘two pizzas for the same prize that you usually pay for one'. It is
possible to imagine a context in which the advertisement is part of a fallacy of
equivocation. Imagine the pizza seller arguing as follows: ‘If you purchase your
pizzas here you can halve your pizza expenses, because here you get two pizzas for
one special price.’76 The argument would have bite but no bearing in interpretation
(1), while it would have bearing but no bite in interpretation (2).77

Walton connects the fallacy of amphiboly to the phenomenon ofplausible
deniability. Suppose that the customer questions the argument of the pizza seller when
he finds out that he has to pay a price for two pizzas that is higher than the price of
just one pizza. The customer reacts: ‘That’s not fair, you saidtwo pizzas for one
special price!’. Now the proponent may react by saying, ‘wait, don’t get me wrong, I
meant to saytwo pizzas for a price lower than the usual one for two pizzas!’.
According to Walton, the pizza seller isplausibly denyingthe reading of the
ambiguous sentence that is unwelcome for him, although he attempts to attract the
attention of the customer by suggesting this reading.

However, when an argument is an instance of the fallacy of equivocation then
it is not very plausible that it also presents a convincing example of plausible
deniability. In the case of equivocation, the denial of an interpretation that plays a role
can never be very plausible, because with every interpretation, a dialectical weakness
or fault is associated. In the present example, the customer is able to counter the
seller's denial in the following manner: ‘but only in the way I understood your
argument you actually offer some reason for thinking that I can halve my pizza

76 The situation outlined is not exactly the same as the one Walton uses.
77 In all given examples of the fallacy of amphiboly the ambiguous grammatical construction
occurs just once, just as in the pizza-example. Categorizing these as examples of equivocation
is ad odds with Walton’s theory that the fallacy of equivocation demands more than one
occurrence.
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expenses. And you clearly wanted to make me think that. Thus, either you owe me
two pizzas for the price of only one pizza or you should retract your thesis that I can
halve my pizza expenses.’

pizza seller: If you purchase your pizzas here you can halve your pizza expenses,
because here you get two pizzas for one special prize.

customer: Two pizzas please.
pizza seller: [Asks a price higher than that of only one pizza.]
customer: What you just said was false, I don't get two pizzas for one special

price.
pizza seller: Don’t get me wrong, I meant to saytwo pizzas for a price lower than

the usual one for two pizzas
customer: Only in the way I understood your argument (two pizzas for the same

prize that you usually pay for one) you actually offer some reason to
think I can halve my pizza expenses. And you clearly wanted to make
me think that. Thus, you owe me two pizzas for the price of only one
pizza or you should retract your thesis.

However, the pizza seller may deny a reading in a really plausible way,beforehe has
expressed his equivocal argument.

pizza seller: Here you get two pizzas for one special prize.
customer: Two pizzas please.
pizza seller: [Asks a price higher than that of only one pizza.]
customer: What you just said was untrue, You don’t give me two pizzas for one

special price.
pizza seller: Don’t get me wrong, I meant to saytwo pizzas for a price lower than

the usual one for two pizzas

Contrary to Walton's analysis, we should analyse plausible deniability in terms of
pseudodisagreement, rather than as being closely connected with equivocation. In his
last move, the pizza seller analyses, in a somewhat implicit way, the disagreement
between them as a pseudodisagreement.

The fallacy of accent

Aristotle introduces the fallacy of accent as a fallacy that arises from the different
melodic accents (pitch) that characterise Greek. Because this is a problem only for
languages with melodic accents, several attempts have been made in the history of
dialectic to give an analysis of this fallacy in order to make it interesting for other
languages as well. Walton contributes to this tradition, while trying to stay close to
Aristotle’s original account.

The fallacy of accent has its source in the unclear use of accentuating a
statement. A sentenceS can be understood both in a straightforward manner,
expressing a proposition P, and in an accentuated way, expressing another proposition
Q (Walton 1996b, 149). Walton gives an example by Michalos (Walton 1996b, 126):
he’s a good football player. Suppose this statement is a professor's answer to the
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questionis he a good student?78 Then the answer can be interpreted in a normal way,
expressing 'he is a good football player', or in an accentuated way, expressing 'he is a
good football player but a lousy student'. This constitutes a fallacy, according to
Walton’s analysis, if this ambiguity is exploited by a proponent to get the respondent
to accept a conclusionR that does follow fromS interpreted in the accentuated way
(expressing Q), but does not follow fromSnormally understood (expressing P), and if
the proponent tries to evade the burden of proof for Q (Walton 1996b, 150). Thus, let
us also suppose that the proponent wants to persuade the respondent that the student
will probably not pass this year. He tries to evade the burden of proof for the student's
being lousy by answeringhe’s a good football playerto the questionis he a good
student? If the student is a good student as well as a good football player, then the
bite-bearing analysis would apply, and this argument would be a special case of
equivocation arising from ambiguity due to accent.

In order for the fallacy of accent to occur, there need to be at least two
contextually admissible interpretations, an accentuated and a normal one, such that
neither of them can be rejected out of hand. It seems plausible that the fallacy of
accent occurs in situations where it is simply not clear whether or not the speaker has
accentuated some part of speech.

Suggestion, irony, and ambiguity are not in themselves fallacious, but if they
are used to escape commitment and burden of proof, then their use is fallacious
(Walton 1996b, 147). According to Walton, accent is fallacious if it is used for
plausible deniability. If the fallacy of accent is a kind of equivocation, then it cannot
provide convincing examples of plausible deniability, for the same reason as with
amphiboly. The example of the professor, however, can easily be adapted to provide a
convincing case of plausible deniability. The professor is now not arguing for the
conclusion that the student will not pass. His main standpoint is simply formulated as
He’s a good football player. Observe that the bite-bearing analysis no longer applies.
Now the dialogue continues:

interlocutor: But I've heard so many good thing about him.
professor: I didn’t say he’s a lousy student, I just meant to say that he performs

well at football.

In Naess’s terms, the professor analyses the disagreement as a pseudodisagreement.
Plausible deniability seems to be a strategy of hedging on the part of a proponent by
which she utters a statement that is contextually ambiguous between a more and a less
challenging reading, such that if the statement gets challenged, she alleges that she
meant the less provocative reading.

The fallacy of figure of speech

Figure of speech originates from the changes that words undergo when they take
different grammatical forms, such as case, gender, number or tense.79 Whately gives
the following analysis: the meaning of a word is often constant, even if the word is
presented in different grammatical forms. So, the following argument is a logically

78 This hypothetical situation is made up by myself.
79 Although the name suggests differently, figurative language is not what is denoted byfigure
of speech(Krabbe 1998, 281).
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good argument:Murder should be punished with death; this man is amurderer;
therefore he deserves to die. But sometimes the same meaning is not preserved in the
grammatical shift. Therefore, the following is a bad argument: "projectorsare unfit to
be trusted; this man has formed aproject; therefore he is unfit to be trusted" (Walton
1996b, 165-6).

The most famous example of figure of speech is an argument by Mill: "The
only proof capable of being given that an object is visible is that people actually see it.
The only proof that a sound is audible, is that people hear it; and so of the other
sources of our experience. In like manner, I apprehend, the sole evidence it is possible
to produce that anything is desirable, is that people do actually desire it" (Mill 1972,
32). According to Walton, this is also an example of equivocation, like other
examples of figure of speech. Two words or phrases should be given a different
meaning, but the difference in meaning is covered up by the circumstance that both
words or phrases have the same root, even though they are inflected differently. In a
figure of speech this superficial appearance of sameness of meaning is exploited
(Walton 1996b, 180).

Krabbe points out a difference between fallacies of ambiguity and figure of
speech. A characteristic of figure of speech is that it is based on a misconception of
the logical form of a statement (Krabbe 1998, 291): it could be explained to the
proponent that he attributes an interpretation to a statement that is actually incorrect
from a linguistic point of view, even though it may be an excusable fault because it
results from asubtle difference between logical form and linguistic appearance.
Figure of speech does not always result from the possibility of interpreting a sentence
in several linguistically admissible ways, but can also result from an inclination to
give a sentence an inadmissible interpretation. Mill’s use ofdesirabledoes not admit
of the interpretation ‘capable of being desired’. For this reason, figure of speech is not
always a fallacy that arises from ambiguity.

Quibbling

A fallacy that arises from ambiguity, but that is not classified by Walton as a subtype
of the fallacy of equivocation, is quibbling. The main example Walton gives is
William James's story about a dispute: "Thecorpus of the dispute was a squirrel
supposed to be clinging to one side of a tree-trunk; while over against the tree's
opposite side a human being was imagined to stand. This human witness tries to get
sight of the squirrel by moving rapidly round the tree, but no matter how fast he goes,
the squirrel moves as fast in the opposite direction, and always keeps the tree between
himself and the man, so that never a glimpse of him is caught. The resultant
metaphysical problem now is this:Does the man go round the squirrel or not?"
(James (1907) 1955, 41).

Quibbling resembles equivocation in some respects, while it differs in others.
In quibbling, the parties misunderstand the nature of their conflict of opinions. It is
merely a verbal dispute, while both sides take it to be a real and substantial dispute
(Walton 1996b, 52, 450). It is a special kind of failure of communication in which
both parties collaborate. It is not the case that the one party commits a fallacy while
the other party gets trapped: the two parties are said to 'equivocate' against each other
(Walton 1996b, 52). This break-down of communication is connected to the
confrontation stage of a discussion, while real equivocation is connected to the
argumentation stage (1996b, 73). It is not a local problem, like equivocation, but a
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global one, affecting longer stretches of the dialogue. A further characteristic is that
one of the parties tries to defend his case by interpreting the thesis in a tautological
way. If quibbling is to be a fallacy, then it is “the fallacy of taking a merely verbal
dispute to be a ‘real’ dispute” (Walton 1996b, 52)80 and Walton does list a fallacy of
quibbling in his final classification (Walton 1996b, 273).

In James's 'metaphysical' dispute one of the parties, party P, probably argues
thus: 'The man goes round the tree; The squirrel is on the tree; Therefore, the man
goes round the squirrel.' (Walton 1996b, 50). The other party, O, probably agrees to
both reasons, but is still thinking that the man does not go round the squirrel. O does
not think that P's reasons lead to P's conclusion. James supposes that both parties can
be correct, depending on what youpractically meanby going round. "If you mean
passing from the north of him [the squirrel] to the east, then to the south, then to the
west, and then to the north of him again, obviously the man does go round him, for he
occupies these successive positions. But if on the contrary you mean being first in
front of him, then on the right of him, then behind him, then on his left, and finally in
front again, it is quite as obvious that the man fails to go round him, for by the
compensating movements the squirrel makes, he keeps his belly turned towards the
man all the way, and his back turned away" (James 1955, 42). O seems to interpret
P’s reasons correctly, but interprets P’s thesis differently from P. They talk at cross
purposes and their dispute can be characterised as a pseudodisagreement.

Quibbling can be very plausibly analysed as a pseudodisagreement, and less
plausibly as a case of equivocation. The parties agree substantially on the main thesis,
while verbally, they disagree. Walton’s remark that the parties 'equivocate' against
each other is confusing: P is able to disambiguate his argument in such a way as to
give the argument both bite and bearing. Quibbling can better be taken to refer to the
examples of pseudodisagreement that are not easy to dissolve.

The fallacy of ambiguity

Pragmatic ambiguity is, in itself, not fallacious, according to Walton. If one uses a
pragmatically ambiguous expression, one violates the Gricean maxim 'be clear'. But
that does not suffice to make the conversational contribution fallacious. Ambiguity is
not a fallacy if it is not part of either quibbling or equivocation. One reason Walton
offers is that the ambiguity itself does not satisfy the argument requirement for
fallaciousness (Walton 1996b, 105). Moreover, natural language is full of ambiguities,
and participants in a dialogue cannot be expected to avoid them.

However, there is a subclass of contextually ambiguous expressions that
should be considered fallacious, although they are not part of quibbling or the fallacy
of equivocation. If a party uses a sentence in order to express a standpoint, to offer a
reason, or to elicit a concession, and the sentence is contextually ambiguous, then its
use can result in either a pseudo-agreement or a pseudodispute. Contextual
ambiguities that may produce these effects are active ambiguities and they are
hindrances to the resolution of the dispute. According to the pragma-dialectical
perspective on fallacy, the use of these expressions should be assessed as fallacious.

Parties in a discussion cannot oblige each other to ban every actively
ambiguous expression. Sometimes a party cannot help using a sentence that leads to a
pseudo-agreement or a pseudodispute. But this applies equally to equivocation: in

80 Merely verbal disputes cannot beresolved, but should bedissolved(Walton 1996b, 53).
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some situations, a party cannot really avoid an argument that instantiates the fallacy of
equivocation. An example will be given in section 6 of this chapter. The impossibility
of avoiding these fallacious moves can be accommodated by perceiving these fallacies
as violations of regulative rules rather than violations of constitutive rules (see section
7 of chapter 1).

4. PERELMAN AND OLBRECHTS-TYTECA ON OBSCURATION

In section 2 of chapter 3, we have seen that Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca assess
some uses of ambiguity and obscurity positively. Differences in interpretation are
functional for the aim of persuasion: “Language is not only a means of
communication: it is also an instrument for acting on minds, a means of persuasion.
Now, the influence of the needs of argumentation on the malleability of notions has
not received the emphasis it deserves.” (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 132).
Two ways in which this malleability can be profited from in discussion will be
examined here. The most important issue is whether these examples ofobscuration
provide examples ofactive ambiguitiesthat are beneficial for resolving conflicts of
opinion.

First, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca point out the advantage of presenting a
notion asrich and flexible. This enables a speaker to reconcile various needs. A
speaker can be in need to resist "the assaults of new experiences” by showing that
they are not real examples of the notion at issue (1969, 138). Moreover, he can be in
need to include cases that support his case. His notions must be presented in such a
way that they include some and exclude other cases. Presenting a notion as rich and
flexible “will enable the speaker to maintain that he is keeping the same notion alive”
(1969, 138).81 The notions used by one’s antagonist must, on the contrary, be
presented as fixed and unchangeable. The fixedness of the opponent’s notions make
them liable to refutation, and furthermore, they can be presented as annulled, rigid and
outmoded. (1969, 139).

Obscuration does not seem to be a accurate epithet for this kind of
phenomenon. Suppose a speaker is able to ward off criticisms by making it clear to
the audience that she means an expression (or, the expressed notion) in such a way
that it includes some cases while it excludes others. This fits the description of
presenting a notion as rich and flexible while the intended meaning of the expression
becomes clearer to the audience.82

81 Perelman anticipates an argument by Halsema that we will come across in chapter 8.
According to this type of argument, the legislator is allowed to put into the formulation of
laws vague formulations, like for instanceequity, in order to give the judge room to make a
verdict in difficult cases (cf. Perelman 1980, 98).
82 The termdemocracycan be interpreted very broadly, including communist varieties. In
another way, it can be interpreted narrowly, excluding public participation at smaller scales,
such as in companies or universities. This flexibility can be put to use by a proponent who
defends that democracy is a way of pretending to give the masses influence. If the opponent
questions the scope of this thesisare you also talking about the so-called people's republics?,
the proponent can answeryes. If the opponent objectsBut with our company we have real
influence!, the proponent can answerI was not talking about participation in smaller
institutions like companies. The flexibility of democracyis put to use, while its intended
meaning is gradually getting more clear to the opponent.
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A second example of obscuration can be found in discussions where abstract,
undetermined and imprecise values are important: "[t]hese values are the object of a
universal agreement as long as they remain undetermined. When one tries to make
them precise, applying them to a situation or a concrete action, disagreements and the
opposition of specific groups are not long in coming.” (Perelman 1982, 27). Different
parties are quite willing to agree on formulations that express undetermined values,
because each party retains the option of presenting the agreement as an agreement on
a specific interpretation of the values: “[c]onfused notions thus permit a reconciliation
between agreement on the formulae and disagreement on their interpretation”
(Perelman 1980, 99). The 1948 declaration of the rights of men, by UNESCO,
contained many of these ‘confused’ notions. This left the participants room for
choosing an opportune interpretation in the future (Perelman 1980, 99). "Its principal
merit [of using these underdetermined values] is that it encourages a continuation of
the dialogue" (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 134). Another advantage is that
it enables the participants to show that they are making a real effort to create a
common ground. Future disagreements are likely to be, not about the substantial issue
what values are to be adopted, but about the minor interpretational issue whether a
shared value applies to a certain situation. “It is not surprising, therefore, that the
universal values, which are regarded as the instruments of persuasionpar excellence,
are designated by the notions which are most confused in our minds” (Perelman and
Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 140).

The term obscuration(in French: obscurcissement) suggests a process in
which something that is initially quite clear gets more obscure. We can imagine that
some of the UNESCO negotiators had quite specific versions of the human rights in
their mind. They probably had to abandon their attempts to get the specific
interpretations of these rights accepted and had to satisfy themselves with a more
abstract and less informative declaration. For example, the declaration states that
every man has the right to work for a fair wage, provided the hours of work are
reasonable. Suppose there was a disagreement on the issue how many hours of work
would actually be reasonable, and that some were inclined to say maximally 8 hours,
while others thought maximally 12. The resulting formulation can be said to be
obscurein the sense that it is less informative than if they had specified a maximal
amount of either 8 or 12 hours. But it is not obscure in the sense of being actively
ambiguous. The phraseprovided the hours of work are reasonablepresumably admits
of just one interpretation in this context. This reading however is unspecific, and
might be reformulated asprovided the hours of work are somewhere between 8 and
12 hours maximally.

Although the new rhetoric is concerned witheffectiveways of persuading an
audience, it also contains a normative aspect. The aim of argumentation is to “elicit or
increase the adherence of the members of an audience to theses that are presented for
their consent” (Perelman 1982, 9) and “…all argumentation aims at gaining the
adherence of minds…” (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 14). This adherence
cannot be achieved by imposing one’s will through constraint or conditioning. It is the
result of a meeting of minds (Perelman 1982, 11). This ‘meeting of minds’ strongly
suggests a normative stance: within argumentation a speaker tries to gain real
adherence of his or her audience where this audience has truly understood the
speaker’s argument.
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The audience of a speaker is “the ensemble of those whom the speaker wishes
to influence by his argumentation”(Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 19).83 Such
an ensemble can consist of just one person, even of the speaker him or herself, but
also of a larger group. The ensemble addressed can be a particular collection of
persons, in which case the audience is called aparticular audience. A speaker can
also address the group of all reasonable persons. Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca
stress that different speakers have different conceptions of this audience, and they are
not clear on the issue whetherthe universal audiencerefers to the unique group of all
possible qualified persons, or to the speaker’s image of this group.84 If a speaker
attempts to gain the adherence of a particular audience, the speaker is said to try to
persuade the audience. If the target is the universal audience, the speaker is
attempting toconvince(Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 28).

In order for argumentation to be effective, the speaker should adapt himself to
his audience (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 23). In argumentation one aims at
procuring adherence to a conclusion by transferring the audience's adherence to the
premises to this conclusion (Perelman 1982, 21). Because argumentation works this
way, the speaker must choose statements as points of departure that are accepted by
the audience, and he must establish a bond (also referred to as aliaison) through
which this transfer of adherence can be accomplished (Perelman 1982, 21). This
criterion of effectiveness, understood as effectiveness for gaining the adherence of an
audience, and for achieving a real meeting of minds, furnishes a normative stance.

Even though Perelman perceives positive aspects of the use of obscure
notions, he also assigns rhetoric the task of arming us against their misuse. “Confused
notions constitute, in the theory and practice of action, especially public action,
instruments of communication and persuasion that cannot be eliminated. But it is
necessary to handle them with caution. It is the role of rhetoric, as I conceive it, that is
the role of a theory of argumentation, …, to arm us against the abusive use of
confused notions” (Perelman 1980 105-106). Obscuration, according to Perelman,
should not be used with the goal of leading one’s interlocutor into error, “for this
would be to act in a manner similar to the counterfeiter, abusing the confidence that
one accords to legal money” (Perelman 1980, 105). Deceiving someone is wrong, for
one betrays someone’s confidence. Deceit, Perelman says, does not imply
voluntariness: the speaker may lack a critical mind and may not be aware of the
deceit.85

The consequences of obscure notions that we have examined in this section do
not lead to the conclusion that actively ambiguous expressions can be beneficial for
argumentative discussion. Obscuration, in Perelman's and Olbrechts-Tyteca's view,
does not refer to making things more obscure in the current context of discourse, but
to introducing the possibility of interpreting an expression or notion in several ways,

83 Influencedoes not seem to be an optimal choice of words, given the normative qualification
that Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca have in mind.
84 Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca say within one and the same section that (italics are mine):
“[e]veryoneconstitutesthe universal audience from what he knows of his fellow men” as well
as “[e]ach individual, each culture, has thus its ownconception ofthe universal audience.”
The first phrase suggests the existence of many universal audiences, the second the existence
of exactly one.
85 This does not conform to the normal meaning of 'deceive'. It could be a sketchy attempt to
formulate a different criterion: whatever does obstruct the social institution of rhetoric is to be
called abuse, whether it occurred voluntary or not. In this interpretation, Perelman’s
normative stance resembles the pragma-dialectical one.
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whether within the current context of discourse or in different contexts. If we stick to
expressions,obscuration refers to a process in which an expression becomes
semanticallyambiguous, while some instances of obscuration make things clearer in
the context of discourse in which the alleged obscuration took place. The most
important thing that is wrong with Perelman's and Olbrechts-Tyteca's account of what
they callobscuration, is its name.86

5. DE GROOT AND M EDENDORP ON UNDESIRABLE AND UNNECESSARY

De Groot and Medendorp examine two kinds of incorrect use of language:
undesirable and unnecessary vagueness and ambiguity on the one hand and on the
other, undesirable and unnecessary restrictions with respect to the meaning of a term.
These two faults are characterised as opposites.

Unnecessary and undesirable restrictions with respect to meaning

By restrictions with respect to meaningDe Groot and Medendorp refer to the use of a
term in a very narrow or specific way. This way of using the term can be wrong if
others use the term in order to express other concepts and if it is used in a restrictive
way to obstruct communication with antagonists. For example, behaviourists who
restrictively employ the termscientific for their own methods distort communication
with scholars who employ broader concepts of science and with lay people who are
not familiar with the narrow behaviourist conception. Using the term this way is
parochial and blocks the interaction of schools of thought within a discipline.
Moreover,scientific has a ‘nimbus’, that is, a positive emotional connotation. If the
proponent contends that the other party's theory is unscientific she harms the
antagonist's position.

The division of labour between disciplines is not evaluated negatively, but De
Groot and Medendorp do reject specialisation with respect to models and languages
among scholars within one and the same discipline. Social science should aim at
producing generally acceptable knowledge, formulated in a generally acceptable
language. Terms likewell-beingor intelligencemust be clarified, but not in a way that
each school has its own version of ‘well-being’ and ‘intelligence’.

Undesirable and unnecessary vagueness or ambiguity

De Groot and Medendorp do not classify all uses of complenda as undesirable.
Complenda are efficient and their use is acceptable if the reader is able to fill in and
complete it with the 'obvious' elements that have been omitted for brevity's sake.

Still, complenda can be used in such a way as to leave their meaning veiled
and vague in ways that favour the speaker. This is calleddarkening of meaning(De
Groot and Medendorp 1986, 18-22).87 If the meaning is obscure one can shift the
apparently intended meaning without the hearer noticing it. A simple example of an

86 Seen from their own normative perspective, making thingsreally more obscure would
probably have led to an incoherent view of argumentation. The movement from more clear to
more obscure formulations is by its very nature an obstacle for a meeting of minds.
87 Darkening of meaningis my translation of the Dutch neologismzinsverduistering.
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inference in which the meanings of a complendum shifts is: “there are several
methodologies, so it is nonsensical to speak of 'methodology' as though it uniquely
refers”, where the first occurrence ofmethodologyrefers to specific theories while the
second refers to the (unique) discipline in which methodological theories are studied
(145). The presence of misunderstanding partly explains the lack of effective
communication between schools within a scientific discipline.

Given what perspective is ambiguity or vagueness undesirable or erroneous?

De Groot and Medendorp evaluate a particular choice of words from the perspective
of whether this choice serves the solution of scholarly problems and whether it
enables scholars to persuade three kinds of audience: scholars within one’s own
disciplinary field, people that will apply scholarly results (such as civil servants), and
the interested lay public. The authors seem to strive for a balance between two
desiderata. The first is that of being faithful to one’s own ideas about the proper
solution of scientific problems. The other is that of communicating with people with
other ideas, theories and concepts. The balance should be achieved by producing
definitions for concept terms that are acceptable both to oneself as well as to one's
antagonists. How these definitions can be constructed will be dealt with in section 1 of
chapter 5.

Language that conforms to the means-end rationality of scholarly discourse is
called goal-directed rational language. Language use is evaluated by considering
whether or not it can be connected with goal-directed rational language. That a vague
or ambiguous expression isunnecessarymeans that the expression can be deleted or
substituted by something else; that it isundesirablemeans that there is a better
alternative (De Groot and Medendorp 1986, 15). Hence, if an expression or concept
has a feature that is both unnecessary as well as undesirable it should be evaluated
negatively. If our terms and concepts obstruct the process of problem-solving or if
they hinder communication we should adapt them.

6. A CLASSIFICATION OF THE CONSEQUENCES OF CONTEXTUAL AMBIGUITY

The systematic account that follows is partly based on the following hypothesis. There
are two ways in which a contextual ambiguity may plausibly influence the course of
the discussion if it goes unnoticed. It may either lead to a misunderstanding, or to a
fallacy of equivocation such that at least one discussant is deceived by it.
Consequently, there are two ways in which an active ambiguity can be relevant for the
course of the discussion. In this section my views on both misunderstanding and
equivocation as they arise from contextual ambiguity will be elucidated. Moreover, a
special kind of consequence will be dealt with: a party confronted with contextual
ambiguity may either raise the issue of misunderstanding or that of equivocation.

Misunderstanding

We have seen that whether or not an expressionE is contextually ambiguous depends
partly on the listener’s perspective (see section 3 of chapter 3). Nevertheless, a listener
may fail to notice that a certain expressionE happens to be contextually ambiguous
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with respect to him. The speaker might useobligatory in such a way that the listener
would distinguish between a moral and a legal meaning if he reflected carefully on the
speaker’s use of the term. Given also that the rules for the proper use of language do
not disqualify either of these meanings, this term is contextually ambiguous between
these readings. This might be the case, even in a situation where the listener lacks the
resources to examine the formulations thoroughly. Because an ambiguity is often
difficult to detect and because it is even more difficult to give an adequate analysis,
there is a chance that the contextual ambiguity goes unnoticed. Misunderstandings are
tied to contextual ambiguities that go unnoticed.

By misunderstandingwe should not simply understand a situation where
parties understand an utterance differently.88 With such a loose concept of
misunderstanding, we would have to admit that all or almost all communication leads
to misunderstanding. For the purpose of dialectic, misunderstanding must be
understood as a divergence of interpretations that has some bearing on the course of
the dialogue. Making a difference for mental processes alone is not enough. Still,
misunderstanding ispartly defined in terms of the intended meaning of the speaker
and the interpretation entertained by the listener.89 As we have seen in section 1 of
this chapter, Naess distinguishes between two ways in which misunderstanding can
have such a ‘weight effect’: pseudo-agreement and pseudodisagreement. A third way
should be added: a misunderstanding where the parties entertain diverging readings of
one of the opponent's concessions.

There is apseudo-agreementbetween Black and White in the following
situation. Black concedes a statementS that is uttered by White (when presenting his
main standpoint or a reason for it).S is contextually ambiguous between several more
precise readings, expressed byS1,...,Sn. White herself interpretsSas expressing one of
those more precise reading,Si. Black would not grantSi, if that formulation would
have been used. However, Black interpretsS differently from Si. The first option is
that Black interpretsS as expressing the same as what is expressed by the more
precise readingSj (i ≠ j) and holdsSj to be acceptable. The result could be called an
intra-intentional pseudo-agreement(Naess 1953, 79). The second option is that Black
interpretsS at a low level of comprehension, that is, without making any choice
between S1,...,Sn, while holding S (as it stands) acceptable. The result is a
transintentional pseudo-agreement(Naess 1953, 79). In both cases, Black grants a
sentence, wrongly thinking that White expresses something he agrees with.

A conversation that illustrates intra-intentional pseudo-agreement looks like
this.

White (talking about golf sticks): I don’t think we will be able to find any golf club in
the entire neighbourhood.
Black (owning a golf stick himself and thinking about golf associations): I suppose
you’re right.

A conversation that could illustrate a transintentional pseudo-agreement is the
following:

88 Besides contextual ambiguity, there are other causes of misunderstanding, like adopting a
linguistically inadmissible interpretation. I restrict attention to contextual ambiguity as a
source.
89 The concept of misunderstanding is a partially externalized concept (however, the
discussion procedure to be proposed to deal with misunderstanding will have to be completely
externalized).
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White (talking about the law): We have an obligation to vote.
Black (who does not, at this moment, distinguish between a legal, a moral or a social
reading of obligation and who would challenge an explicitly legal standpoint): Yes,
we have.

Another kind of transintentional pseudo-agreement takes place in the following
situation. SupposeS is contextually ambiguous betweenS1 and S2. White herself
interprets her assertionS at a lower level of comprehension than Black does. Black
interpretsSas, sayS1 and either concedes or challengesS, while White does not have
anything more precise, such asS1 or S2, in mind thanS. If Black concedesS while
holding onlyS1 to be acceptable, it is hard to say whether or not Black would have
challengedS if White would have made her superficial interpretation completely
explicit. But of course, if White deepens her understanding ofS, and makes it clear
that she intendsS to be understood asS2, then the earlier agreement can be seen as a
transintentional pseudo-agreement.

In order to argueex concessis, White may use Black’s initial concessions,
made at the opening stage of the dialogue. Alternatively, White may request Black to
concede a sentence and use that to support her case. In both cases, there does not need
to be an agreement with respect to Black’s concessions, for White does not need to
commit herself to these sentences. This is especially pertinent in a situation where
White alleges Black’s position to be inconsistent: ‘you are committed both to S and to
its denial!’. In such a case White does not need to assert eitherSor its denial, whileS
may be actively ambiguous in such a way that the inconsistency is only apparent. We
may introduce a notion of ‘diverging readings of a concession’, along the lines of a
pseudo-agreement. Suppose Black has expressed a concession usingS. S is
contextually ambiguous in the current context of use betweenS1,...,Sn. Black intended
to express the same asSi when he concedesS, while White takes him to have
expressed a different proposition, expressed bySj, i ≠ j. Moreover, Black would not
concedeSj if White would request him to concede that more precise sentence. White
may useS in a different way than Black had intended, and White does not need to
assertS herself. The following dialogue illustrates a concession with diverging
readings: White uses a concession of Black, but she does not commit herself to the
statement.

Black (talking about social obligations): I admit that we have an obligation to vote.
White: You said that we have an obligation to vote. Your wife didn’t vote. Thus, you
are bound to admit that she broke the law.

A pseudo-agreement with respect toS is a case of diverging readings of a concession
in the special dialogical situation in which Black has concededS, White has asserted
S, and where these parties disagree substantially.

In case of apseudodispute, Black challenges an assertion that he would accept
if he understood it in the way White meant it. Black challenges statementS that is
asserted by White (as her main standpoint or as a reason).S is contextually ambiguous
between several more precise readings expressed byS1,...,Sn. White herself interprets
S as expressing one of those more precise reading,Si. Black would indeed grantSi, if
that formulation would have been used. However, Black interpretsS differently from
Si. In case of aintra-intentional pseudodisputeBlack readsS as expressing the same
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asSj, such that i≠ j. In case of atransintentional pseudodisputeBlack interpretsSat a
low level of comprehension and does not appreciate any more precise readings ofS.90

An example of an intra-intentional pseudodispute can be found in the dialogue
below.

White (talking about associations): I don’t think we will be able to find any golf
club in the entire neighbourhood.

Black (thinking about sticks): Of course we will, I own one myself!

An example of a transintentional pseudodispute is the following:

White (talking about social obligations): We have an obligation to vote.
Black (who does not, at this moment, distinguish between a legal, a social and a moral
reading of obligation but who would grant a social reading): Why?

Another kind of transintentional pseudodispute occurs if White interpretsSat a lower
level of comprehension than Black does.

Equivocation

Equivocation is defined in terms of acceptable and unacceptable propositions, and the
interpretations adopted by the listener do not play a role in its definition. A fallacy of
equivocation may occur in a situation where Black is not aware of any ambiguity, but
it may also occur in a situation where he is aware of the ambiguity, but not of the
weaknesses that are covered up by the ambiguity, or it may occur in a situation where
he is fully aware of the fallacy of equivocation being committed.

The following definition of the fallacy of equivocation is proposed as
adequate. An argument∆ so T, where∆ is a set of reasons andT is a standpoint,
offered by the proponent in a context of discussion C is an instance of the fallacy of
equivocation if and only if it satisfies the following conditions.
(1) An expressionE occurs at least once in∆ (and possibly also in T) that is
contextually ambiguous in C betweenE1,...,En.
(2) ∆ so T in C allows of a proper disambiguation91, where all occurrences ofE are
replaced by occurrences ofE1,...,En, such that the opponent in C would, after
considering it, concede all reasons in∆.
(3) ∆ so T in C allows of a proper disambiguation, where all occurrences ofE are
replaced by occurrences ofE1,...,En, such that the opponent in C would, after
considering it, concede the warrantIf ∆ then T.
(4) There is no proper disambiguation of∆ so T in C, where all occurrences ofE are
replaced by occurrences ofE1,...,En, such that the opponent in C would, after
considering it, both concede all reasons in∆ and also the warrantIf ∆ then T.

90 Supposedly, transintentional pseudodispute is a rare phenomenon. Often, when we interpret
a sentence superficially and if there is an acceptable reading, we are willing to grant it.
However, Black may adopt a less charitable strategy: if an assertion seems to leave any room
for disagreement, challenge it.
91 A proper disambiguation of an argument∆ so Tis the result of replacing all occurrences of
E by more precise expressionsE1,...,En in a way that is linguistically admissible. Different
occurrences may be disambiguated differently (see chapter 7).
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The fallacy of equivocation is a complex fallacy that consists of two elements.
First, the fallacy is partly made up of the occurrence of an actively ambiguous
expression. Second, the ambiguity covers up that there is no disambiguation by which
the proponent may make the argument come out sound (having both acceptable
reasons and an acceptable warrant). This second element can be understood in two
ways. One might say that by covering up a reading with unacceptable reasons a
fallacy of problematic premise(Johnson and Blair 1994, 75-80) has been covered up,
and that by covering up a reading with an unacceptable warrant afallacy of irrelevant
reasonor of hasty conclusion(1994, 65-75) has been covered up. However, because
we do not need to commit ourselves to the fallaciousness of false premises or of badly
supported conclusions, it suffices to perceive these drawbacks as dialectical
weaknesses that can be, but need not be, fallacious. Thus, after disambiguation the
argument is bound to fail, if Black does not make a fatal blunder in the execution of
his criticism.

An unrealistic but clear example is given by the following argument, where it
is to be presupposed that there are ten associations in Groningen that organise popular
golf courses and matches.

Original argument
In Groningen, you can find no more than ten golf clubs, so golf is not
very popular around there.

Disambiguation 1
In Groningen, you can find no more than ten golf sticks, so golf is not
very popular around there.

In this disambiguation the warrant is acceptable (that is, the standpoint would be
sufficiently supported by the reason if the reason would be acceptable), but the reason
is not.

Disambiguation 2
In Groningen, you can find no more than ten golf associations, so golf
is not very popular around there.

In this disambiguation, the reason is acceptable, but it does not support the standpoint
and so the warrant is unacceptable.

Notice that equivocation is defined independently of the speaker’s intentions.
It might be the case that the proponent has one particular disambiguation in mind. But
it might also be the case that the proponent interprets her own argument at a low level
of comprehension and fails to see any ambiguity in her own argument.

If Black discovers the contextual ambiguity ofE beforehe responds to the
argument in which it occurs, then he finds himself manoeuvred into an interpretation
dilemma. In an argumentative context two contextual clues are of central importance
for determining a correct interpretation of a statement. If a reading makes a statement
unacceptable, this tells strongly against that reading, while if a reading makes it
acceptable, this tells in favour of that reading. This presumptive rule constitutes an
application of Grice’s maxim of quality (Grice 1989). Similarly, we can apply Grice’s
maxim of relevance. If, in a reading, a reason does not support the thesis, this tells
strongly against that reading, while if it does support the thesis this tells in favour of
that reading.
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Both applications of Grice’s maxims can be seen as part of a maximally
dialectical analysis of an argumentative text (Van Eemeren et al 1993, 49).92 If we
disregard other interpretational clues, like the naturalness of a reading, or the way in
which the expressions have been used in the history of the dialogue, then the
interpretational clues of an equivocal argument hold several readings of an argument
∆ so T in balance. Let the equivocal argument beA so B, then the interpretation
dilemma looks as follows.

reading 1 reading 2
reason A unacceptable acceptable
warrant A→ B acceptable unacceptable
Figure 2. An interpretation dilemma

This pictures a dilemma for the reason that each choice has undesirable implications.
If Black chooses reading 1, he attributes to White a violation of the maxim of quality,
if he chooses reading 2, he attributes to her a violation of the maxim of relevance.
White has made it impossible for Black to arrive at a charitable interpretation. Black
can escape from the dilemma by pointing out the active ambiguity ofE. He may
complain that if he had not detected the ambiguity, then he would have failed to
identify the weaknesses of the argument that are covered up by the ambiguity.

The dialectically dreadful feature of the fallacy of equivocation is that it easily
misleads the opponent. Two misleading aspects can be distinguished. First, Black has
a prima facie obligation to interpret White’s statements charitably, that is, as
expressing acceptable reasons if possible, and as making up strong arguments if
possible. Hence, there is a certain inclination to interpret the argument at a low level
of comprehension where it appears to have both acceptable reasons as well as an
acceptable warrant. Second, if the meanings of the ambiguous expression resemble
each other to a sufficient degree, then it is easier to interpret it superficially and more
difficult to detect the contextual ambiguity. In such a case, the fallacy of equivocation
can be calledsubtleor deep(Hamblin 1970, 293). As we have seen, suitable sources
for subtle equivocation can be found in semantically ambiguous expressions whose
meanings are structurally related: expressions that are vague, multiple in use, or
polysemous.

A realistic and subtle argument is derived from the following story, found in
Dutch jurisdiction (Dutch jurisdiction: HR 12 juni 1990,NJ 1991, 29). An arrested
person, W.B., describes the course of events of the night in which he was arrested for
two offences. He supposedly drove a car, and did so while his license was suspended
and while he had drunk too much beer:93 “That evening, I left home for a visit to an
acquaintance. I asked a friend to drive me [in my own car], for the judge had
suspended my license. During the evening, this friend left, so he couldn't drive me
home. But my car wasn't safe there in front of the acquaintance’s house. I couldn't
leave my car where it was. Thus, I decided to bring my car to a safe place - a parking
lot a little further on. I wasn't allowed to drive, and because of that I pushed the car

92 Such a maximally dialectical analysis is justified by the purpose of the analyst:
reconstructing argumentative discourse in order to find out how the parties try to resolve their
dispute. If a discussant is committed to resolving a dispute, we may require that he or she also
interprets the utterances of the interlocutor in a maximal dialectical fashion.
93 What follows is my translation of W.B.’s own report. The dialogue fragments below are
made up by me.
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with its motor running, while walking, in the direction of the parking lot. I was
arrested and I had drunk some beer.” A police officer writes: “W.B. pushed the car,
walking next to it, while he operated the steering wheel through the open window of
the left car door”.

We may imagine the following rather explicit, and therefore not very realistic
discussions, taking place.

Discussion 1:
Police officer, who had just arrived:Your license please.
W.B.: Well, my license has been suspended. But I am not driving a car, so I
don’t need a license.
Officer: When you’re right you’re right, good night.

Discussion 2:
Police officer:Your license please.
W.B.: Well, my license has been suspended. But I am not driving a car, so I
don’t need a license.
Officer: You are right that you are not driving a car, but only in the stricter
sense ofdriving. Your thesis however only follows from a premise that states
that you are not driving a car in the legal sense, which is a wider sense.

Discussion 3:
W.B.: I wasn’t driving a car, so I didn’t need a license.
Defending lawyer:I agree.

In the first discussion, the police officer interpretsto drive a carat a low level of
comprehension (just like W.B. himself does). In discussion 2, the officer is better
prepared for his job and points out the equivocal nature of W.B.’s argument. In this
case there probably has been a moment at which the officer found himself in a
dilemma. By pointing out the defect in W.B.'s wording he escapes from it. In the third
discussionto drive is not actively ambiguous with respect to the position of the
defending lawyer, because the defending lawyer, unlike the officer, interprets the
relevant articles of the law in a strict sense.

The relations between misunderstanding and equivocation

Misunderstanding and the fallacy of equivocation are closely connected in several
ways. Suppose an instance of the fallacy of equivocation has the formA so B, such
thatA is actively ambiguous betweenA1 andA2, and only basic reasonA1 and warrant
A2 → B are acceptable for Black. Suppose first Black routinely interpretsA asA1 and
concedes sentenceA. If he finds out that White usesA to get him to concedeB, he
might hypothesise that White meant to expressA2, and analyse his own concession of
A as part of a pseudo-agreement: “I mean, I admit that A1, but not that A2”. Again
suppose second that Black interpretsA asA1 and challenges the warrantA1 → B. Now
White might analyse this challenge as part of a pseudodispute (saying “I meant A2 →
B”) and see whether that pays off (for instance in case the opponent fails to challenge
the acceptability of basic reason A2). Similar scenario’s can be made up if Black
interpretsA asA2 and challengesA. White, if she finds out about this interpretation,
might analyse this challenge as part of a pseudodispute by making clear that he
intended to express the same asA1 (after which the opponent may successfully
challenge the warrantA1 → B).



The relevance aspect of active ambiguity and the way to assess active ambiguity

83

However, given the global disparity between misunderstanding and
equivocation we may expect them to occur independently of each other. That an
argument forms an instance of the fallacy of equivocation does not imply
pseudocommunication at any point in the dialogue. The reason is that the opponent
may see through the ambiguity and criticise the argument, without having conceded or
challenged any element from it.

Alternatively, misunderstanding does not imply equivocation. That a
disagreement on an assertion constitutes a pseudodispute does not imply there needs
to be a fallacy of equivocation, because White might have an effective persuasion
strategy for certain disambiguations.

White: Doctors should cure their patients.
Black: Nonsense, patients need not be sick.
White: I mean to say that doctors should cure ill persons.
Black: That’s correct.

A similar argument can be set up to show that pseudo-agreement or a concession with
diverging readings does not imply equivocation. First, there may occur a pseudo-
agreement with respect to the main standpoint, or there may be a concession with
diverging readings, without there being any argument that has been put forward
already. Second, a pseudo-agreement may occur with respect to a reasonS, such that
White can disambiguate her argument in such a way that all reasons as well as the
warrant become acceptable to the opponent.

White: Doctors should never get drunk.
Black: Why not?
White: Because, doctors should always be fit in order to be able to cure their patients.
Black: That’s true.
...
Black: I agree that doctors should always be fit in order to be able to cure ill persons,
but I don't agree that they should always be fit in order to be able to cure all persons
who come to visit a doctor.
White: Yes, I should have said: doctors should always be fit in order to be able to cure
ill persons, and so they should take care not to drink too much.
Black: I fully subscribe to that.

Possible consequences of contextual ambiguity at a metalevel

If expressionS is contextually ambiguous, this increases the likelihood that a party
comes up with a point of order: he or she mayraise the issue of active ambiguity
within a metadialogue. More in particular, a party may attempt to analyse an
agreement as a pseudo-agreement, a disagreement as a pseudodispute, a concession as
having diverging readings, or an argument as an instance of the fallacy of
equivocation. These possible consequences of contextual ambiguity are to be
discussed independently of misunderstanding and equivocation as they may occur in a
ground level discussion, because the parties may raise the issue of active ambiguity
even if there is no genuine pseudocommunication nor an authentic equivocal
argument.
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The issue of active ambiguity can be raised in an efficient and correct way: an
active ambiguity is detected, analysed, and the responsible statements are
disambiguated. Afterwards, the parties return to the ground level dialogue and resume
exchanging topic points. Such a correct procedure will be discussed in detail in
chapter 7. Here it suffices to point out thatplausible deniability, that we dealt with
when examining Walton’s ideas about equivocation, can be seen as a problematic way
of raising the issue of active ambiguity.

Plausible deniability refers to a strategy where White attempts to profit from
an active ambiguity in a dubious way. White puts forward a statementS that is
actively ambiguous between, say,S1 andS2. White suspects that Black is not willing
to grantS2, although he will be ready to concedeS1. White however, is in need of a
concession ofS2. White speculates that the following sequence of events will take
place: Black fails to notice the active ambiguity ofS, concedesSand does not start to
protest if White putsS to use as if it meant the same asS2. If, however, Black should
interpretS as meaning the same asS2 and if he should challengeS, then White can
save face by pointing out a pseudodispute: “We do not disagree substantially: I just
meant to say the same asS1”. Of course, that would spoil the plan to useS2.

A concrete example would be given by a mother sayingS = you took my car,
didn't you!, thereby suggesting that her son has been joy-riding, whereas the son
thought he had accepted an (indirectly stated) offer to borrow the car. In a senseS is
true according to the son:S1 = you drove the car, but in another it is notS2 = you
removed the car without permission. Her strategy to make him feel ashamed (the way
S is put to use) might work out if her brutal strategy takes the son by surprise and if he
does not notice the ambiguity. The following profile of dialogue shows some relevant
strategic considerations.

White: 1. Do you concede S?

Black: 1.1 (interprets S as S2:)
I do not

1.2 (interprets S as S1:)
I do

White: 1.1.1 (attempt to
analyse the situation
as a pseudodispute:)
I meant S to express
S1 and that’s clearly
acceptable

1.2.1 (puts S to use as though it expresses S2)

Black: 1.2.1.1 (analysing the agreement
w.r.t. S as pseudo-agreement:) I
conceded S thinking it
expressed S1, but I do not accept
S2 (or raising an equivocation
criticism against the use ofS:) I
concede S only when expressing
S1 but accept the way you put S
to use only when expressing S2.

1.2.1.2 [acts
without
noticing or
analysing the
ambiguity]

Figure 3. A profile of dialogue showing the strategy of plausible deniability. A bold
font indicates that a move is part of a metadiscussion.
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The act in 1.1.1 of plausibly denying readingS2 amounts to analysing the dispute
about S to be a pseudodispute. White takes cover by claiming that the opponent
misunderstood her. White hopes that the dialogue will proceed towards node 1.2.1.2,
but has, of course, no guarantee that Black fails to detect the ambiguity, and fails to
make a move like 1.2.1.1. Move 1.1.1 shows that Black is in need of a way of testing
the correctness of the alleged occurrence of a pseudodispute. Because
misunderstanding is a partly unobservable phenomenon, his options are limited
(section 5 of chapter 7).

Black may avail himself of a similar strategy when analysing a concession as
having diverging readings. If there is a contextually ambiguous formulation by which
he has committed himself to a proposition, then he may try to profit from the
ambiguity to escape commitment to a proposition that White needs for her defence.
Thus, if Black concededVoting is obligatorythen he may escape commitment to the
proposition ‘Voting is legally obligatory’ if White needs that proposition. Black may
do so by saying he intended it in a moral sense. And if White wants to use the
proposition ‘Voting is one’s moral duty’, Black may allege further he meant it in a
strictly utilitarian sense. A special case of plausibly denying commitment is where it
is used to escape from a (seemingly or really) inconsistent set of commitments. This
shows that White is in need of a way of testing the correctness of the alleged
occurrence of a concession with diverging readings (section 6 of chapter 7).

It is often not very difficult to find a linguistically admissible reading in which
S is unacceptable as well as a reading in which it is acceptable. Even if White did
mean to express the unsupportable reading she may pretend to have meant the other
one. Similarly, even if Black did entertain the reading needed by White he may
pretend to have entertained another reading. It is much harder for a critic to make
believe that a certain argument of the proponent is equivocal, because this fallacy
does not depend so heavily on imperceptible interpretations

7. ASSESSING ACTIVE AMBIGUITY

In this section we will assess active ambiguity from the following perspectives. (1)
How does it affect Black’s attempts to achieve his participant’s aim of maintaining a
critical position with respect to the main thesis, and how does it affect White’s
participant’s aim of getting her main standpoint conceded? (2) Who is accountable for
the occurrence of an actively ambiguous expression? The answers to these question
shall be used in order to formulate several restrictions on normative procedures for
dealing effectively with (alleged) active ambiguity.

Allowing the use of actively ambiguous expressions in dialogue can be
advantageous for both parties. If parties may use expressions that are actively
ambiguous, they do not need to think up all possible scenario’s to check whether the
use of an expression leads to misunderstanding or equivocation. If the parties would
not have the option to formulate concessions, reasons, questions and standpoints
somewhat carelessly and preliminary, the discussion would not be able to get started
at all. The following argument contains such a risky use ofobligatory(Hamblin 1970,
292):

Acts prescribed by law are obligatory, and nonperformance of obligatory acts are to
be morally disapproved, therefore nonperformance of acts prescribed by law are to be
morally disapproved.
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If the proponent who offers this argument does not have information as to whether or
not the opponent is a legal positivist (who identifies moral and legal obligations), we
might say that this argument could work out fine. If the opponent appears to be such a
positivist, he might become convinced of the standpoint. Proscribing the use of
obligatory in this situation would prevent such a resolution.94 Thus, in order to get the
process of critical testing started, it is better to leave room for the parties to use
ambiguous formulations, provided that this freedom is constrained in an apposite way.

Constraints are needed, because active ambiguity can hinder a party in his or
her attempt to achieve the participant’s aims, as will be shown now. IfS leads to
pseudo-agreement, Black has failed to notice an opportunity to challenge an assertion,
erroneously thinking that it expressed something he agrees with. This, in turn, has the
effect of failing to put White’s position to a thorough critical test.

If S is a concession with diverging readings, then White may useS in a
reading that Black does not think to be acceptable. Thus, White bases her defence on
propositions that Black does not really subscribe to. This is disadvantageous for Black
if it goes unnoticed.

If S leads to apseudodisagreement, Black challenges an assertion that he
would have conceded if it were expressed less ambiguously. This facilitates Black’s
attempts to achieve his participant’s aim: Black withholds White a concession that she
could use to win Black over.

If S is the source of afallacy of equivocationthat White has committed, and if
in addition, Black does not detect the active ambiguity ofS, then it is likely that Black
gives in and ceases resistance. Black has failed to make use of his critical possibilities,
and loses this part of the discussion even though he could have won it.

If a contextually ambiguous expression is potentially harmful for a party in the
ground level discussion, this party may raise the issue of active ambiguity in a
metadiscussion and see whether the damage can be undone. First, a contextually
ambiguous expression may give a party the opportunity to analyse a former agreement
as a pseudo-agreement or an initial concession as an instance of a concession with
diverging readings. In these cases Black profits from the analysis, because it enables
him to withhold from White a potentially useful concession. Second, the use ofS,
whereS contains a contextually ambiguous expression, may lead to a situation where
a party analyses a former dispute with respect toS as a pseudodispute. This is
disadvantageous for Black, because it may result in an extra concession on his part
that could be of use for White’s defence of the main issue. Third, the use ofS may
lead to a situation where Black analyses an argument by White as an instance of the
fallacy of equivocation. This is advantageous for Black, because it forces White to
expose a weakness in her argument.

We can assess the effects on White’s prospects conversely. Pseudo-agreement
and concessions with diverging readings, if they remain undetected, are in favour of
White, because they provide concessions that could be of use for winning Black over.
An undetected pseudodispute is disadvantageous for White for it implies a situation
where Black has not conceded something that he would have been willing to concede.
The fallacy of equivocation, if undetected, is in favour of White because it covers up
weaknesses in her own position. If someone analyses a dispute as a pseudodispute,

94 Even if we ourselves are not positivists of this nature, and would assess the expression as
actively ambiguous between a moral and a strict legal sense, we should admit that the
argument is sound in this discussion.
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White profits from it. If someone analyses a former agreement as a pseudo-agreement
or a concession as an instance of a concession with diverging readings, this is
unfavourable for White, because this will deprive her of a concession by Black that
could be useful. If someone analyses White’s argument as a fallacy of equivocation,
this impedes White’s route to her aim.

Event in the ground level discussion the way it affects Black’s
prospects

the way it affects White’s
prospects

pseudo-agreement negatively positively
concession with diverging readings negatively positively
pseudodisagreement positively negatively
fallacy of equivocation negatively positively

Event in the metadiscussion the way it affects Black’s
prospects

the way it affects White’s
prospects

analysing pseudo-agreement positively negatively
analysing concession with diverging
readings

positively negatively

analysing pseudodisagreement negatively positively
analysing fallacy of equivocation positively negatively
Figure 4. Assessing possible consequences of contextual ambiguity

The rules for critical discussion must be based on an efficient division of tasks. From
the above discussion of the ways Black and White may benefit or sustain damage
from active ambiguity, the following division of tasks is plausible. Black must dispose
of devices by which he can respond to (alleged) instances of: pseudo-agreement,
concessions with diverging readings, and equivocation. Moreover, in the
metadiscussion about alleged active ambiguities, Black must see to it that White’s
analysis of a dispute as a pseudodispute is correct. White must be able to respond to
instances of pseudodisputes. In the metadiscussion she must see to it that Black’s
analysis of a pseudo-agreement, of a concession with diverging readings and of an
equivocal argument is correct. This division of labour will be elaborated in chapter 7.

The possible interactional consequences of active ambiguity - pseudodispute,
pseudo-agreement, concessions with diverging readings and covering up dialectical
weaknesses - are to be qualified negatively for the reason of hindering or even
obstructing the process of conflict resolution. Pseudo-agreement may have as a further
effect that an issue is not tested optimally, and the discussion is closed off too early
(Van Eemeren en Grootendorst 1992, 195). The same may happen in case of
concessions with diverging readings. Pseudodisputes have as an effect that a debate
on a issue or subissue is superfluous (Van Eemeren en Grootendorst 1992, 195).
Covering up dialectical weaknesses might lead, if it goes unnoticed by the opponent,
to a needless loss of the opponent because he might overlook part of an argument that
could be tested more thoroughly. And even if, after detection of the actively
ambiguous nature of an expression, a metadiscussion starts on the adequacy of the
formulations this does not constitute the most direct route towards resolution of the
dispute. Therefore,in the ideal caseparties in a critical discussion do not use any
actively ambiguous sentences.

However, as we have seen, the parties cannot always require of each other that
they avoid the use of actively ambiguous expressions. Moreover, the harmful effects
of using ambiguous or equivocal arguments are not in all situations equally serious.
Suppose the following sequence of events takes place. Party 1 asserts an actively
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ambiguous sentenceS, while party 2 had not yet made his semantic dispositions overt.
Party 2 then points out the active ambiguity. Party 1 responds by disambiguating the
ambiguous statements. In such a case, the parties are working towards resolution at
every stage of the discussion. Although at some point an active ambiguity arose, this
is cleared up during the discussion in an efficient manner. If no other obstacles arise
every move brings the discussants closer towards resolution of their dispute. Such
sequences of moves can, in my view, be part of a critical discussion. The resulting
tension can be taken away by defining a critical discussion in the following way: there
is no constitutive rule that proscribes the use of active ambiguities, while there is a
regulative rule that disallows their usage (see section 7 of chapter 1).

Now suppose that it was already clear in the discussion thatS is actively
ambiguous.95 In a way,S is thendisqualifiedin this discussion: it is an overt fact that
the S is actively ambiguous. IfS is used without making clear what reading is
intended, this move brings discussants further away from conflict resolution. Such a
move is, in my view, not a part of a critical discussion and should be proscribed by
constitutive rules.

8. TOWARDS A DIALECTICAL DIVISION OF LABOUR

Who is accountable for what actively ambiguous formulations, and who may criticise
whom for using an active ambiguity? We can adopt the straightforward rule that the
party who first introduces an expressionE in the discussion is at least partly
responsible for any possible active ambiguities ofE.

In an asymmetrical kind of discussion, Black can be responsible only for the
formulations by which he has committed himself to hisinitial concessionsor by
which he hasspontaneouslyconceded propositions. By conceding these formulated
propositions, he explains White his position. White can then decide whether or not she
will go on to persuade him of her standpoint. If White uses such a concessionS to
support her standpoint, and ifS is actively ambiguous, then, White may try to profit
from it. If the active ambiguity ofS is indeed advantageous for White, she will not be
inclined to criticise the active ambiguity ofS. It would be unreasonable for Black to
blame White for the active ambiguity, because he himself is responsible for the
defective formulation. But it would also be undesirable to give White all the freedom
to misuse the actively ambiguous sentence and to take undue advantage of Black’s
oversight. A solution is to enable Black to correct himself. He should be able to
criticise his own formulation as actively ambiguous and to disambiguate it in order to
prevent White from taking undue advantage of it.

If White uses an expressionE that does not occur in an initial concession of
Black, then she is accountable for this formulation. Thus, if White’s use ofE is
harmful to Black’s position, Black should be able to criticise the active ambiguity.

Just as Black needs the option of self-correction, so does White in some
situations. White may assert something by uttering an actively ambiguous sentenceS
that results in a pseudodispute. If she is herself responsible for the formulationS,
White cannot criticise Black for it. Black has no incentive for criticising White for
using an active ambiguity, for Black profits from the (pseudo)dispute. But it would be

95 This could be part of the shared background knowledge of the discussants; the discussants
could have achieved an agreement on it in the opening stage of the discussion; or the
opponent could have expressed it during their present discussion.
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unreasonable to let Black take undue advantage of White’s mistake. Therefore, White
must have the option of criticising her own formulation and of disambiguating it.

S is actively ambiguous

Consequences: harmful for Black and
profitable for White

Consequences: harmful for White and
profitable for Black

Black is responsible
for S

White is responsible
for S

Black is responsible
for S

White is responsible
for S

Black may criticise
himself

Black may criticise
White

White may criticise
Black96

White may criticise
herself

Figure 5. A division of labour (1)

These criticisms start a metadiscussion. The correctness of the criticism of active
ambiguity must be checked by the party who has something to lose by a successful
ambiguity criticism.

Black criticises
himself

Black criticises
White

White criticises
Black

White criticises
herself

White may test the
correctness of this

criticism

White may test the
correctness of this

criticism

Black may test the
correctness of this

criticism

Black may test the
correctness of this

criticism
Figure 6. A division of labour (2)

In order to implement this division of labour in an adequate way, we may construct a
model for persuasion dialogue that possesses the following features: there is a
presumption in force such that the participants suppose all terms to be contextually
univocal; this presumption is defeasible; a party can raise the issue of active
ambiguity by raising a point of order; raising a point of order starts a metadiscussion
about an alleged active ambiguity in the ground level discussion; raising the issue of
active ambiguity is connected with a clear burden of proof; the result of the
metadiscussion has reasonable consequences for continuing the ground level
discussion.

96 In the procedure to be proposed in chapter 7, there will be no need for White to criticise
Black for using an actively ambiguous expression.
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CHAPTER 5: INFORMAL PROCEDURAL ACCOUNTS

FORMAL VERSUS INFORMAL APPROACHES

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca want to offer a theory of reasonableness that applies
to areas that elude calculation, empirical experiment and logical deduction. These
areas, such as law or the humanities, are characterised by disagreements, particularly
on matters of value, and may fall prey to irrational forces, instincts and violence
(1969, 3). Consequently, these disciplines are in need of an alternative theory about
premises that are credible or plausible, but not perfectly certain, and about arguments
that are reasonable, but not compulsive.

Perelman characterises logic as the discipline in which reasoning in all forms
is studied (Perelman 1982, 4). There is a crucial distinction within his philosophy
between two logical subdisciplines, formal logic on the one hand and dialectic or
rhetoric on the other. Formal logic is concerned with proofs, demonstrations or
deductions. It starts from axioms that, being either self-evident or of a hypothetical
nature, are not proper topics of debate (Perelman 1982, 9). From these axioms
propositions are derived with necessity, leaving no room for doubt. In order to
accomplish these derivations, formal logic makes use of an artificial and completely
univocal language. Given its subject matter, formal logic is by its nature unsuitable for
the study of disagreements about value-laden issues. The old disciplines of rhetoric
and dialectic, however, could furnish a theory of argumentation that deals with such
matters adequately.97 Whereas proof, demonstration, and deduction are the subject
matter of formal logic, they viewargumentationas constituting the subject matter of
the new rhetoric.98

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca do not deny that we can, for argumentative
purposes, avail ourselves of concepts, schemes and ideas that stem from formal logic.
Arguers may, for instance, accuse someone of ‘a contradiction’, they may utilise
patterns of reasoning that are valid within a system of logic, or they may object to the
ambiguous nature of what has been said. But these are techniques that should be
qualified as quasi-logical (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 212). Within
argumentation, the conditions are lacking that give these concepts a rigid meaning. If
one uses, in argumentation, an expression that originates from an artificial language, it
becomes associated with mental structures and different persons may associate it with
different concepts. Consequently, we can no longer put our trust in a meaning once
assigned to it. Notions like 'contradiction', 'validity' and ‘ambiguity' (in its pejorative
sense) are not inherently argumentational.

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca wrongly suppose that the argumentational
importance of ambiguous notions and expressions excludes the option of a formal

97 Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca do not adopt Aristotle’s distinction between dialectic being
concerned with a few opponents, and rhetoric being concerned with a larger audience. They
envisage one discipline that can both be calleddialectic and rhetoric. Because the notion of
‘audience’ is emphasised in their theory, and because dialectic is often associated with logical
deduction, they chose the bannerthe new rhetoric.
98 More recently, an alternativeinformal logic has been developed (Johnson and Blair [1977]
1994, Johnson 2000). This logic is informal in that the key to understand and evaluate
argumentation is not found in the logical form of sentences and arguments (Johnson 2000,
120).
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approach. The standard imperative of a logical system is that the expressions with
which the system deals are univocal. But this imperative can be loosened, without the
theory's ceasing to be a logical system. In this study, this opposition between 'formal
logic’ and ‘argumentation’ is not adopted. The issue of the proper procedure for
dealing with active ambiguity can be approached from both formal as well as informal
perspectives. The presumption will be that notions of formal validity, as well as a
formal specification of dialectical norms, have their place in a completely developed
theory for critical discussion. This chapter is concerned with several procedural ideas
about ambiguity in argumentation that can be characterised as more or less informal.
Chapter 6 focuses on more formal approaches. In chapter 7 a procedural account of
active ambiguity is presented both in an informal as well as in a more formal fashion.

1. DE GROOT AND M EDENDORP ON SIGNIFIC CONCEPT ANALYSIS

De Groot and Medendorp advocate communicationamong scholars, and
communicationbetweenon the one hand scholars, and on the other, the lay public and
those who apply scholarly results. Moreover, they argue against fragmentation of the
disciplines due to an overly pluralistic and non-committal attitude towards differences
of opinions.

De Groot and Medendorp offer a set of heuristic rules and methods that enable
scholars to reflect systematically on concepts and concept terms. This procedure is
called signific concept analysis.99 The procedure must result in definitions that are
suitable for solving scholarly problems as well as for effective communication. As we
have seen (in section 5 of chapter 4), two wrongs must be avoided: definitions should
not be undesirably restricted, nor should they be undesirably ambiguous or vague.

Signific concept analysis is meant as a collection of informal, heuristic or soft
rules that are to assist us when reasoning about a useful definition (De Groot and
Medendorp 1986, 43). Its seven stages constitute an abstract description of what
should be done in a completely thorough analysis.

In the first stage of the procedure, the analyst answers preliminary questions.
With what concept term is the analyst concerned? What functions does the concept
term fulfil in the relevant disciplinary fields? What is the intended scholarlyforum
and what are the broader audiences that should be persuaded of the acceptability of
the definition?

The secondstage is aimed at finding out what can, in principle, be meant by
the concept term. It includes an examination of several past and present meanings of
the term: within colloquial language and within more technical languages. Moreover,
it comprises the study of the origin and etymology of the term, and of relevant

99 De Groot and Medendorp perceive their approach as a continuation of the significs
movement that starts with Lady Welby in 1896. She pleaded for a science of meaning that
provides the means for countering misunderstanding and distrust between social groups. The
basic tenet of the significs movement is that language should be improved in order to make it
fulfil its communicative functions better. The most famous protagonist of this movement is
the intuitionist mathematician L.E.J. Brouwer, who claimed that mathematical language is
inherently liable to error. Most work in significs has been done by G. Mannoury (1867-1956)
who introduced the pragmatic notion oftaaldaden, taal meaning ‘language’,dadenmeaning
‘acts’, which bears a strong resemblance to Searle's ‘speech acts’ (Brouwer et al 1922,
Walter-Schmitz 1998).
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historical developments in the use of the term. The analyst decides what aspects of
meaning to take up, and which of the problems in the term's present use to solve.

At this stage, the analyst puts two linguistic methods to use. First, he examines
the grammatical roles the concept term can fulfil. For example, if the term is a
substantive, he tries to find verbs and adjectives based on the same root. This
procedure can uncoverrelata that may be important to the term's meaning. Thus, the
concept terminterpretationsuggests to be a one place predicate expressing a property.
The conversion into the verbto interpret brings to light the option of expressing a
binary relation. A second, related method is to createmapping sentences. This method
may reveal further aspects of the kind of situations in which the term is properly used.
A mapping sentence is obtained by formulating questions like: when, why, for what
purpose, by who, for whom, wherein, in comparison to what, measured by what, how?
The questions are meant to direct our attention to the kind of domain in which an
answer is to be found. For instance, the following questions seem to be relevant to the
concept term ‘an interpretation’: what kind of thing is an interpretation? what is it an
interpretation of? for whom is it an interpretation? by what criterion is it an
interpretation? A resulting mapping sentence could be: W is an interpretation of X, to
Y, by criterion Z.100 A mapping question directs the attention to the domains that must
be specified by the analyst. One possible specification could be: mental object W is an
interpretation of linguistic object X, to person Y, by semantic criterion Z. Because
there are other ways to specify the domains, this method gives an ordered array of
options. One way to profit from mapping sentences is by using them to compare rival
definitions.

At the third stage it is decided what the analyst shall mean by the concept
term, given what can be meant by it (which was found at stage 2). This meaning is
called the concept-as-intended. Because the audience of the analyst will be
heterogeneous, this concept-as-intended should be defined in a way that makes the
definition acceptable to protagonists of competing schools within the field of
discipline as well as to those who are to apply the definition and to the interested lay
public. One way to accomplish general acceptance is to construct anumbrella
definition.101 Given that the term can express different concepts, an umbrella
definition is a definition that is general with respect to these different concepts. The
following definition of umbrella definitionseems to be a reasonable interpretation of
the concept:

Definition D, of concept termT, is an umbrella definition with respect to definitions
D1,…,Dn of T if and only if for every Di, 1ÿ i ÿ n, all cases said to beT in accordance
with Di, are also cases ofT in accordance with D.

An example of an umbrella definition is the following. The termto specifyadmits of
two definitions: 'making less general, by making explicit some parts' (is a manis a
specification in this sense ofis human) and 'making explicit all parts' (is a man or a
womanis a specification in this sense ofis human).102 An umbrella definition would

100 This is a my example of a mapping sentence forinterpretation. De Groot and Medendorp
propose another and more complicated formulation (De Groot and Medendorp 1986, 149).
101 Umbrella definitionis my translation of the Dutch neologismmanteldefinitie. De Groot
uses the English termmantle definition(De Groot 1988).
102 The first sense corresponds to the notion of a 'specification' discussed in section 1 of
chapter 2.
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be to make explicit its parts, whether all parts or some parts(De Groot and
Medendorp 1986, 97).

Proposing an umbrella definition seems to be directed at two goals. First,
umbrella definitions provide a common conceptual framework for communication and
stand a good chance of becoming adopted by one's opponents. Second, if the analyst
has formulated an umbrella definition, but nevertheless sees good reasons to choose a
more specific definition Di, he can use the umbrella definition to clarify how an
alternative definition Dj, used by other scholars, is connected with his preferred Di.

At the fourth stage a preliminary proposal for a definition is formulated and
argued for. The definition at this stage is calleddefinition-for-agreement. The analyst
should offer reasons if the definition-for-agreement diverges from the umbrella
definition. De Groot and Medendorp maintain that this definition-for-agreement does
not need to be devoid of vagueness: a certain level of vagueness can be appropriate
(1986, 146)

At the fifth stage, the analyst inquires into the relations between the definition
to be agreed on and other data, especially other proposals for a definition. Is the
definition compatible with results from the various disciplines, with the needs from
those who are to apply scholarly results, and with social and cultural life in general?
If, for instance, the definition is at odds with the linguistic conventions of all parties,
save one's direct colleagues, then this tells against adopting the definition. At this
stage, possible objections against the adoption of the definition-for-agreement are
located.

At the sixth stage it is decided how to respond to incompatible data found at
the fifth stage. Two strategies exist to accomplish this. The first is to reject data from
other areas and offer reasons for rejecting them. The other is to adapt one's definition
in order to make the definition compatible.

Adaptation of one's definition can take two forms. Given that the criticism can
be formulated as an alternative definition that accommodates the criticism, one can
either propose to solve the issue by adopting thelogical sumor the logical product.
The logical sum is an umbrella definition with respect to the incompatible definitions,
while the logical product of n definitions can be interpreted as follows:

Definition D of the concept termT is the logical product of n definitions D1,…,Dn of
T if and only if for all Di, 1 ÿ i ÿ n, all cases said to beT in accordance with D are also
cases ofT in accordance with Di.

Such akernel definitionD is equally specific as or more specific than every Di.
Creating a kernel definition is useful if the rival definitions are comparable and
resemble each other strongly, so that the remaining core is still interesting enough. It
remains an open issue which of the two strategies should be adopted in what type of
situation.

At the seventhand last stage, the adapted proposal for a definition to be agreed
on, together with an argumentation for it, is published or made public in another way.

Should we agree on definitions?

As we have seen in section 4 of chapter 1, in a simple, asymmetrical persuasion
dialogue, the proponent tries to argueex concessis. The proponent has to show the
opponent that a critical attitude towards the proponent's thesis in incoherent with the
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other components of the position of the opponent. We may expect that something
similar applies to the use of linguistic expressions: the proponent has to tailor the
wording of her arguments to the semantic dispositions of the opponent. However, De
Groot and Medendorp plead foragreementon the meaning of crucial concepts terms:
in the ideal case proponent and opponent are both using the same definitions. Is there
a need toagreeon definitions in order to resolve our differences?

De Groot and Medendorp's plea for agreement probably stems from their
concern with difficult and complex debates and can be seen as a practical
recommendation. One of the ways in which their sample discussions are complex is
that they are symmetrical, in other words, they arecomplexin the technical sense
given to it by Van Eemeren and Grootendorst.

A symmetric discussion, where both parties have to defend a standpoint must
be seen as a collection of simple discussions. In argumentative discourse it may
happen that a contribution by party 1 can be interpreted in two distinct ways: as a
move in the discussion where party 1 is the opponent, and as a move in the discussion
where party 1 is the proponent. Consider, for instance, the following fragment:

White: Jan is probably married.
Black: No, Jan is probably unmarried, for he acts like a real bachelor.
White: Jan is probably married, forJan does not act like a real bachelor,because he
never goes out.

The italic part of White’s second move can be seen as having two functions: White
argues for her own thesis and White objects to the acceptability of Blacks reason.

Suppose that Black and White overtly assign somewhat different meanings to
the expressionto act like a real bachelor, denoted by ALBBlack and ALBWhite. Suppose
further that Black tailors his use ofact like a real bachelorto White's usage and
expresses ALBWhite with it. What should White do? She uses the sentenceJan does
not act like a real bachelorwith two different purposes. First, she uses it to argue for
her own thesis and consequently she has to tailor its meaning to Black's dispositions
and has to express ALBBlack with it. But second, she uses it to object to the
acceptability of Blacks reason. Now, Black used the expression in White's sense, so
White has to object to the sentence in this sense, that is in her own sense. Thus,
sticking to the rule of tailoring one’s use of language to that of the interlocutor may
lead to a dilemma in a complex discussion.

Therefore, in complex discussion, it appears to be prudent to reach agreement
on definitions of the central terms. This does not imply that the idea of asymmetry has
been abandoned. It just has been made easier to tailor one’s use of words to those of
one's interlocutor. Constructing a new definition that stands a real chance of becoming
adopted by the interlocutor is a very charitable and constructive way to respond to
active ambiguity. The emphasis De Groot and Medendorp put on agreement about
definitions will not be adopted for simple discussions, but should probably be adopted
when constructing theories for complex discussions.

2. NAESS ON MAKING EXPRESSIONS MORE PRECISE

In addition to his interest in the empirical study of meaning (section 1.3 of chapter 3),
Naess is also concerned with the normative aspects of communication. He offers
various recommendations for effective communication and discussion by which
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discussants can avoid and criticise irrelevant contributions. Naess perceives a close
connection between the devices for investigating meaning and the rules for reasonable
discussion: “misuse of language, especially insufficient use of precization, prepares
the way for all the usual aspects of irrelevance noted here. It is precisely in precization
that one finds the instrument with which to combat incompetent discussion” (Naess
1966, 135, see for the difference with 'precisification' section 1.4 of chapter 3).

That an expressiona is aprecizationof an expressionb, means thata is more
precise thanb (Naess 1953, 56). Expressionb is, in such a case, called adeprecization
of a. The notion of a precization is explicated independently of the use that can be
made of it. First the concept of a reasonable interpretation is defined. A sentenceU is
a reasonable interpretation ofT in a certain kind of situation S, if and only if,T
commonly or usually means the same asU in S (Naess 1966, 31).103 “That an
expression U is aprecization of an expression T means here that all reasonable
interpretations of U are reasonable interpretations of T, and there is at least one
reasonable interpretation of T which is not also a reasonable interpretation of U”
(1966, 39). Because reasonable interpretations are tied to kinds of situations, so are
precizations. If an expressiona in S is neither a precization, nor a deprecization ofb,
the expressions areincomparablewith respect to precision in S.

Precizations can be used in order to investigate what the sender or receiver has
in mind: in what direction does the sender or receiver interpret the expression and at
what depth of intended meaning did he or she understand it? When receiving an
ambiguous sentence that has to be evaluated, precizations can be used in combination
with an evaluation:if you mean this, I agree, if you mean that, I don’t(Naess 1966,
17, 30).

In order to avoid misunderstanding, a sender can attempt to choose an
expression that conveys the concept or proposition in a more precise way to the
receiver. If precization is employed for this purpose of clarifying an issue it is called a
clarifier (1953, 129, 135). First,T can be clarified by achain sequence, that is by
clarifying T as expressing the same asT1 and notT2, andT1 asT1.2 and notT1.1, etc.
Second,T can be clarified by listing interpretations ofT at one and the same level of
precision and by making explicit which of them were intended: byT I meantT1 and
T2, but notT3 andT4. This latter technique is called aradiation sequence(1953, 132).

The supposition that precization is helpful for avoiding and clearing up
misunderstanding is based on the following consideration: if P and Q agree on the
choice of a precizations of sentenceT then the hypothesis thatT is interpersonally
synonymous is confirmed. Suppose P assertsT and Q assents. Do they agree on the
same proposition? If P clarifies ‘I meant T1 and not T2’, and Q assents, then the
hypothesis is confirmed. If, however, Q reacts in either of the following ways, the
hypothesis is disconfirmed: ‘I think T, T1 and T2 mean the same thing’, ‘I meant T2,
not T1’, ‘To me, T1 and T2 mean the same, but something else than T’. If Q assents to
T1 and P goes on by saying ‘By T1 I meant T4, not T5’, and if Q assents again, then the
hypothesis is even more strongly confirmed, etc. (1953, 132).

Naess gives some guidelines for successful normative definitions.104 The same
guidelines seem also to be applicable to clarifiers (1966, 57-62). Normative

103 In 1953, he does not use the termusual: a is said to be a precization of b if and only if
“every synonymic alternative to <<a>> is also a synonymic alternative to <<b>>, and there is
at least one synonymic alternative to <<b>> which is not a synonymic alternative to <<a>>
and <<a>> admits of at least one synonymic alternative” (1953, 56).
104 The same functions that a precizationT of U can fulfil in communication, can be fulfilled
by a prescriptive definition. Thedefiniens Tof a prescriptive definition ofU, employed within
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definitions should not have adefiniensthat is loaded with an evaluation that favours
one party and puts the other party at a disadvantage. The definiens should not evade
the issue by using in the definiens what should actually be clarified: 'Christian ethics
are those precepts that are based on Christ’s example'. Third, the definiens should not
obfuscate the issue: “ ‘Christian ethics’ means ‘a mode of living that stipulates
understanding of, and identification with, the loftiest ideals inherent in the true
Christian’s standpoint’ ” (1966, 60). Precization often fails, because it is done in
actual debate as fast repair work. “The most important part of open debate takes place
behinds the scenes. One’s precizations are best arrived at before or after the event, in
an atmosphere more proper to the collecting and sifting of arguments and
information" (1966, 63).

Naess observes that in practice, our purpose for using clarifiers is not the
highest possible degree of exactness, but the elimination of looming
misunderstandings (1966, 34). We do not strive for excessive precision because that
would be at the expense of conciseness and ease of understanding. Expressions should
be sufficiently precise for the purposes at hand, but no more than that, otherwise
making the effort to precizate expressions “will be but a waste of time” (1966, 62). In
order to arrive at an appropriate level of preciseness, considerations like the following
should be taken into account by a speaker or writer (1966, 55-56). Does my position,
with regard to sentenceT, depend on the distinction between precizationsT1 andT2?
What is the capacity and stamina of my audience, does further precization demand too
much of them? If I do not precizateT any further, would that lead to a serious kind of
misunderstanding or will it be easy to remedy?

Naess mentions other considerations that tell against pushing precization too
far. “Excessive precization at the outset can easily prevent people from independently
arriving at an understanding of what is being said” (1966, 56). One advantage of
arriving independently at understanding could be that the understanding is more
thorough and lasting. Another advantage could be that it provides some room for
arriving at slightly different interpretations. Suppose someone wants to offer a reason
for her thesis, while she does not have a very definite idea of that reason. Then it
might be better to state the reason in an imprecise way matching her level of
understanding of it, than not to state it at all. The first option leaves open interesting
courses of the discussion, where the receiver gets persuaded by the indefinite reason,
or where the receiver is able to precizate the sender’s reason. Moreover, if one
precizates beyond one’s capacity, the result looks clumsy.

The next quote suggests that Naess thinks diverging interpretations to be
advantageous as well: “Someone who clarifies his expressions simply to guard against
their being taken in any sense but his own may betray an unwillingness, perhaps also
an inability, to see what anyone else can mean by them” (1966, 56) and "[i]n the
extreme case where an expression has become resistant to reinterpretation, it is no
longer a vehicle for expression but just a formula” (1966, 56). Successful
communication is not the exchange of thoughts that remain the same in the exchange,
but a process in which people with different points of view come closer to
understanding by means of language. To reinterpret an expression from a different

a discussion situation S, can be one of the interpretations thatU usually receives in such a
situation. ThenT is also a precization ofU. But it can also be a novel interpretation at the
moment t0 thatT is presented. In that case,T can hardly be said to be a precization ofU before
t0. But from t0 onwards, the parties know thatU shall mean the same asT. Consequently,T
has become, in a restricted but relevant way, a usual interpretation ofU andT would qualify
as a precization ofU for these parties in S.
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point of view is essential to communication. If we were to formulate a thought so
excessively precisely that it would not allow to be approached from a different point
of view then it can not be interpreted from a different point of view and is of no use in
communication. In expressing oneself, one has to leave room for understanding from
a different stance. Identity of expressed thoughts is not an instance of what Naess
seems to callunderstanding.105

As previously stated in chapter 2, in this book Naess’s notion of a precization
is adopted under the alternative name of aproper disambiguating reformulation.
Naess is correct in pointing out restrictions for the employment of disambiguating
reformulations. The procedure in chapter 7 will implement the idea that using a
disambiguated reformulation is only appropriate if it can be shown that someone’s
position depends on choosing one disambiguating reformulation at the expense of
others.

3. PERELMAN AND OLBRECHTS-TYTECA

According to the view of Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, confused notions and
ambiguous expressions may play a legitimate role in argumentation. Obscuration is
not a problem that needs a solution, but is part of the solution they offer for the
problem of creating an alternative to rationalistic philosophy.

Perelman correctly points out that agreement about the way to formulate ideas
is not always a prerequisite of communication. It is neither needed, nor possible to
start with a language that is already clear enough. In the procedural account of active
ambiguity (see chapter 7) the idea of starting with confused and actively ambiguous
expressions will be accepted. That procedure, however, is unequivocally committed to
the claim that participants of a critical discussion should improve the clarity of their
formulations, if it has been pointed out that they are actively ambiguous.

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca acknowledge that obscure language may need
clarification, and spend some remarks on that. “A notion seems clear enough as long
as one sees no situation in which it would lend itself to differing interpretations. When
such a situation arises, the notion becomes obscure, but after a decision as to its
univocal application it will seem clearer than it was,on condition that this decision is
unanimously accepted(...)” (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 135).

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca give an account ofdissociation, a
phenomenon closely related to the disambiguation of actively ambiguous
formulations. Perelman explains dissociation by reference to the possible 'equivocal'
status106 of one’s vision of reality: one’s vision can be threatened by accepting
seemingly incompatible propositions. Dissociation is prompted by the desire to
eliminate such an incoherent vision (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 413,
Perelman 1982, 127). The coherence can be re-established by making a distinction
between two parts of what has been considered a whole.107

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca offer the following example. Paul Janson was
of the view that private interests are the main guides for social policy. However, he
came across an appearance with 'equivocal' status: children working in mines. This

105 It could also be seen as an maximal kind of understanding.
106 Equivocalhere seems to mean ‘ambivalent’ or ‘incoherent’.
107 Thus, a distinction between the two meanings of an homonymous word, such asbank, does
not count as a dissociation.
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child labour seemed to serve private interests, but it did at the same time not
correspond with social and public interests. This apparent incoherence in Janson's
position prompts the dissociation between two distinct kinds of private interests: on
the one hand, there arereal private interests, private interests that coincide with social
and public interests, on the other hand, there areonly apparent private interests,
private interests that do not correspond with social and public interests. By exploiting
this distinction, the coherence of his position is re-established (Perelman and
Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 425). A more famous example is provided by Berkeley:
“there is no matter, if by that term is meant an unthinking substance existing without
the mind: but if by matter is meant some sensible thing, whose existence consists in
being perceived, then there is matter” (Perelman 1982, 136).

Not every distinction is a dissociation. Dissociation presupposes the original
unity of the dissociated concept, and it brings about a more or lessprofound
conceptual change (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 411-412). Moreover,
dissociation is associated with the distinction between the true and the alleged
meaning of a concept (444). The Janson example can be seen as presenting a
dissociative definition ofprivate interest, and thus as a way of stating what private
interest really is.

There is a connection with the distinction between several interpretations of a
linguistic expression. If the original concept C is designated by expressionE, and the
speaker dissociates C into concepts C1 and C2, then the speaker can plausibly
distinguish between two disambiguating reformulations ofE, that is between an
reformulationE1, expressing C1, and reformulationE2, expressing C2.

108 Following
Janson, we could distinguish between two disambiguating reformulations of the
expressionprivate interest, namelyreal private interestandapparent private interest.
Dissociation is the conceptual counterpart of many interesting and novel linguistic
distinctions. Disambiguations, however, are notper se related to the distinction
between a real and true meaning as opposed to a customary and apparent meaning.

4. VAN EEMEREN AND GROOTENDORST ON RULES FOR DISCUSSION

According to Van Eemeren and Grootendorst, the parties in a discussion have a joint
responsibility for achieving mutual understanding (1992, 196). A speaker should
abstain from unclear and ambiguous language, while a listener should interpret
carefully and accurately. As we have seen in section 2 of chapter 4, they propose the
following rule for discussion that pertains to the use of language: “A party must not
use formulations that are insufficiently clear or confusingly ambiguous and he must
interpret the other party’s formulations as carefully as possible” (196).

Besides this norm for language use, Van Eemeren and Grootendorst state a rule
for performingusage declaratives. Performing this kind of speech act is directed at
increasing the interlocutor’s comprehension of a speech act (1984, 109). In addition to

108 Although dissociative definitions seem to make the meaning of an expression or concept
more precise, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca observe that this can be qualified by a speaker
by saying that the essential meaning of the concept is "not capable of being grasped directly
in its plenitude and confusion" (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 1969, 450). Relative to the
confusion that has resulted from not distinguishing between the "real" versus the "apparent"
meaning, the dissociation must be seen as clearing things up. The real meaning of the concept
can, however, still be imprecise in other ways.
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precization, they give the following examples of usage declaratives: definition,
amplification, explication and explicitization.

In order to provide the parties with concrete devices that enable them to
formulate clearly and univocally Van Eemeren and Grootendorst assign parties the
right to provide a spontaneous usage declarative: “Usage declaratives may be
performed at any stage in the discussion by both language user 1 and language user 2
(whether or not requested to do so by the other) in order by means of definitions,
precization, amplification, explication or explicitization to further the achievement of
the illocutionary effect that the performer’s own speech acts are understood” (1984,
153). In section 7 of chapter 4 we have seen a rationale for a rule like this. Moreover,
they add that a party isobligedto perform a usage declarative if he or she is requested
to do so: “a language user requested by the other interlocutor to perform a usage
declarative has an obligation to perform the usage declarative requested” (1984, 158,
cf. 2000, 160). The norm for language use is not a member of the collection of rules
for critical discussion as it is formulated in 1984, and in 2000 it is among the rules of
conduct. However, these collections of rules do contain the rule for performing usage
declaratives.109

An interlocutor may push her right to request for usage declaratives or her
right to perform them too far. It is not needed to have a separate discussion rule that
proscribes this misuse, according to Van Eemeren and Grootendorst, because the
collection of discussion rules is in force in situations where the interlocutors already
obey Grice’s co-operative principle: consequently, they do not perform usage
declaratives that are unnecessary, nor do they request for them if there is no problem
of comprehension (1984, 157).

Like Naess and Crawshay-Williams, Van Eemeren and Grootendorst
emphasise that there are limits to the required degree of precision. Formulations and
interpretations should beoptimal, meaning that the other party will be able to derive
the intended meaning at a level of comprehension that both parties hold to be an
acceptable level (1992, 196).

In chapter 7 a reasonable procedure for dealing with confusing ambiguities
will be explicated as a set of rules for critical discussion. The issue of misuse with
regard to one’s rights to perform and request for usage declaratives will, differently
than with Van Eemeren and Grootendorst, be regulated by explicit discussion rules.
Both parties have a right to provide spontaneous disambiguating reformulations.
However, we will explicitly provide rules against misuse: such a move can be
criticised as inadmissible. Therefore, the right to disambiguate is, in a sense, a limited
right. The same applies to requesting for usage declaratives: the request for
disambiguating an actively ambiguous expression can itself be criticised as an
improper request. Consequently, this right is also, in a sense, restricted.

109 Van Eemeren and Grootendorst are not very clear on the relation between the norm for
language use and the rule for usage declaratives. From the perspective that I have adopted,
both norms and rules are part of a complete specification of the model for critical discussion:
the norm for language use must be a regulative rule, while the rule for usage declaratives (in
some form or other) should be a constitutive rule.
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5. WALTON ON DIALECTICAL RULES

Walton endorses Hamblin’s program of dealing with the fallacy of equivocation from
a procedural perspective (Walton 1996b, 271). Moreover, he supports the idea of
examining the charge of equivocation. However, he does not offer a detailed
procedural account of how interlocutors may employ the charge of equivocation.

Walton proposes a heuristic method for respondents who are faced with
expressions that might turn out to be pragmatically ambiguous. Grice’s maxim of
clarity, Walton contends, should not be taken to require the total avoidance of
ambiguity. It should be formulated in such a way as to urge the respondent to be on
his guard for ambiguous expressions (Walton 1996b, 267-8). Walton proposes the
following formulation that transforms Grice's maxim into an advice for the
respondent: “When asked to make concessions to sentences expressed by a questioner
in dialogue, check answers containing the same term or expression pairwise, using the
test of contradiction (..) to see if a shift of meaning has occurred” (Walton 1996b,
268).110 The maxim of clarity has a role to play as an initial probe and indicator and
has done its work if it leads todiscoveryof ambiguities (Walton 1996b, 255).

Walton’s contention that pragmatic ambiguity should not be excluded
completely from persuasion dialogue should be subscribed to. However, differently
from Walton, it will also be defended that aregulativerule is in force, regulating that
active ambiguities are inappropriate and should be corrected if they are pointed out.

Walton states that clear use of language is a shared responsibility: the
proponent should be clear, and the opponent should ask for clarification if that is
needed, "but neither obligation is absolute or unconditional. It seems better to require
that both parties should clarify unclarities whenever they see them, and whenever the
unclarity is an obstacle to the dialogue” (1996b, 34-5). Unfortunately, Walton does
not deal with the issue of how the request for clarification connects with a charge of
equivocation.

At another point Walton states that the respondent even has theobligation to
ask for clarification if he detects a pragmatic ambiguity. He ought to ask something
like: “which proposition do you intend to be taken as part of your argument, this one
or that one?” (Walton 1996b, 267). In ambiguity dialectic, this specific obligation will
not be adopted as a rule. If pointing out an active ambiguity is favourable for party 1,
we do not need to give party 1 an obligation to point it out. It will suffice to give him
a right to do so (although he is obliged to ask for clarification in the sense of being
committed to achieve his participant's aim). Section 7 of chapter 4 shows which
distribution of rights and obligations with respect to the issue of an active ambiguity is
appropriate.

In addition to these remarks on the procedural approach to pragmatic
ambiguity and the fallacy of equivocation, Walton recommends a somewhat different
collection of procedural rules (Walton 2000). These rules are helpful for interpreting

110 Walton sees the test for ambiguity, proposed by Zwicky and Sadock, as the best test
available: "a sentence tests as ambiguous where, for a given state of affairs, the sentence can
be truly affirmed and truly denied" (Walton 1996, 258). As it stands, the test leads to the
discovery of semantic ambiguity, not just to the discovery of contextual or, what Walton calls,
pragmatic ambiguities.
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ambiguous expressions within a text and can be applied when the speaker is absent
and cannot be asked for clarification.

This collection of rules is presented as an elaboration of Grice's conversational
maxims and of Govier’s principle of charity.111 Walton's set is much more specific
and detailed than either of these. It is inspired by Miller's study of the principles used
for the interpretation of sacred religious texts and articles of law.

The account starts from the presumption that ambiguity, in and of itself, is not
fallacious, but that it may still present a reader with interpretational problems that
require a solution (Walton 2000, 265). The rules direct attention to contextual factors
that are to be taken into account in order to arrive at a plausible and charitable
interpretation and are to give helpful guidance on how to disambiguate. All rules are
based on the presumption that the writer follows Grice's Co-operative Principle.

TheseNew Dialectical Rules for Dealing with Ambiguous Termsare:
"1. Evidence of how the term was used at a previous occurrence in a text of discours
should be relevant to interpreting an ambiguous term one way or another at any given
point in the text of discourse.
2. When interpreting an ambiguous term in a text of discourse, the interpretation that
makes sense of the discourse should be preferred. A meaning that makes the text
absurd or meaningless should be avoided.
3. An interpretation of an ambiguous term should avoid making the text of discourse
contradictory, if it is possible to assign meanings that avoid or reconcile the
contradiction.
4. Given a choice, an ambiguous term should be interpreted in such a way that it
contributes to the goal of the dialogue that the text of discourse is supposedly part of.
Or if there is doubt, it should be interpreted in the way that best seems to support the
goal of that type of dialogue.
5. If a term occurs twice in the same text of discourse, there should be a presumption
that it has the same meaning at both occurrences.
6. If an ambiguous term has been explicitly defined at some prior point in the text of
discourse, the meaning that conforms to this definition should be chosen.
7. If the discourse is part of some special context, like that of a scientific discipline or
domain of expert knowledge, then the technical meaning appropriate for this
discipline or domain should be presumed.
8. If a term first occurs in a non-ambiguous way that makes its meaning evident, then
if it occurs later in an ambiguous way, it should be interpreted in line with the first
occurrence.
9. If a later clear meaning of a term occurs, then it should be relevant evidence to
determining an earlier ambiguous occurrence of the same term.
10. If the author or speaker of the text of discourse makes known a preference on how
to interpret an ambiguous term at some occurrence, then some weight should be given
to accepting that preference in what the term should be taken to mean, other things
being equal." (2000, 267-268).112

The process of interpretation along these lines yields a presumption about the
line of reasoning to which the proponent has committed herself. If no choice can be

111 Her moderate principle of charity goes: “We presume, other things being equal, that others
are participating in the social practise of rational argumentation” (Govier 1987, 150).
112 Walton gives some relations among the rules: rule 1 subsumes 5 and 8; rule 2 subsumes 3;
rules 2, 3 and 4 may override rule 1.
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made, the rules nevertheless direct attention to the kind of contextual information that
could decide the matter (2000, 270).

Walton does not relate these rules for interpreting potential ambiguities to the
definition of pragmatic ambiguity or to the fallacy of equivocation. We may guess
that Walton’s concept ofpragmatic ambiguitycan be explicated with these ten rules
in a more precise way in the following manner. ExpressionE, occurring in a text T, is
pragmatically ambiguous in a certain context C, if and only if application of these ten
interpretational rules when interpretingE, given the place it occupies in T, and the
context C, nevertheless does not lead directly to a choice for one specific
interpretation. Suppose there is an argumentA, if A then B, therefore BandA’s being
ambiguous betweenA1 andA2 causes the argument to be an instance of the fallacy of
equivocation. Then rules 1, 5, 8 and 9 press us to interpretA's occurrences the same
way, which leads to attributing the proponent an argument that lacks bearing.
However, rule 4, which must be a crucial rule because it resembles the co-operative
principle of Grice most closely, presses us to reject an interpretation that makes the
combined reasons ineffective for persuading the opponent of the acceptability of the
conclusion. This fourth rule incites us to adopt a reading in which both occurrences
are interpreteddifferentlyand in which the argument lacks bite. Thus, these rules may
lead to the kind of interpretation dilemma that was dealt with in section 6 of chapter 4.

These rules are rules for the interpretation of expressions, and consequently
they are meant to deal especially with the interpretation of semantic ambiguities. They
will not do for dealing with active ambiguities. By definition, active ambiguities,
being contextual ambiguities, cannot be resolved by applying interpretational rules. In
order to deal with them we are in need of the appropriate points of order.
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CHAPTER 6: FORMAL PROCEDURAL ACCOUNTS

In this chapter, two formally oriented proposals for dealing with ambiguity will be
examined. Both theories are explicitly concerned with a notion of validity. The most
important feature they share is that both model adefeasible presumption of meaning
constancy. J. Mackenzie, the author of the first theory, expressly carries out
Hamblin’s program for constructing a theory for raising points of orders. G.
Vanackere, the author of the second, presents a logical theory about reasoning with
expressions that might turn out to be ambiguous. Although his presentation is not
dialogical, we will be able to construct a dialogical interpretation of it. According to
this interpretation, Vanackere’s theory indirectly represents the action of raising a
point of order against the misuse of ambiguity, as well as a way to discuss the
correctness of such a point of order.

1. MACKENZIE

Introduction

Mackenzie (Mackenzie 1988; Mackenzie 1990) proposes a dialogue model that deals
with ambiguity. He calls his modelsystem 4in the last of these papers, but it will be
referred to asMSA: Mackenzie’s System that deals with Ambiguity. This dialogue
model, one of a series that Mackenzie has developed (Mackenzie 1981, Mackenzie
1990), deals with the exchange of arguments that may contain ambiguous expressions
of a problematic nature.

Mackenzie carries out Hamblin’s program of approaching the issue of
equivocation from the perspective of raising points of order. In MSA discussants may
put forward a locution by which they raise the objection that an expression used by
the interlocutor is equivocal. First, the general type of model in which these points of
order have their place will be introduced. Second, Mackenzie’s view on the charge of
equivocation will be examined.

Arguing and inconsistency

In MSA, there are two arguers, labelledAnn and Bob. The rules of dialogue are
symmetric and apply equally to both players.113 Both Ann and Bob may present one
or more statements that are in need of defence, so, in pragma-dialectical terms, the
dialogues deal with mixed, non-mixed, single and multiple disputes (Van Eemeren
and Grootendorst 1992, chapter 2). In order to keep the present exposition simple, we
can focus on the type of discussion where Ann argues for a single statementT and
Bob challenges it, while Bob does not argue for a statement of his own.

With both players a commitment store is associated. If someone makes a
statement then this statement is added to both commitment stores. If a party offers an
argument{T1,...,Tn} so S, then the reasonsT1,...,Tn , the warrantIf T1,...,Tn then Sand

113 However, supposedly, an asymmetric rule should be added that states which player starts
the dialogue.
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the supported thesisS are all added to the commitment stores of both parties.114

Although it seems to be unfavourable to the listener to become committed to
statements without making any statement himself, this is compensated for by giving
the listener easy means for withdrawing statements from his commitment store. This
arrangement implements the idea that if you do not object to statements you become
committed to them yourself: "silence means assent" (Mackenzie and Priest 1990,
340).

MSA is governed by logic. With MSA, a set V ofpreferred valid argument
schematais associated. Different logics may govern dialogues, depending on the
specifics of V.115 MSA is a framework or skeleton for many specific models of
dialogue. For the purpose of exposition, we may suppose that V contains at least the
schemaP, P → Q ÿ Q. It is supposed that exemplifications of preferred valid
argument schemata are recognised as such by the discussants.

Three concepts, all of which are connected with the concept ofimmediacy,
play a crucial role in the rules of MSA. These immediacy-concepts enable Mackenzie
to construct a set of dialogue rules that reconciles two desiderata: (1) a logic governs
the dialogue, while (2) it is not demanded of arguers to close their commitment store
under deduction, which would be unreasonable and unrealistic. (A) If the premises of
an argument {T1,...,Tn} / S exemplify the premises of a preferred valid argument
schema and if its conclusion exemplifies the conclusion of this schema, the conclusion
S is called an immediate consequence of{ T1,...,Tn} and {T1,...,Tn} / S is called an
immediately valid argument(Mackenzie and Priest 1990). (B) A conditional statement
is called alogician’s conditionalif its antecedent is a conjunction, the conjuncts of
which exemplify the premises of a preferred valid argument schema and, moreover, if
its consequent exemplifies this schema’s conclusion. Due to our specification of V,
each sentence (T1 ∧ (T1 → T2))→ T2 is a logician’s conditional. (C) A setΓ is called
immediately inconsistentif there is a statementS in Γ such that a subset of statements
from Γ, not containingS itself, has the denial ofS as an immediate consequence. For
instance, the setΓ = { T1, T1 → T2, ¬T2} is immediately inconsistent, because V
contains a preferred valid argument schema such that a subsetΓ’ of Γ, {T1, T1 → T2},
has as an immediate consequenceT2, and Γ contains a member,¬T2, not being a
member ofΓ’, that is the denial ofT2.

MSA is not a highly idealised kind of discussion where the participants argue
without making any logical mistakes. Participants may act inconsistently in two ways.
First, Bob may become committed to a set of statementsΓ that exemplifies the
premises of a preferred valid argument schema, while he either withdraws
commitment to, denies, or challenges a statementS that exemplifies its conclusion.
For example, Bob is committed toA and A → B but either retracts, denies or
challengesB. Ann may object to this kind of inconsistency by raising aresolution
demand of the immediately valid argument. Second, Bob may commit himself to an
immediately inconsistent set, for example to {A, A → B, ¬B}. Ann may object to this
kind of inconsistency by raising aresolution demand of setΓ. In MSA, Ann can
object by raising a resolution demand only if Bob is inconsistent in either of the two
indicated ways (which, as we shall see, does not imply that the inconsistency is real).

Participants are allowed to commit themselves to inconsistent positions, as
outlined above, but they are not allowed to deny, withdraw or challenge a logician’s

114 In this section a subscript does not indicate a disambiguating reformulation.
115 V may contain a complete axiomatisation, or it may not.
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conditional. Ann’s strategy in a discussion is to support statements by offering
reasons, such that Bob is liable to a resolution demand if he accepts the reasons and its
warrant (the conditional made up of the conjunction of reasons as its antecedent and
the conclusion as its consequent). Bob may escape this liability by either withdrawing
commitment to a reason or warrant of the argument, or by challenging a reason or
warrant, or by objecting to equivocation. In order to illustrate the working of the
model if ambiguity does not play a role, we can at first skip this last option.

Instead of stating all the rules that regulate the rights and obligations of the
participants and the content of the commitment stores, we can illustrate the kind of
dialogue that MSA enables by giving two simple examples, together with some
comments.

Ann: A To the commitment stores of both Ann and Bob,A is
added.

Bob: Why A? By this challenge,A is removed from Bob’s store, but it
remains in Ann’s. Now Ann is obliged to give a reason.

Ann: B Both B andB → A are added to Ann’s and Bob’s stores.
Bob now is liable to a resolution demand, because he is
committed to {B, B → A} and he has challengedA, while
modus ponensis a preferred valid schema. He may escape
liability by challenging, denying or withdrawingB or B →
A.

Suppose V also contains the following two schemata: Pÿ ¬¬P andÿ P ∨ ¬P (the
second is an argument schema with an empty set of premises).

Ann: ¬¬(A∨¬A) ¬¬(A ∨ ¬A) is added to the commitment stores of both
Ann and Bob.

Bob: Why¬¬(A∨¬A)? Ann's statement can be challenged, because it does not, as
it stands, exemplify schema P∨ ¬P. By this challenge
¬¬(A∨ ¬A) is removed from Bob’s store, but it remains
in Ann’s. Now, Ann is obliged to give a reason.

Ann: A ∨ ¬A (A ∨ ¬A) and(A ∨ ¬A) → ¬¬(A ∨ ¬A) are added to both
Ann’s and Bob’s stores. Bob now is liable to a resolution
demand, because he is committed to {(A ∨ ¬A), (A ∨ ¬A)
→ ¬¬(A ∨ ¬A) } and he has challenged¬¬(A∨¬A),
while modus ponensis a preferred valid schema. Both
commitments are, however, logician’s conditionals.
Therefore, he is not able to escape liability to a resolution
demand, unless Bob has a device to object to
equivocation.

Equivocation

Bob may respond to a resolution demand by uttering anequivocation locution. The
purpose of this locution is to escape the predicament where Bob is liable to a
resolution demand, and where the source of the predicament is to be found in an
ambiguous statement. In the second discussion above, Bob’s commitment store at
stage 3 seems to be inconsistent because he is committed to the reason and to the
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corresponding argument step, neither of which can be retracted, while he has
challenged the thesis. Even in such a situation, Bob must be able to object that the
inconsistency is only apparent due to an ambiguity in the argument.

Mackenzie restricts this option for Bob by referring to ‘Grice’s razor’: “Do not
multiply senses beyond necessity” (Mackenzie 1988, 475). Making a distinction
between several meanings is only necessary if the discussant has to remove an
apparent inconsistency to which the attention has been drawn. Therefore, if Ann
raises a resolution demand, either of (1) a setΓ of Bob’s commitments, or (2) of an
argument∆ so S, then and only then, may Bob draw a distinction between the
meanings of an expression.

The equivocation locution is the designation of a distinction: E<a, J, f>. In the
distinction <a, J, f>, a is an expression that occurs in the immediately inconsistent set
Γ or in the immediately valid argument∆ so sthat Ann demands to be resolved. J is
an index set {j, k, ...}, having at least two elements, that gives a division of meanings.
A division is formally given by different indices, but in a natural language, a term
such asbank can be specified by disambiguating phrases, such asin the sense of a
financial house, or in the sense of a river edge. The following issue comes up and will
be discussed later: you can always construct a index set, but there is no guarantee that
it corresponds to a real difference in meaning in natural language. Bob is able to
createmixedor crosseddisambiguations where several occurrences of an expression
get different interpretations at different occurrences within one and the same
statement:Scrooge walked along the bank on his way to the bank.

If Bob draws a distinction at discussion stage n+1, thenf is a function from the
index set J to the set of all locutions in whicha occurs and that occur in either Bob’s
and Ann’s store at stage n. A restriction, promoting the effectiveness of the distinction
for resolving the apparent inconsistency, is that every part of the division must be
associated with at least one occurrence ofa in the immediate inconsistent set T or in
the set of premises T combined with the denial of its conclusionS (Mackenzie 1988,
474). A surprising element in thef-function is that Bob changesAnn’s commitment
store by indexing the occurrences ofa in it. However, this accords with the 'silence
means assent'-rule and is compensated for by the ease with which commitments can
be withdrawn. The equivocation locution can be read as ‘There is an equivocation on
the expressiona, which may be understood in sensej, as in ..., or in the sensek, as in
..., ...’ (Mackenzie 1988, 474).116

116 Mackenzie specifies a way in which a distinction differs from a stipulative definition: “A
definition can only increase one’s liability to a resolution demand; a distinction can only
reduce it” (Mackenzie 1988, 477) This must be qualified in the following respect. The thesis
applies to Mackenzie’s use of artificial language: after an equivocation locution the
ambiguous expressiona has been replaced by an expressionai that is wholly new to the
language, andai did not occur before the locution took place. However, in natural language
we may very well use a disambiguating reformulation that has already been used in the
discussion and therefore, introducing a disambiguating reformulation may produce a new
inconsistency. Suppose, Bob has already said:I am not going to the bank, in its financial
house sense.Then at a further stage Ann demands resolution of the argumentBob goes to the
bank, if Bob goes to the bank he goes fishing, so Bob goes fishing. Then Bob makes a
distinction, and changes the shared commitment toBob goes to the bankinto Bob goes to the
bank, in its financial house sense. In such a case making a distinctionincreasesthe liability to
resolution demands.
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A further rule of dialogue is that, after making the distinction,a may not be
used anymore without making clear in what sense it is to be taken. In the terminology
to be adopted in chapter 7,a is disqualified.

MSA corresponds with the intuition of Lewis’s pessimist: no sentence can be
disambiguated completely (Lewis 1982). If Bob indexes an occurrence of an
expressiona to ai this does not imply thatai has been disambiguated completely.
Although Mackenzie does not mention the case, there is no rule in MSA that prohibits
further disambiguation ofai into aij. If Ann demands resolution of an immediately
inconsistent set T or of an immediately valid argument in whichai occurs, this
expression can be disambiguated further. Mackenzie points out that in order to
guarantee the validity of an argument, it is not needed to disambiguate the argument
completely: it will suffice that the relevant expressions are disambiguated in the same
way.

Mackenzie stresses that Bob does not map the ambiguous expressiona on
expressions of an alternative, presumably univocal, language. By making a distinction
“I am doing something to the language I am using, not to a language I am talking
about” (Mackenzie 1988, 472): Bob extends and changes the language Ann and he are
using. This is correct: if Ann and Bob continue their discussion with their newly
indexed commitment sets their language has been changed. However, we should not
misunderstand Mackenzie's remark. At the very moment where Bob utters an
equivocation locution he really is talkingabout the language they are using. Only if
they return to, what we would call, theground level discussionhas the language been
changed.

An omission in Mackenzie’s system is that it is not stated what kind of
procedural rule prescribes univocal language, even though the equivocation locution
is presented as a point of order.

MSA is too rigid. Equivocation locutions can only be raised if they are
(obviously) justified. Consequently, there is no burden of proof connected with the
equivocation locution. Nevertheless, MSA offers animplicit way of criticising the
relevance of a distinction (although not its linguistic acceptability). For instance, if
Bob criticises the ambiguity of proper namec, distinguishingc1 andc2, Ann might be
able to show thatc1=c2. Or, if Bob criticises an ambiguity of a predicateP,
distinguishing betweenP1 andP2, Ann might be able to show that∀x(P1x↔P2x). Or,
if Bob criticises an ambiguity of a sentenceS, distinguishing betweenS1 andS2, Ann
might be able to show thatS1↔S2. If she succeeds in sustaining such a response she
may resurrect her resolution demand that had prompted Bob’s equivocation locution.
According to Mackenzie a non-formal restriction on the use of the equivocation
locution should be that it is not possible for Ann to connect the distinguished readings
in such a way as to be able to resurrect the resolution demand. If MSA is to be
understood as having this extra restriction then MSA does not offer any way of
criticising an equivocation locution.

In the account given in chapter 7 an alternative choice has been made: that
proposal provides the parties with room for arguing about the correctness of an
equivocation locution. We do not have to force the parties to raise such a criticism
only when it is justified. Bob’s distinction betweena1 and a2, P1 and P2, S1 and S2

might haveseemedjustified at the time that he raised it, because Bob was, at that
stage, not yet committed to the statement expressing the synonymity of these
expressions. Mackenzie’s non-formal restriction can then be seen as a strategic advice
for Bob: if you cannot resist re-establishment of a connection betweenaj andak which
would enable Ann to resurrect her resolution demand, then it is probablypointlessto
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criticise the ambiguity. My proposal will be more permissive, so that we can specify
the proper burden of proof for the equivocation locution and specify the
circumstances in which such a point of order should be retracted.

MSA is too lenientwith respect to Bob, so Mackenzie admits. His reason is
that the dialectical rules make the equivocation locution a device that is too powerful:
it enables a party to play theScholastic’s Gambitof making distinctions again and
again, if that stands one in good stead. The equivocation locution is too powerful for
real discussion, because in real dialogue it cannot always be sustained, even if it is
used as a response to a resolution demand. However, in chapter 7 it will be contended
that, if distinctions satisfy two conditions (a linguistic as well as a relevance
condition), playing the scholastic’s gambit is dialectically appropriate.

My reason for judging MSAtoo lenientwith respect to Bob is thata might not
be ambiguous at all in the language Ann and Bob are using. According to Mackenzie,
the equivocation locution is justified if there exist two different patterns of use for the
expressiona. He also wants to accommodate creative uses of the equivocation
locution: “there is a place, after all, for nonce-distinctions (made for the occasion)”
(Mackenzie 1988, 480). A divergence in meaning must have a first point of
occurrence, and it would be reasonable to admit the equivocation locution at that
point, where there do not yet exist several linguistic patterns for the expression. Thus,
the existence of two patterns is not a necessary condition. Nonce-distinctions should
be possible, but to my mind, there is a restriction on their use. For if there were not,
Bob would be completely immune from resolution demands, which is, of course, not
really the case. A restriction on justified equivocation locutions pertaining to
expressiona should be that it may not make use of disambiguating reformulations of
a, such that these reformulations can berejectedas linguistically inadmissible in the
context of use. Different indices should correspond with a distinction between
meanings of an expression that are not ruled out by a commonly accepted authority on
semantics. Mackenzie does not mention such a linguistic restriction.

In another way, MSA istoo stringenton Bob. Because Mackenzie restricts
attention to the need of making distinctions in the case of an apparent inconsistency,
he fails to take care of other situations where ambiguity can influence an
argumentative dialogue. More in particular, he does not deal with the kind of situation
where a listener simply finds herself in a quandary with respect to what reading could
be meant, nor with the situation where listener and speaker attribute different readings
to an ambiguous expression. Mackenzie does not deal with active ambiguities that
lead to misunderstanding only.

The merits of MSA are that it models a defeasible presumption of meaning
constancy as well as the way a point of order can be raised against a certain misuse of
ambiguity. This provides a starting point for the account in chapter 7.

2. VANACKERE 'S AMBIGUITY ADAPTIVE LOGIC

Introduction

In 1997, Vanackere proposes a logical theory, calledambiguity adaptive logicor
ACL2, that formalises the idea that if we come across an inconsistency within a set of
premises, some natural language term within the set of premises must be ambiguous
(Vanackere 1997). He offers a notion of semantic consequence as well as of logical



Formal procedural accounts

111

derivation. Vanackere’s express intention is to help bridging the gap between logic
and argumentation by adapting logic in order to enable it to cope with ambiguities.

A way to test whether a term is ambiguous is to check whether the term can be
clearly true and clearly false of the same thing (Quine 1960: 131, cf. Naess on truth
conditional synonymity in section 3 of chapter 3, cf. Pinkal 1995). If someone says
that an action is allowable as well not allowable, he may have good reasons to say so.
It may be rather uncharitable to accuse him of an inconsistency: he presumably meant
to say the action is allowable according to one set of rules, but that it ought not to be
performed according to another set of rules. Presumably, if an expression is
ambiguous there is a way to construct an apparently inconsistent set of statements.
And conversely, if someone points out inconsistent statements in reasoning, then he
might have exploited an ambiguity. Since there is this correlation between
contradiction and ambiguity, it is worth while to examine what a dialectical
interpretation of ambiguity adaptive logic would look like.

Adaptive logicians argue that classical logic works fine, except for premises
that behaveabnormallyby failing to satisfy some presupposition of classical logic
(Batens 1998). They further claim that every abnormality surfaces as an inconsistency
within classical logic. In classical logic, the principleex falso sequitur quodlibet
holds: every sentence is a logical consequence of any set of inconsistent premises.
However, adaptive logicians say, people do not actually argue that way from
inconsistent information. When we reason from an inconsistent set of premises, we
are able to isolate the possible sources of the inconsistency, and to make inferences
from the remaining information, without thinking that we are allowed to infer
everything. This feature is mirrored in adaptive logics.

Vanackere's ambiguity adaptive logic is one of these adaptive logics. An
assumption of classical logic (an assumption that is not defeasible) is that a recurrent
expression has the same meaning at every occurrence. Ambiguity adaptive logic
concerns sets of premises that are abnormal in that they may contain ambiguous
expressions. If one comes across an inconsistency the assumption of meaning
constancy should be dropped for at least some occurrences of an expression. The
presumption of the constancy of meaning is defeasible when we use natural language.
Vanackere adapts classical logic to accommodate this defeasibility.

Pragmatization

Barth calls the process by which a non-dialogical system of logic is transformed into a
set of dialectical rules for the behaviour of discussants aNaess-transformationor
pragmatization(Barth 1985, 383).117 Ambiguity adaptive logic will be transformed
into a type of rigorous persuasion dialoguecalled RPDAA, rigorous persuasion
dialogue adapted for dealing with ambiguity. Only the propositional fragment of
Vanackere's predicate logic will be taken care of here.

A model for rigorous persuasion dialogue (Walton and Krabbe 1995), is a
theory that enables us to distinguish between valid and invalid arguments by applying
a set of conversational rules. In such a dialogue, the set of premises of an argument is
represented as the opponent's set ofinitial concessions. Its conclusion is represented
as the proponent'sthesis. In the dialogue, the opponent and proponent are testing

117 The termNaess-transformationis motivated by the fact that Naess, in the 1930’s, gave a
dialogical interpretation of the ideas of some participants of the Wiener Kreis (Naess 1992).
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whether the thesis can coherently be challenged by the opponent, given his initial
concessions. If the proponent is able to show that the opponent cannot coherently
challenge the thesis, then the proponent wins the dialogue. If the proponent has
exhausted his options while not being able to show this, the opponent wins the
dialogue. The notions of a valid and invalid argument are interpreted as theexistence
of a winning strategy for the proponentand thelack of existence of such a winning
strategy.

In RPD0, a specific example of a dialogue system that corresponds with a
constructive logic (Walton and Krabbe 1995, 154-163), it is the case that if the
opponent concedes inconsistent sentences, then the proponent has a winning strategy
for any thesis whatsoever.118 In order to transform ambiguity adaptive logic into a
rigorous persuasion dialogue, we will have to get rid of thisex falso quodlibet-feature
of RPD0.

In RPDAA, the players are White and Black. At the start of the dialogue White
has the role of proponent defending a thesis. Black has the role of opponent who
challenges White's thesis, while being committed to a (possibly empty) set of
concessions. In the following account,SandT will be used as variables of (atomic or
complex) sentences, andA as a variable of atomic sentences of a languageL . The
adaptive approach will be helpful to an opponent who has conceded sentences that
seem to be inconsistent.119

Points of order

Let us take a look at the case that was presented in section 6 of chapter 4. The
discussion in court (in a simplified version) can be reconstructed dialectically in the
following way.

Prosecutor: W.B. is liable to punishment.
Defending counsel: Why?
Prosecutor: W.B. drove a car while his license was suspended. Therefore,

W.B. is liable to punishment.
Defending counsel: Your argument is based on an active ambiguity. That W.B.

drove a car is only acceptable ifdrove a caris interpreted as
moved a car forward while able to determine it's direction.
That W.B. drove a car is only supporting the thesis ifdrove a
car is interpreted more narrowly asmoved a car forward while
sitting at the driver's seat.

In the first three stages, the prosecutor and the defending counsel are discussing the
issue whether W.B. is liable to punishment by makingtopic points(Hamblin 1970,
283). In the fourth stage, the defending counsel starts a discussion about the quality of

118 Suppose the opponent concedes the sentencesS and ¬S. Then the proponent can defend
any thesisT successfully by questioning first the concession of¬S. In order to question this,
the proponent has to assertS for the sake of argument. The opponent then is obliged to react
directly to the proponent's last move, either by conceding the absurd statement, which will
lead to an immediate loss, or by challengingS. If the opponent chooses the latter option he
challenges a sentence he has also conceded, which leads to an immediate loss as well.
119 My intention is to make it plausible that RPDAA is complete and correct with respect to
ACL2, but I do not offer a proof.
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the prosecutor's argument by making a point of order: a move not directly
contributing to the issue but to the shape of the dialogue. It comments on the way
topic points are advanced and starts a metadiscussion. The part of the dialogue in
which topic points are exchanged is the ground level discussion.

Because it is not feasible to ban the use of ambiguous expressions from critical
discussion or persuasion dialogue, discussants should have the means to make
appropriate points of order about the way arguments are formulated. They are in need
of such devices in order to avoid pseudocommunication or equivocation. Since one
raises a point of order by putting forward an assertion, there is a burden of proof
associated with this act. The defending counsel has to argue for his assertion that a
certain expression is actively ambiguous (as he actually does in the example above).

By raising a point of order against the use of an allegedly ambiguous
expression the critic switches off, as it were, the presumption of meaning-constancy
with regard to the expression at issue. In RPDAA the presumption of meaning
constancy can be withdrawn for an expression if the opponent commits himself to an
inconsistent set of statements: he allegedly has stated his position in an ambiguous
way. The procedure must be such that by resolving the ambiguities, one resolves the
inconsistency.

Ambiguity adaptive persuasion dialogue

Preparatory stages

Before the discussion starts, the discussants have to prepare themselves by going
through two preparatory stages. In the first preparatory stage White expresses her
thesis by a sentenceT, while Black expresses his initial concessions by a set of
sentencesΓ. By doing so, White and Black express theirinitial conflict of opinions.

In the second preparatory stage, Black traces the different occurrences of the
atomic sentences that occur within the sentences he conceded and in the thesis that
White will defend. This is made public by supplying every occurrence of an atomic
sentence in his concessions with a different index number, which results in an
completely indexed set of concessions∆. If he wants to, he may supply some or all
occurrences of the atomic sentences in White's thesis with an index number, which
results in a (partially) indexed thesisT.

This will enable Black to express that different occurrences of an atomic
sentenceA express different propositions. For example, the concession ofA ∧ ¬A
might not contain a real contradiction. After Black has changed the concession into
the indexed sentenceA1 ∧ ¬A2 he is able to hold thatA at its first occurrence,A1, does
not mean the same asA at its second occurrence,A2.

Along the lines of Vanackere's terminology the set of indexed concessions
would be called amaximally ambiguous interpretationof Black's concessions.
However, different indices just indicate different occurrences. Because it is at this
stage not yet decided whether an atomic sentence within the initial concessions is
actually ambiguous, this set can better be called the set ofindexed concessions. It is
perfectly possible that differently indexed occurrences ofA are synonymous. Whether
different occurrences of the same atomic sentence mean something else will become
apparent in the course of the dialogue. The sentences presented in the first preparatory
stage do not play any direct role within the discussion, only the sentences presented in
the second preparatory move will.
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If we analyse our example within this format, we can picture the preparatory
stages as follows:

Defending counsel: opponent Prosecutor: proponent
My initial concessions are:W.B. drove a car. If
W.B. drove a car then he's liable to punishment.
But it's not the case that W.B. is liable to
punishment.As I will probably need to refer to
different occurrences of some atomic sentence I
will mark my initial concessions in the following
way: (W.B. drove a car)1. If (W.B. drove a car)2

then (he's liable to punishment)1. But it's not the
case that (W.B. is liable to punishment)2.

Main thesis: W.B. is liable to
punishment.

Discussion moves

The discussion proceeds according to Locution Rules, Structural Rules, Commitment
Rules and Win-and-Loss Rules (cf. Walton and Krabbe 1995, chapter 4). The rights
and obligations for White and Black at a certain stage depend partly on which role,
opponent or proponent, they have at in that stage in the dialogue. Statements made by
an opponent areconcessions, statements made by a proponent areassertions. An
opponent canchallengean assertion, a proponent canquestiona concession.

Black starts the discussion proper by two successive moves. In his first move
Black has a right (but not the obligation) to express for some or all atomic sentences
Ai that occur in his set of indexed concessions or that occur in White’s thesis, that
these sentences do mean the same, as far as he is concerned. He does so by conceding
thesynonymy sentencesassociated withAi, that is sentences of the formA↔Ai.120 So,
if he wants to concede thatA1 andA2 are synonymous he has to concede bothA↔A1

and A↔A2. The synonymy sentences conceded by Black are added to his set of
commitments (concessions) and can be used by White in order to defendT. The left-
hand atomic sentenceA in A↔Ai should not be confused with the occurrences ofA in
the initial index-free concessions of Black. An occurrence ofA without index in the
thesis, and an occurrence ofA without an index in a synonymy sentence, express the
same proposition by rule.

Black can leave open the possibility of an ambiguity inA by refraining from
conceding a synonymy sentence associated with an indexed occurrence ofA. In many
situations (but not in all, see below), it is opportune for Black not to concede any
synonymy sentences in his first move.

In Black's successive second move he challenges White's thesis. From now on
the parties move alternately.

A presumption of the dialogue is that all occurrences of an atomic sentence are
synonymous, in spite of their different index numbers. White may exploit this
presumption by requesting Black to concede a (not yet conceded) synonymy sentence
that is associated with an indexed atomic sentenceAi occurring in a concession or in
the thesis. In principle, Black should respond positively by concedingA↔Ai.
However, Black has a right to explicate his set of commitments as a consistent set.

120 Instead of 'synonymy sentence' Vanackere uses the complementary notion '¬(A↔Ai)' that
he calls anambiguity.
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Thus, White’s use of this presumption can be carried too far. In some
situations Black is confronted with a request to concede a particular synonymy
sentence, such that conceding it would make his set of concessions (the indexed
concessions together with the already conceded synonymy sentences)inconsistent. In
order to react adequately to this (RPDAA-)dialectical flaw by White, Black has to raise
a point of order: he should protest against White’s request.

The central idea of a RDAAA dialogue is that Black should concedeas many
synonymy sentencesas possible, but not so many that his set of concessions becomes
inconsistent. In Vanackere's terminology, Black's set of concessions should be
maximally normal.

If White requests Black to concede a synonymy sentence this can be
paraphrased as: "in order for your set of concessions to bemaximallynormal, you
should also concede that A↔Ai". Black can respond in two ways. He can concede the
sentence asked for. Or, if he suspects that conceding it makes his set of commitments
inconsistent, he can answer: "Your request is inappropriate, for if I concede this, there
is no model anymore for my concessions, that is,⊥ can be derived from it". In this
way, Black is able to raise a point of order against White's request. Moreover, he has
already supported his point of order by giving a reason: “if someone would concede
this synonymy sentence together with all other concession I have made, someone else
would have a winning strategy for⊥”.121

In order to examine this meta-issue White and Black have to swap roles, so
that Black takes the role of proponent and White the role of opponent. Black must
show that if an opponent is committed to (1) Black's initial concessions, (2) the
synonymy sentences Black has already conceded during the dialogue and (3) the
controversial synonymy sentence, then this opponent's position is inconsistent. Thus,
for the sake of argument, White concedes all indexed concessions of∆ made by
Black, all synonymy sentences conceded by Black at the preceding stages and the
contested sentenceA↔Ai. For the sake of argument, Black asserts⊥ as a thesis. If
Black defends⊥ successfully, he has shown to White that he did not have to concede
A↔Ai. If White wins this subdiscussion (i.e. if she can maintain the consistency of her
concessions), White has shown that Black should have concededA↔Ai.

The stages before the role reversal takes place are part of the ground level
discussion. From the stage where the role reversal takes place, the stages of the
dialogue are part of the metadiscussion. It is perfectly possible that at the end of the
dialogue no role reversal has taken place, so that the dialogue consists of a ground
level discussion only.

If we analyse our example within this format, we can picture the way the
discussion might develop from a ground level discussion (normal font) to a meta level
discussion (bold) as follows.

121 Falsum, ⊥, can be interpreted dialectically as 'the position of the opponent is absurd'
(Krabbe 1991, 107).
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I concede the following synonymy sentence:W.B. is liable
to punishment if and only if (W.B. is liable to punishment)2.
I mean, the sentenceW.B. is liable to punishmentyou used
in your main thesis means the same as the sentence I used
when I committed myself toW.B. is not being liable to
punishment.
Please, defend your thesis that W.B. is liable to
punishment.

I will proceed by
questioning you. AreW.B.
drove a carand(W.B.
drove a car)1 synony-
mous?

They are.
What aboutW.B. drove a
car and(W.B. drove a
car)2?

They are synonymous.
What about (W.B. is liable
to punishment↔ (W.B. is
liable to punishment)1)?

That's an inappropriate request. If I concede that then
my position becomes inconsistent. So, that is not how
my concessions are to be read. I am willing to defend
this thesis. Let's change seats, so that from now on I
will defend that Your position is absurd, while you are,
for the sake of argument, committed to all my previous
concessions and to the synonymy sentence that I resist
to concede.
Prosecutor: opponent Defending counsel:

proponent
Concessions:
(W.B. drove a car)1.
If (W.B. drove a car)2 then (he's liable to punishment)1.
But it's not the case that (W.B. is liable to punishment)2.
W.B. is liable to punishment if and only if (W.B. is liable
to punishment)2.
(W.B. drove a car) if and only if (W.B. drove a car)1.
(W.B. drove a car) if and only if (W.B. drove a car)2.
W.B. is liable to punishment if and only if(W.B. is liable
to punishment)1.

Thesis:
Your position is absurd.

Winning the discussion

White's aim in the ground level discussion is to get Black to concede a sentenceS that
he also challenges, or to get Black to admit that his position as an opponent is absurd,
that is to get him to concede⊥ in the ground level discussion (if Black asserts⊥ after
swapping roles, this does not count as a concession to⊥). If White achieves her aim in
the ground level discussion, she has defended her initial thesis successfully by
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showing that Black was not able to criticise the thesis in a way that is coherent with
Black's set of concessions. If White succeeds in the ground level discussion, she has
won the dialogue as a whole.

Black's aim in the ground level discussion is to criticise White's assertions
until there is no legal move available for White anymore. If Black succeeds, he has
shown that a critical stance towards White's thesis is coherent with his set of
concessions. If Black succeeds in the ground level discussion, he has won the
dialogue as a whole.

But if, before someone has won the dialogue, a metadiscussion starts, then the
discussion will be decided in the metadiscussion. Black's principal aim in the
metadiscussion is to get White to concede a sentenceS that she also challenges, or to
get White to admit that her position as an opponent is absurd. If Black succeeds, he
has defended his point of order successfully. If Black succeeds in the metadiscussion,
he has won the dialogue as a whole.

White's principal aim in the metadiscussion is to criticise Black's assertions
until there is no legal move available for Black anymore. If White succeeds in this
part, she has shown that Black cannot defend his point of order successfully. If White
succeeds here, she will have won the dialogue as a whole.

If the defending counsel does not make a fatal blunder he will be able to force
the prosecutor to admit the incoherence of his critical position, for instance as follows.

Prosecutor: opponent Defending counsel: proponent
:
(W.B. is liable to punishment)2

:
Why(W.B. is liable to punishment)2?

:
:
:
:
You said so yourself!

Formal description of RPDAA

In this section RPDAA will be presented in a more formal fashion. RPDAA is
constructed by changing RPD0 so that it corresponds with ambiguity adaptive logic.122

locution rules

The language of RPDAA is L , that is L∪ LI.
L is the customary language for propositional language, build up from:
- the infinite set of sentence lettersS: S0, S1, ... ,
- the logical constant that expresses that the opponent's position is absurd,⊥, and,
- the connectives¬, ∨, →, ↔ and∧.
LI is obtained from L by replacing the set of sentence lettersS by SI. Si ∈ SI, for i = 1,
2,…, iff S∈ S.
Sometimes it is convenient to refer to sentences from L with the index 0: A0.
Permitted locutions are of the following types, 0≤ i, whereS andT stand for (simple
or complex) sentences ofL andA for atomic sentences ofL :

122 The following description uses many of the formulations Walton and Krabbe use in their
presentation of RPD0 (Walton and Krabbe 1995, 154-163).
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Assertions, concessions SStatements
Synonymy sentences A↔Ai

Ai??
(S∧T)?? S?
(S∧T)?? T?

Challenges

(S∨T)??
(S→T)?? S
(S↔T)?? S
(S↔T)?? T

Challenges

Challenges accompanied with a concession:

(¬S)?? S
(S∧T)? S?
(S∧T)? T?

Questions

(S∨T)?
(S→T)? S
(S↔T)? S
(S↔T)? T

Questions accompanied with an assertion

(¬S)? S

Questions

Request to concede a synonymy sentence con(A↔Ai)?
Point of order Inappropriate!

I give up! I give up!
You said so yourself! You said so

yourself!

Final remarks

You position is absurd! You position is
absurd!

Each move consists of a locution of a type listed above, put forward either by Black or
by White.

Commitment rules

1 Each participant has a commitment store. The elements of a commitment store
are sentences ofL . It contains two types of commitment: normal commitments and
synonymy sentence commitments. White's commitment store is denoted as CWhite.
Black's commitment store is denoted as CBlack. In order to speak of the commitments
of the opponent or proponent, whatever participant plays that role in that stage of the
dialogue, Cprop and Copp will be used.
2 Each participant has a set of potential defences or answers. The elements of a
set of potential defences or direct answers are sentences ofL . White's set is denoted as
DWhite, Black's is denoted as DBlack. At the start of the dialogue both sets are empty. In
order to speak of the potential defences or answers of a participant in the role of
opponent or proponent, whatever participant has that role in that stage of the dialogue,
Dprop, and Dopp will be used. Dprop consists only of defences, Dopp consists only of
answers. Commitment rule 10 determines how an opponent may answer questions,
and how a proponent may defend a challenged assertion.
3 At the outset of the discussion (that is, after the preparatory stages), CBlack

consists of Black's initially indexed concessions and contains no synonymy sentences.
CWhite contains one sentence at the start of the discussion: White's initial thesis.
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4 In his first move of the dialogue Black has the right, but not the obligation, to
state for some or all of the sentence lettersAi, i ≥ 1, that occur in CBlack or CWhite, the
synonymy sentences that are associated with them. These sentences are then added to
CBlack.
5 Each sentence asserted or conceded during the dialogue is placed in the
speaker's commitment store.
6 Each challenge by a participant in the role of opponent refers to the unique
sentence of Cprop. This sentence is then removed from Cprop. The structural protective
defences associated with this challenge are entered into Dprop. The structural
protective defences are determined by the logical rules (see rule 10).
7 A question refers to an element of Copp. This sentence is not removed from the
commitment store of the opponent. The direct answers associated with the question
are entered into Dopp. Direct answers are determined by the logical rules (see rule 10).
8 An assertion or concession that does not accompany a challenge or a question
must be either a defence move, or a direct answer or a concession of a synonymy
sentence. The asserted sentence (in case of a structural defence move) or conceded
sentence (in case of a direct answer) is added to the speaker's commitment store, and
is removed from the set, Dprop or Dopp, of the speaker's potential defences or answers.
Dopp is emptied after using an element from it, but unused potential defences stay
within Dprop until they are used by the proponent.
9 If Black raises the point of order,Inappropriate!, this can be read intuitively
as,You can't force me to add A↔Ai, for that makes my set of concessions inconsistent.
After uttering Inappropriate! a role reversal takes place at the next stage. In the
subsequent metadiscussion, Black is the proponent and White the opponent. The
content of the different sets of commitments is changed as follows. CBlack will contain
exactly one sentence,⊥, which is Black's initial thesis in the metadiscussion. CWhite

will contain (1) all indexed sentences that were elements of CBlack in the initial conflict
description, (2) all synonymy sentences that Black has conceded in the ground level
discussion, and (3) the controversial synonymy sentence that White has used in her
last move.
10 The logical rule for challenge by the opponent and defence by the proponent
has two parts. The proponent canassertsentences and has todefendthese against the
opponent'schallenges. The opponentconcedessentences and tries to maintain a
coherent position while answering the proponent'squestions. (Answering a question
by concedingϕ has the force of 'my position, even withϕ added, is still coherent'.)

Element of Cprop challenged Form of challenge Structural protective defence
move(s)

S→T (S→T)?? S T
S↔T (S↔T)?? S T
S↔T (S↔T)?? T S
¬S (¬S)?? S ⊥
S∨ T (S∨T)?? S, T
S∧ T (S∧T)?? S? S
S∧ T (S∧T)?? T? T
A i Ai?? (none)
Logical rule for challenge by the opponent and defence by the proponent
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Element of Copp questioned Form of question Direct answer(s)
S→T (S→T)? S T
¬S (¬S)? S ⊥
S∨ T (S∨T)? S, T
S∧ T (S∧T)? S? S
S∧ T (S∧T)? T? T
S↔T (S↔T)? S T
S↔T (S↔T)? T S
Logical rule for question by the proponent and answer by the opponent:

Structural rules

1 In the first preparatory move, the parties express their dispute. In the second
preparatory move, Black provides a complete indexation of his set concessions, while
providing a partial or complete indexation of White’s thesis.
2 In the first move, Black is allowed, but not obliged, to concede some or all
synonymy sentences that are associated with indexed atomic sentences occurring in
Coppor Cprop.
3 The second move contains Black's challenge of White's initial thesis. From
now on, the parties move alternately. Black takes the role of proponent and White of
opponent until the end of the discussion, except if commitment rule 9 is applied.
4 In each of its moves, a proponent either defends a challenged assertion, using
an element of Dprop (a structural protective defence move, determined by the logical
rules), questions an element of Copp (according to the logical rules), makes a final
remark, or, provided that White is the proponent, requests Black to concede a
synonymy sentencecon(A↔Ai)?.
5 White, and only White, if she has the role of proponent, is allowed to make a
move con(A↔Ai)?, but only if A↔Ai is not already an element of CBlack, and if the
sentenceAi occurs either in White's initial thesis or in Black's set of initial
concessions.
6 If White requests Black to concede a synonymy sentenceA↔Ai, White must
either concede it by statingA↔Ai, or raise the point of order.
7 In each of his or her moves the opponent either answers a questioned
concession using an element of Dopp, challenges the (one) element of Cprop (according
to the logical rule), concedes a synonymy sentence in answer to a request
con(A↔Ai)?, raises the objectionInappropriate!, or makes a final remark of the type
I give up!. (In all these cases, Cprop will be empty after the move, so if an opponent
wants to challenge an assertion he or she should do so immediately.)
8 Each challenge by the opponent initiates a newlocal discussionfocusing on
the challenged assertion as itslocal thesis. If and only if within the same part of the
dialogue (either in the ground level discussion or in the metadiscussion) the same
sentence figures or has figured as a local thesis (and, consequently, has been
challenged within that part of the discussion) and occurs in Copp, the proponent can
make the final remarkYou said so yourself!. If and only if ⊥ is an element of Copp the
proponent can make the final remarkYour position is absurd!.
9 A question or request by the proponent such that one of its direct answers is
already in Copp is not permitted.
10 A sentence that has already functioned as a local thesis in some earlier local
discussion of the same part of the dialogue (ground level or metadiscussion) may not
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be put forward by the proponent as an assertion in that part of the dialogue, unless
some element was added to Copp after completion of that earlier local discussion.

Win-and-loss rules:

1 If a participant statesI give up!, he or she loses the dialogue, and the other
participant wins.
2 If the proponent makes a statementYou said so yourself!or Your position is
absurd! the party that has the role of proponent at that stage wins the dialogue
(whether it occurs in the ground level discussion or in the metadiscussion) and the
party having the role of opponent loses the dialogue.

A strategic consideration

When Black in his first move extends his set, CBlack, with synonymy sentences, the
proper strategy is to avoid conceding synonymy sentences that make CBlack

inconsistent. Thus, he should not grant too many synonymy sentences. However, he
should also be on his guard not to admit too few synonymy sentences in the first
move.

Why is it that Black in his first move must beware not to concede too few
synonymy sentences? Suppose that Black has initially concededA1 and ¬A2, that
White's initial thesis (partially indexed) isA, and that CBlack contains no synonymy
sentence after Black's first move. Then White has the option to requestcon(A↔A1)?.
Black has two options. (1) He may concede it. In that case he will have to admit that
A is true. For the reason that he concedes something that he has also challenged he
loses the discussion. (2) Black can respond by sayingInappropriate!. In that case he
will have to defend⊥ on the basis of White’s new concessionsA↔A1, A1 and¬A2.
Provided that White does not make a blunder Black will lose in that case as well,
because the set of concessions is not inconsistent. But if Black, in his first move,
concedesA↔A2, he does have a winning strategy. Because if White askscon(A↔A1)?
Black is able to criticise this question by making the moveInappropriate!. Black is
able to win the ensuing metadiscussion because the set of statements that White must
concede,A↔A1, A↔A2, A1 and¬A2 is inconsistent. Thus, as a matter of strategy, it
sometimes appears to be advantageous for Black to concede a synonymy sentence.

Three abstract examples of RPDAA discussions

In the following example White does not have a winning strategy for¬S∨ T if Black
grants thatS1 and ¬S2. T is not supported, except by the seemingly contradictory
sentences.¬S is not supported, except by¬S2, while Black may chooseS to be
heteronymous withSas in occurs in¬S2.



Chapter 6

122

Example 1:
OPPONENT
Black
S,¬S
CBlack = {S1, ¬S2 }

PROPONENT
White
¬S ∨ T
CWhite = { ¬S ∨ T1}

S↔S1, T↔T1

(¬S ∨ T1)??
¬S

(¬S)?? S
(¬S2)? S2

S2??
Con(S↔S2)?

Inappropriate!
OPPONENT
White
CWhite = {S1, ¬¬¬¬S2, S↔↔↔↔S1, T↔↔↔↔T1, S↔↔↔↔S2}

PROPONENT
Black
CBlack = {⊥⊥⊥⊥}

⊥⊥⊥⊥??
(¬¬¬¬S2)? S2

S2??
(S↔↔↔↔S2)? S

S??
(S↔↔↔↔S1)? S1

S1??
You said so yourself!

In the following example there is a winning strategy forT ∨ U1 given that Black
concededS1, ¬S2, andT1. T can be argued for without making use of the seemingly
contradictory sentences.

Example 2:
OPPONENT
Black
S,¬S, T
CBlack = {S1, ¬S2, T1}

PROPONENT
White
T ∨ U
CWhite = {T ∨ U1}

S↔S1, T↔T1, U↔U1

(T ∨ U1)??
T

T??
(T↔T1)? T1

T
You said so yourself!

The next example illustrates how Black may lose a metadiscussion.
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Example 3:
OPPONENT
Black
S,¬S, T
CBlack = {S1, ¬S2, T1 }

PROPONENT
White
T
CWhite = {T}

∅
T??

con(T↔T1)
Inappropriate!
OPPONENT
White
CWhite = {S1, ¬¬¬¬S2, T1, T↔↔↔↔T1}

PROPONENT
Black
CBlack = {⊥⊥⊥⊥}

⊥⊥⊥⊥??
(T↔↔↔↔T1) T1

T
(¬¬¬¬S2)? S2

S2?
I give up!

The semantics of ambiguity adaptive logic

RPDAA is a dialectical interpretation of Vanackere's ambiguity adaptive logic, ACL2.
In this section the semantics of the propositional fragment that has been used in the
last sections will be presented (for proof theoretical considerations, see Vanackere
1997).

The languageL of the propositional fragment is constructed in the usual way
from the setSI ∪ S. S is the set of sentence letters of propositional logic.SI is the set
of indexed sentence letters, i.e.Si ∈ SI, for i = 1, 2,…, iff S∈ S. S, T, U andV will be
sentences ofL .

S is anACL2-semantic consequenceof Γ iff S is true in all ACL2-models of a
maximally ambiguous interpretation∆ of Γ. A maximally ambiguous interpretationof
a set of formulas is a representation of this set in which each occurrence of an atomic
sentence A has a different index i (i>0). Thus, a maximally ambiguous interpretation
of the set {D, ¬D, W} is { D1, ¬D2, W1}.

An ACL2-modelof ∆ is a classical model that ismaximally normal. That
means that in an ACL2-model as many of the synonymy sentences as possible are
true, or as Vanackere would express it, in which as few ‘ambiguities’ as possible are
true. The set oftrue synonymy sentences of a classical model Mis the set of
expressionsA↔Ai such that VM(A↔Ai) = 1. That M is amaximally normalmodel
with respect to∆, means that M is a classical model of∆ and that there is no classical
model M' of∆ such that the true synonymy sentences of M are a proper subset of the
true synonymy sentences of M'.

That a set of (non-indexed) premisesΓ is ambiguous (in Vanackere's
terminology) means thatΓ is inconsistent. In such a case,Γ has no model, butΓ's
maximally ambiguous interpretation∆ does have a classical model and therefore also
at least one ACL2-model. But not every classical model of∆ is necessarily an ACL2
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model of it, since a classical model may verify fewer synonymy sentences than is
possible for a model verifying∆.

The following argument illustrates the introduced concepts. In order to derive
the conclusion, one does not need to use the apparent contradiction within the set of
premises.

W.B. does drive a car and W.B. does not drive a car. The police officer arrested W.B.
Therefore, the police officer arrested W.B.

The scheme of reasoning is:A, ¬A, B / B. The maximally ambiguous interpretation of
the premises is:A1, ¬A2, B1. Synonymy sentences associated with atomic sentences
occurring in the set of premises are:A↔A1, A↔A2, B↔B1. The following truth table
fragment describes all classical models in which the indexed premises are true.

A B A1 A2 B1 ¬¬¬¬A2 A↔A1 A↔A2 B↔B1

M1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 0 1
M2 1 0 1 0 1 1 1 0 0
M3 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 1 1
M4 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 1 0

Only M1 and M3 are ACL2-models. M2 is disqualified by virtue of the fact that there
is a classical model, M1, in which all synonymy sentences of M2 are true, and even
other synonymy sentences are true, and an analogous observation holds for M4.

A RPDAA-dialogue can be described in semantic terms. In the dialogue, White
has to show that thesisT is true in all ACL2-models in which the indexed premises∆
are true. Black may try to find an ACL2-model that is acounterexampleto ∆ / T, that
is, an ACL2-model in which the indexed premises are true and in whichT is false.
Therefore Black may, in his first move, concede as many synonymy sentences as he
likes. White may see to it that the model that Black chooses is indeedmaximally
normal. She does so by requesting him to concede further synonymy sentences.
Because Black has a right to find a model for∆, he may object to such a request if
adding that sentence makes his set of concessions inconsistent. White then has the
right to test the correctness of this objection in a metadiscussion.

The proof theory that Vanackere presents, that we will not deal with any
further, has a surprising feature. The person who tries to construct a proof from∆ to T
also tries to disqualify lines in the proof if they are dependent on ambiguities. In a
dialogical setting this is represented in an intuitively plausible way by the role
reversal. After reversing roles the opponent of the initial thesis (Black) tries to
disqualify an element of the proof that the proponent of it (White) is constructing.

Evaluation

RPDAA is too lenient with respect to Black

What is attractive about ACL2, according to Vanackere, is that it is tolerant as well as
normative. In my view, RPDAA is too lenient with respect to Black. That the
presumption of the univocality of a sentenceS leads to inconsistencies in a discussion
provides insufficient ground for concluding thatS is ambiguous. Withholding a



Formal procedural accounts

125

concession ofA↔Ai is not reasonable if sentenceA actually does mean the same at all
occurrences. Discussants may commit themselves to the meaning or meanings ofA,
for example by (implicitly) agreeing to some (lexical or stipulative) definitions in a
preparatory stage or by committing themselves to a semantic authority such as a
dictionary. An opponent is allowed to disambiguate her commitment set {S,¬S} to
{ S1, ¬S2, S↔S1, ¬(S↔S2)}, provided that the discussants did not (implicitly) adoptS's
univocality. This is a reasonable restriction because sometimes critics do, in fact,
entangle themselves in real contradictions. A proponent should be able to criticise an
opponent's refusal to concede an identity expressing concessionA↔Ai by pointing out
the lack of ambiguity of sentenceA as uttered in this context.

RPDAA does not cover one-occurrence cases of active ambiguity.

In addition to logical validity, another criterion is important for evaluating
argumentation: the acceptability of the basic premises. A premise with a single
occurrence of atomic sentenceA can be ambiguous in the sense that the opponent's
response to it depends on the interpretation ofA. Moreover, in real life argumentation,
warrants often remain implicit and a term that occurs only once in an argument can be
actively ambiguous by making the reasoning an instance of the fallacy of
equivocation. RPDAA does not accommodate one-occurrence cases of active
ambiguity.

RPDAA is too hard on Black.

Another limitation of RPDAA is that a set of (indexed) concessions contains an
ambiguity if and only if the non-indexed set of initial concessions is inconsistent. But
ambiguity sometimes only surfaces as falsehood, derived from acceptable premises
that do not contain any inconsistency. If an opponent has been forced to concede a
sentence that he does not agree with, he might distinguish between different meanings
of different occurrences of an expression in his set of concessions. Thus,
disambiguation should not be restricted to situations where a set of concessions is
inconsistent.

Vanackere himself offers an example of such an argument. "Girls are roses,
roses are plants, hence girls are plants". Because no inconsistencies surface yet, the
proponent would have a winning strategy for it in a version of RPDAA that
accommodates predicate logic. The gap between conceding a contradiction and
conceding something Black conceives as false could be repaired by inserting an extra
rule in RPDAA: when Black has been forced to concede something unacceptable to
him, he is allowed to add a sentence to his set of concessions that is the denial of the
unacceptable sentence. The disadvantage of such a version is that White never has a
winning strategy, for Black will always be able to add the negation of White's initial
thesis if he is in trouble. However, within such a dialogue White is able to let Black
express his opinions more completely.

RPDAA as a model to represent and evaluate real dialogues.

After examining these drawbacks of RPDAA, it is time to call attention to its worth.
Ambiguity adaptive logic, unlike a theory such as supervaluationism, admits of a very
plausible dialectical interpretation. RPDAA satisfies some of the central theoretical
requirements that we have outlined for an adequate procedural account of ambiguity.
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The theory implements some of the features that we are after: it models a defeasible
principle of meaning constancy; the presumption can defeated by raising a point of
order; it makes a distinction between a ground level discussion and a metadiscussion;
it provides a clear burden of proof for raising a point of order; and it provides the
means for swapping roles. All these features will be adopted in the model for
persuasion dialogue in chapter 7.

3. SUMMARY

MSA and RPDAA share several features that we are looking for in order to carry out
Hamblin’s program. MSA is an express attempt to carry out this program and
explicitly models the act of raising a point of order, the act of disambiguating
statements, and the workings of a defeasible presumption of meaning constancy.
RPDAA satisfies even moredesiderata: the act of raising a points of order, the
working of a defeasible presumption of meaning constancy, the distinction between
ground level and metadiscussion, the burden of proof assigned to a point of order, and
the swapping of roles. All these features will be adopted in some form in the model
for persuasion dialogue in the next chapter. But we will have to avoid the main defect
of both RPDAA and MSA: we should not link inconsistency and ambiguity too closely.

Another feature of both theories will be taken up in the next chapter: in order
to accommodate for active ambiguity we do notper seneed to modify the notion of
validity that is implemented in rigorous persuasion dialogue. In ambiguity dialectic,
the parties may check the validity of an argument, by having a RPD0-dialogue. The
issue of ambiguity can be raised and examined within the permissive parts of the
discussion (see section 6 of chapter 1 for an account of complex persuasion dialogue).
It only makes sense to check the validity of an argument if no party supposes an
expression in the argument to be actively ambiguous. Therefore, if the permissive
parts of a persuasion dialogue provide the discussants with adequate means to cope
with active ambiguities, we do not have to change the concept of validity, and
consequently, we do not have to implement a special kind of rigorous persuasion
dialogue that accommodates active ambiguities.
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CHAPTER 7: AMBIGUITY DIALECTIC

I NTRODUCTION

In this chapter, a procedural account of active ambiguity will be presented. The theory
carries out part of Hamblin’s program for a theory of charges and Krabbe’s program
for an immanent dialectical theory of fallacy. The dialectical model, calledambiguity
dialectic, will satisfy the requirements derived at in chapter 4.

1. DEGREES OF STRICTNESS

Given that actively ambiguous expressions can have positive side-effects, and, more
importantly, given that discussants are not always in control of the resources needed
to avoid using such expressions, these ambiguities should not be banned from
persuasion dialogue completely. Nevertheless, active ambiguities result in
consequences that are detrimental for achieving the main goal of a critical discussion
and they shouldideally not be used. The commitment to the ideal of a clear language
is a commitment to the active effort and the serious attempt to formulate clear enough
statements. The use of contextually univocal expressions is a regulative ideal inherent
in the normative concept of persuasion dialogue. The constitutive rules of ambiguity
dialectic oblige the parties toattemptto express themselves univocally, while the rule
that obliges them to express themselves univocally and to succeed in the attempt, is
only of a regulative nature.

Because active ambiguities must be allowed in persuasion dialogue we have to
enable the parties to correct and repair deficient expressions. The two main
instruments in the proposal of this chapter are to give Black the option to raise the
objection 'That is actively ambiguous!' and to give both Black and White the option to
disambiguate statements and arguments. As we have already seen, to point out an
active ambiguity is not to comment neutrally upon the dialogue's course, but to point
out that some formulation has a possibly damaging effect on the dialogue. Such a
locution, called anambiguity criticism, does not concern so much the topic at issue,
but the procedural issue of the appropriateness of the choice of words. Hence, such an
objection starts a metadialogue. Moreover, both parties may disambiguate their
statements spontaneously. This act will be seen as a way to anticipate a justified
ambiguity criticism and consequently also as a part of a metadialogue.

In order to enable a normative model to provide rules for both ground level
discussion as well as metadiscussion, the solution outlined in section 8 of chapter 1
will be adopted: regulative rules determine an ideal way of resolving disputes while
constitutive rules determine a method by which violations of regulative rules can be
revealed and corrected.

Regulative rules should rule out the use of actively ambiguous expressions.
The constitutive rules of a complete model are to be such that (1) the parties are
enabled to discuss the topic at issue, (2) the parties may violate the regulative rules,
(3) the commitment to the constitutive rules implies a commitment toattemptto obey
the regulative rules, (4) the parties may raise a point of order, objecting that a
regulative rule has been transgressed, (5) loss of the resulting metadialogue must be
disadvantageous to the looser, and (6) the metadialogue is functional with regard to
resolving the original conflict of opinions (cf. Krabbe 2003). The model forambiguity
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dialectic is to be seen as a fragment of a richer, more complete model. Because
attention is restricted to the issues of active ambiguity it contains just one regulative
rule: 'do not use actively ambiguous expressions'.

A discussion in which the parties do not violate any of theconstitutiverules of
ambiguity dialectic is called adiscussion according to the rules of ambiguity dialectic,
or more shortly, anad-discussion. Ambiguity dialectic is the normative model that
defines such discussions. A discussion in which the parties succeed in obeying both
the constitutive as well as the regulative rule at every stage is anoptimal discussion
and the rules that define such discussions can be seen as defining a normative model,
called the optimal model. Below ambiguity dialectic will be defined, and
consequently, so will the optimal model.

When we focus our attention on the analysis of real discussions in chapter 8,
we have to distinguish a third kind of normative model for discussion, called the
attempt at ad-discussion. Discussants sometimes fail in following the constitutive
rules of ambiguity dialectic while these rules remain in force as a regulative ideal. The
attempts at ad-discussions can also be captured by a normative model, calledattempt
at ad-discussion, although this model will not be defined in this study.

Whether a rule is constitutive or regulative depends on the model to which we
relate the rule. Some rules that constitute the optimal model, regulate ambiguity
dialectic and the attempt at ad-discussion. Some rules that constitute ambiguity
dialectic regulate the attempt at ad-discussion. These relations are pictured in the
following diagram. That some box y is placed within another box z indicates that at
least some rules that constitute y are regulative rules for z. The boxes are taken to
enclose possible dialogues. The dotted line indicates that in my proposal this model is
not defined in any precise way.

Figure 1.

Because the main perspective of this study is the model for ambiguity dialectic, the
term constitutive rulesnormally refers to the rules that define ambiguity dialectic,
while regulative rulesnormally refers to the rules that define the optimal model but
not ambiguity dialectic.

2. THE GENERAL FORMAT OF AMBIGUITY DIALECTIC

Ambiguity dialectic forms an expansion of the model forcomplex persuasion
dialoguethat has been developed by Walton and Krabbe (1995). For the purpose of
carrying out Hamblin's program some important features of their proposal can be left
aside, and other features will be added.123

123 For instance, no use has been made of their notion of dark-side commitments.

ambiguity dialectic

optimal model

attempt at ad-discussion
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The parties in the discussion are called White and Black. There is one main
standpoint in the discussion, although the way it is formulated may change during the
course of dialogue. White is the proponent of the main standpoint, and Black is its
opponent. However, a role reversal may take place if Black raises the issue of active
ambiguity. In such a case, Black becomes the proponent of a critical move. The
burden of proof for such criticism will be discussed in the next section.

Ambiguity dialectic accounts for the fallacy of ambiguity and the fallacy of
equivocation, whether they arise from the contextual ambiguity of a word, of a phrase
or from an ambiguity arising from the grammatical construction of a sentence.
However, in order to accommodate ambiguities in larger stretches of texts, or to
accommodate ambiguities in illocutionary force, the model has to be adapted in
certain directions.

If the issue of active ambiguity does not arise, White offerslocal arguments
for assertions that Black’s challenges.124 Local arguments consist of one standpoint,
one reason and a connection premise or warrant and have the following form:

T

S & S→T

This can often be abbreviated asS so T(more complex arguments will be presented in
the graphical mode). In pragma-dialectical terminology, local arguments look like
instances ofsingle argumentation(Van Eemeren and Grootendorst 1984, 73).
However, the reason of a local argument can be very complex, and the several reasons
in a real-life argument can be dealt with in ambiguity dialectic by constructing a
conjunction. White may prepare a local argument by trying to elicit concessions from
Black. She can do so by posing a request to concede a statement.

Black is allowed to challenge one element of a local argument, that is, either
the reason or the warrant, but not both.125 Thus, Black must reflect carefully on his
strategy before making a choice. After a challenge, White has aprima facieobligation
to provide a new local argument for the challenged assertion.

Black may concede statements in the opening stage before the exchange of
arguments and criticisms has started, or in the argumentation stage as a response to a
request by White to concede a statement. Black is committed to these statements in
the sense that he is not allowed to challenge them. Concessions function as the
material on which White can base her argumentative strategy. Different from
assertions, concessions cannot be challenged and do not lead to a burden of proof.

If White has, at a stage i, already offered more than one local argument, these
local arguments can always be put together into one complex argument. This complex
argument will be called theglobal argument at stage i,or more shortly, GAi.

126

White wins the discussion whenever Black concedes the main standpoint.
Black wins whenever White retracts her main standpoint.

124 The notion of a local argument resembles the notion of an elementary argument (Walton
and Krabbe 1995, 128)
125 The rationale is to construct a system of dialectic that is as simple as possible.
126 The notion of a global argument resembles the notion of a basic argument (Walton and
Krabbe 1995, 129).
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As has been supported in section 3 of chapter 6, the issue of active ambiguity
can best be raised and examined in the permissive parts of a persuasion dialogue,
because the occurrence of active ambiguity does not compel us to adopt an alternative
notion of logical validity. Ambiguity dialectic is a permissive kind of dialogue in
which parties may correct defective formulations. If they see the need to check the
logical validity of an argument, they can start a rigorous subdialogue on the issue.
Within such rigorous persuasion dialogues the presumption of meaning constancy has
turned into a non-defeasible and rigid rule. Before the rigorous subdialogue starts,
Black has the option of raising the issue of active ambiguity. This make-up
implements Naess's idea that the application of logic presupposes a theory of
interpretation.

The issue of active ambiguity can be raised in two different ways. First, a
party can raise an ambiguity criticism against the other party. In addition, both parties
can criticise and correct themselves. In all cases a metadiscussion starts.

What kind of dialogue is such a metadiscussion? Van Eemeren and
Grootendorst make a distinction that pertains to this issue (Van Eemeren and
Grootendorst 1984, 24). If a listener does not understand a speech act he could make
that clear, for instance by requesting ausage declarative. The result is anexplicative
dialogue in which the attempt at communication is restored. If a listener does not
acceptpart of what a speaker says, the resulting dialogue will be aproblemizing
dialogue, in which the original speaker tries to convince the other party of the
acceptability of a speech act. A metadialogue that arises from raising the issue of
active ambiguity neither results in a purely explicative, nor in a purely problemizing
dialogue. Active ambiguity refers to the circumstance in which an expression can be
understood in various ways while choosing between these ways affects the
acceptability of statements. The resulting metadialogue partly concerns the meaning
of an expression and is partly explicative, but it also leads to the instalment or
retraction of commitments and is in that light partly problemizing or argumentative in
nature.

According to the dialectical division of tasks, parties must be enabled to
achieve their participant’s aims. Given the interests summarised in section 7 of
chapter 4, we have to provide rules for several situations: first, where Black charges
White with active ambiguity, second, where Black corrects himself and third, where
White corrects herself. We will not provide rules for the situation where White
charges Black with active ambiguity. Why this is not needed will be explained below.

Before dealing with the procedural rules in detail, we may consider the basic
principles of dealing with active ambiguity. A party may raise the issue of active
ambiguity, either by criticising the other party or by correcting his or her own use of
words. When the parties have reached agreement about the correctness of such a point
of order this results in all cases in White’s offering or upholding adisambiguated
global argument(see below). If party 1 raises the issue of active ambiguity, then, in
all cases, the other party has two critical options. (1) Since party 1, when raising the
issue of active ambiguity, utilises a particular linguistic analysis, party 2 may
challenge the admissibility of this linguistic analysis by invoking the utterance
meaning testing procedure. (2) Party 2 may challenge the contextual relevance of the
alleged active ambiguity. The relevance of a linguistic distinction is supported by
pointing out a pseudo-agreement, a fallacy of equivocation, or a pseudodispute.

Two central concepts in ambiguity dialectic aredisambiguating reformulation
(see section 1 of chapter 2 and section 2 of chapter 5) anddisambiguation. As we
have seen in chapter 2,Ei is a disambiguating reformulationof E if and only if Ei is
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presented by a party as more precise thanE. By using disambiguated reformulations a
party can present adisambiguationof a sentence, of a set of sentences, or of a global
argument at stage i. It is stipulated that for each x and y (where x and y are either both
sentences or both sets of sentences or both global arguments), y is adisambiguationof
x, based on an allegedly ambiguous expressionE, and on disambiguating reformula-
tionsE1,...,En, if and only if all occurrences ofE in x are replaced with occurrences of
E1,...,En (different occurrences ofE can be replaced with different disambiguating
reformulations). The set of all possible disambiguations of x, based onE andE1,...,En

is indicated as DE1,...,En(x). When a party disambiguates a sentence, a set of sentences
or a global argument, he or she chooses an element from DE1,...,En(x), n ≥ 2. The
expressions fE1,...,En(x), gE1,...,En(x). etc. stand for different choices from DE1,...,En(x),
while the difference between fE1,...,En(x) and gEo,...,Er(x) stands for the difference
between a choice from DE1,...,En(x) and a choice from DEp,...,Er(x).127

The rules for ambiguity dialectic will be specified in some detail. This enables
us to get a clear picture of how the model works. Part of the specification will be the
choice for a certain language being used in the model: the language of first order
logic. However, the structural rules and the win-and-loss rules of ambiguity dialectic
are also applicable to other languages, and in chapter 8 these rules are applied to
English. So, ambiguity dialectic is to be understood as a general model that can be
applied to various languages.

3. AN AMBIGUITY CRITICISM RAISED BY BLACK

If Black thinks that White uses an active ambiguity he may criticise White of having
violated the regulative rule for univocal language use. The alleged violation can take
place when White presents her standpoint, offers an argument or when she requests
Black to concede a statement.

The locution by which an ambiguity criticism can be raised is constituted from
parts that can be derived from the definition of active ambiguity (section 1 of chapter
2). The form of an ambiguity criticism, and the proper burden of proof that is
associated with it will be discussed by using an abstract example. For a concrete
example, one may instantiate the abstract example using the following translation key:
T = The bill Termination of life on requestshould be passed.
S = Euthanasia is morally acceptable.
E = euthanasia
E1 = termination of life on request
E2 = termination, by a doctor, of the life of a patient who is suffering unbearably, who
has no prospects, and who has expressly and earnestly requested for this termination
S1 = Termination of life on request is morally acceptable.
S2 = Termination, by a doctor, of the life of a patient who is suffering unbearably and
without any prospect of improvement and who has expressly and earnestly requested
for this termination is morally acceptable.

127 The difference between E1,...,En and Ep,...,Er must be understood as follows. If E1,...,En =
x and Ep,...,Er = y, then x⊂ {Ei | i ≥ 0}, y ⊂ {Ei | i ≥ 0}, and it is not the case that y⊆ x.
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Consider the followingheuristic profile of dialogue.128 An arrow means that
the move below is an allowable continuation of the discussion. Moves given in bold
are moves at a metalevel.

White: T White presents the main
standpoint

Black: Why T? Black challenges it

White: S so T A local argument in which
E occurs

Black: You violated a regulative rule for persuasion
dialogue!

Black raises a point of
order and starts a
metadiscussion

White:Which rule?

Black: The regulative rule for using only univocal
expressions

White: In what way?

Black: E, occurring in S, is actively ambiguous

White: Between what readings?

Black: Between the readings expressed by E1 and E2

Figure 2.

We can read this as a dialogue where Black raises one objection that is beingspecified
and completedas the dialogue proceeds. Thus, the standard formulation of an
ambiguity criticism can be taken to have the following form:E is actively ambiguous
between E1,...,En. In ambiguity dialectic the following shortcut is appropriate:

White: T

Black: Why T?

White: S so T

Black: E is actively ambiguous between E1 and E2

Figure 3.

Such an ambiguity criticism can also be raised in response to a move where White
presents her main standpoint or where she requests Black to concede a statement.
From the stage whereE is criticised as actively ambiguous,E is considered to be
disqualifiedand may not be used without making clear in what reading it must be

128 A heuristic profile of dialogue is way of presenting reasonable fragments of a discussion.
Different from a normative profile of dialogue, a heuristic profile is not defined by a
dialectical system. It provides a way of examining what discussion fragments should be
assessed as admissible by a satisfactory dialectical model (cf. Krabbe 2002).
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taken. If Black retracts the ambiguity criticism at a later stage,E is no longer
disqualified. Using active ambiguities that are disqualified involves committing a
fallacy in the sense of violating a constitutive rule of ambiguity dialectic.

White can choose to assent to the ambiguity criticism and present a
disambiguated global argument. White mayfully acknowledgeBlack’s criticism by
using the disambiguations E1,...,En proposed by Black and choose any desired
disambiguation fE1,...,En(GA) of the original global argument GA. Because White uses
disambiguating reformulations that are proposed by Black, White’s disambiguation of
the global argument is not liable to a request for a linguistic test by Black. Black is
obliged to resume the ground level discussion in his next move.

However, White may alsopartly acknowledgeBlack’s criticism and choose a
disambiguation gEp,...,Er(GA), that is, a disambiguation based on an alternative
linguistic analysis, whereE is replaced by occurrences ofEp,...,Er. Thus, going back
to our example, if Black would criticise an expression as actively ambiguous between
E1 andE2 then White may also disambiguate her argument in the following alternative
way: termination of life on request of the patient or on request of the patient’s family,
is morally acceptable, therefore, this bill must be passed. (It is only at this point of the
discussion that White has the option to acknowledge Black's ambiguity criticism only
partly. If she chooses to challenge the ambiguity criticism and if she is, at a later
stage, nevertheless compelled to present a disambiguated global argument, then that
disambiguated global argument must be based upon a fully acknowledged ambiguity
criticism, that is, it must be based on the disambiguating expressionsE1,...,En.)

If Black accepts the disambiguating reformulations used by White he may
resume the ground level discussion and challenge an element of the disambiguated
global argument. Because White introduces new disambiguating reformulations ofE,
these new ones are liable to a request for a linguistic test, in other words: Black has
the option to challenge their linguistic admissibility. If he does so, White must invoke
the utterance meaning testing procedure (see section 1 of chapter 2) that has been
adopted by the parties in a preliminary opening stage.

Following the procedure results in a positive or a negative verdict about the
disambiguating reformulations introduced by White. The resulting verdict 'positive' is
to be interpreted as 'each of them is a proper disambiguation ofE in this context, that
is, the set of meanings expressed by them, in this context, is a proper subset of the
meanings expressed byE in this context.’ This verdict does not imply that this set of
proper disambiguations is a complete set for the context of utterance. The verdict
'negative' is to be interpreted as 'at least one of them is not a proper disambiguation of
E in this context'.

If the result is positive, then White must repeat her last (disambiguated)
argument and resume the ground level discussion that way. If the result is negative,
she must present a disambiguation of her global argument, based on the
disambiguating reformulations of Black, that is, she must choose some fE1,...,En(GA).

In the profiles below, a splitting of arrows indicates a choice for the next
speaker.129 An occurrence ofdnlt: stands for “I disambiguate, using disambiguating
reformulations that are not liable to a request for a linguistic test”. An occurrence of
dlt: stands for “I disambiguate, using disambiguating reformulations some of which
are liable to a request for a linguistic test”. These profiles are incomplete and other
kinds of moves might be reasonable continuations as well.

129 A splitting of arrows will also be used for indicating moves that are forced on the parties
due to a certain result of the utterance meaning testing procedure.
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Black: E is actively ambiguous between readings expressed by E1 and E2

White: d nlt: S2 so T White: dlt: S3 so T

Black: why(S2→T)? Black: is S3 admissible?

White: [carries out a test, if
positive] dnlt: S3 so T

White: [carries out a test, if
negative] dnlt: S2 so T

Figure 4. Fully and partly acknowledging Black’s ambiguity criticism

If White does not want to acknowledge Black's ambiguity criticism, how can she
challenge it? Given the definition of active ambiguity, and my proposal on how to
evaluate active ambiguity, Black's ambiguity criticism can be split up in two distinct
statements. An ambiguity criticism is equivalent to:E might, according to our
standards of correct English, mean the same as E1, or... or as En such that each of
these Ei is more precise than E and, moreover, using E without disambiguating it may
harm the process of conflict resolution.White can request Black to take responsibility
for both statements. Thus, the dialogue might proceed in the following ways:

Black: E is actively ambiguous between readings expressed by E1 and E2

White: What do you mean?

Black: E may, according to our standards of correct English, mean the same as
E1 or E2, such that each of them is more precise than E, and moreover using E
may harm the process of conflict resolution.

White: Defend the left conjunct. White: Defend the right conjunct.

Black: E may, according to our
standards of correct English, mean the
same as E1 or E2, such that each of
them is more precise than E

Black: using E without disambiguating
it may harm the process of conflict
resolution

White: Show me that these
disambiguating reformulations are
linguistically admissible.

White: why?

Figure 5.

In order to speed up the dialogue, we can adopt a shortcut that does not interfere with
any of the parties' opportunities:

Black: E is actively ambiguous between readings expressed by E1 and E2

White: Show me that these
disambiguating reformulations are
linguistically admissible.

White: Why is the distinction relevant?

Figure 6. White challenges either of the two components of an ambiguity criticism
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If White challenges the linguistic admissibility of the disambiguating reformulations,
Black has to apply the utterance meaning testing procedure. This results in a verdict
on the linguistic appropriateness of the set of disambiguationsE1,...,En proposed by
Black in his ambiguity criticism.130

If the procedure followed by Black has a positive result Black must say so and
White is now required to present a disambiguation, based on the disambiguating
reformulations proposed by Black, of the global argument that she has put forward
until then: fE1,...,En(GA). If the procedure has a negative result, Black is obliged to
retract his ambiguity criticism and White must resume the ground level discussion by
repeating her move just before Black raised his ambiguity criticism.

White: Show me that the distinction is linguistically admissible.

[If negative] Black: I take it back that
E is actively ambiguous between
readings expressed by E1 and E2

[If positive] Black: the result is positive

White: S so T White: d nlt: S2 so T
Figure 7. White challenges the linguistic admissibility of Black’s ambiguity criticism

If White challenges the contextual relevance of the ambiguity criticism, Black may
specify his ambiguity criticism in two directions: he may contend that the alleged
active ambiguity is part of a fallacy of equivocation, or he may hold that responding
in a direct way to the move that contains the expression probably leads to
misunderstanding.131 Moreover, he may have second thoughts and withdraw his
ambiguity criticism, after which White may resume the ground level discussion by
repeating her argument in the original formulation.

White: Why is the distinction relevant?

Black: Equivocation, that is, E
masks a dialectical weakness on
your part such that you lack a
effective persuasion strategy,
that is, I you disambiguate, I’ll
win

Black: E has led or
might lead to a
misunderstanding

Black: I retract my
ambiguity criticism

White: S so T
Figure 8. White challenges the relevance of Black's ambiguity criticism

130 The utterance meaning machine does not test whether two or more disambiguating
reformulations are contextually synonymous. There is no need to test this because White has
the option to challenge the contextual relevance if Black proposes contextually equivalent
disambiguations.
131 The theory defended here is at odds with Powers’s one fallacy theory. He contends that
there is only one kind of fallacy, the fallacy of equivocation (Powers 1995). The account
defended here leaves also room for the alternativefallacy of (active) ambiguity. Moreover, the
present account leaves room for other ways by which an opponent may raise points of order.
An opponent might successfully argue that the proponent committed a kind of fallacy without
pointing out an alleged active ambiguity.
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An equivocation criticismcan be raised by saying something like "expression E
masks dialectical weaknesses on your part such that you lack an effective persuasion
strategy." This implies the prediction that Black will be able to win the discussion if
White disambiguates her global argument, no matter what disambiguation choice she
makes. Such an equivocation criticism constitutes one way in which an ambiguity
criticism can be specified. White must challenge Black’spreliminary verdict(Krabbe
1999, 467) by choosing a disambiguation of her global argument. The ensuing
discussion enables the parties to find out whether White lacks an effective persuasion
strategy if she disambiguates her global argument, as Black expects. (Because White
has already, at an earlier stage, decided not to challenge the linguistic admissibility of
Black’s linguistic analysis, the disambiguation must be based on the disambiguating
reformulations ofE that Black has introduced in his ambiguity criticism.)

Because this subdiscussion is aimed at checking the correctness of Black’s
equivocation criticism, it is still part of the metadiscussion. However, the parties can
resolve their original conflict of opinions by resolving this subdiscussion, because the
disambiguated global argument must also be seen as a presentation of what White
takes her position to be. If Black wins the metadiscussion prompted by the equivoca-
tion criticism he sustains his equivocation criticism and wins the discussion as a
whole. If White wins it, Black's equivocation criticism is refuted, and White wins the
discussion as a whole.132

Black: E masks a dialectical weakness on your part such
that you lack an effective persuasion strategy

equivocation criticism

White: d nlt: S2 so T
[...]

challenge by
presenting a
disambiguated global
argument

Black: I concede T and I retract
that E is actively ambiguous
between readings expressed by E1
and E2

Black: ...

White: I retract T

result of this
subdiscussion decides
the discussion as a
whole

Figure 9. Arguing about a charge of equivocation

If White challenges the contextual relevance of Black’s ambiguity criticism and Black
responds by stating thatE might lead to misunderstanding then Black must show what
the misunderstanding would look like. Because pointing out pseudodisputes is part of
White's job (see section 7 of chapter 4) Black must indicate a possible concession
with diverging readings or a pseudo-agreement. In ambiguity dialectic the difference
between a pseudo-agreement and a concession with diverging readings cannot be
dealt with adequately. The reason is that, in ambiguity dialectic, White can only use
concessions by asserting them, whereas in real discussions a proponent can argue
without committing herself to the acceptability of the reasons: ‘you said S, so you
should also admit that T’. Therefore, each case of a concession with diverging
readings that matters in the dialogue appears as a case where White asserts this

132 Within a metadiscussion about the correctness of an equivocation criticism, and only there,
metadiscussions at still higher levels can be started.
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concession (as a reason to support a thesis). As a consequence, we can, in the case
where Black is to indicate a kind of (possible) misunderstanding, require Black to
point out a pseudo-agreement.

Black should identify a statementU that has been used by White or that is
contained within Black's set of concessions, and that contains the expressionE. Black
must identify a reading that makes the statement acceptable to him and a reading that
makes it yet unacceptable. He should make it clear that hewouldconcedefE1,...,En(U) if
that were put to him, while hewouldchallengegE1,...,En(U) if White would have used a
formulation that amounts to that disambiguation.

This counterfactual support of Black’s ambiguity criticism can be simplified.
If a party declares that he would be willing to concedefE1,...,En(U) he can be taken as
committing himself to it. It suffices to require Black to concedefE1,...,En(U). If a party
states that he would be challengegE1,...,En(U) he can be taken to express his doubts
with respect togE1,...,En(U). It suffices to require Black tochallenge gE1,...,En(U).
(However, this challenge should not lead to an obligation on White's part to supportU
in this reading, because she may not have intended this reading ofU. White has an
obligation to offer an argument for statementU, if U is challenged and, moreover, she
has assertedU. If, as in the profile below, Black challenges a statement that has not
yet been uttered by White, White does not need to offer an argument for it.) After
Black has revealed the pseudo-agreement, White must acknowledge the ambiguity
criticism fully and present a disambiguated global argument using disambiguating
reformulationsE1,...,En, that is, she should present ahE1,...,En(GA)for some h.

In the profiles,dpa stands for: I disambiguate in order to show a (possible)
pseudo-agreement.

Black: E has lead or might lead to a
misunderstanding

i.e., to a pseudo-agreement

White: Show me.

Black: dpa: I concede S2, Why S1? i.e., you might have meant S1, while
I am only willing to concede S2

White: [Presents a disambiguated global argument]

Black: [resumes the ground level discussion]
Figure 10. Showing a pseudo-agreement

Because White’s move, “show me”, is a request for a specification we can use the
following shortcut.

White: Why is the distinction between E1 and E2 relevant?

Black: Equivocation: I’ll win Black: dpa: I concede S2, why S1 ?
Figure 11. Supporting the relevance of an ambiguity criticism

In addition to criticising statements, Black may criticise a request to concede some
statement as containing an active ambiguity. If Black does so White must be able to
challenge the ambiguity criticism in the same ways as when an ambiguity criticism is
raised against an assertion. Consequently, Black must either be prepared to show what
misunderstanding could have resulted had he not noticed the ambiguity, or be
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prepared to predict that White covers up a dialectical weakness and henceforth lacks
an effective persuasion strategy after disambiguation of the global argument of that
stage.133

One subtype of the fallacy ofnit-picking, that which has to do with ambiguity,
might be defined as criticising an alleged active ambiguity while not being able to
state, in a convincing way, why the ambiguity matters to the current discussion. Thus,
it is a fallacy on the opponent’s part, and it is not so much a fallacy of ambiguity, as a
fallacy of ambiguitycriticism. This fault, however, is not dealt with as afallacy in
ambiguity dialectic.134

The burden of proof assigned to the proponent of a statement that an
expression leads or might lead to misunderstanding, provides acheckon the tendency
to detect pseudo-agreement where there is none, but it does not provide a guarantee
against it. Even the burden of proof assigned to one who is pointing out a
misunderstanding, does not prevent Black from being a nit-picker. Black might be
able to play thescholastic gambitskilfully: again and again Black points out a
(looming) pseudo-agreement, accompanied by appropriate concessions and
challenges. For instance, Black, in the following dialogue, seems to come up with
distinctions that seem, for the discussion at hand, to be overly subtle and far-fetched,
given that White is not a trained philosopher, but, for instance, a child.

White: Do not kill anybody, because that is not permissible.
Black: That’s actively ambiguous, for it might lead to a pseudo-agreement. I mean, I
am prepared to accept your reason, if you intend to refer to moral permissibility, but I
do not yet agree, thinking of soldiers at war and abortion, if you mean legal
permissibility.
White: I think, killing is morally impermissible.
Black: Again I have to protest, do you mean morality in a deontic or in a utilitarian
sense, for it might prove very useful to kill dictators, you know.
White: I guess, uh, I mean that it is our moral duty to abstain from killing anyone.
Black: Are you thinking about duties to God, for I’m not sure whether we have such a
duty to keep others alive, or are you thinking, as you should, about a duty to others?
White: My conjecture is..., well, how do I know? Killing someone is just wrong,
that’s what I mean.

Black fulfils his burden of proof by showing possible misunderstandings, and still we
might say that he is nit-picking on White’s straightforward argument. The procedural
rules that will be offered do not prevent Black from playing such a scholastic gambit
in a skilful way. Neither should this kind of nit-picking be ruled out. If a sentence

133 If Black backs up her ambiguity criticism against a request by asserting that White lacks an
effective persuasion strategy, the prediction is probably premature. White, presumably, has
requested Black to concedeS in order to find out whether she may use it to support the main
standpointU. If Black, due toS’s active ambiguity, predicts that White will not be able to
persuade her ofU, White may disambiguate her global argument, which probably does not yet
include any occurrence ofS. Suppose the global argument is constituted just by the argument
T so U. Then in the ensuing discussion White may supportT in a way that differs radically
from the way she had in mind when she requested Black to concedeS: she might offer the
argumentR so T instead ofS so T. Thus, the fallacy of equivocation is not likely to be
exposed after challenging the active ambiguity of a request.
134 That would require either a regulative or a constitutive discussion rule that says that one
may not raise ambiguity criticisms if they cannot be sustained.
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admits several readings, and if Black is able to reveal an acceptable and an
unacceptable one (and neither reading can be disqualifies as linguistically
inadmissible), then White should formulate his standpoint more precisely. The verdict
that an expression is actively ambiguous is dependent on the specific position of the
opponent. The situation can be compared with evaluating arguments, the basic
premises of which must be acceptable to the opponent. Every standpoint is
indefensible against a sceptic who refuses to accept any premise (given that the rules
of dialogue do not present proponents with winning strategies for some special types
of standpoints, such as tautologies). Similarly, every term might be actively
ambiguous with respect to someone who plays the scholastic gambit skilfully (note
that one cannot both play the scholastic game, and be a radical sceptic in one and the
same discussion). This might disqualify the opponent more than the proponent: the
more interesting the opponent, the more interesting the verdict of active ambiguity.

There is an important restriction on raising an ambiguity criticism against an
expressionE used by White. IfE occurs among Black'sinitial concessions then he is
himself partly responsible for this formulation (see section 7, chapter 4). If White uses
E in a way that is unacceptable in Black’s eyes then it may not be reasonable to
charge White. Black himself is at least partly responsible for the fact that White uses
E strategically. Still, it would not be desirable to let White take full advantage of such
an active ambiguity. In those cases Black has the option to respond to White's misuse
of E by criticising and correcting himself. This will be dealt with in section 6 below.
But first we shall look into the situation where White corrects herself.

4. WHITE CORRECTS HERSELF

With respect to pseudodisputes, there is a problem that arises from the basic division
of labour in dialectic. Sometimes, White needs to analyse a conflict of opinions,
expressed by a statementS on her part, and a challenge toS by Black, as a
pseudodispute. We have seen in section 7 of chapter 4, that this right is to be assigned
to White, because she is the one who may profit from such a move. However, such an
analysis implies that an expressionE, used by herself, is actively ambiguous. And
criticising one's own expressions as violations of a regulative rule seems to goagainst
the division of labour.

This theoretical predicament is pertinent in circumstances where White has
committed the dialectical fault of using an actively ambiguous expression in a
standpoint or reasonS. However, Black does not object to the ambiguity, but
challengesS. If Black is opposed toS in an interpretation that White is not able or
willing to defend, then White would have benefited if Black had criticisedE as
actively ambiguous, because that would have enabled her to restate her argument in a
more promising way. Given this situation, and the fact that active ambiguities can not
always be avoided, it is reasonable (although it may sound somewhat strange) to give
White some sort of a “right” to be criticised for violating the regulative rule for
univocal language use.

This right can be implemented by giving White the right to present a
'spontaneous' disambiguation of her global argument at that stage. White is allowed to
present some fE1,...,En(GA) at choice. Such a disambiguation can be interpreted as
anticipating an ambiguity criticism raised by Black. The disambiguated global argu-
ment has the function of analysing a dispute as a pseudodispute. Because White
makes it clear how an earlier assertion is to be interpreted, this disambiguation is part
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of a metadiscussion. If Black acknowledges the disambiguation as appropriate, he
may respond to the topical content of the disambiguated global argument and resume
the ground level discussion.

In the profiles of dialoguedsp:E1,...,En stands for “I disambiguate my global
argument spontaneously, becauseE is actively ambiguous between disambiguating
reformulationsE1,...,En”.

White: T

Black: Why T?

White: S so T

Black: Why S?

White: d sp:E1,...,En: S2 so T White analyses Black’s challenge as part of a
pseudodispute

Black: Why S2 → T ?
Figure 12. Spontaneous disambiguation by White

White offers fE1,...,En(GA) as a response to a challenge of a statementU. Black can
challenge the relevance of the disambiguated global argument by challenging also
fE1,...,En(U). This move would rebut White’s contention that Black’s earlier challenge
of U constituted a pseudodispute, because the alleged ambiguity ofE would then have
been shown to be contextually irrelevant. In that case, White is obliged to retract her
disambiguated global argument, to reinstate the original global argument, and to
resume the ground level discussion by offering an argument forU, that is, forU in its
original formulation.

Black must also be able to challenge the linguistic admissibility of the
spontaneous reformulation ofE by requesting White to follow the utterance meaning
testing procedure. If the result is positive, White must repeat the disambiguated global
argument, and add that the disambiguating reformulations are no longer liable to a
request for a linguistic test. So, in that case, Black must resume the ground level
discussion by criticising an element from the disambiguated global argument (without
challenging the relevance). If, however, the result is negative, White is obliged to
resume the ground level discussion by offering an argument for the originalU.

From the stage where White uttersfE1,...,En(GA) until the stage where she
retracts fE1,...,En(GA), expressionE is disqualified.
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White: T

Black: Why T?

White: S so T

Black: Why S?

White: d sp:E1,...,En: S2 so T

Black: [challenge of
an element of the
disambiguated
global argument,
different from S2]

Black: relevant?;
why S2?

Black: show me that these
disambiguating reformulations are
admissible.

White: I retract
commitment to
S2 so T; I am
committed toS so
T; U so S135

White: [if nega-
tive] I retract
commitment to S2

so T; I am
committedto S so
T; U so S

White: [if
positive]
dnlt: S2 so T

Black: [challenge
of an element of
the disambiguated
global argument
different from S2]

Figure 13. Arguing about a spontaneous disambiguation by White

5. BLACK CORRECTS HIMSELF

Black needs the option of offering a spontaneous disambiguating reformulation of his
complete set of concessions at a stage i (Black’s set of concessions at stage i is
indicated asCBi).

136 He may do so if White uses an expressionE that also occurs in an
initial concession of Black's. If Black spontaneously disambiguates his set of
concessions he has to state that some expressionE is actively ambiguous between
disambiguating reformulationsE1,...,En, and replace all occurrences ofE in his set of
concessions with these disambiguating reformulations: fE1,...,En(CBi). White may
respond to this move in the three ways to be expected.

(1) White mayacknowledgeBlack’s self-correction. If she acknowledges it
fully, she presents a disambiguated global argument in which all occurrences ofE are
replaced by occurrences of disambiguations ofE that Black introduced, that is, she
presents some gE1,...En(GA).

135 In this example,S so Tis the complete global argument at this stage. First a disambigua-
tion of the global argument is retracted, then the original global argument is restored. Finally,
a basic reason (that has been challenged) of the original global argument is supported with a
local argument.
136 This move resembles Mackenzie’s moveDistinguo!(see section 1, chapter 6).
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If she partly acknowledges it she uses alternative disambiguating
reformulations ofE, possibly besides the disambiguating reformulations that Black
introduced: hEp,...,Er(GA). In the latter case, Black may in turn acknowledge White’s
alternative reformulations and resume the ground level discussion. However, Black
may also choose to challenge the admissibility of White’s alternative reformulations.
If the result of the linguistic test is positive, Black is obliged to resume the ground
level discussion by challenging an element from hEp,....,Er(GA). If the result is negative,
White is obliged to retract hEp,...,Er(GA), and to offer a certain gE1,...,En(GA), that is, a
new disambiguated global argument in which every occurrence ofE is replaced by the
disambiguating reformulationsE1,...,En introduced by Black. In the profiles of
dialogue, 'dcb:E1,...,En(CB)' stands for 'due to the fact thatE is actively ambiguous
between disambiguating reformulations E1,...,En, I disambiguate my set of
concessions as follows: ...'.

White: S so T

Black: dcb: E1,E2: S1 (Black’s set of initial concessions = {S})

White: d nlt: S1 so T White: d lt: S3 so T

Black:
Why(S1 → T)?

Black:
Why S3?

Black: Is S3 admissible?

White: [if negative] S1 so T White: [if
positive]
dnlt: S3 so T

Black: Why S3?
Figure 14. White acknowledges Black's self-correction

(2) White may alsochallenge the linguistic admissibilityof Black’s disambiguating
reformulations by requiring Black to follow the utterance meaning testing procedure.
If the result is negative, Black remains committed to his initial concessions in their
original formulation, and he should resume the ground level discussion. If the result is
positive, Black must say so after which White is obliged to choose a disambiguated
global argument using only the disambiguating reformulations that Black introduced:
gE1,...,En(GA).

(3) White may furtherchallenge the contextual relevanceof Black’s self-
correction. Although Black is responsible for introducing an actively ambiguous
expressionE, White can still be held responsible for the use she makes ofE (in our
example: in the moveS so Tin figure 14 above). Black should respond by raising
either an equivocation criticism, or by pointing out the possible pseudo-agreement
with respect to a sentenceU that White has used, or by withdrawing his self-
correction (this leads to changing his concessions to their original formulation). In the
second case, Black concedes fE1,...,En(U) where fE1,...,En(U) ∈ fE1,...,En(CBi) and
challenges some gE1,...,En(U). In either case, White must present a disambiguated
global argument, using only disambiguating reformulations ofE that were introduced
by Black. As before, in response to an equivocation criticism this disambiguation is to
be seen as a challenge in the metadialogue.

In the profile below, we take Black's set of initial concession to be {S}.
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White: S so T

Black: dcb:E1,E2: {S1}

White: admissible? White: relevant?

Black:
[if negative]
no
commitment(S1)
concede(S)

Black:
positive

Black:
equivocation:
I’ll win

Black:
dpa: concede S1;
why(S2)?

nocomm(S1);
concede(S)

White:
S2 so T

White:
[challenges by
presenting a
disambiguated
global argument]

White:
[acknowledges
by presenting a
disambiguated
global argument]

Figure 15. White challenges Black's self-correction

From the stage where Black disambiguates his set of concessions, and until the stage
where he retracts commitment to the resulting formulations and reinstalls his original
concessions, the expressionE that is the focus of the disambiguation is disqualified.

6. WHITE DOES NOT NEED TO CRITICISE BLACK OF USING AN ACTIVE AMBIGUITY

Thus far, we have examined three major devices. (1) Black must be able to correct his
own defect formulations in order to prevent White from taking too much advantage
from them. (2) White must be able to correct her own defect formulations in order to
prevent Black from taking to much advantage from them. (3) Black must be able to
compel White to disambiguate her global argument in order to prevent being damaged
by actively ambiguous statements. It is, however, not required to give White the
option of compelling Black to disambiguate his initial concessions. White is not
obliged to use expressions that were used by Black in his initial concessions. Thus, if
she supposes an expressionE that occurs in an initial expression (and for which Black
is consequently partly responsible) to be actively ambiguous, she may simply decide
not to useE, but a more precise formulation instead.

7. SOME FEATURES OF DISAMBIGUATION

Disambiguation is related to retraction (cf. Walton and Krabbe 1995), but differs in
the important respect that the person who disambiguates remains committed to a
proposition that can be expressed by the replaced sentence (even though it can at
certain stages in the discussion still be undetermined what proposition that is). Thus, if
statementS is disambiguated by statementS', then it is supposed that all propositions
expressed byS' in the context of utterance are also expressed byS, but not vice versa.
According to my use of terms it is wrong to say that the proponent was first
committed to all propositions expressed byS and retracts, by disambiguatingS to S',
all propositions expressed bySbut not byS'. We should rather say that the proponent
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was committed to the formulationS and at least one proposition expressed byS,
whether or not the parties know exactly what proposition that is. After
disambiguation, the proponent is no longer committed to the wording ofS, but is still
committed to at least one proposition expressed byS. He becomes committed to the
wording of S'. Thus, seen from the perspective of thewording, disambiguation might
be called some special kind of retraction. Seen from the perspective ofmeaning,
disambiguation is not retraction at all, but a way in which it may be made more clear
what exactly a propositional commitment consists of.

Disambiguating reformulations can be criticised or corrected due to their
active ambiguity. There is a choice to be made when constructing a set of reasonable
rules for discussion. One may place a heavy burden on the parties by ruling that the
disambiguating reformulations are safe from further ambiguity criticism or self-
correction. Ambiguity dialectic, however, will accommodate the intuition of Lewis's
pessimist who reckons with the possibility that every expression can be disambiguated
endlessly (Mackenzie 1988, 473).

8. THE MODEL FOR AMBIGUITY DIALECTIC

In this section, the modelambiguity dialectic, outlined above, will be presented in a
more detailed and rigorous way.

The language

The language that is used in ambiguity dialectic is a language for predicate logic,
named L.

There is a set of individual constantsC, each element of which refers to exactly one
object, event, person, etc.:c1, c2, ...
Variables used to refer to elements fromC are:a, b, c

There is a set of individual variablesV, an element of which can be used to quantify
over objects, events, persons, etc:x1, x2, ...
Variables referring to elements fromV are:x, y, z,...

There is a set of individual termsT: C ∪ V
Variables referring to elements fromT are:t1, t2, t3, ...

There is a set of zero-order predicatesP0, an element of which is a sentence.
There is a set of one place predicatesP1, an element of which forms a sentence if its
argument place is filled with members ofC: P1

1, P1
2, ....

Accordingly, there are sets for many placed predicates:P2, P3, ...
Variables referring to elements fromP1, P2, P3, ... are:P, Q, R

If t1,...,tn ∈ T andP ∈ Pn thenPt1,...,tn is an element of the setF of formulas.
If F is a formula and x a variable then¬F, ∃xF and∀xF are formulas.
If F andG are formulas, then(F ∧ G), (F ∨ G), (F → G) and(F ↔ G) are.
Nothing else is a formula.
Variables referring to elements fromF: F, G, H
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Formulas in which there are no occurrences of free individual variables are elements
from S, the set of sentences.
Elements fromP0 are sentences.
⊥ is a sentence.137

Nothing else is a sentence of L.
Variables referring to sentences areS, S1, ...,T, T1, ...,U, U1,...,V, V1,....

The setE of expressions of L is the same asC ∪ P ∪ S. Variables referring to
elements fromE are:E, E1, E2,...,F, F1, F2,...

Presenting a disambiguation

At any stage in a ground level discussion, Black is only able to challenge the (at that
stage unsupported)initial standpoint, or abasic reason, or abasic warrant, as offered
by White. A basic reason or a basic warrant of a local or global argument at stage i is
a reason or warrant that is not yet supported by a reason at stage i. The expression
basic elementswill refer to the basic reasons and basic warrants of a global argument.
White is only allowed to offer support for reasons and warrants that have been
challenged. Consequently, at every stage i of the discussion, all reasons and warrants
fit together into one configuration of local arguments that support the main standpoint.
This configuration is theglobal argument at stage i, GAi (cf. the definition of a basic
argument in Walton and Krabbe 1995, 129).138

Every subargument that is part of a global argument, whether disambiguated
or not, contains a warrant within its sets of reasons. A warrant has the form of a
conditional sentence and has as its consequent the standpoint that it directly supports.
The antecedent is a conjunction of all other reasons of the subargument. Thus, if at a
certain stage in the dialogue, White disambiguates the occurrences ofA in her global
argument at i

B

A & A →B

C & C→(A→B)

in the following mixed way,

B

A1 & A 2→B

C & C→(A1→B)

137 ⊥ has a fixed meaning and expresses in ambiguity dialectic “Black's position is untenable”
(cf. Krabbe 1991, 107).
138 The main standpoint will be considered as a global argument that has no reasons. It is
convenient to classify the main standpoint as an argument, because that enables us to
formulate a simple rule that enables the disambiguation of both standpoints as well as of more
complex global arguments.
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then new warrants are automatically added:
B

A1 & A 2→B & (A 1∧(A2→B))→B

C & C→(A1→B) & (C∧(C→(A1→B)))→(A2→B)

The main standpointat stage i is the conclusion (the sentence at the top node) of the
global argument at stage i. Thus, at stage 1 the main standpoint is identical to the
initial standpoint. During the dialogue, the initial standpoint can be disambiguated.

A party may present a disambiguation of either a global argument, of a set of
concessions, or of a single sentence, depending on the purpose of disambiguation. In
some situations White is allowed to disambiguate her global argument in response to
an ambiguity criticism by Black. If she uses only disambiguating reformulations that
are introduced by Black in his ambiguity criticism she utters:dnlt: fE1,...,En(GAi), where
GAi is the global argument at stage i, whereE1,...,En are the disambiguating
reformulation introduced by Black, and wheref is the choice White makes from the
set DE1,...,En(GAi). The subscriptnlt indicates that Black is not allowed to challenge the
linguistic admissibility of White’s disambiguation: the disambiguation is Not Liable
to a request for a linguistic Test.

In some situations White is allowed to disambiguate her global argument,
using disambiguating reformulations that she introduces herself. In that case she
utters: dlt: fEp,...,Er(GAi), whereEp,...,Er are disambiguating reformulations, some of
which are not proposed by Black. The subscriptlt indicates that Black is allowed to
challenge the linguistic admissibility of White’s disambiguation: it is Liable to a
request for a linguistic Test. If White presents such a locution, it is always clear in the
context of use which disambiguating reformulations White should test if Black
requests her to do so: the elements of {Ep,...,Er} that are not used in Black's ambiguity
criticism or in Black's disambiguation of his set of concessions.

In some situations White is allowed to present a spontaneous disambiguation
of her global argument. Then she utters:dsp:E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(GAi). In this case, White
needs to make it explicit between which disambiguationsE is ambiguous. White
might disambiguate all occurrences ofE in the same way. In such a case Black cannot
infer from the disambiguation between what readingsE is hold to be ambiguous,
according to White. So, in order to make it clear to Black what reading or readings
she intends to exclude, she must state between what readingsE is actively ambiguous.
Thus, if the global argument isS so T, if White suspects thatS is actively ambiguous
betweenS1 andS2, and if she wants to disambiguate her global argument toS1 so T,
she must also mention the rejected alternativeS2 and utter:dsp:S1,S2: S1 so T.

For the same reason, Black must provide more than one disambiguating
reformulation when he spontaneously disambiguates his set of concessions, CB:
dcb:E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(CBi). If Black points out a pseudo-agreement, it has already made
clear what readings the alleged ambiguous term allows, and Black may (simply) utter:
dpa: fE1,...,En(S); why(gE1,...,En(S))?.

Types of locutions

The following types of locutions or speech acts are permitted in ambiguity dialectic:
initial standpoint: standpoint(T)
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local arguments:
T

S & S→ T
or equivalently,S so T.

Concessions: concede(x), x a sentence or a set of
sentences

Challenges: why(S)?
Requests: concede(S)?
Ambiguity criticism: (E)amb(E1,...,En)
Global arguments at stage i: GAi [a configuration of local arguments]
Disambiguated global arguments at stage i:dnlt: fE1,...,En(GAi)

dlt: fE1,...,En(GAi)
dsp: E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(GAi)

Criticism of linguistic admissibility: admissible?
Criticism of contextual relevance: relevant?or relevant?; why(S)?
Equivocation criticism: equivocation: I’ll win
Analysis of a pseudo-agreement: dpa: concede(fE1,...,En(S));

why(gE1,...,En(S))?
Withdrawal of relevance claim: not relevant
Disambiguated set of concessions: dcb: E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(CBi)
Linguistic test reports: positive
Retractions or denials of commitments: nocomm(x),where x is a sentence, a set

of sentences or a global argument
nocomm((E)amb(E1,...,En))

Resolution demand: your position implies S

Regulative rule

It is not allowed to use actively ambiguous expressions.139

Commitment Rules

C1) Each party N, at every stage i, has a commitment store, CNi, that indicates N’s
obligations at that stage of the discussion. Black’s commitment store is a set with
sentences of L and ambiguity criticisms as its elements. White’s commitment store
contains one global argument (which may consist of a standpoint only).
C2) At the start of the discussion the element of White’s commitment store CW0,
is one sentence, which is the initial standpoint. Black’s commitment store at the start
of the discussion, CB0, may be empty but it may also contain sentences of L that are
Black’s initial concessions.
C3) If Black uttersconcede(S)at stage i, then S∈ CBi+1.
C4) If Black utters at stage i(E)Amb(E1,...,En), then(E)Amb(E1,...,En) ∈ CBi+1.
C5) If Black utters at idpa: concede(fE1,...,En(S); why(gE1,...,En(S))? then S∉ CBi+1

while fE1,...,En(S)∈ CBi+1.

139 It is however allowed tomentionthem, such as in an ambiguity criticism.
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C6) If Black utters at idcb: fE1,...,En(CBi), then CBi+1 = fE1,...,En(CB i).
C7) If Black utters at i nocomm(S)or nocomm((E)amb(E1,...,En)), then S or
((E)amb(E1,...,En) ∉ CBi+1.
C8) If Black utters at j bothnocomm(fE1,...,En(CBi)) and concede(CBi) for some i
then CBj+1 = CBi.
C9) If White utters the local argumentS so Tat stage i, thenS so Tis part of GAi+1.
C10) If White disambiguates her global argument at stage i by uttering eitherdsp:
fE1,...,En(GAi) or dnlt: fE1,...,En(GAi) or dlt: fE1,...,En(GAi), then CWi+1 = {f E1,...,En(GAi)}.
C11) If White at j uttersnocomm(fEp,...,Er(GAi)); GAi, for some i, andS so T, then
CWj+1 contains GAi combined withS so T, and nothing else.
C12) If White at j utters bothnocomm(fEp,...,Er(GAi)) anddnlt: gE1,...,En(GAi), then CWj

= {gE1,...,En(GAi+1)}.
C13) If White wins a rigorous persuasion dialogue that hasS as its main thesis and
that started at i, then S∈ CBi+2.

Structural Rules

Most rules are accompanied with a normative profile of dialogue that illustrates the
rule. The arrows represents the complete range of allowable options for the next
speaker, unless a dotted line is added. Codes between brackets at the lower nodes
refer to the rule that applies to the resulting situation.

S0)Black and White may utter exactly one locution at a time, unless a rule states an
exception.
S1)At stage 1, White must utterstandpoint(V), whereV is the unique member of her
commitment set at stage 1. In addition, White may also utterconcede(T)?such that
V≠T.
S2)White may only utterconcede(T)?at stage i, ifT is not an element of Black's
commitment set at i, and only in addition to presenting a standpoint, or a local or
global argument.
S3)If White at i utters concede(T)?, then at i+1 Black either must utter
(E)amb(E1,...,En), such thatE occurs in eitherT or in an assertion by White at i, or
dcb:E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(CBi+1) such thatE occurs in eitherT or in an assertion by White at i,
or concede(T), or nocomm(T), or concede(V)whereV is the main standpoint at i+1.140

W i concede(T)?

B i+1 (E)amb(E1,..,En)

[s9]

dcb: E1,...,En:
fE1,...,En(CBi+1)
[s20]

concede(T) nocomm(T) concede(V)

[w1]

140 Due to clauses in s6 and s8, neither an ambiguity criticism nor a disambiguation of Black's
set of commitments can be accompanied with a locution of a challenge (why(X)?), nor with
any other locution. White cannot respond to a locution ofnocomm(T)or of concede(T), except
by the decision whether or not to useT in an argument. So, either exactly one rule applies
(s9, s20 or w1), or no rule applies (although there will be a rule that applies to the locution
that accompanies Black's move).
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S4)If White's move at i contains an initial standpointT or a local or global argument
∆ so T,141 possibly accompanied with an occurrence ofdnlt (but not with an occurrence
of either dsp or dlt), then Black at i+1 must either utter (1)why(S)?, whereS is the
initial standpoint uttered at i or a basic element uttered at i, or (2)(E)amb(E1,...,En) for
E1,...,En at choice, whereE occurs in a statement or a request at stage i, or (3)
concede(V)where V is the main standpoint at i+1, or (4) utterdcb: E1,...,En:
fE1,...,En(CBi+1) for some f whereE occurs in a statement or request made at stage i.

W i (dnlt) ∆ so T

B i+1 why(S)?
[s5]

(E)amb(E1,...,En)
[s9]

dcb: E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(CBi+1)
[s20]

concede(V)
[w1]

S5)If Black’s utters at i why(S)? (possible accompanied withconcede(W)or
nocomm(W)) then White at i+1 must either (1) utterT so S, possibly combined with
concede(U)?, or (2) utterdsp: E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(GAi+1) for some f andE1,...,En at choice
whereE occurs in a statement uttered by White at stage i-1, or (3) utteryour position
implies S, or (4) utternocomm(V), whereV is the main standpoint at stage i+1.

B i why(S)?or why(S)?; concede(W)or why(S)?; nocomm(W)

W i+1 T so S

[s4]

T so S;
concede(U)?
[s4, s3]

dsp: E1,...,En:
fE1,...,En(GAi+1)
[s24]

your position
implies S
[s28]

nocomm(V)

[w2]

S6)Black is only allowed to utter(E)amb(E1,...,En) at i+1 if (1) White at i presents an
initial standpointV or a local or global argument such thatE occurs in it or a request
that containsE,142 and (2)E does not occur in CB0, nor hasE been presented by Black
as a disambiguating reformulation of an expression that occurs in CB0 and (3)E has
not been criticised as actively ambiguous before stage i. Black is not allowed to put
forward more than one ambiguity criticism at a stage. A locution of(E)amb(E1,...,En)
cannot be accompanied with another locution.
S7)Black is allowed to utterwhy(S)?at stage i, only ifS∉ CBi.
S8)Black is allowed to utterdcb: E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(CBi) at i, only if E occurs in CB0 or if
E has been presented by Black as a disambiguation of an expression that occurs in
CB0, and if Black has not disambiguated the occurrences ofE in his set of concessions
before stage i. A locution ofdcb: E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(CBi) cannot be accompanied with
another locution.
S9)If Black at i utters(E)amb(E1,...,En), then White must choose from the following
options: (1) utterdnlt: fE1,...,En(GAi+1) for some f or (2) utterdlt: gEp,...,Er(GAi+1) for some
g where {Ep,...,Er} is not a subset of {E1,...,En}, (3) utter admissible?, or (4) utter
relevant?, or (5) utternocomm(V), whereV is the main standpoint at i+1.

141 The∆ in ∆ so Tcan refer to a set of reasons, but also to a complex argument.
142 Because a warrant, offered by White, by definition contains all expressions that occur in
the supported (sub)standpoint, Black has in most cases at least two opportunities to criticise
an actively ambiguous expression: first when it occurs in the main standpoint or in a reason
for a (sub)standpoint, second when it occurs in a statement that is supported by reasons.
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B i (E)amb(E1,...,En)

W i+1 dnlt:
fE1,...,En(GAi+1)
[s4]

dlt:
gEp,...,Er(GAi+1)
[s10]

admissible?

[s12]

relevant?

[s15]

nocomm(V)

[w2]

S10) If Black utters at idcb:E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(CBi), or (E)amb(E1,...,En), and if White
utters at i+1dlt: gEp,...,Er(GAi+1), then Black at i+2 must choose from the following
options: utterwhy(S)?, whereS is a basic reason or basic warrant ofgEp,...,Er(GAi+1), or
utter(F)amb(F1,...,F2), or utterdcb: F1,...,Fn: hF1,...,Fn(CBi+2), or utteradmissible?, or utter
concede(V), whereV is the main standpoint at i+2.

B i dcbE1,...,En: fE1,...,En(CBi) or (E)amb(E1,...,En)

W i+1 dlt: gEp,...,Er(GAi+1)

B i+2 why(S)?

[s5]

(F)amb(F1,...,F2)

[s9]

dcb: F1,...,Fn:
hF1,...,Fn(CBi+2)
[s20]

admi-
ssible?
[s11]

concede(V)

[w1]

S11) If Black utters dcb: E1,...,En:fE1,...,En(CBi), or (E)amb(E1,...,En) at i, and White
uttersdlt:gEp,...,Er(GAi+1) at stage i+1, and at stage i+2 Black uttersadmissible?, then
White must perform the utterance meaning testing procedure at i+3 on the following
set of disambiguating reformulations: {Ep,...,Er} \ { E1,...,En}. If the result is positive,
then she must at i+3 utterdnlt: gEp,...,Er(GAi+1). If negative she must utter
nocomm(gEp,...,Er(GAi+1)); dnlt: hE1,...,En(GAi+1) at i+3.143

B i dcb: E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(CBi) or (E)amb(E1,...,En)

W i+1 dlt:gEp,...,Er(GAi+1)

B i+2 admissible?

W i+3 dnlt:gEp,...,Er(GAi+1)

[s4]

nocomm(gEp,...,Er(GAi+1));
dnlt: hE1,...,En(GAi+1)
[s4]

S12) If Black utters(E)amb(E1,...,En) at i, and at stage i+1 White uttersadmissible?,
then Black must perform the utterance meaning testing procedure. If the result is
positive, then he must utterpositive at i+2. If negative, he must utter
nocomm((E)amb(E1,...,En)) at i+2.

143 This can be a severe punishment for acknowledging Black's self-correction by
disambiguating her global argument using inadmissible disambiguating reformulations
different from the ones Black used.
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B i (E)amb(E1,...,En)

W i+1 admissible?

B i+2 B: positive

[s13]

B: (if negative)
nocomm((E)amb(E1,...,En))
[s14]

S13) If stage i contains Black’s utterance(E)amb(E1,...,En), and stage i+2 contains
Black’s utterancepositive, then White must at i+3 utterdnlt: fE1,...,En(GAi+3) for some f
or utternocomm(V), whereV is the main standpoint at i+3.

B i (E)amb(E1,...,En)

W i+1 admissible?

B i+2 positive

W i+3 dnlt: fE1,...,En(GAi+3)
[s4]

nocomm(V)
[w2]

S14) If stage i+1 contains Black’s utterance(E)amb(E1,...,En), and stage i+3
contains Black’s utterancenocomm((E)amb(E1,...,En)), then White must at i+4 repeat
the last move where she has presented either her initial standpoint, or a local, or global
argument (such a move has been made at stage i-2 if Black at i+1 responds to a
resolution demand, see s28, and at stage i in other cases).144

W i ∆ so T

B i+1 (E)amb(E1,...,En)

W i+2 admissible?

B i+3 nocomm((E)amb(E1,...,En))

W i+4 ∆ so T
[s4]

or

144 Given rule s6, Black is not allowed to raise an ambiguity criticism againstE, and so he has
to respond differently to White's last move.
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W i-2 ∆ so T

B i-1 why(S)?

W i your position implies S

B i+1 (E)amb(E1,...,En)

W i+2 admissible?

B i+3 nocomm((E)amb(E1,...,En))

W i+4 ∆ so T
[s4]

S15) If (1) stage i containsS as a reason or a warrant, or if i contains a resolution
demand and i-2 containsS as a reason or a warrant, and (2) if stage i+1 contains
Black’s utterance(E)amb(E1,...,En), or dcb:E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(CBi+1), and (3) if stage i+2
containsrelevant?, then Black must at i+3 either utter (A)equivocation: I’ll win, or
(B) dpa: concede(fE1,...,En(S); why(gE1,...,En(S))?, for some g,145 or (C) either not
relevant; nocomm((E)amb(E1,...,En)), if i+1 contains an ambiguity criticism, ornot
relevant; nocomm(fE1,...,En(CBi+1)); concede(CBi+1) if i+2 contains dcb:E1,...,En:
fE1,...,En(CBi+1).

W i ∆ so T

B i+1 (E)amb(E1,...,En) or dcb:E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(CBi+1)

W i+2 relevant?

B i+3 equivocation:
I’ll win

[s16]

dpa: concede(fE1,...,En(S));
why(gE1,...,En(S))?

[s18]

not relevant;
nocomm((E)amb(E1,...,En)) or
not relevant;
nocomm(fE1,...,En(CBi+1));
concede(CBi+1)
[19]

S16) If stage i contains(E)amb(E1,...,En) or dcbE1,...,En: fE1,...,En(CBi), and stage i+2
contains equivocation: I’ll win, then at stage i+3 White is obliged to utterdnlt:
fE1,...,En(GAi+3) for some f (and to challenge Black’s equivocation criticism that
way).146

145 Note that, due to s7 Black, is not allowed to challenge an assertion that he is committed to.
146 Within a metadiscussion about the correctness of an equivocation criticism, new embedded
metadiscussions can be started.
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B i (E)amb(E1,...,En) or dcbE1,...,En: fE1,...,En(CBi)

W i+1 relevant?

B i+2 equivocation: I’ll win

W i+3 dnlt: fE1,...,En(GAi+3)
[s4]

S17) If Black utters at kconcede(V), such thatV is the main standpoint at k, and if
there is a stage j, j < k, that containsequivocation: I’ll win, then Black also utters at
stage k (1)nocomm(x), where x is an ambiguity criticism at stage i-2, i≤j, if the first
occurrence in the dialogue ofequivocation: I’ll win at stage i is preceded at i-2 by an
ambiguity criticism, or (2)nocomm(x); concede(CBi-2), where x is the disambiguated
set of concessions chosen at i-2, i≤j, if the first occurrence in the discussion of
equivocation: I’ll win at stage i is preceded at i-2 by a move that containsdcb (and
consequently a spontaneous disambiguation of Black's commitments).147

B i-2 (E)amb(E1,...,En) or dcbE1,...,En:fE1,...,En(CBi-2)

W i-1 relevant?

B i equivocation: I’ll win
:

B j equivocation: I’ll win
:

B k concede(V); nocomm((E)amb(E1,...,En)) or
concede(V); nocomm(dcbE1,...,En:fE1,...,En(CBi-2))
[w1]

S18) If stage i containsdpa: concede(fE1,...,En(S)); why(gE1,...,En(S))?, then White is
obliged to utterdnlt: hE1,...,En(GAi+1), for some h at stage i+1.

B i dpa: concede(fE1,...,En(S)); why(gE1,...,En(S))?

W i+1 dnlt: hE1,...,En(GAi+1)
[s4]

S19) If Black at stage i+3 uttersnot relevant; nocomm((E)amb(E1,...,En)) or not
relevant; nocomm(fE1,...,En(CBi+1)); concede(CBi+1), then White must at i+4 repeat her
move at stage i, or if i containsyour position implies S, repeat her move at i-2.

147 This complicated formulation is needed, because discussions about equivocation locutions
can be embedded into one another.
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W i ∆ so T

B i+1 (E)amb(E1,...,En) or dcb:E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(CBi+1)

W i+2 relevant?

B i+3 not relevant; nocomm((E)amb(E1,...,En)) or
not relevant; nocomm(fE1,...,En(CBi+1)); concede(CBi+1)

W i+4 ∆ so T
[s4]

S20) If Black at i uttersdcbE1,...,En:fE1,...,En(CBi), then White must choose between the
following options at i+1: utterdnlt: gE1,...,En(GAi+1), utter dlt: hEp,...,Er(GAi+1), utter
admissible?, utter relevant?,or utter nocomm(V), whereV is the main standpoint at
i+1.

B i dcb:fE1,...,En(CBi)

W i+1 dnlt:
gE1,...,En(GAi+1)
[s4]

dlt: hEp,...,Er(GAi+1)

[s10]

admi-
ssible?
[s21]

relevant?

[s15]

nocomm(V)

[w2]

S21) If Black at i uttersdcb:E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(CBi), and White uttersadmissible?at i+1,
then Black is obliged to perform the utterance meaning testing procedure at i+2. If the
result is negative, Black must at i+2 utter bothnocomm(fE1,...,En(CBi)) and
concede(CBi). If the result is positive, Black must utterpositiveat i+2.

B i dcb:E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(CBi)

W i+1 admissible?

B i+2 nocomm(fE1,...,En(CBi)); concede(CBi).
[s22]

positive
[s23]

S22) If Black utters at i+3 bothnocomm(fE1,...,En(CBi+1)) and concede(CBi+1), then
White must at i+4 repeat her move at i, or, if that contains a resolution demand, repeat
her move at i-2.

W i ∆ so T

B i+1 dcb:E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(CBi+1)

W i+2 admissible?

B i+3 nocomm(fE1,...,En(CBi+1)); concede(CBi+1)

W i+4 ∆ so T
[s4]
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S23) If Black at i uttersdcb:E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(CBi), and Black utterspositiveat i+2, then
White is at i+3 obliged to utterdnlt: gE1,...,En(GAi+2) at i+3, for some g, ordnlt:
hEp,...,Er(GAi+2), such thatEp,...,Er pass the utterance meaning testing procedure.148

B i dcb:E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(CBi)

W i+1 admissible?

B i+2 positive

W i+3 dnlt: gE1,...,En(GAi+3)
[s4]

dnlt: hEp,...,Er(GAi+2)
[s4]

S24) If (1) Black utters at iwhy(S)?, or if Black and White have at i a rigorous
persuasion dialogue while Black utterswhy(S)?at stage i-2, and if (2) White at i+1
presents a spontaneous disambiguated global argumentdsp:E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(GAi+2),
where S has been replaced byfE1,...,En(S), then Black at i+2 must choose from the
following options: (1) Black may utterwhy(U)?, whereU is a basic element from
fE1,...,En(GAi+2) different from fE1,...,En(S), or (2) Black may utteradmissible?, or (3)
Black may utterrelevant?; why(fE1,...,En(S))?(the way of challenging the relevance of
White’s spontaneous disambiguation), or (4) Black may utterconcede(V), whereV is
the main standpoint at i+3.

B i why(S)?or Black and White have a rigorous persuasion dialogue

W i+1 dsp:E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(GAi+2) (containing fE1,...,En(S) as a basic reason)

B i+2 why(U)?

[s5]

admissible?

[s25]

Relevant?;
why(fE1,...,En(S))?
[s26]

concede(V)

[w1]

S25) If White at i utters dsp:E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(GAi+1), and Black utters at i+1
admissible?, then White is obliged at i+2 to perform the utterance meaning testing
procedure. If the result is positive, she must utterdnlt:fE1,...,En(GAi+1). If the result is
negative, she must utter bothnocomm(fE1,...,En(GAi+1)) andGAi+1 , and either utterT so
S, or utternocomm(V), whereV is the main standpoint.
W i dsp:E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(GAi+1)

B i+1 admissible?

W i+2 dnlt:
fE1,...,En(GAi+1)

[s4]

W: [if negative]
nocomm(fE1,...,En(GAi+1));
GAi+1;
T so S
[s4]

W: [if negative]
nocomm(fE1,...,En(GAi+1));
GAi+1;
nocomm(V)
[w2]

148 The model can be extended by enabling White to use disambiguating reformulations that
arenot proper and to enable Black to request for a linguistic test. However, in order to keep
the model within limits I propose this shortcut.
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S26) If White at i presents a spontaneous disambiguated global argumentdsp:E1,...,En:
fE1,...,En(GAi), where S has been replaced byfE1,...,En(S), and Black utters at i+1
relevant?; why(fE1,...,En(S))?, then White is obliged at i+2 to utter both
nocomm(fE1,...,En(GAi)), andGAi, and either offer a local argument in support ofS, or
retract her main standpoint.

W i dsp:E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(GAi)

B i+1 relevant?; why(fE1,...,En(S))?

W i+2 nocomm(fE1,...,En(GAi));
GAi;
T so S
[s4]

nocomm(fE1,..,En(GAi));
GAi;
nocomm(V)
[w2]

S27) If Black at i utters(E)amb(E1,...,En), then expressionE is disqualified until
Black utters nocomm((E)amb(E1,...,En)). If at stage i Black uttersdcb:E1,...,En:
fE1,...,En(CBi), then expressionE is disqualified until Black uttersnocomm(fE1,...,En(CBi)).
If at stage i White uttersdsp:E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(GAi), then expressionE is disqualified until
White uttersnocomm(fE1,...,En(GAi)). It is not allowed to use an expressionE at stage j
if E at j is disqualified.

S28) If Black at i+1 utterswhy(S)?, and White at i+2 uttersyour position implies S,
then Black at i+3 must either utterdcb:E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(CBi+3), or utter(E)amb(E1,...,En),
or start a rigorous persuasion dialogue.

W i ∆ so T

B i+1 why(S)?

W i+2 your position implies S

B i+3 dcb:E1,...,En:
fE1,...,En(CBi+3)
[s20]

(E)amb(E1,...,En)

[s9]

(starts a rigorous persuasion
dialogue)
[s29]

S29) Suppose Black at i+3 starts a rigorous persuasion dialogue after White’s
utterance ofyour position implies Sat i+2. In this rigorous persuasion dialogue, White
is the proponent defendingS, while Black’s set of concessions is CBi+2. If White wins
the dialogue, she resumes the dialogue at stage i+4 by repeating her move from stage
i. (Black’s commitment set includes from i+3 onwardsS, and he cannot challengeS
again). If Black wins the rigorous persuasion dialogue, White resumes the dialogue at
stage i+3 by utteringT so S, possibly combined withconcede(U)?, or by uttering
dsp:E1,...,En: fE1,...,En(GAi+4), or by utteringnocomm(V), whereV is the main standpoint at
i+4.
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W i ∆ so T (containing S as a basic reason or basic warrant)

B i+1 why(S)?

W i+2 Your position implies S

i+3 (Black and White have a rigorous persuasion dialogue)149

W i+4 (if White wins)
∆ so T
[s4]

T so S
[concede(U)?]
[s4]

dsp:E1,...,En:fE1,...,En(GAi+4)

[s24]

nocomm(V)

[w2]

Win-and-Loss Rules

W1) If Black at i uttersconcede(T), where T is the main standpoint at i, or if Black
utters concede(⊥), then Black has lost the discussion, and White has won the
discussion.
W2) If White uttersnocomm(T), where T is the main standpoint at i, then White has
lost the discussion, and Black has won the discussion.

9. EXAMPLES OF DIALOGUES ACCORDING TO AMBIGUITY DIALECTIC

The following normative profiles show how certain problems concerning actively
ambiguous expression can be dealt with in ad-discussions.

Example 1: a ground level discussion

The first profile illustrates the workings of ambiguity dialectic if the parties do not
suppose there to be any actively ambiguous expressions around. In the first column
the stage is indicated and in the second column the player whose turn it is. Every
move is accompanied with a reference to a structural rule that allows the party to
make that particular move.

Initial concessions by Black, CB0 = {Ra, Ra→(Qa→Pa)}
1 W (s1) standpoint(Pa); concede(Qa)?

2 B (s3, s4,) why(Pa)?; concede(Qa)

3 W (s5) Qa so Pa

4 B (s4) why(Qa→Pa)?

5 W (s5) Ra so (Qa→Pa)

6 B (s4) concede(Pa)
Figure 15. A ground level discussion

149 For a system of rigorous persuasion dialogue, see Walton and Krabbe (1995, chapter 4).
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At stage 4, Black cannot challenge Qa (due to s7), but he may challenge the warrant
Qa→Pa. At stage 6, rule s7 does not allow Black to challenge the basic reason, or the
basic warrant of White’s argument at stage 5, because he has conceded them. Rule s6
does not allow Black to raise an ambiguity criticism either, because all expressions
used by White occur in CB0. Rule s4 leaves Black two remaining options:
spontaneously disambiguating his set of initial concessions, or concede the main
thesis. Black chooses the latter, and according to w1, White wins and Black loses.

Example 2: Black criticises himself

The following profile illustrates a discussion where Black decides to disambiguate his
set of concessions. He supposes that White entertains an alternative reading of one of
his concessions. The profile illustrates three different ways the discussion can
develop. Stage 6 contains Black’s self-criticism: terma is actively ambiguous
betweena1 anda2. At stage 9, the arguments are presented in the graphical mode.

CB0 = {Ra, Ra→(Qa→Pa)}
1 W (s1) Pa

2 B (s4) why(Pa)?

3 W (s5) Qa so Pa

4 B (s4) why(Qa→Pa)?

5 W (s5) Ra so (Qa→Pa)

6 B (s4) dcb:a1,a2: Ra2, Ra1→(Qa1→Pa1))

7 W (s20) admissible? (s20) relevant?

8 B (s21)
nocomm({Ra2,
Ra1→(Qa1→Pa1)})
; concede({Ra,
Ra→(Qa→Pa)})

(s21)
positive

(s15)
concede(Ra2);
why(Ra1)?

9 W (s22)
Pa

Qa & Qa→Pa

Ra

(s23) dnlt:
Pa1

Qa1 & Qa1→Pa1

Ra1

(s16) dnlt:
Pa2

Qa2 & Qa2→Pa2

Ra2

10 B (s4) concede(Pa) (s4) why(Ra1)? (s4) concede(Pa2)
Figure 16. Black disambiguates his set of concessions
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Example 3: Black analyses an agreement as a pseudo-agreement

In the next profile, Black analyses an agreement as a pseudo-agreement. Moreover,
White's disambiguation is again criticised as actively ambiguous.

1 W (s1) standpoint(S)

2 B (s4) (S)amb(S1,S2,S3)

3 W (s9) relevant?

4 B (s15) dpa: concede(S1); why(S2)?

5 W (s18) S1

6 B (s4) (S1)amb(S1.1,S1.2)

7 W (s9) relevant?

8 B (s15) dpa: concede(S1.2); why(S1.1)?

9 W (s18) S1.2

Figure 17. Black supports ambiguity criticisms by pointing out possible pseudo-
agreements

Black has not yet lost at stage 5, although he has conceded a statement that figures as
the main standpoint. However, at the stage where he concedesS1, this was not yet the
main standpoint at that stage. By s7, Black is not allowed at stage 6 to challengeS1.
Black’s case does not need to be lost at this point, because it might still be reasonable
to criticise an ambiguity inS1.

Example 4: White criticises herself

The following profile shows a move where White analyses a dispute as a
pseudodispute.

1 W (s1) standpoint(S)

2 B (s4) why(S)?

3 W (s5) dsp:S1,S2,S3: S1

4 B (s24) relevant?; why(S1)? (s24) admissible?

5 W (s26) nocomm(S1);
S; T so S

(s25) dnlt: S1 (s25) nocomm(S1);
S; T so S

Figure 18. White tries to correct her use of an allegedly actively ambiguous
expression
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In the first discussion, Black, at stage 4, cannot challenge White’s position without
challenging the relevance of the disambiguated global argument. Because the global
argument of that stage consists of a standpoint only, the option "why(U)?" of s24 is
not available.

Example 5: linguistic admissibility

In the following profile, Black must support the admissibility of his ambiguity
criticism. In the second discussion, at the right,Q might stand fordesirable, Q1 for
worthy of desireandQ2 for capable of being desired. In a system of dialectic where
Black is able to charge White with committing the fallacy of figure of speech, he
should have done so.

1 W (s1) standpoint(Pa)

2 B (s4) why(Pa)?

3 W (s5) Qa so Pa

4 B (s4) (Q)amb(Q1,Q2)

5 W (s9) admissible?

6 B (s12) positive (s12) nocomm((Q)amb(Q1,Q2))

7 W (s13) dnlt: Q1a so Pa (s14) Qa so Pa

8 B (s4) why(Q1a)? (s4) why(Qa)?

Figure 19. The use of the utterance meaning testing procedure

If Black is able to sustain the linguistic admissibility, the discussion continues after
White has acknowledged Black's ambiguity criticism fully. If not, White may stick to
the original formulations.

Example 6: a successful equivocation criticism

The following profile shows how White can respond to Black’s equivocation
criticism. The first discussion shows a mixed disambiguation by White. This strategy
fails because Black can successfully challenge the argument’s warrant. The other two
discussions show non-mixed disambiguations that either have an unacceptable reason
or an unacceptable warrant.
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Take as an example:
Qx = Cat(x)
Q1x = Tomcat(x)
Q2x = Cat-male-or-female(x)
Px = Is-able-to-kitten(x)
a = Felicia

1 W (s1) standpoint(¬Pa)

2 B (s4) why(¬Pa)?

3 W (s5) Qa so¬Pa

4 B (s4) (Q)amb(Q1,Q2)

5 W (s9) relevant?

6 B (s15) equivocation: I’ll win

7 W (s16) dnlt:
¬Pa

Q2a &
Q1a→¬Pa &
(Q2a ∧ (Q1a→¬Pa))→ ¬Pa

(s16) dnlt:
¬Pa

Q1a & Q1a→¬Pa

(s16) dnlt:
¬Pa

Q2a & Q2a→¬Pa

8 B (s4) why
((Q2a∧(Q1a→¬Pa))→ ¬Pa)?

(s4)
why(Q1a)?

(s4)
why(Q2a→¬Pa)?

9 W (s5) nocomm(¬Pa) (s5) nocomm(¬Pa) (s5) nocomm(¬Pa)
Figure 20. A successful equivocation criticism

Example 7: an equivocation criticism that fails

In the following example, Black’s equivocation criticism is unjustified. Take as an
example:
Qx = Cat(x)
Q1x = Tomcat(x)
Q2x = Cat-male-or-female(x)
Px = Is-able-to-kitten (x)
a = Felix
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1 W (s1) standpoint(¬Pa)

2 B (s4) why(¬Pa)?

3 W (s5) Qa so¬Pa

4 B (s4) (Q)amb(Q1,Q2)

5 W (s9) relevant?

6 B (s15) equivocation: I’ll win

7 W (s16) Q1a so¬Pa

8 B (s4) concede(¬Pa)
Figure 21. An equivocation criticism that fails

Example 8: criticising a request as actively ambiguous

In the following discussion, Black criticises a request as actively ambiguous. It shows
how specifying this critique to an equivocation criticism can be premature.

1 W (s1) standpoint(S); concede(T)?

2 B (s3) (T)amb(T1,T2)

3 W (s9) relevant?

4 B (s15) equivocation: I'll win (s15) concede(T1); why(T2)?

5 W (s16) dnlt: S (s18) dnlt: S

6 B (s4) why(S)? (s4) why(S)?

7 W (s5) U so S (s5) U so S
Figure 22. Criticising a request as actively ambiguous

At stage 5, White must present a disambiguated global argument. This does not
contain any occurrence ofT, and so her chances of winning are not diminished by the
obligation to ‘disambiguate’ her argument.

Example 9: ambiguity and inconsistency

In the next profile, White tries to make use of seemingly contradictory statements
within Black’s set of commitments. Black, however, points out an active ambiguity in
his set of initial concessions that White’s tries to misuse.
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CB0 = {S, ¬S}
1 W (s1) standpoint(⊥)

2 B (s4) why(⊥)?

3 W (s5) your position implies⊥

4 B (s28) dcb:S1,S2:{S1, ¬S2}

5 W (s20) relevant? (s20) admissible?

6 B (s15) equivocation; I’ll win (s21) nocomm({S1, ¬S2});
concede({S,¬S})

7 W (s16) dnlt: ⊥ (s22)⊥

8 B (s4) why(⊥)? (s4) why(⊥)?

9 W (s5) nocomm(⊥) (s5) your position implies⊥
Figure 23.Ex falsodoes not always hold

At stage 3, White is heading towards a rigorous persuasion dialogue in order to force
Black to concede the absurdity of his position. If, indeed,ex falso sequitur quodlibet
is unjustified due to active ambiguity, this constitutes a case of the fallacy of
equivocation. The reason is that Black can win the discussion that results from his
locution ofequivocation; I'll win.

If, as in the second discussion,S is not contextually ambiguous betweenS1 and
S2, then Black cannot escape a rigorous persuasion dialogue, if White pushes him in
that direction. Moreover, White will be able to show that, in that case,⊥ follows from
Black's concessions.

Example 10: equivocation in a chain of reasoning

The following is an example of a fallacy of equivocation contained in a chain of
reasoning,U so TandT so S, whereT is actively ambiguous betweenT1 andT2. U is
only a good reason forT1, while only T2 is a good reason forS. Finocchiaro takes this
to be the basic format of the fallacy of equivocation (Finocchiaro 1982, 427). The
next profile describes four (of the eight possible) discussions where White lacks an
effective persuasion strategy. Take as an example:
U = W.B. is moving the car forward by pushing his car though the open door.
T = W.B. is driving a car
S = W.B. is sitting behind the steering wheel
T1 = W.B. is driving a car in the sense of controlling its motion
T2 = W.B. is driving the car in the sense of sitting behind the steering wheel and
controlling its motion
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1 W (s1) standpoint(S)

2 B (s3) why(S)?

3 W (s5) T so S

4 B (s4) why(T)?

5 W (s5) U so T

6 B (s4) (T)amb(T1,T2)

7 W (s9) relevant?

8 B (s15) equivocation: I’ll win

9 W (s16) dnlt:
S

T1 & T 1→S

U & U→T1

(s16) dnlt:
S

T2 & T 2→S

U & U→T2

(s16) dnlt:
S

T2 & T 2→S

U &
U→T1 &
(U∧(U→T1))→T2

(s16) dnlt:
S

T1 & T 2→S &
T1∧(T2→S))→S

U & U→T1

10 B (s4) why
(T1→S)?

(s4) why
(U→T2)?

(s4) why
((U ∧ (U → T1))
→ T2)?

(s4) why
((T1 ∧ (T2 → S)) → S)?

11 W (s5)
nocomm(S)

(s5)
nocomm(S)

(s5)
nocomm(S)

(s5)
nocomm(S)

Figure 24. Equivocation in a chain of reasoning

In the third and fourth discussion, the new warrant is added, by virtue of a mixed
disambiguation.

10. THE CONSEQUENCES OF AMBIGUITY DIALECTIC FOR THE THEORY OF FALLACIES

A party in a discussion may violate two different kinds of rules for critical discussion,
and may consequently, applying this idea to the pragma-dialectical definition of a
fallacy, commit two different kinds of fallacies. A violation of a regulative rule forms
a R-fallacy, while a violation of a constitutive rule forms a C-fallacy. C-fallacies are
worse for conflict resolution than R-fallacies (cf. Van Laar 2001).

Another distinction within the model is that between the fallacy of
equivocation, and the fallacy of ambiguity: the first is a subtype of the latter. These
distinctions result in the following table:
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ExpressionE, used by party N, is actively ambiguous

E is not disqualified at the stage where N
makes use of itE
R-fallacy

E is disqualified at the stage where N
makes use ofE
C-fallacy

There is no
disambiguation of N’s
global argument, such that
she has an effective
persuasion strategy,
although there is a
disambiguation in which
all reasons can be made
acceptable, and there is a
disambiguation in which
the warrant can be made
acceptable.
R-fallacy of ambiguity
&
R-fallacy of equivocation

In other
cases.

R-fallacy of
ambiguity

There is no
disambiguation of N’s
global argument, such that
she has an effective
persuasion strategy,
although there is a
disambiguation in which
all reasons can be made
acceptable, and there is a
disambiguation in which
the warrant can be made
acceptable.
C-fallacy of ambiguity
&
C-fallacy of
equivocation.

In other
cases.

C-fallacy of
ambiguity

Figure 25. A classification of fallacies

In the next chapter, we will examine whether ambiguity dialectic can help us to
understand and analyse real and complex debates.
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CHAPTER 8: ACTIVE AMBIGUITY IN A DEBATE ON
EUTHANASIA AND IN A TOBACCO LAWSUIT

I NTRODUCTION

In this chapter, two questions will be examined. First, can the model for ambiguity
dialectic be used for producing interesting and insightful analyses of real discussions
and arguments? Second, do the rules of ambiguity dialectic explicate the colloquial
picture of a good discussion? The two questions are related: the second question will
be answered by examining some real discussions and, in the end, we will have an idea
of the worth of ambiguity dialectic for the analysis of real discussions and arguments.
Thus, the method used for finding an answer to the second question will provide the
material for answering the first.

A normative model for persuasion dialogue must consist of rules that further
the resolution of disputes. This strict condition can be supplemented with a softer one:
preferably, the model will elaborate the pre-theoretical notion of a good
argumentative discussion and does not depart radically from pre-theoretical intuitions.
A model that stays close to everyday intuitions is easier to understand and stands a
better chance of receiving serious attention in a company of real arguers.

By analysing discussion fragments we will be able to support the hypothesis
that ambiguity dialectic constitutes a theoretical explication of the everyday concept
of a good argumentative discussion. In abstract terms, the two abductive arguments
that support the hypothesis look like this. (1.1a) If ambiguity dialectic explicates the
informal notion of a good argumentative discussion to a considerable extent, then the
discussants consider themselves committed to rules that are explicated by ambiguity
dialectic and the behaviour of the discussants is governed by these rules as well. By
providing some detailed case studies we will be able to show that (1.1b) the
discussants consider themselves committed to rules that are explicated by ambiguity
dialectic and that the behaviour of discussants is, indeed, governed by these rules.
Therefore, we may presume that (1) ambiguity dialectic does explicate the informal
notion of a good argumentative discussion to a considerable extent. Premise (1.1b)
will be supported by another abductive argument. (1.1b.1a) If the discussants consider
themselves committed to rules that are explicated by ambiguity dialectic, and if the
behaviour of discussants is governed by these rules, then the discussants would
criticise each other and correct themselves in certain ways. (1.1b.1b) They do criticise
each other and correct themselves in those ways, therefore, presumably, (1.1b) the
discussants consider themselves committed to rules that are explicated by ambiguity
dialectic and the behaviour of discussants is governed by these rules.

1. METHODOLOGICAL PRELIMINARIES

Semi-conventional validity

We are mainly interested in rule-governed behaviour in so far as it indicates the
commitmentsof discussants. That ambiguity dialectic explicates the informal notion
of a good discussion must be taken to imply that parties in a discussion consider
themselves committed to certain rules (rules that are explicated by the rules for
ambiguity dialectic). As we have seen in chapter 1, Barth and Krabbe distinguish
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between two types of validity: problem-solving validity on the one hand, and on the
other, conventional and semi-conventional validity. This leads to the question: in what
way can the rules of ambiguity dialectic be conventionally or semi-conventionally
valid?

A principle or procedure isconventionally validfor a company if all members
of that company have underwritten a declaration in which they explicitly commit
themselves to comply with the principle or procedure. If such a declaration can be
derived from a collection of works that do not have the status of official documents,
then this principle or procedure is said to besemi-conventionally validfor this
company (Barth and Krabbe 1982, 22).150 In this section we are mainly interested in
semi-conventional validity, since we will examine companies that do not have a
written an explicit logical contract of the kind we would be interested in.

One way of incurring commitment to discussion rules could be the act of
entering a discussion. Just as the participants of a game of cards commit themselves to
the rules of the game without signing anything, so someone who enters a discussion
commits him- or herself implicitly to a certain collection of discussion rules. The
notion of semi-conventional validity can be clarified in the following way: a
discussion rule R is semi-conventionally valid in the company C if all members of C
would answeryes to the questiongiven that you are already committed to discuss,
reflectively and critically, an issue on the merits of the case, are you committed to
R?.151 If rule R1 is a theoretical explication of a pre-theoretical rule R to which the
members of a company are explicitly or implicitly committed, then R1 is said to be an
explicansof a semi-conventionally valid rule.152

What is rule governed behaviour?

Shimanoff provides a useful classification of nine types of links between
conversational rules and behaviour (Shimanoff 1980). Her ideas about rule related
behaviour will be applied to the special context of argumentative discussion. Some of
the links are interesting for our purposes here, because they indicate commitment to a
conversational rule. Moreover, we can use her ideas about discovering the rules that
influence behaviour in order to discover the rules that discussants consider themselves
committed to.

Shimanoff offers the following definition ofa rule: “A rule is a followable
prescription that indicates what behaviour is obligated, preferred or prohibited in
certain contexts” (Shimanoff 1980, 57). That a rule is followable means that people

150 A rule or principle is also semi-conventionally valid if the members of a company signed
such a contract and the company is not well-defined. Barth and Krabbe suppose that if
someone violates a semi-conventionally valid principle, then he or she does not necessarily
violate a principle to which he or she is committed (Barth and Krabbe, 1982, 22). This does
not seem to be in spirit with Crawshay-Williams idea (Crawshay-Williams 1957, 225) and
will neither be followed here. For the purpose of this study we will say that if a principle is
semi-conventionally valid for some company all members of the company are committed to
this principle.
151 Consequently, a rule R can be semi-conventionally valid for someone who despises
discussion, and who holds it to be useless or morally wrong: it is conceptually possible for
democrats and anti-democrats to share the same concept of discussion.
152 Related empirical research in conventional validity of rules for critical discussion can be
found in for instance Van Eemeren, et al (1999), and Van Eemeren and Meuffels (2002).
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are physically capable of following as well as violating the rule.153 Whether a rule is
followable should be assessed in isolation of other rules.154 That a rule is a
prescription means that behaviour that violates or seems to violate the rule can be
criticised.155

Rule-generated behaviour has three main characteristics (Shimanoff 1980, 89).
First, it is controllable: the agent is responsible for the behaviour, and is capable of
either performing the behaviour or not. Second, the behaviour iscriticizable.
Evidence that supports the criticizability of behaviour can be found in (1)judgements
of appropriateness, in (2) negative sanctionsfor deviation and in (3)repairs of
deviations(Shimanoff 1980, 93). Third, rule-generated behaviour iscontextual: the
behaviour is part of a pattern and connected with particular situations. Rule-generated
behaviour is not identical with behaviour that complies with the rules. It also applies
to actions that deviate from rules and that are considered worthy of criticism.

Shimanoff puts forward the following taxonomy of rule-related behaviour.
1) positive rule-reflective behaviour
2) rule-following behaviour
3) rule-conforming behaviour
4) rule-fulfilling behaviour
5) rule-absent behaviour
6) rule-ignorant behaviour
7) rule-error behaviour
8) rule-violation behaviour
9) negative rule-reflective behaviour

Rule-absentbehaviour is behaviour that is not rule-generated: either it is not
controllable, or it is not criticizable, or it is not contextual.Rule-fulfilling behaviour
corresponds to a rule R, although the agent has no explicit or implicit knowledge of R.
The agent acts in correspondence with R by accident or by imitating behaviour of
others.Rule-ignorantbehaviour with respect to rule R is behaviour that fails to fulfil
R, while the agent has no explicit or implicit knowledge of R.Rule-conforming
behaviour is behaviour that corresponds to rule R while the agent has implicit
knowledge of R. Rule-error behaviour with respect to rule R is behaviour that fails to
comply with R, while the agent does have implicit knowledge of R.Rule-following
behaviour corresponds to a rule R while the agent has explicit knowledge of R.Rule-
violation behaviour, with respect to rule R, violates R while the agent has explicit
knowledge of R.Positive rule-reflectivebehaviour is rule-following behaviour, such
that R is positively evaluated by the agent.Negative rule-reflectivebehaviour is rule-
violation behaviour, such that the agent evaluates the rule negatively.156

153 ‘In this classroom, we must speak Dutch' can be a rule, even if one of the pupils does not
speak Dutch: that is not a physical restriction.
154 ‘In this classroom, we must speak Dutch' is a rule, even if another rule is in force that
states that in this classroom we are to speak only English, because each rule considered in
isolation can be followed.
155 Shimanoff supposes that a proposition that says that an action isallowablecannot be called
a prescription, and consequently not arule. The reason is that if someone does not perform
the allowable behaviour, this person cannot be criticised. However, rules of the form 'in
situation X one has a right to do Y' can be real prescriptions or at least part of real
prescriptions in situations in which a person is obliged to choose from various allowable
moves.
156 It seems that this feature of positive or negative evaluation can also be applied to the rule-
error and rule-conforming behaviour. Moreover, I suppose one can perform rule-following
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The termrule-governed behaviourwill be used to refer to acts that indicate
commitment to a conversational rule. Presumably, rule-governed behaviour comprises
the following types: positive rule-reflective behaviour, rule-following behaviour, rule-
conforming behaviour, rule-error behaviour, rule-violation behaviour. Rule-fulfilling,
rule-absent and rule-ignorant behaviour is not behaviour that can be said to be
governed by a rule, although it may seem that way. Negative rule-reflective behaviour
indicates that the actor is tryingnot to follow the rule.

The distinction between the constitutive and regulative rules

Ambiguity dialectic is made up of a regulative rule and a collection of constitutive
rules. In the kind of discussion that ambiguity dialectic models, the parties are
committed to having a perfectly ideal logical discussion (a discussion in which
actively ambiguous expressions do not occur). Then again, in most situations it is
impossible to have such fallacy-free discussions and we play the kind of game where
we are committed to attempt systematically to have an optimal discussion. The rules
that constitute the perfectly ideal logical type of discussionregulate the kind of
discussion that ambiguity dialectic models.

What applies to perfectly ideal logical discussion, also applies to the kind of
discussion that ambiguity dialectic models. It is very hard, if not impossible in
particular situations, to follow the constitutive rules of ambiguity dialectic. Thus, we
may play the game in which weattempt to have such a discussion. This type of
conversation then is not the kind of discussion that ambiguity dialectic intends to
model. It is anattemptat a discussion according to the rules of ambiguity dialectic.
The rules that constitute ambiguity dialectic and optimal discussions areregulative
rules for this kind of conversation: the rules of ambiguity dialectic are recommended
rules for those who attempt to have a discussion along the lines of ambiguity dialectic.

Ambiguity dialectic is intended to hold a certain position in the hierarchy of
ideal discussion models. Its regulative rules express an higher ideal of rationality than
its constitutive rules, and it constitutive rules express in turn a higher ideal of
rationality than can be achieved in many situations. This threefold hierarchy reflects
an hierarchy that can be found implicitly in the pre-theoretical concept of a good
discussion. Supposedly, the participants in an argumentative discussion on the merits
of the case are committed to attempt to beas rational as is possible: they are
committed to use univocal expressions, or if that fails, to correct and improve
expressions when they are shown to be actively ambiguous, or if that fails, to make at
least serious attempts to correct and improve expressions when they are shown to be
actively ambiguous. We will find some support for the existence of such a hierarchy
when examining the case-studies.

Shimanoff (1980, 84-5) points out a conceptual problem with the application
of the notion of a constitutive rule to social reality: allegedly, constitutive rules are not
really rules that can be followed. It will be shown that this criticism does not apply to
the hierarchically layered concept of a good argumentative discussion.

According to Shimanoff, a constitutive rule is definitory in character and
regulates what meaning is to be attributed to something, not what kind of behaviour is
prescribed. A constitutive rule concerns only cognition and interpretation: a person

behaviour and evaluate the rule negatively, and perform rule-violation behaviour and evaluate
the rule positively.
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who violates a constitutive rule can be judged as incoherent, but he cannot be
criticised for the violation (85).

Suppose now that two persons are having an ad-discussion and that R is a
constitutive rule of ambiguity dialectic. Then it is somewhat odd to say R is
prescribedfor this ad-discussion, because following R is part ofwhat it is to have this
ad-discussion: if R is violated, then the conversation is no longer an ad-discussion.
However, we still can say that Rshouldbe followed from an external perspective of
the attempt at an ad-discussion. In anattempt at an ad-discussion, the participants are
committed to the rules of ad-discussions: the rules that constitute ambiguity dialectic
are regulative rules for attempts at ad-discussions.

Shimanoff acknowledges that constitutive rules can be transformed into
regulative rules: thedefinition157 ‘X counts as Y in context C’ can be transformed into
the rule ‘If one wishes to perform act X in society A, then one must do Y’
(Shimanoff, 85). In a dialectical context, this can be interpreted as: ‘if one is
committed to having an ad-discussion (wishes to perform X), one should follow the
rules of ambiguity dialectic (perform Y)’. Therefore, Shimanoff might agree with the
analysis that the rules that constitute one type of discussion are the regulative rules for
another, related type of discussion. Similarly, what are regulative rules for one type of
discussion might be constitutive rules for another. Shimanoff seems to take a parallel
stance when she discusses the rules of etiquette, brought forward by Searle as
prototypical regulative rules. The rules of etiquetteconstitutepoliteness while they
regulate the practice of consuming a meal: you may consume a meal, or you may
consume it in the proper way. Similarly, the rules that regulate an ad-discussion
constitute the optimal model.

Another objection to Shimanoff's contention is that it is natural to say that
participants of a game are committed to the rules that constitute that game. This way
of speaking, as it stands, is not in accordance with Shimanoff’s terminology, but can
be seen as shorthand for the statement that the participant of the sharedattemptat
playing that game are committed to regulative rules that are identical to the rules that
constitute the game. Hence, we can tolerate the "abuse of language" of saying that a
rule R of ambiguity dialectic is semi-conventionally valid for a group of discussants
whose activity is constituted by this rule, if we take into account that this statement is
true for the broader type of conversation in which the participants attempt to argue
critically.

After these consideration of different kinds of rules, we can specify figure 1 of
chapter 7.

pre-theoretical conceptual network theoretical explication

Figure 1.

157 More precise, this is probably a clause that is part of a the definition that states the various
necessary conditions that are together sufficient for X-ness.

good discussion
(stricter sense)

attempt at AD-discussion

logical discussion

AD-discussion

good discussion
(strictest sense)

good discussion
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How to find out about semi-conventionally valid rules?

That behaviour is governed by a rule R does not imply, in a strict sense, that the actor
is committed to R. We may imagine an agent who performs rule-following or rule-
violation behaviour with respect to rule R, even though he is not committed to R. For
instance, if an Englishman, visiting the Netherlands, drives on the left (right) side of
the road, he or she can be said to perform rule-following (rule-violation) behaviour
with respect to the British rules of the road. But the visiting Englishman is not
committed to these rules.

Nevertheless, if an act is generated by a rule, then it isplausiblethat the agent
supposes him- or herself to be committed to that rule. We may presume discussants to
act according to rules that they know (tacitly or explicitly) they are committed to and
not to act according to rules they know they are not committed to. It might be the case
that a discussant’s behaviour is generated by rules, but that this discussant is not
willing, if asked, to subscribe to the rule. However, this is less plausible if a discussant
is aware of the rule that generates his or her behaviour. Positive rule-reflective
behaviour has the strongest connection with commitment to the rule, rule-following
behaviour and rule-violation behaviour come second in the row, and a still weaker
link is found between on the one hand commitment, and on the other hand rule-
conforming and rule-error behaviour.

We can distinguish between several kinds of data that indicate the semi-
conventional validity of rules: (1) behavioural patterns; (2) judgements of
appropriateness or inappropriateness, where a discussant judges on the admissibility
or inadmissibility of an act; (3) repairs, where a discussant repairs a transgression of a
rule; (4) negative sanctions, where a discussant negatively sanctions an act; (5)
positive evaluations of a rule. These indicators vary with respect to the strength with
which they indicate commitment.Behavioural patternsprovide weaker indicators
than judgements of (in)appropriateness, negative sanctions and repairs. The reason is
that a pattern can be generated by coincidence. An explicit positive evaluation of a
rule R is a stronger indicator of commitment to R than a judgement concerning
appropriateness, a negative sanction or a repair, because a positive evaluation must be
generated by explicit knowledge.

In the case studies, we will come across all these kinds of data, except explicit
positive evaluations of rules that concern active ambiguity. We will focus mainly on
criticisms of ambiguity (judgements of inappropriateness, supplemented with a
negative sanction), and on disambiguating reformulations (a form of repair).

In accordance with the intended abductive argument, we will start from the
assumption that there is a collection C of rules, such that the discussants consider
themselves committed to C, such that their behaviour is governed by C, and such that
C is adequately explicated by the model for ambiguity dialectic. Does this assumption
lead to a plausible explanation of behavioural patters, judgements of
inappropriateness, negative sanctions and repairs? Before analysing the cases, the
method of analysis will be outlined.



Active ambiguity in a debate on euthanasia and in a tobacco lawsuit

173

Reconstructing discussion fragments from the perspective of ambiguity dialectic

The discussion fragments that follow will be analysed in a moderately charitable way
(cf. Govier 1987, chapter 7): the contributions of the parties are interpreted as moves
or constellations of moves that comply with the rules of ambiguity dialectic, unless
there is good empirical ground that these rules have been violated. Part of our
assumption is that the parties are trying to manoeuvre strategically within the confines
of an ad-discussion. To the extent that this hypothesis leads to a coherent and
plausible analysis of the discussion, the hypothesis is plausible.

As we have seen in chapter 7, normative profiles of dialogue are a convenient
method for picturing allowable fragments in a critical discussion. There we pictured
discussion fragments in an abstract way, using propositional and other variables. But
we may interpret these variables and construct aconcrete normative profile of
dialogue that concerns a specific topic:

W: (s1) standpoint(This bill should be passed)

B: (s4) Why?

W: (s5) Euthanasia is morally right so this bill should be passed

B: (s4)
Is it
morally
right?

B: (s4) Should
the bill be
passed if
euthanasia is
morally right?

B: (s4)Euthanasiais ambiguous
betweentermination of the life of a
patient who suffers unbearably and
without prospectsandtermination of
life

W: (s9) Termination of the
life of a patient who suffers
unbearably and without any
prospects is morally right so
this bill should be passed

W: (s9) Termination of life is morally
right, so this bill should be passed

Figure 2. A concrete normative profile of dialogue

Interpreting a discussion fragment from the perspective of ambiguity dialectic can be
realised by interpreting it in such a way that it resembles a concrete normative profile
as closely as possible. Such a description of a discussion fragment shall be called a
concretedescriptive profile of dialogue(Van Laar 2003).158

Let us examine the following initial fragment of dialogue:
person A: Euthanasia is morally right, so this bill should be passed.

158 The descriptive profiles of dialogue, as they are used here, leave out two important aspects
of interpreting argumentative discourse. No use will be made of any precise theory about the
acceptable ways of constructing acomplexcontribution, nor of allowable ways ofresponding
to complex contributions.
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person B: Euthanasia is ambiguous betweentermination of life in general and
termination of life of a patient who suffers unbearably and without any prospects.
What do you mean?

A’s first contribution is, seen from the perspective of ambiguity dialectic,
dialectically complex. It can itself be described as a discussion in which A puts
forward a main standpoint, and reacts on a challenge by offering an argument.
Although B has not challenged the thesis, A does anticipate such a challenge.
Consequently, we should distinguish betweencontributions, which can be
dialectically simple or dialectically complex, andmoves, which are by definition
dialectically simple. What must be regarded as a move is determined by the rules of
ambiguity dialectic.

In the figures that follow, contributions are indicated by a double line. Moves
are indicated by a single line. The dialectical analysis of a complex contribution is
pictured by inserting a descriptive profile of dialogue within the outlines of a
contribution. If the dialectical analysis of a contribution is completed, the profile of
dialogue within its outlines consists of simple moves only. Moves that are left
implicit by the speakers are made explicit.

The dialogue above can be represented with the following descriptive profile
of dialogue. Both A and B make one contribution:

A: (s1) standpoint(This bill should be passed)

B: (s4) Why?

A: (s5) Euthanasia is morally right, so this bill should be passed

B: (s4)Euthanasiais ambiguous betweentermination of lifeandtermination of life of
a patient who suffers unbearably and without prospects
Figure 3. A descriptive profile of dialogue

Sometimes, a party anticipates more than one possible move. This is a familiar way to
proceed, in particular when an ambiguity has been detected. Consider the following
fragment of dialogue:

A: Euthanasia is morally right.
B: Euthanasia is ambiguous. If you are going to say that you mean

termination of life of a patient who suffers unbearably and without prospectsthen I
will agree with you, but if you meantermination of lifein general, then I don’t know
yet.

B anticipates on two ways A might respond to B’s view thateuthanasiais
actively ambiguous. In each case, A disambiguates her argument. In a descriptive
profile of dialogue, a bifurcation of arrows within a contribution, from a box with
locution P to, for example, two boxes with locutions Q and R, should be read as ‘if I
say P, you may respond by uttering Q, or by uttering R’. The following descriptive
profile pictures the dialectically complex kind of contribution that we saw above:
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A: (s1) standpoint(euthanasia is morally right)

B: (s4) Euthanasiais ambiguous betweentermination of lifeand termination of life of a
patient who suffers unbearably and without any prospects

A: (s9) termination of life of a patient who suffers
unbearably and without prospects is morally right

A: (s9) termination of life is
morally right

B: (s4) Concede(euthanasia is morally right) B: (s4) Why?

This particular fragment allows an alternative reading of B's critical remark and it can
be said to be contextually ambiguous with respect to its illocutionary force. B can also
be taken to respond to the possible critical question 'is this distinction relevant for the
course of our discussion?'. This reading results in the following descriptive profile of
dialogue.

A: (s1) Euthanasia is morally right

B: (s4) Euthanasiais ambiguous betweentermination of lifeand termination of life of a
patient who suffers unbearably and without prospects

A: (s9) relevant?

B: (s15) dpa: concede(termination of life when some patient suffers unbearably and
without any prospects is morally right); why(termination of life is morally right)?

2. THE DEBATE ON EUTHANASIA IN DUTCH PARLIAMENT

In the autumn of 2000, two Dutch ministers, the minister of Justice, Korthals, and the
minister of Health, Welfare and Sport, Borst, defended in the Lower House a bill,
titled: ‘Termination of Life on Request and Assisted Suicide’.159 This bill contained
some key expressions that were considered ambiguous by the members of the House,
and were discussed at length during the debate. First, the background of the debate
will be outlined. Second, various interesting fragments of the debate will be
reconstructed from the perspective of ambiguity dialectic.

159 In Dutch:Levensbeëindiging op verzoek en hulp bij zelfdoding.
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The bill Termination of Life on Request and Assisted Suicide

Before the bill was enacted in April 2001, any doctor who was to perform euthanasia
would violate article 293 of the Criminal Code. This article stated terminating another
person’s life at that person’s express and earnest request to be liable to a term of
imprisonment of twelve years, or a fifth-category fine. From 1973 onwards,
jurisdiction had been developing on the issue. The standard way for a doctor to
become acquitted was to pleadforce majeur. A doctor’s plea came to be justified if
the doctor had complied with a collection ofcriteria of due care160 when performing
euthanasia. When these criteria were fulfilled, the doctor could be said to find him- or
herself in a conflict of duties, one duty being to protect life, the other duty to relieve
suffering.

One of the motives for introducing the bill was to codify existing jurisdiction.
Termination of life on request and assisted suicide was to remain part of the criminal
code, but article 293 was changed so that it included a special ground for exemption
from criminal liability. Termination of life and assisted suicide were to be liable to
imprisonment or fines, unless the physician fulfilled the criteria of due care. The
criteria of due care that can be found in the bill were mainly copied from former court
decisions:
According to the bill, the doctor had to:
a. be satisfied that the patient’s request is voluntary and well-considered;
b. be satisfied that the patient’s suffering is unbearable and that there is no prospect of
improvement;
c. inform the patient of his or her situation and further prognosis;
d. discuss the situation with the patient and come to the joint conclusion that there is
no other reasonable solution;
e. consult at least one other physician with no connection to the case, who had then to
see the patient and state in writing that the attending physician had satisfied the
criteria of due care, listed above;
f. exercise due medical care and attention in terminating the patient’s life or assisting
in his or her suicide.

The motives for codifying jurisprudence were to provide legal security for
doctors and patients, to make a provision for complying with reasonable requests for
euthanasia, and to enhance the transparency of the already existing practice of
euthanasia and assisted suicide.

Subsequent courts had interpreted the criteria of due care. The following two
cases had been classified underunbearable suffering: an aged person in deteriorating
health who experienced her illness as degrading;161 and a person who suffered from
severe mental suffering arising from a psychiatric disorder, without a physical illness,
and who, moreover, was not dying.162

Three weeks before the Lower House would debate the bill, a court in
Haarlem acquitted a doctor in an interesting new case of euthanasia. A family doctor

160 In Dutch:zorgvuldigheidsvereisten.
161 In Dutch:steeds verdergaande ontluistering, Dutch Jurisdiction, NJ 1985/106, 27-11-1984.
162 The case Chabot in 1994: the person in question had suffered unbearably after her two
children died. The doctor who assisted in her suicide was convicted, but no penalty was
imposed. The High Court decided that the psychological nature of suffering is no impediment
for complying with the criteria of due care.
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had provided former senator Brongersma with a lethal potion.163 According to the
judges, the doctor had complied with the criteria of due care. Brongersma, however,
did not have any serious physical illness or mental disorder. He suffered from the idea
of having a pointless and empty existence, and experienced his life as meaningless.
This "decay" was irreversible and therefore not considered to be treatable.164 Expert
witness De Beaufort, a specialist in medical ethics, argued that if we want to know
whether someone suffers unbearably, we have to rely on this person's own account.
The judges in Haarlem agreed with her. Brongersma’s kind of suffering came to be
known as beingweary of life.165 In the parliamentary debate, one of the most hotly
debated issues was whether the second due care criterion was to be read as including
weariness of life, or whether it was meant to exclude such a case.

The debate as seen from the perspective of a persuasion dialogue

At the beginning and at the end of the parliamentary debate, the participants made
some remarks that support the hypothesis that they themselves perceived their debate
as containing argumentative discussions in which they focused on the merits of the
case.166

Minister Korthals stated his dialectical purpose at the beginning of the debate:
“We, for our part, will do our best--that is why we are here--to persuade the House
that this bill deserves to be enacted” (November 23, 2109).167 After the debate, many
participants evaluated the debate positively. The spokeswoman of the biggest party
that opposed the bill, Ross of the Christian Democratic Party (CDA), evaluated the
discussion as follows: "Madam Speaker! I believe the debate we have conducted
during the last few days has been dignified and authentic. Although fundamental
differences of opinion will persist with regard to the proposed legislation concerning
euthanasia and assisted suicide, these differences have been respectfully brought to
the fore" (November 23, 2202) and "[t]o conclude. I would like to thank both
ministers for the excellent debate we have had." (November 23, 2205).

Vos, of the right-winged liberal party (VVD), favoured the bill (although we
will come across some critical remarks of his): "Personally, I have found the debate
dignified, meaningful and highly interesting, and we have obtained a clear view of the
bill’s content. Both ministers have contributed significantly to this. In the first
instance, the nature and essence of the law were discussed. The core of the bill

163 Brongersma was also by life a controversial figure: he possessed an archive of child
pornography, for research purposes as he alleged, while being overtly paedophilic (De
Volkskrant, December 23 2000).
164 De Volkskrant, October 31 2000.
165 In Dutch: levensmoeor klaar-met-leven.
166 The debate has also elements of adeliberation dialogue. The ministers and members of
parliament are co-operating in order to arrive at a version of the bill that can be seen as a
desirable outcome of the process of legislation. Moreover, it can justifiably be seen as a
debatebefore a larger audience, in the sense given to that term by Walton and Krabbe
(Walton and Krabbe 1995, 66). The hypothesis that a fragment of the conversation contains
aspects of a debate, or of a deliberation dialogue, is consistent with the hypothesis that this
very fragment is also part of a persuasion dialogue.
167 All quotes that concern this Dutch parliamentary debate are translations by Julia Harvey.
All transcripts can be found inVerslag der Handelingen van de Tweede Kamer der Staten-
Generaal(2000).
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consists of the codification of case law up to and including the Chabot verdict. The
Minister of Justice dwelt at considerable length on the criteria “without any
prospects” and “unbearable” ” (November 23, 2246). The minister of justice,
Korthals, finished his speech thus: “Madam Speaker! To conclude, many speakers
have spoken of the dignified and respectful manner in which we discussed this
difficult and delicate subject. I and my colleague from Health, Welfare and Sports,
willingly add our praise.”” (November 23, 2254).

More specific indications that justify the reconstruction in terms of ambiguity
dialectic can be found in the fragments that we shall consider.

Case-study 1, euthanasia: Ross onunbearable suffering

Ross is a member of the Christian Democratic Party, CDA, and she opposes the bill.

"Ross: Madam Speaker! Because of the Brongersma case verdict, the debate on
euthanasia has to be seen in a new light. The verdict on the Brongersma case has
shocked the Christian Democratic Party (CDA). In the judge’s opinion the doctor
satisfied the requirements of due care and could justifiably pleadforce majeur.
However, Brongersma was not ill, but merely weary of life. In the opinion of the
CDA, this cannot be a reason for a doctor to comply with a request for euthanasia.
There must be a question of unbearable suffering without any prospects in a medical
sense. My party is of the opinion that, in light of the development mentioned above,
the concept of the patient in the bill needs redefining, and in such a way that it can be
understood to refer to a person suffering from a medical condition. The text of the bill
as it stands at the moment stipulates what should be understood by concepts like the
attending physician, the care providers, the independent physician, the regional
inspector, but not what comes under the concept of patient. Who, in light of this bill,
is the patient? Is the Minister of the opinion that only someone ill may be considered
for euthanasia, or is that not necessary? Can it be administered to a healthy person? In
the early debates in the Lower House, euthanasia was argued for in cases of severe
and hopeless physical suffering. The CDA observed with great concern that during the
first Kok Cabinet, severe psychological suffering became grounds for euthanasia,
while others in the very first debate argued that this should never become grounds.
The current state of affairs is that being weary of life itself and the prospect of going
down-hill can justify euthanasia. Instead of a final remedy, it is becoming a normal
death with general grounds for justification in law. In fact, I am afraid that this debate
will by no means be the end of the discussion, and that the cabinet has made its first
move towards complete legalisation and, in the near future, the free supply of the
means to commit suicide, like the Drion pill.” (November 21, p. 2003)168

Ross’s contribution is complex from a dialectical perspective and contains at least
three implicit discussions that bear on the ambiguity of the criteria of due care.

(1) The first implicit discussion contains an argument for the view that
Brongersma’s doctor did not meet the criteria of due care. One of the reasons offered
is that the patient has to suffer unbearably and without any prospectsin a medical
sense. The phrasein a … senseis a standard way to disambiguate an expression and is

168 TheDrion pill refers to the kind of pill that H. Drion proposed to supply to elderly people
in order to provide them with a means to end their life whenever they wish to do so.
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used here to disambiguateto suffer unbearably and without any prospects. This use of
a disambiguated reformulation suggests the relevance of another, non-medical sense
of the expression, and it suggests that the reason, if it were disambiguated the other
way, would not support Ross’s standpoint. In addition, it suggests an ambiguity
criticism against someone else’s use of the allegedly actively ambiguous expression
suffer unbearably and without any prospects. This is correct, but we cannot expect to
find such a criticism as part of an argumentation for some standpoint. Below, we shall
be able to reconstruct it as part of Ross’sopposition to the position of minister
Korthals: her use of the phrasea medical senseplays two roles in the contribution that
we are considering.

Ross's argument can be reconstructed as containing the following implicit
discussion:

Ross: (s1) Brongersma’s doctor did not comply with the criteria of due care

critic: (s4) Why not?

Ross: (s5) Brongersma did not suffer unbearably and without any prospects in a medical
sense. If Brongersma’s doctor complied with the criteria of due care, Brongersma
suffered unbearably and without any prospects in a medical sense. Therefore,
Brongersma’s doctor did not comply with the criteria of due care

critic: (s4) Why did Brongersma not suffer unbearably and without any prospects in a
medical sense?

Ross: (s5) Brongersma was not ill, but merely weary of life,soBrongersma did not suffer
unbearably and without any prospects in a medical sense

The structure of the argument can be pictured thus:

1. Brongersma’s doctor did not comply with the criteria of due care

1.1a Brongersma did not suffer
unbearably and without any
prospects in a medical sense

& 1.1b If Brongersma’s doctor complied with the
criteria of due care, Brongersma suffered
unbearably and without any prospects in a
medical sense

1.1a.1 Brongersma was not ill, but
merely weary of life

(2) As we have seen, Ross’s use ofin a medical sensesuggests that someone
else makes use of an actively ambiguous expression. By criticising the ambiguity,
Ross both steers clear from conceding that Brongersma’s doctor met the criteria of
due care, and from appearing unreasonable by not conceding this. The fragment can
also be taken to include the following contribution:
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judge: (s5) Brongersma suffered unbearably and without any prospects, so Brongersma’s
doctor complied with the criteria of due care.

Ross: (s4)suffered unbearably and without any prospectsis actively ambiguous between
suffered unbearably and without any prospects in a medical senseand suffered
unbearably and without any prospects in a not specifically medical sense

judge: (s9) Brongersma suffered
unbearably and without any prospects in
a medical sense so Brongersma’s doctor
complied with the criteria of due care

judge: (s9) Brongersma suffered
unbearably and without any prospects in a
not specifically medical sense, so
Brongersma’s doctor complied with the
criteria of due care

Ross: (s4) Why did Brongersma suffer
unbearably and without any prospects in
a medical sense?

(Ross argues explicitly against the thesis
that Brongersma suffered unbearably and
without any prospects in a medical sense
by alleging that he was not ill but merely
weary of life)169

Ross: (s4) Why did Brongersma’s doctor
comply with the criteria of due care if
Brongersma suffered unbearably and
without any prospects in a not specifically
medical sense?

(Ross argues explicitly against the thesis
that it is prudent to take the stance that, if
someone suffers unbearably and without
any prospects in a not specifically medical
sense, this person’s doctor can be said to
comply with the criteria of due care. Her
reasons are that euthanasia becomes a
normal death with general grounds for
justification in law. Moreover, it will be
the first move towards the complete
legalisation and the free supply of the
means to commit suicide)

The two descriptive profiles of dialogue present different, although interacting,
aspects of Ross’s contribution. The analyses show that Ross’s sentenceBrongersma
was not ill, but merely weary of lifefulfils two functions. It expresses a reason to
support that Brongersma’s doctor did not meet the criteria of due care, and it is part of
a response to the judge’s possible move where he chooses a certain disambiguation.
We have already pointed out (under 1) that a similar thing applies to Ross’s statement
there must be a question of unbearable suffering without any prospects in a medical
sense.

(3) A third discussion implicit in Ross’s speech contains her argument for the
standpoint that the termpatientneeds redefining. Part of the argument is that the term
is unclear: if someone is said to be apatient, should that be taken to mean that the

169 In order to keep the model as simple as possible, ambiguity dialectic does not
accommodate the option for an opponent to take the opposite stance. In order to interpret Ross
charitably, we must suppose that ambiguity dialectic has been enriched in this way.
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person is ill, or might this person be healthy? Ross hints at two distinct directions in
which patientcan be made more precise, and this indicates that the term is, according
to her, actively ambiguous. However, this request for clarification is more properly
interpreted as expressing a challenge, and not as part of an ambiguity criticism.

In a parliamentary debate about a bill, the formulation of the bill is an explicit
issue. In this specific discussion the ministers who introduced the bill are committed
to two distinct theses: (1)if a doctor complies with these criteria of due care, ..., and
if he administers euthanasia, then he should not be convicted,and (2)the formulation
of this bill is adequate (univocal, etc.) for its purposes. If a member of parliament
contends that a formulation of a due care criterion is (actively) ambiguous, this may
either be directed as a criticism against (1) or against (2). If it is against (1) it
constitutes what we call apoint of order of the type ‘ambiguity criticism’. If it is
against (2), however, it is part of a substantial refutation. Because Ross mentions the
bill itself, the third implicit discussion in Ross’s contribution must be seen as
containing such a substantialchallengeto (2), and not as an ambiguity criticism
against (1). Because the minister's thesis is challenged by asserting its denial, Ross
becomes the proponent of that denial. The partly implicit statement thatpatient is
ambiguous expresses a reason for that standpoint.

Ross: (s1) standpoint(the formulation of this bill is inadequate)

Minister: (s4) Why is the formulation of this bill inadequate?

Ross: (s5)x is a patientis ambiguous betweenx is a patient in a sense that implies that x
is ill andx is a patient in the sense that does not imply that x is ill, so the formulation of
this bill is inadequate

To summarise, Ross’s contribution contains at least three, partly implicit, discussions.
This explains and clarifies the apparent complexity of the fragment. Some sentences
have multiple functions, in that they are part of several implicit discussions.
Disambiguated reformulations can function as part of a reason in pro-argumentation
(as the first profile shows), as part of an ambiguity criticism (as the second shows), or
as a reason in contra-argumentation (the third profile).

Case-study 2, euthanasia: Vos onunbearable suffering

Vos, of the right-winged liberal party VVD, favours the bill, but has some critical
questions for minister Korthals.

" Vos (VVD): (…) In its final judgement the court took into consideration that there is
no consensus within medical ethics on how to answer the question of whether a broad
or a narrow definition should be applied when considering the unbearability of
suffering. It agreed with De Beaufort that the application of a broad definition to
unbearable suffering can be adequately defended. This expert witness stated that
unbearable suffering can also manifest itself in an insidious and lingering form,
characterised by a general hopelessness. The distinguishing feature of this reasoning
is that it leaves the verdict on unbearability and the lack of hope in the hands of the
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patient. It is understandable that this judgement gave rise to the suggestion that
weariness of life itself could be grounds for euthanasia. The Koninklijke Nederlandse
Maatschappij voor Geneeskunde (Royal Dutch Society for Medical Science) fears that
doctors will become a dispensary for obtaining the means to commit suicide. The
Haarlem judges have put extra emphasis on the patient’s right to self-determination.
Given this judgement, it seems that the definition of unbearable suffering is not solely
based on strictly medical but also on social criteria. The idea that unbearable suffering
should be associated with an illness seems to have been abandoned. Whether this is
desirable, and if so, to what extent, should be decided by the legislator.
(...)
Madam Speaker! Politics and/or the legislator should ask themselves, in what
direction do we want to move and what is subsumed by the criteria of the bill? The
VVD does not want the hopelessness andunbearabilitycriteria to lose their normative
characters. That could be the result if these criteria are removed from the medical
domain. To the extent that unbearable suffering and suffering without any prospects
are interpreted in a broader sense, the patient’s request becomes more significant, and
the medical-professional judgement disappears into the background. What remains is
a comparatively arbitrary role for the doctor. The willingness to comply with a request
for euthanasia will depend on the extent to which the doctor is sensitive to the
patient’s problems, or on whether the doctor sympathises with his patient. That is not
what the VVD intends with this bill. Euthanasia concerns the personal dignity of
patients who suffer unbearably, either physically or psychologically, and who are,
moreover, beyond help. They can be spared further suffering if they emphatically
request this. Particularly in these circumstances, it is inhuman to let people struggle in
vain until the very end." (November 21, 2067-2068).

Vos’s contribution can best be seen as containing a discussion with minister Korthals
on Korthals’s standpoint that, if a doctor complies with the criteria of due care, he
should be exempted from criminal liability.

(1) Vos raises an ambiguity criticism against Korthals's use ofunbearable
suffering. Vos does not present a complete disambiguating reformulation of the broad
reading ofunbearable suffering. But he does offer some features of the broad reading:
it is a broad definition; it is not only based on strictly medical but also on social
aspects; by adopting this reformulation one abandons the idea that unbearable
suffering is associated with an illness; choosing this reformulation has the effect of
leaving the verdict on unbearability and about the lack of hope in the hands of the
patient. We can analyse these conditions of the broad reading as providing a special
kind of a disambiguating reformulation.

(2) An interesting point is that Vos goes into some detail concerning the
requirements on the broad reading, but he is very brief when it concerns the strict
reading. The only requirement he gives is that the definition is a strict one. As will
become clear in the next fragment (case-study 3), Vos himself seems to think that,
given the context of utterance, he has not made this strict reading sufficiently clear.
Therefore, Vos’s ambiguity criticism probably violates a constitutive rule of
ambiguity dialectic. If a move violates a constitutive rule this is indicated in the
descriptive profiles with a dotted line.

(3) In addition to indicating two directions in which an expression can be
interpreted, Vos also argues that these readings are linguistically admissible for the
present discussion. He gives two related reasons why he has to take into consideration
both a broad and a strict reading ofunbearable suffering: first, there is no consensus
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in medical ethics on how to answer the question whether a broad or a narrow
definition should be employed, and second, the court accepted De Beaufort’s proposal
to adopt the broad definition, while Vos himself thinks that only the strict definition
leads to an acceptable law. In ambiguity dialectic, such reasoning about
interpretations is modelled, although in an abstract way, by the utterance meaning
testing procedure. Vos presents us with an argument that exemplifies such a test.

Korthals: (s1) If a doctor complies with the criteria of due care, the doctor should be
exempted from criminal liability.

Vos: (s4)unbearable sufferingis ambiguous betweenX and Y, such thatX is a broad
definition with characteristics C, andY is a strict definition!

Korthals: (s9) admissible?

Vos: (s12) positive

(4) Moreover, the contribution of Vos can also be taken to contain a response to the
possible request to show the contextual relevance of the distinction.

Korthals: (s1) If a doctor complies with the criteria of due care, the doctor should be
exempted from criminal liability.

Vos: (s4)unbearable sufferingis ambiguous betweenX and Y, such thatX is a broad
definition with characteristics C, andY is a strict definition!

Korthals: (s9) Relevant?

Vos: (s15) I admit that if a doctor complies with the criteria of due care, assuming
unbearable sufferingis taken in the strict sense, the doctor should be exempted from
criminal liability; Why would it be the case that if a doctor complies with the criteria of
due care, assumingunbearable sufferingis taken in the broad sense, the doctor should be
exempted from criminal liability? (he offers several reasons to support the thesis that it is
better not to exempt the doctor from criminal liability in such a case)

(5) Vos offers some reasons for believing that if a doctor complies with the criteria of
due care, assumingunbearable sufferingis interpreted in the strict sense, the doctor
should be exempted from criminal liability. This argument cannot be meant to
persuade Korthals, because it is very implausible that Korthals would challenge its
standpoint. However, this argument can be plausibly interpreted as directed towards
other critics who would challenge Vos’s commitment to that standpoint.
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Vos: (s1) standpoint(if a doctor complies with the criteria of due care,unbearable
suffering interpreted in the strict sense, the doctor should be exempted from criminal
liability)

critic: (s4) why?

Vos: (s5) Euthanasia concerns personal dignity of patients who suffer unbearably, either
physically or psychologically, and who are moreover beyond treatment. They can be
spared further suffering, if they emphatically request this. Particularly in these
circumstances, it is inhuman to let people struggle in vain until the very end. So, if a
doctor complies with the criteria of due care,unbearable sufferinginterpreted in the strict
sense, the doctor should be exempted from criminal liability.

Case-study 2 provides us with plausible examples of responses to possible
admissibility and relevance critiques. Moreover, it shows that in real debate, one
sometimes criticises ambiguity without giving disambiguating reformulations, but by
stating requirements on such reformulations.

Case-study 3, euthanasia: Vos and Halsema onunbearable sufferingand beyond
psychological treatment

After this contribution by Vos, Halsema ofGroenLinks, an environmental and leftist
party, asks Vos to propose a reformulation that could replace the original formulation
of the criteria of due care in the bill. Like Vos, Halsema is in favour of the bill.

“Halsema:Madam Speaker! During the entire argument that Mr Vos has constructed
on the basis of the one-off Brongersma case, I see no trace of the consequences that he
attaches to it for this bill
(...)
Vos: We now have to determine what we mean by the criteria of unbearability and
without any prospects. As far as I have been able to understand from our preliminary
notes, what we mean is to set out the case-law up to and including Chabot.
(...)
Halsema: You have not yet answered my question about the adjustments you are
proposing to the bill, except that you have said, unbearable suffering without any
prospects up to and including Chabot. I do not think that is a good description.
Vos: I am waiting for the Cabinet’s comments. However, it may be that article 2,
paragraph 1, subsection b, will state that a doctor has to be convinced of the
unbearable suffering and lack of prospects of a patient, and of his or her being beyond
physical and psychological treatment. That has been the whole point of case-law in
this field. That is what we already intend, actually, but it can be stated explicitly in
that clause.
Halsema: What is “beyond psychological treatment”? How many suicide attempts
have to precede it? Is someone who is suicidal for a very long time beyond
psychological treatment?
Vos: In the first instance, I will refer to the criteria of the Chabot decision. This
subject needs to be discussed at length. It concerns people who are in some way
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weary of life. I think this is an extremely complicated subject. I can easily imagine
that there are people who so ardently desire to end their lives that this desire has a
psychological cause. I do not know for certain. This might fall under this bill insofar
as it is a psychological illness, but whether this is always the case, I do not know. The
bill makes it possible to discuss this subject in terms of the existence of a
psychological illness. I can easily imagine that a number of people do have this
disorder. If you so ardently desire to put an end to your life, then this may well be a
mental disorder. This requires further interpretation and investigation.
Halsema: I accept that. (…)" (November 21, 2069)

(1) This fragment partly contributes to the discussion on the issue of whether or not
the bill is formulated adequately. The standpoint in question is something like:
'unbearable suffering' is formulated inadequately in the law. Halsema, in her first
contribution, seems to ask for a reformulation ofunbearable sufferingthat Vos would
like to be inserted into the bill. Vos’s answer, however, does not contain such a
reformulation, nor is clear that it contains requirements on such a reformulation. For
that reason, Halsema criticises Vos’s answer in her second contribution of this
fragment. When Vos understands her question correctly, in his second contribution,
he gives a tentative reformulation:a doctor has to be convinced of the unbearable
suffering and lack of prospects of a patient, and of his or her being beyond physical
and psychological treatment. This discussion pertains to the formulation of the bill.

(2) This fragment also contains a contribution to a discussion about whether or
not the criteria of due care are acceptable. Vos, in his answer to Halsema’s question,
seems to interpret her question as a request to clarify the way he wants the criteria to
be interpreted. Such a request by Halsema would be a natural continuation to Vos’s
ambiguity criticism that we analysed in case-study 2. The force of Halsema's request
would be: ‘in your point of order, you mention requirements on the reformulation of
the criteria you do not accept, but you do not specify requirements on the
reformulation youdo accept. Please, in order to complete your ambiguity criticism,
specify the strict definition ofunbearable suffering.’ This metadiscussion arises from
the ground level discussion about the acceptability of the criteria of due care.

Due to this interpretation that Vos seems to adopt in his first contribution, Vos
supposes that he made an omission by not giving an adequate disambiguating
reformulation. As a response, he corrects his alleged omission, and makes it clear how
he wants the criteria to be interpreted.

If we share this interpretation by Vos, we have to judge that Vos’s original
ambiguity criticism violates a constitutive rule of ambiguity dialectic. Consequently,
Halsema’s response to that violation cannot itself be part of a discussion according to
the rules of ambiguity dialectic. According to this interpretation, Vos and Halsema are
attemptingto discuss by the rules of ambiguity dialectic.

Vos: unbearablesuffering is ambiguous betweenX and Y, such thatX is a broad
definition with characteristics C, andY is a strict definition!

Halsema: Reformulate Y

(3) Halsema’s request to clarifybeyond psychological treatmentcan be interpreted as
a new ambiguity criticism. She presents two issues which are to be solved by a
reformulation by Vos, and by doing so, she states requirements on the disambiguating
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reformulations: (1) how many attempts at suicide are required in order to say that
someone is beyond psychological treatment? (2) Is someone who is suicidal for a very
long time beyond psychological treatment? The first question suggests that Halsema
criticises Vos’s formulation as being vague. The second suggests that the formulation
is ambiguous between a reformulation such that the answer to the second question
will be 'yes' and a reformulation such that the answer to the question will be 'no'.
Thus, plausibly, Halsema’s contribution contains an ambiguity criticism. This
ambiguity criticism is directed against Vos's thesis that a doctor is entitled to comply
with a request for euthanasia, in case of unbearable suffering without any prospects of
a patient who is beyond physical and psychological treatment.

Vos does not respond to Halsema’s ambiguity criticism by disambiguating his
standpoint. His motive is that the issue requires more interpretation and study.
Halsema accepts this answer. Vos’s move is unreasonable from the perspective of
ambiguity dialectic, but is reasonable from the perspective of the attempt to have an
ad-discussion. Halsema seems to acknowledge that it is too difficult, at this moment,
to choose a disambiguation. It is not possible to continue the ad-discussion at this
point, and Vos and Halsema leave the ambiguity dialectic-discussion, entering the
attempt at ad-discussion.

Vos: (s1) If a doctor is convinced of a person's unbearable suffering and lack of prospect
and of his or her being beyond physical and psychological treatment, a doctor may
comply with a request for euthanasia.

Halsema: (s4)beyond psychological treatmentis ambiguous between X and Y, such that
X makes it clear that the following claim “someone who is suicidal for a very long time is
done with psychological treatment” is to be affirmed and such that Y makes it clear that
this claim is to be denied

Vos: By lack of information I do not know at this moment.

The fact that discussants may contribute to several discussions by one and the same
locution has led in this fragment to a misunderstanding with respect to the
illocutionary force of Vos's remarks about the two meanings of an expression: does
Vos propose an alternative formulation to be inserted into the bill or does he raise an
ambiguity criticism? This fragment presents us with two examples of moves that
violate the constitutive rules of ambiguity dialectic. The first transgression is an
omission that Vos repairs. The second example shows that Vos and Halsema decide to
abandon the ad-discussion. This transgression seems reasonable from the perspective
of the attempt at having an ad-discussion.

Case-study 4, euthanasia: Korthals and Kant onrealistic therapy

Kant, of the SP, a socialist party, opposes the bill. In the following fragment she
questions minister Korthals and receives a response (on the next day).

"Kant : (...) In case-law, there is no question of suffering without any prospects if the
patient rejects a realistic therapy. However, the problem is, under what circumstances
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may we speak of a realistic therapy. According to the ministers, a case may be
considered hopeless if it is clear, according to responsible medical opinion, that the
patient cannot be cured. In that case there is no realistic therapy. Further care and
treatment should be directed towards the prevention and relief of suffering. In the
ministers’ opinion, this palliative care is not the kind of realistic therapy that the High
Court referred to. In their opinion, if a patient rejects palliative care, this rejection
does not stand in the way of compliance with a request for the termination of life or
assisted suicide. Madam Speaker! In my view this is a very problematic point. To
what extent is the patient’s choice determined by the pain or suffering of that very
moment? If the pain or suffering is removed, might the patient not have chosen
differently? Is a choice really free if the suffering is not first removed, or at least
relieved? I think this is very problematic. Professor of Medical Ethics, Den Hartogh,
has written inMedisch Contactthat the Cabinet’s view on this matter is inconsistent.
The reason why we allow a doctor to violate a patient’s inalienable right to life is not
his illness, but his unbearable suffering due to the illness. When the illness itself
cannot be cured and yet the suffering can be removed, this violation can no longer be
justified. Why would you kill someone in order to relieve his ongoing and intense
pain if that pain could also be effectively combated by other means? In this sort of
case the request appears to have been prompted by motives other than suffering, and
the patient has taken advantage of his suffering to have his request complied with. I
would like to hear what the ministers have to say in response to Professor of Medical
Ethics Den Hartogh’s position” (November 21, 2048).

“Korthals : (...) In deliberation 6.3.3. of its verdict, the High Court stated that, if a
realistic alternative directed at easing suffering were to be rejected in complete
freedom by the person in question then, in principle, the case cannot be a question of
suffering without any prospects. In our opinion, this ground for judgement has to be
understood in the following way - that a patient may, according to Dutch law, refuse
every treatment. In this respect, the decision to make use of a therapy is the patient’s,
just as Mr. Van der Vlies has remarked. But, if there is a realistic therapy available, a
doctor may not be convinced that the requirement of suffering that is unbearable and
without any prospects has been met. Now I have also answered Mrs. Kant’s question.
As I said, it has to be a question of a realistic therapy. That should be understood to
mean a treatment that offers some promise of improvement in the near future, with a
reasonable balance between the results that may be expected and the treatment’s
burden on the patient. For the sake of clarity, I am talking in this case about treatment
directed towards the cure or substantial betterment of the patient’s medical condition.
Kant : But that is exactly the crux. I cannot see from what you say whether rejecting
palliative care is to be regarded as rejecting a realistic alternative. Does palliative care
fall under medical treatment? The treatment of the disease, the condition, is central,
but might that also encompass treatment of the symptoms, like pain, or treatment
directed at the condition itself?
Korthals : Madam Speaker! If the suffering consists solely of pain, and the doctor has
adequate sedatives available, then, I imagine, if the patient rejects the sedatives
regardless, the doctor should not be able to be convinced of there being unbearable
suffering. But in practice, almost all cases of unbearable suffering are due to several
factors. The case is not as simple as Mrs Kant is suggesting in her example.
Kant : I don’t think I gave an example. Is rejection of palliative care in a situation
where there is suffering a good reason not to comply with the request for euthanasia?
Is it conditional?
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Korthals : Madam Speaker! In my view, “Palliative” is not a realistic kind of therapy.
Kant : How can you say such a thing? The doctor proposes it as a realistic therapy, not
to cure or fight the condition or disease, but to ease the pain, the suffering. If there is a
realistic therapy for the suffering, and if that is refused, may euthanasia then be
allowed to be administered?
Korthals : This is one of the subjects that Minister Borst will tackle." (November 22,
2118-9).

Korthals seems to be very unclear in his response to Kant’s questions. Does he
commit a fallacy by giving a reformulation that does not help Kant in obtaining the
answer to the question whether or not palliative care can form a realistic therapy?170

(1) As in similar cases, we may analyse Kant’s question as expressing an
ambiguity criticism. She indicates two possible disambiguating reformulations by
giving a requirement that Korthals choice for a reformulation must fulfil: does his
choice for a reformulation include or exclude palliative care? However, Korthals
gives a disambiguation that does not answer this question clearly. According to
ambiguity dialectic, this sequence of moves is perfectly legal: Korthals may choose
his own reformulations. Kant, however, criticises the reformulation as again
ambiguous. This is also legal. A fallacious move resides elsewhere, as we will see.

Korthals: (s1) If a patient rejects realistic therapy, we may not speak of suffering without
any prospects

Kant: (s4) realistic therapy is ambiguous betweenX and Y, such thatX implies an
affirmative answer andY a denial to the question:may a realistic therapy consist of
palliative care?

Korthals: (s9) If a realistic alternative directed at easing suffering were to be rejected in
complete freedom by the person in question then, in principle, the case cannot be a
question of suffering without any prospects. It has to be a treatment that offers some
promise of improvement, with a reasonable balance between the results that may be
expected and the treatment’s burden on the patient.

Kant: (s4) A treatment that offers some promise of improvement, with a reasonable
balance between the results that may be expected and the treatment’s burden on the
patientis ambiguous betweenX andY, such thatX implies an affirmative answer andY a
denial to the question:may a reasonable treatment consist of palliative care?

(2) Kant’s criticism can also be taken as containing a request to answer the question
can palliative care constitute a realistic therapy?, where she speaks in the capacity of
proponent. Korthals’s answers tothis request must be interpreted as evasive and not
allowable in an ambiguity dialectic-discussion (it is not an option according to s3). He
himself seems also to hold this opinion, because he abandons the discussion on this
issue, and delegates the task of answering this question to minister Borst. Kant repeats

170 “Realistic” is the translation for the Dutch phrase “redelijk”, meaning also “reasonable”.
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her ambiguity criticism twice, which can be interpreted as twoattemptsto get the ad-
discussion back on track again.

Kant: Do you concede that realistic therapy may consist of palliative care?

Korthals: It has to be a treatment that offers some promise of improvement, with a
reasonable balance between the results that may be expected and the treatment’s burden
on the patient.

This fragment (as analysed under 1) offers us with an example where the proponent
chooses a disambiguating reformulation that has not been introduced by the critic.
Moreover, it illustrates the kind of case where a disambiguation is itself actively
ambiguous.

3. THE TOBACCO CASE

In 1998, the state of Minnesota and the health insurance company Blue Cross & Blue
Shield of Minnesota, brought a health care cost recovery suit to trial. The defendants
were five major tobacco companies in the United States, including Philip Morris, R.J.
Reynolds, and a research institution set up by the industry, the Council for Tobacco
Research (CTR).

One of the major issues in the litigation was whether the industry had withheld
information about the health effects of smoking. The plaintiffs tried to prove that,
back in the 1950’s, the industry disposed of evidence that smoking causes lung cancer
and other diseases, and that they had not made this information public.

One of the witnesses that was called by the plaintiffs is J. Glenn, at that time
chief executive officer (CEO) and chairman of CTR. He is cross-examined by
plaintiff Ciresi (transcript of February 19, 20 and 23, 1998). The interrogation
proceeds according to a strict format where Ciresi has the role of questioner,Q, and
Glenn that of answerer,A.171

Exceptionally large financial interests were at stake and the participants are,
much more so than in the euthanasia debate, pursuing interests instead of pursuing a
reasonable position. But even so, we can expect serious argumentation, if only to keep
up an image of reasonableness. In this cross-examination, the plaintiff is trying to
elicit information that is disadvantageous to the witness’s party, and advantageous to
the lawyer’s party. Ciresi's questions can be seen as devices to elicit concessions from
the answerer (Glenn). Although the witness has sworn to answer the questions
honestly, there is still room left to resist unwelcome concessions. If the answerer
resists to concede a statementT, the questioner may ask the answerer to grant him
other statements from which he can attempt to deriveT. A related tactic by the
questioner is to get the answerer to concede contradictory statements. This diminishes

171 State of Minnesota and Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Minnesota, plaintiffs, v. Philip
Morris, inc., Et. Al., defendants. Transcript of proceedings, docket-number: c1-94-8565,
venue: Minnesota district court, second judicial district, Ramsey county. February 19, 1998.
The transcripts can be found at the internet newspaper, The Putnam Pit:
http://www.putnampit.com/tobacco.html.
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the credibility of the witness and forces him to retract statements. Large parts of the
cross-examination can be fruitfully approached as ad-discussions.

Case-study 5, tobacco: Glenn and Ciresi oncause (1)

The following fragment is characteristic for this cross-examination. Glenn refuses to
concede that the industry knew and continues to know that smoking causes cancer. In
this fragment, Ciresi makes an effort to let Glenn grant this. Ciresi exploits the
commonly accepted presumptions that the Surgeon General,172 the American Lung
Association, the American Medical Association and the World Health Organization
are weighty scientific authorities. The strategy behind Ciresi’s questioning is that
when these authorities make a statement within their field of expertise the expressed
proposition must be conceded by Glenn.

"Q. Well, sir, you do know that the Surgeon General of the United States has said that
cigarettes cause cancer. You do know that.
A. I do know that. And I know the sense in which the Surgeon General uses the term
“cause.”
Q. Sir—
A. And it’s different from the scientific—
Q. Sir—
A.—terminology
[..]
Q. Then, sir, if you listen to my question, and I’ll listen to your answer, and we’ll get
through this a lot quicker. Okay? Has the Surgeon General said that smoking causes
cancer?
A. The Surgeon General has said that smoking causes cancer.
Q. Has the American Lung Association said that smoking causes cancer?
A. American Lung Association has said, but I—I must add to this the fact that they
are using the term “cause” in a different sense than the scientific term.
Q. Sir—
A. And I accept it. The—the word “cause”—
Q. Sir—
A.—in their circumstances is fine.
Q. Sir, can you just answer my question? Has the American Medical Association said
that smoking causes cancer?
A. The same answer, Mr. Ciresi. But I think it’s misleading to the jury if they don’t
know that causation issue is—is a scientific matter.
Q. Sir, has the American Medical Association said that smoking causes cancer? “Yes”
or “no.”
A. Yes.
Q. Thank you. Has the World Health Organization said that smoking causes cancer?
“Yes” or “no?”
A. Yes, and I accept that, but—
Q. Thank you.
A.—again we come back to the definition of “causation.” "173

172 The head of a major US health organisation.
173 February 19, 1998.
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This fragment contains two issues that are related to ambiguity.
(1) Four times in a row Ciresi requests Glenn to answer a question of the form:

‘has X said that smoking causes cancer’, where X refers to a respectable scientific
institution. For sake of brevity, the descriptive profile of dialogue can be represented
at a more abstract level. Although, strictly taken, ambiguity dialectic does not allow a
proponent to make a request without offering an argument, this feature of the model is
only motivated by the desire to keep the model simple. In the following descriptive
profile it is supposed that ambiguity dialectic (s5 in particular) is enriched so as to
include the option of posing a request only.

Ciresi: (s5) Has X said that smoking causes cancer?

Glenn: (s3)causeis ambiguous betweencause in the scientific senseandcause in a non-
scientific sense

Ciresi: (s5) Has X said that smoking
causes cancer in the scientific sense of
cause?

Ciresi: (s5) Has X said that smoking
causes cancer in a non-scientific sense of
cause?

Glenn: (s3) I do not concede that X said
that smoking causes cancer in the
scientific sense ofcause

Glenn: (s3) X said that smokingcauses
cancer in a non-scientific sense of cause

Glenn is apparently not willing to concede, without further comment, the question
‘has X said that smoking causes cancer?’ if a scientific authority is substituted for X.
At this stage Glenn has already conceded that it is known that smoke contains
carcinogenic parts, but he still refuses to concede that there is sufficient scientific
evidence that the carcinogenic particles cause cancer. Elsewhere, Glenn explicates his
distinction between two meanings ofcause. If used in its strict scientific sense, the
sentencesmoking causes cancerimplies that experts grasp the mechanisms by which
smoking leads to cancer. If used in the looser sensesmoking causes cancerimplies
that there have been found statistical relationships between smoking and cancer, but it
does not imply any knowledge about the mechanisms. Glenn calls this looser sense
thenon-scientificor lay sense.

The strategic consideration by Glenn that underlies his ambiguity criticism
probably looks like this. If Glenn concedesX has said that smoking causes cancer,
then it is likely that Ciresi will reason in accordance with theargument scheme from
expert opinion(Walton 1996a, 65): “(1) You accept X (the Surgeon General, the
American Lung Association, etc.) as an authority in medical issues, (2) X said that
smoking causes cancer, (3) which is a statement within X's domain of expertise, (4)
therefore, you will have to concede that smoking causes cancer”. As is clear from the
context, the conclusion (4) must be read as a scientifically supported statement.

Thus, if Glenn affirms Ciresi’s question in a straightforward fashion, it looks
as though Glenn will have to admit that smoking causes cancer. On the other hand, if
he simply denies the question Glenn will look like the odd man out. From the
perspective adopted by Glenn, Ciresi’s argument is an example of the fallacy of
equivocation. Glenn tries to steer clear of this argument by criticising the question as
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actively ambiguous. Glenn is committed to X’s saying that smoking causes cancer in
its looser sense, but that does not support the thesis that smoking causes cancer (in the
scientific sense). If Glenn were committed toX said that smoking causes cancer, in
the scientific sense of cause, then he would have to concede Ciresi’s thesis, but thàt is
an unacceptable premise, as Glenn makes clear. By stating repeatedly in what sense
the authorities meant ‘cause’, Glenn tries to escape from the dilemma between
conceding Ciresi’s standpoint and refusing to concede a statement made by respected
scientific authorities. Glenn anticipates an expected tactic on the part of the questioner
by claiming, implicitly, that Ciresi commits the fallacy of equivocation.

Instead of criticising the alleged ambiguity in Ciresi’s request, Glenn could
also have adopted another tactic: conceding the allegedly ambiguous sentenceX said
that smoking causes cancer, and wait until Ciresi uses it in the argument that Glenn
expects. This alternative strategy is shown in the possible descriptive profile below:

Ciresi: (s5) X said that smoking causes cancer, so smoking causes cancer (in a scientific
sense).

Glenn: (s3)causeis ambiguous betweencausein the scientific sense, andcausein a
non-scientific sense.

Ciresi: (s9) relevant?

Glenn: (s15) equivocation: I'll win

Ciresi: (s16) X said that smoking causes
cancer in the scientific sense, so smoking
causes cancer (in a scientific sense).

Ciresi: (s16) X said that smoking causes
cancer in a non-scientific sense, so
smoking causes cancer (in a scientific
sense).

Glenn: (s4) Did X say that smoking causes
cancer in the scientific sense?

Glenn: (s4) Why would I grant that
smoking causes cancer in a scientific
sense if X says that smoking causes
cancer in a non-scientific sense?

Glenn further suggests that the disagreement between the scientific authorities and
Glenn, that Ciresi hints at, forms a pseudodispute at most. Allegedly, both Glenn and
the authorities hold that it is unknown whether smoking causes cancer in a scientific
sense of causation.

(2) In addition to the alleged ambiguity in what the authorities have expressed,
there also is an ambiguity in the phrasing of Ciresi’s questions. Glenn interprets the
question, apparently in order to be safe, as 'did Xexpressthe proposition that smoking
causes cancer?'. Ciresi, however, seems to criticise Glenn for not being responsive. He
allegedly did not mean to ask whether Glenn agrees with some interpretation of what
X tries to express by the words, but whether X uttered (or wrote down) the string of
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words smoking causes canceror something very similar. Only in Glenn’s
interpretation of the question can one say that the sentenceX said that smoking causes
cancer is ambiguous. The sentenceX said “smoking causes cancer”is not actively
ambiguous in this situation. Hence, there is some confusion with respect to what is
asked by Ciresi. If Ciresi is correct and asked after the string of words uttered by the
authorities, the disagreement constitutes a sort of pseudodispute: Glenn raises a point
of order against a locution that was meant to express something Glenn accepts. But it
remains doubtful whether Ciresi intends to refer to the string of words, because Ciresi
clearly needs Glenn's concession that the authorities expressed a certain proposition.
Glenn’s interpretation seems to be the more plausible one.

Ciresi: (s5) Did X said that smoking causes cancer?

Glenn: […]

Ciresi: (s5) Did X utter the sentence:smoking causes cancer?

This fragment (as analysed in the first profile of dialogue) forms an example of a case
where the answerer plausibly anticipates a possible fallacy of equivocation. Moreover,
(as analysed in the second profile of dialogue) it illustrates a special case of a
discussion where the proponent analyses a dispute as a pseudodispute.

Case-study 6, tobacco: Glenn and Ciresi onrepresentation

In the following fragment, Glenn is confronted with the question of whether the
industry made arepresentation, when they stated that they believed to make products
that are not injurious to health. In 1954, the industry published (in all major US
newspapers) the so-calledFrank Statement. It was a reaction to scientific publications
on the relationship between smoking and cancer, and was meant to reassure the
public. In the Frank Statement, the industry promised to instigate and subsidise further
research and, in particular, to keep the public informed.

"Q. Okay. And they also stated, “We believe the products we make are not injurious
to health.” Do you see that?
A. I do.
Q. That’s a representation that was made to the public in 1954; correct?
A. It is a statement made in the Frank Statement.
Q. It’s a representation made in the Frank Statement by these defendants who signed
it; correct?
A. Yes. I—I assume that we are saying the same thing. I don’t know what you mean
by “representation” other than the fact that it is stated here just as you read it.
Q. Okay. How do you define “representation?”
A. Well I’m represented in Congress by my elected congressman, I’m represented
here in this courtroom by my attorneys. That’s representation. I guess this is a
representation.
Q. Is that the only kind—
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A. I think we’re saying the same thing. I was afraid that you were asking me
something in a legal sense that I didn’t understand.
Q. No, no, I’m just using the words that are here, sir. Okay? Now you’ve given me
two examples of representations, you’re represented by an attorney and you have a
representative in Congress; is that right?
A. Yes.
Q. Okay. When you make statements, do you make representations? Is that another
definition?
A. That would be fine, if that’s what it means, but I was afraid that you were using a
legal term that I didn’t understand.
Q. Now when we look at the Frank Statement, there’s nothing in there about
representation by an attorney; is there?
A. I don’t know that there is.
Q. There’s nothing in there about a representation by your congressman or
congresswoman; is there?
A. No, sir.
Q. Okay. So the representation that’s being referred to there is a statement that was
made by the industry; correct?
A. If I interpret “representation” to simply mean the fact that they made that
statement, I agree with you. I don’t want to argue with you."174

In this fragment, the alleged active ambiguity ofrepresentationis at issue. There are
two indications that Glenn’s answer (it is a statement made in the Frank Statement)
contains a partly implicit ambiguity criticism. First, Ciresi interprets Glenn’s answer
that way, because he sets up a reasoning to ‘prove’ that his use ofrepresentationwas
not actively ambiguous (this will be analysed below). Second, Glenn states that he
fears a legal meaning of representation. Thus, probably, Glenn anticipates a situation
where he has concededit is a representation in the Frank Statement, and where Ciresi
uses that concession to derive an unwelcome conclusionT. Glenn expects that (1) if
he accepts the reason in the statement-disambiguation, he does not have to concede it
in its legal-sense-disambiguation and (2) that the reason supportsT only in its legal-
sense-disambiguation. Given this situation, the natural thing to do is to analyse and
criticise the active ambiguity. Thus, it is plausible to interpret Glenn’s move as a
partly implicit, and somewhat tentative, ambiguity criticism. That he does not make it
more explicit is explained by his lack of confidence on the issue of whether or not
representationmay express a legal meaning.

Ciresi brings forward an argument with which he tries to show that
representationis not actively ambiguous in this context. This is an example where the
utterance meaning testing procedure is put to use. Ciresi tests whetherrepresentation
is actively ambiguous betweenstatementand predicateX such that a congressman or
attorney are examples ofX. By doing this, he violates a rule of ambiguity dialectic,
because the input of the test should also include the third reading that Glenn has
mentioned: some special legal reading. Stated in other terms, Ciresi employs a
disjunctive syllogism, but fails to argueex concessis, because Glenn is not committed
to the disjunction ‘representation means eitherstatement, or X, such that a
congressman or attorney are examples ofX’. In this way, Glenn attempts to make it
look like Glenn is nit-picking on the termstatement.

174 February 19, 1998.



Active ambiguity in a debate on euthanasia and in a tobacco lawsuit

195

However, Ciresi's transgression makes no difference to the outcome of the
test: Glenn makes the tactical error of bringing up the interpretation ofrepresentation,
such that an attorney or congressman is an example. That is clearly an irrelevant
interpretation within this context, and this error is exploited by Ciresi. However,
Glenn's strategic mistake is not illegal according to the rules of ambiguity dialectic.

Ciresi: (s5) Is “We believe the products we make are not injurious to health” a
representation that was made to the public in 1954?

Glenn: (s3)representationis ambiguous betweensomething that is stated, andX, such
that a congressman or an attorney are examples ofX, andY such thatY is a legal term.

Ciresi: (s9) admissible?

Glenn: (s10) I retract my ambiguity criticism

Ciresi: (s11) Is “We believe the products we make are not injurious to health” a
representation that was made to the public in 1954?

Glenn: (s3) I concede that “We believe the products we make are not injurious to health”
is a representation that was made to the public in 1954

This fragment presents us with an example of a fallacious use of the utterance
meaning testing procedure. Moreover, it shows that if an ambiguity criticism is ruled
out as unjustified, the parties can resume the discussion with the original formulation
(representation): it is no longer considered to be disqualified.

Case-study 7, tobacco: Glenn and Ciresi on consistency

In the next fragment, Ciresi tries to let Glenn concede that Glenn himself has done no
research on smoking and health, and tries, in that way, to reduce Glenn’s status as an
authority in this field. Mr. Weber is one of the industry’s lawyers, Dr. Teague is
working within the tobacco industry, and his statement is regarded as a concession of
the defending party.

"Q. So Dr. Teague’s statement, quote, “Studies of clinical data tend to confirm the
relationship between heavy and prolonged smoking and incidence of cancer of the
lung,” is consistent, according to your testimony under oath, with the executive
statement, “They [the chief executive officers of the tobacco companies] are confident
they can supply us with comprehensive and authoritative scientific material which
completely refutes the health charges.” Is that right?
A. It is consistent, yes.
Q. Okay. Now—
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A. And I would call your attention to the fact that Dr. Teague acknowledges that this
is studies of clinical data. Medically speaking, clinical data means (1) patient-derived
information, it—it doesn’t mean (2) scientific fact. And it also says it tends to confirm
the relationship between heavy and prolonged tobacco smoking, and I think that was
perfectly true in 1953. That also is consistent with the fact that the companies may
have felt that they had evidence that would refute the argument that there was any
relationship.
Q. So you’d say it’s consistent; correct?
A. Yes, sir."175

The issue here is whether or not the following two sentences are inconsistent:
A: Studies of clinical data tend to confirm the relationship between heavy and
prolonged smoking and incidence of cancer of the lung.
B: They are confident they can supply us with comprehensive and
authoritative scientific material which completely refutes the health charges.

Glenn explains that one might attribute two different interpretations to A: A1 and A2.
A1: Patient-derived information tends to confirm the relationship between
heavy and prolonged smoking and incidence of cancer of the lung.
A2: Scientific research tends to confirm the relationship between heavy and
prolonged smoking and incidence of cancer of the lung.

According to Glenn, A1 is consistent with B, and he strongly suggests that A2 is not.
Glenn's criticism can be interpreted as a claim that Ciresi has committed an
interpretational mistake. But it can also be interpreted as implying a correction of an
active ambiguity in Glenn's own set of concessions, as the following descriptive
profile of dialogue shows.

Ciresi: (s5) A and B so⊥

Glenn: (s4) dcb:A1,A2: A1, B

Case-study 8, tobacco: Glenn and Ciresi oncause(2)

"Q. Now sir, in fact these companies did know back in 1958 that smoking caused
disease; didn’t they?
A. Will you define “cause” for me? Because we get into a very difficult area. “Cause”
to me means proven causation, replicable causation, and if you use the—the term
“cause” in the lay sense, as the Surgeon General has used it, I’ll accept “cause.”
Q. Did these companies, using how the Surgeon General used it, know that cigarettes
caused lung cancer in 1954? Did they know that, sir?
A. There was no scientific evidence in 1954 or, as you previously said, 1958.
Q. So they didn’t know it in the lay sense, as you’re saying it, in 1958; is that what
you’re saying?
A. Mr. Ciresi, I said what I said.
Q. All right. Can—
A. If you want to define “cause,” we—we can go through that at length.

175 February 19, 1998.
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Q. You just said, sir, that in your opinion the Surgeon General uses “cause” in a lay
sense and says cigarette smoking caused cancer. Isn’t that what you said?
A. I will accept the use of the word “cause” as used by the Surgeon General, because
he’s using it as a warning to people—
Q. Sir—
A.—that this is a health hazard.
Q. Sir, he said “cause,” and you said that was a lay sense; didn’t you?
A. Yes.
[..]
Q. Did the companies, cigarette manufacturers, in 1955 know that cigarette smoking
caused cancer by using what you called the lay definition? Did they know?
A. I don’t know that one way or the other. I don’t know what they knew. You’re
asking me to put myself in a position that’s impossible."176

As we have seen before, Glenn distinguishes betweencausein a scientific, and in a
lay sense. Glenn, in his first contribution, says he accepts the wordcauseas the
Surgeon General uses it. This is no more than a hint that Glenn concedes that the
companies knew, in 1958, that smoking causes, in the lay sense, cancer. If it is a
concession, it is a concealed one. Ciresi needs an explicit and clear concession, and
poses a new request to Glenn in his second turn. Because Ciresi seems to accept that
causeis disqualified by Glenn's implicit ambiguity criticism, he uses a disambiguating
reformulation in this new request:cause, using it how the Surgeon General used it.
Glenn’s refusal to respond to Ciresi’s new question is evasive. Moreover, in his fourth
turn, Glenn poses the same ambiguity criticism against Ciresi's request. This violates
rule s6, because the ambiguity criticism is essentially identical to his ambiguity
criticism in his first turn. This latter inadmissible move is pictured in the profile of
dialogue below.

Ciresi: (s2) Did these companies know back in 1958 that smoking caused disease?

Glenn: (s3)causeis ambiguous betweencausein a lay sense as the Surgeon General used
it, andcausein a scientific sense

Ciresi: (s9) Did these companies know back in 1958 that smoking caused disease, in the
lay sense of cause as the Surgeon General used it?

Glenn:causeis ambiguous betweencausein a lay sense as the Surgeon General used it
andcausein a scientific sense

This fragment presents us with a clear example of nitpicking: Glenn criticises an
expression as actively ambiguous, while it is clearly univocal in the context of use.

176 February 19 1998.
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Case-study 9, tobacco: Glenn and Ciresi oncause(3)

On February 23, Ciresi changes his strategy. From now on he tries to make Glenn
concede that the Surgeon General and the other authorities did usecause, not in the
lay, but in a scientific sense. First, Ciresi hypothesises that Glenn’s criteria for calling
something Y a cause for a disease, in a scientific sense, arenot given by the Koch
postulates. These postulates include: that Y occurs in every case of the disease, that Y
occurs in no other disease, and that after being isolated from the body, grown in a
pure culture and repeatedly passed, Y would induce the disease again. Glenn admits
that he calls some virusesthe causeof diseases, without the viruses obeying any of
these postulates. Admittedly, instead of using the Koch postulates, scientists call Y a
cause for X, if certain statistical relations apply to X and Y. On February 23rd the
following exchange takes place, where Ciresi refers to statistical methods:

Q. And the Surgeon General of the United States since 1964 has used those scientific
methods in determining that smoking causes a variety of diseases; haven’t they?
A. True.

Ciresi seems to have taken a crucial step for his argument from expert opinion that
supports the thesis that smoking causes cancer, interpreted in a scientific sense: Glenn
has granted that the Surgeon General uses ‘cause’ in a scientific sense. However,
Glenn still refuses to concede Ciresi’s thesis: he perseveres in making a distinction
between the two distinct readings ofcause:

"Q. And sir, you are aware, are you not, that the Surgeon General in 1964 and since
that time has used all of those factors to say from a scientific standpoint there’s a
cause-and-effect relationship between smoking and lung cancer?
A. Yes.
[..]
Q. And in fact Surgeon General report after Surgeon General report after Surgeon
General report found that smoking causes diseases; didn’t they?
A. If we come back to the definition of the word “cause.”
Q. Yes. The scientific definition of cause that we discussed earlier today, you and I.
They found it time and time and time again; didn’t they, sir?
A. No, sir. We still have the—the dichotomy between “cause” in the broad, general
sense and “cause” in the specific sense.
Q. I’m talking cause, sir, as found by these scientists by using scientific methodology
of looking at experiments, looking at associations, looking at coherency, looking at
strength of association, all of those scientific methodologies, they found it time after
time; didn’t they?
A. No, sir. We still have the—the difference of definition of “cause.” And I accept the
Surgeon General’s use of the term “cause” and I think it’s appropriate because he was
attempting to educate people about risk factors.
Q. Sir, he used the word “cause” based on scientific methodology that you and I
discussed this morning. Do we have to go through that again?
[..]
A. No, sir, I don’t want to, but I’d be glad to if you want.
Q. All right. Well then let’s do it again. The temporal association, the consistency of
the association, the strength of the association, the coherence, the specificity, all of
those factors, the epidemiology, the toxicology test, all of those that are taken together
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by scientists to determine whether there’s cause and effect, that’s what was done in
the Surgeon General’s report; correct?
[..]
A. Yes, sir, all of that’s correct. But --
Q. And that --
A.—you still have not settled the issue of “cause.” And I’d be happy to explain that
again if you want me to.
Q. No, because you don’t want to accept “cause” because you want it to be according
to the Henle Koch postulates; isn’t that right?
A. No, sir, not exactly. What I want to do is to be scientifically accurate. And we
know that 93 percent of smokers never get any lung disease. We also know that
smokers are more prone to have lung cancer than are non-smokers. So, you know, the
evidence is—is out there, but it’s not conclusive.
Q. Doctor, you want “cause” based on Henle Koch postulates. That’s what you want.
You want universality; correct?
[..]
A. No, sir.
Q. You accept cause of infectious mononucleosis even though you know there’s all
kinds of other causes for it; isn’t that right? Or Epstein-Barr. You accept that; don’t
you?
A. Well I don’t want to argue with you, but I think we’ve answered this question
before, and I—my only comment is that we’ve got to accept the term “cause” in the
broadest sense.
Q. Sir, with regard to infectious mononucleosis, you accept that the Epstein-Barr
causes it; don’t you?
A. Among other things.
[..]
Q. And cigarette smoking can cause lung cancer in individuals; can’t it?
A. Again we come back to the definition of “cause.”
Q. Same thing as Epstein-Barr and infectious mononucleosis?
A. No, sir, I don’t think so. They’re apples and oranges and there’s no—there’s no
way to compare the two.
Q. Do you know what—let me strike that. You said earlier you don’t even know how
many other causes for infectious mononucleosis there is.
[..]
A. Yes.
Q. But yet you still say that Epstein-Barr causes infectious mononucleosis; correct?
A. Yes.
Q. Okay. Now let’s deal with lung cancer. In the same fashion, wouldn’t you agree
that cigarette smoking causes lung cancer?
A. I accept the Surgeon General’s definition.
Q. Thank you."177

It might be the case that Glenn and the Surgeon General both use scientific concepts
of causation, but that Glenn requires a stronger statistical connection than the Surgeon
General does. However, Glenn here claims that the issue is still that betweencausein
a scientific andcause in a lay sense. Ciresi has shown this to be incorrect.
Furthermore, Glenn seems to contradict himself by explicitly conceding in his first

177 February 23 1998.



Chapter 8

200

turn that the Surgeon General said that, from a scientific standpoint, there’s a cause-
and-effect relationship between smoking and lung cancer, and strongly suggesting in
his third and fourth turn that the Surgeon General meant itonly in a lay sense to
educate the general public. Glenn’s persistence blocks the progression of the
discussion and is unreasonable, because it neglects Ciresi’s disambiguation. Glenn
repeats a distinction between two alleged meanings even though Ciresi has made it
clear that he requests Glenn to concede that the Surgeon General said that smoking
causes cancer in the scientific sense. Glenn profits from this fallacious perseverance,
for it still provides him some space for rejecting Ciresi’s thesis that smoking causes
cancer in a scientific sense ofcause.

Glenn: (s4)causeis ambiguous betweencausein a lay sense andcausein a scientific
sense

Ciresi: (s5) Did the Surgeon General reports found that smoking causes diseases, in a
scientific sense?

Glenn:causeis ambiguous betweencausein a lay andcausein a scientific sense

4. GENERAL CONCLUSIONS DERIVED FROM THE CASE -STUDIES

We have been approaching fragments from the euthanasia debate and the tobacco
lawsuit from the perspective of ambiguity dialectic. Specifically, we have employed
the normative profiles of ambiguity dialectic in order to obtain descriptive profiles.

This approach has led to interesting and insightful analyses. It has enabled us
to make sense of many details concerning the use of disambiguating reformulations. It
enabled us to explain strategic considerations of manoeuvres concerning ambiguity,
such as anticipating a fallacy of equivocation, or escaping from an untenable position.
Further, we have been able to give detailed evaluations of these strategic manoeuvres:
loosening the norms does not lead to a loss of norms. We have found several fallacies:
in contributions that fail to respond adequately to a fallacy criticism; in raising an
ambiguity criticism against an expression that is clearly univocal; in not responding to
a request to concede a statement. The intuition that some fallacies can be said to be
reasonablecould be made sense of: some transgressions of the constitutive rules for
critical discussion are reasonable from the perspective of the serious attempt at having
an argumentative discussion. We have seen some examples of such 'reasonable'
fallacies.

These results have been made possible by approaching these dialogues, not
from the perspective of a more highly ideal and ambiguity-free kind of critical
discussion, but from the perspective of the somewhat less ideal ad-discussion in which
the participants are bound to try to formulate univocally in a systematic way.
Sometimes, we even found reason to take the even less ideal stance of the mere
attempt at ambiguity dialectic-discussion.

Because the rules of ambiguity dialectic enable us to explain several features
of argumentative discourse, it is plausible that rules such as the rules of ambiguity
dialectic govern argumentative discourse and that participants in argumentative
discussions regard themselves as committed to such rules. Therefore, it has been made
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plausible that the pre-theoretical concept of a good argumentative discussion has been
explicated by the kind of model that allows discussants room for suboptimal
behaviour, for committing particular fallacies that violate regulative rules, and for
starting metadiscussions in which they can examine their own argumentative
behaviour. Ambiguity dialectic, presumably, is a normative model that resembles the
colloquial concept of a good argumentative discussion.
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CHAPTER 9: FINAL CONCLUSIONS AND FURTHER PROSPECTS

The three research questions of this study have been: what exactly is active
ambiguity?; how should we assess active ambiguities in an argumentative
discussion?; what does an adequate dialectical account of active ambiguity look like?
These three questions have been answered by giving a definition of active ambiguity,
and by elaborating on the properties of active ambiguity. Based on the survey of
possible consequences of active ambiguities, and based on the basic division of labour
in a persuasion dialogue, we arrived at a set of requirements that a normative,
procedural account of active ambiguity should satisfy. The model for ambiguity
dialectic both provides a detailed account of evaluating active ambiguities, as well as
a dialectical account of dealing with alleged active ambiguity.

The distinction between constitutive and regulative rules for discussion has
made it possible to provide a discussion model in which discussants can raise the
issue of active ambiguity, and in which they can argue about the correctness of such
points of order. This immanent dialectical approach has lead to a fourfold
classification of fallacies: by using an actively ambiguous expression a party either
violates a regulative, or a constitutive rule for persuasion dialogue, and if this party
violates a rule, he or she either commits a fallacy of ambiguity, and possibly also the
more complex fallacy of equivocation. This model for ambiguity dialectic has been
shown to be useful for the analysis and evaluation of complex debates and
discussions.

The present study can be extended in various ways:
* A model for critical discussion can be enriched so that it accommodates other
regulative rules, such as the rule that requires arguments to be valid. By doing so,
other points of order and other fallacy criticisms can be studied from the perspective
of a critical metadiscussion.
* The results concerning active ambiguity can be applied to other modes of reasoning,
such as visual argumentation.
* The results can be applied to ambiguity at the level of larger stretches of
argumentative discourse. That could lead to a fruitful contribution to the theory of
argument structures.
* There still is a need for dialectical models that concern the use of usage declaratives
different from providing a disambiguation, such as the use of definitions,
clarifications of unfamiliar expressions, amplifications, etc., and the question would
have to be answered how the rules with respect to active ambiguity would relate to
those models.
* The model can be enriched by inserting a specific ‘linguistic utterance meaning
testing machine’. That would be a major step towards implementing the model in a
computer program.
* The use of descriptive profiles of dialogue could be improved further. In order to
analyse the way parties respond to dialectically complex contributions, we are in need
of a dialectical theory that provides the parties with specific rights and obligations for
putting forward complex contributions and for responding to complex contributions.
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DUTCH SUMMARY

DE DIALECTIEK VAN DUBBELZINNIGHEID :
EEN BIJDRAGE AAN DE BESTUDERING VAN ARGUMENTATIE

Dit proefschrift gaat over argumentatieve discussie en richt zich op uitdrukkingen die
dubbelzinnigzijn in één speciale betekenis van die term: de uitdrukking laat binnen de
gebruikscontext meerdere lezingen toe, terwijl het gevolgen heeft voor het verloop
van de discussie als het onderscheid tussen die lezingen niet wordt opgemerkt. Dit
type dubbelzinnigheid wordt alsactieve dubbelzinnigheidaangeduid. De definitie van
actieve dubbelzinnigheid wordt behandeld in hoofdstuk 2.

Drie onderzoeksvragen staan centraal. Wat is actieve dubbelzinnigheid
precies? Hoe moeten we actieve dubbelzinnigheden in argumentatieve discussie
waarderen? Hoe kunnen we redelijk discussiëren als het vermoeden rijst dat een
gebruikte uitdrukking actief dubbelzinnig is? De benadering die in het proefschrift is
gekozen is dialectisch, ofwel dialoogtheoretisch. De onderzoeksvragen en de
gehanteerde methode worden in hoofdstuk 1 besproken.

Volgens de hedendaagse dialectiek is het wetenschappelijk gezien productief
om verschijnselen die van doen hebben met argumentatie en met argumentatieve
kritiek te benaderen met behulp van normatieve modellen voor redelijke
gespreksvoering. Een speciale plaats wordt ingenomen door de modellen voor
kritische discussie. In een kritische discussie proberen de deelnemers hun
meningsverschillen op te lossen. Eén van de centrale opdrachten voor de dialectiek is
uiteen te zetten wat hetoplossenvan een geschil precies inhoudt. Ruwweg kan men
zeggen dat een geschil is opgelost als het wordt beëindigd doordat de discussianten
zakelijk, grondig, systematisch en inhoudelijk hebben gediscussieerd, met aandacht
voor de werkelijke merites van de zaak.

Het proefschrift beperkt zich tot eenvoudige discussies, waarin eenproponent
duidelijk heeft gemaakt dat hij een bepaald standpunt aanvaardbaar acht, en een
opponenttwijfel heeft geuit aan de aanvaardbaarheid van dat standpunt. In zulke
situaties kunnen weoplossenals volgt verder invullen. Een geschil tussen de
opponent en de proponent heetopgelostte zijn dan en slechts dan als de discussie aan
de volgende zeven vereisten voldoet. (1) Gedurende de discussie neemt de proponent
de taak op zich om de opponent te overtuigen met de volgens haar beste en meest
effectieve argumenten. (Daartoe zal de proponent aansluiting moeten vinden bij de
concessies die de opponent bereid is te doen.) (2) De opponent neemt de taak op zich
om de proponent duidelijk te maken dat zijn twijfel aan het standpunt gerechtvaardigd
is, en komt daartoe met de volgens hem beste en meest effectieve kritische vragen en
opmerkingen. (3) Als, onverhoopt, één van de partijen er niet in slaagt te discussiëren
volgens de eerste twee vereisten dan wordt getracht dezestrategische zwakteaan de
orde te stellen en de strategie te versterken. (4) De opponent verhindert de proponent
niet haar standpunt te verdedigen, behalve door serieuze kritiek te leveren. (5) De
proponent verhindert de opponent niet kritiek te leveren, behalve door serieuze
argumentatie aan te dragen. (6) Als, onverhoopt, één van de partijen de andere partij
wel op een onheuse wijze hindert in het uitvoeren van zijn of haar taak, dan wordt
gepoogd dezedrogredenaan de orde te stellen en wordt er een poging ondernomen de
opgeworpen hindernis weer weg te nemen. (7) Aan het einde van de discussie
aanvaardt de opponent het standpunt of neemt de proponent het standpunt terug.

De onderhavige studie richt zich op het ophelderen van de notieoplossen, met
speciale aandacht voor situaties waarin een deelnemer het vermoeden krijgt dat een
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gebruikte uitdrukking actief dubbelzinnig is. De notie wordt in het zevende hoofdstuk
precies gemaakt door middel van een stelsel van gedetailleerde regels voor kritische
discussie.

Het taalkundige aspect van actieve dubbelzinnigheid

In hoofdstuk 3 wordt uiteengezet dat actieve dubbelzinnigheid voortvloeit uit het
gebruik vansemantischdubbelzinnige uitdrukkingen in speciale gebruikscontexten.
Een uitdrukking is semantischdubbelzinnig als ze het vermogen heeft om in
verschillende gebruikscontexten verschillende betekenissen uit te drukken. Dus het
woordbankduidt waarschijnlijk andere zaken aan in gesprekken over beleggen als in
gesprekken over de inrichting van het huis. Vage uitdrukkingen kunnen gekenmerkt
worden door dezelfde semantische dubbelzinnigheid:lang duidt iets anders aan in een
gesprek over basketbalspelers als in een gesprek op het consultatiebureau.

Het kan ook voorkomen dat een uitdrukkingbinnen een gebruikscontext
meerdere lezingen toelaat. Als de gespreksdeelnemers onvoldoende voor ogen hebben
wat de exacte context behelst en met welk doel een spreker een bepaalde uitdrukking
gebruikt kunnen meerdere interpretaties een rol spelen. Bijvoorbeeld, in een gesprek
over de toelaatbaarheid van euthanasie kan de termlijden zowel in een engere zin,
lichamelijk lijden, als in een ruimere zin, lichamelijk of geestelijk lijden, zijn
gebruikt, als gevolg van de omstandigheid dat de discussianten niet aan elkaar
duidelijk hebben gemaakt wat het precieze onderwerp van gesprek vormt. Als een
uitdrukking actief dubbelzinnig is binnen een bepaalde argumentatieve context heeft
de uitdrukking binnen die context meerdere taalkundig toelaatbare interpretaties en is
ook niet duidelijk gemaakt, direct of indirect, dat er meerdere lezingen tegelijkertijd
bedoeld zijn.

Het relevantie aspect van actieve dubbelzinnigheid

Naast een taalkundig aspect heeft actieve dubbelzinnigheid ook een relevantie aspect
dat het onderwerp vormt van hoofdstuk 4. Een uitdrukking is alleen actief
dubbelzinnig als aannemelijk is dat het negeren van het onderscheid tussen de
contextueel toelaatbare lezingen de loop van de discussie zal beïnvloeden. De
hypothese in dit proefschrift is dat actieve dubbelzinnigheid relevant is voor een
argumentatieve discussie als het niet opmerken en aan de orde stellen van de actieve
dubbelzinnigheid ofwel leidt tot eenmisverstand, ofwel tot het ongemoeid laten van
eenequivocatio-drogreden.

Er zijn twee soorten misverstand. De opponent kan een zinZ hebben
toegegeven, ervan uitgaand datZ propositie P uitdrukt, terwijlZ ook Q uit kan
drukken in deze context, en de proponent deze laatste lezing in haar argumentatie
gebruikt. Als de opponent Q onaanvaardbaar acht dan is er sprake van een
misverstand van het typeconcessie met uiteenlopende interpretaties. Een speciaal
type van een concessie met uiteenlopende interpretaties doet zich voor als de
proponent zinZ ook zelf als bewering naar voren brengt. In dat geval is er sprake van
een schijnovereenstemming. Er is sprake van een misverstand van het type
schijngeschilals de proponent met zinZ een propositie Q beweert, de opponent Q
aanvaardbaar acht, maar de opponentZ toch bekritiseert in de veronderstelling datZ
de voor hem onaanvaardbare propositie P uitdrukt.

Een equivocatio-drogreden is een argumentatie waarin om te beginnen een
uitdrukking voorkomt die in de gebruikscontext meerdere lezingen toelaat. Op grond
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van die interpretaties kan de argumentatie op verschillende manieren worden
gedesambigueerd, dat wil zeggen, geherformuleerd waarbij elk voorkomen van de
uitdrukking in kwestie wordt vervangen door een uitdrukking die een specifiekere
lezing aanduidt (niet noodzakelijk steeds dezelfde uitdrukking). Een argumentatie die
een voorbeeld vormt van eenequivocatio-drogreden heeft de volgende twee
eigenschappen: (1) er is een desambiguering waarin alle argumenten aanvaardbaar
zijn en er is een desambiguering waarin de argumenten het standpunt afdoende
rechtvaardigen (2), maar voor elke desambiguering die de proponent zou kiezen geldt
dat ze toch géén sterke overtuigingsstrategie tot haar beschikking heeft, en wel
doordat de gedesambigueerde argumentatie ofwel een onaanvaardbaar argument
bevat, ofwel onvoldoende rechtvaardigingskracht heeft (ofwel beide). De volgende
argumentatie vormt eenequivocatio-drogreden op grond van de dubbelzinnigheid van
de termdubbelzinnig: tussensemantisch dubbelzinnigenactief dubbelzinnig.

Vrijwel elke Nederlandse uitdrukking is dubbelzinnig. Als een discussiant een
dubbelzinnige uitdrukking gebruikt dan mogen we bezwaar maken tegen het
gebruik van deze uitdrukking. Dus we mogen bezwaar maken tegen het
gebruik van vrijwel iedere Nederlandse uitdrukking door een discussiant.

De waardering van actieve dubbelzinnigheid

In hoofdstuk 4 wordt tevens aangetoond dat het gebruik van actief dubbelzinnige
uitdrukkingen gevolgen heeft voor de kansen van de partijen om de discussie naar hun
hand te zetten. Een concessie met uiteenlopende interpretaties isprima faciegunstig
voor het vervullen van de individuele taak van de proponent, aangezien ze op die
manier over een concessie beschikt om haar argumentatie op te baseren terwijl die
concessie niet werkelijk verdiend is. Een schijngeschil isprima faciegunstig voor het
vervullen van de individuele taak van de opponent omdat het hem in staat stelt kritiek
te leveren op een bepaalde bewering, terwijl er niet echt sprake is van een
meningsverschil. Eenequivocatio-drogreden isprima faciegunstig voor de proponent
aangezien zwakke plekken in haar argumentatie worden verbloemd door de
dubbelzinnigheid.

In alle gevallen wordt het één van de partijen moeilijker gemaakt zijn of haar
taak te vervullen. Bovendien wordt dit bemoeilijkt, niet door de kracht van kritiek of
argumentatie, maar doordat een dubbelzinnigheid informatie aan het zicht ontrekt. Het
gebruik van actieve dubbelzinnigheid behoort derhalve tot het onheus hinderen van
één van de partijen. Omdat actieve dubbelzinnigheid een hindernis vormt voor het
werkelijk oplossen van geschillen moet er in een kritische discussie een discussieregel
van kracht zijn die het gebruik van actieve dubbelzinnigheid als ontoelaatbaar
aanmerkt. De voorgestelderegel voor éénduidig taalgebruikluidt eenvoudigweg:
gebruik geen actief dubbelzinnige uitdrukkingen.

Of een uitdrukking actief dubbelzinnig is ligt doorgaans niet voor aanvang van
een discussie vast. Het is derhalve niet altijd redelijk om van elkaar te eisen actief
dubbelzinnige uitdrukkingen helemaal te vermijden. Evengoed moet het gebruik van
actieve dubbelzinnigheden als niet-ideaal worden aangemerkt, en kunnen partijen van
elkaar eisen om hun formuleringen te verbeteren als een actief dubbelzinnige
uitdrukking is aangetoond. De regel voor éénduidig taalgebruik is daarmee een
regulatieve regel voor kritische discussie, en geen onderdeel van het stelsel van
discussieregels dat het concept van een kritische discussieconstitueerten definieert.
Gegeven de pragma-dialectische opvatting van drogredenen als overtredingen van
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discussieregels, vormt het gebruik van een actief dubbelzinnige uitdrukking een
drogredenin de speciale zin van een overtreding van een regulatieve discussieregel.
Het is overigens niet uitgesloten dat met het gebruik van een actieve dubbelzinnigheid
tevens een constituerende discussieregel wordt overtreden.

De dubbelzinnigheidsdialectiek

In dit proefschrift wordt deimmanent dialectische benadering toegepast op de
dubbelzinnigheidsdrogreden: of een uitdrukking actief dubbelzinnig is kan het best
worden bepaald door een kritische discussie over die kwestie te voeren: discussianten
zelf kunnen eenmetadiscussievoeren over de toelaatbaarheid van een gebruikte
uitdrukking.

Na een onderzoek van verschillende voorstellen uit de informele
argumentatietheorie (hoofdstuk 5) en de formele logica en formele dialectiek
(hoofdstuk 6) wordt in hoofdstuk 7 een model voor kritische discussie gepresenteerd,
genaamddubbelzinnigheidsdialectiek. Dit model geeft een explicatie van de notie van
een kritische discussie, toegespitst op situaties waarin het vermoeden rijst dat één van
de discussianten een actief dubbelzinnige uitdrukking heeft gebruikt. Het model geeft
een precieze beschrijving van het soort zetten dat in zulke discussies nodig is en
voorziet in verschillende constituerende regels: voor het voeren van een kritische
discussie over een willekeurige kwestie; voor het aan de orde stellen van actieve
dubbelzinnigheid; voor het voeren van een kritische metadiscussie over de stelling of
een uitdrukking gebruikt in debasisdiscussieal dan niet actief dubbelzinnig is; en
voor de terugkeer van de metadiscussie naar de basisdiscussie.

Het model beperkt zich tot discussies die ontstaan uit niet-gemengde
geschillen. In deze discussies staat één hoofdstandpunt centraal dat wordt verdedigd
door Wit, de proponent van dit standpunt. Zwart is degene die de rol van opponent op
zicht neemt.

Als Zwart vermoedt dat Wit een actief dubbelzinnige uitdrukking heeft
gebruikt waar Zwart nadeel van ondervindt (doordat het leidt tot een
schijnovereenstemming of doordat het de bron vormt van eenequivocatio-drogreden)
dan kan Zwart met behulp van een drogredenkritiek een metadiscussie over die
kwestie beginnen. Als gevolg van het te berde brengen van deze
dubbelzinnigheidskritiekkan een rolwisseling plaatsvinden, waarbij Zwart de rol van
proponent op zich neemt om de drogredenkritiek te staven. Als Zwart meent zelf
verantwoordelijk te zijn voor een uitdrukking die actief dubbelzinnig is in de discussie
(en die tot een schijnovereenstemming zou kunnen leiden of die de basis van een
equivocatio-drogreden zou kunnen vormen) dan kan hij die zelf aan de orde stellen en
zijn fout corrigeren door de voorkomens van de uitdrukking in zijn verzameling
concessies te desambigueren. Als Wit verantwoordelijk is voor een actief
dubbelzinnige uitdrukking en er hinder van ondervindt (doordat het leidt tot een
schijngeschil) dan heeft ze het recht dit aan de orde te stellen en zichzelf te corrigeren.
(Hoewel Wit van mening kan zijn dat Zwart verantwoordelijk is voor een actief
dubbelzinnige uitdrukking waar Wit hinder van ondervindt is het niet nodig om Wit
de mogelijkheid te geven Zwart van een dubbelzinnigheidsdrogreden te beschuldigen.
De reden is dat Wit voldoende middelen heeft om het ondervonden nadeel op een
andere wijze te ondervangen.)

Als een partij een actieve dubbelzinnigheid aan de orde stelt, ofwel in de
formuleringen van de andere partij, ofwel in zijn of haar eigen formuleringen, dan kan
de andere partij kritische vragen stellen over de correctheid van de
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dubbelzinnigheidskritiek of van de zelfcorrectie. De kritische vragen kunnen het
taalkundige aspect of het relevantie aspect van actieve dubbelzinnigheid betreffen.
Desgevraagd moet worden aangetoond dat de uitdrukking in kwestie in de huidige
context meerdere interpretaties toelaat en desgevraagd moet worden aangegeven op
welke manier het onderscheid tussen die lezingen van belang is voor het vervolg van
de discussie: ofwel een misverstand van een bepaald type, ofwel eenequivocatio-
drogreden moet dan worden aangetoond.

Als de dubbelzinnigheidskritiek of zelfcorrectie adequaat wordt verdedigd
tegen de kritiek dan heeft dat tot gevolg dat de oorspronkelijke uitdrukking niet meer
gebruikt mag worden zonder aan te geven in welke preciezere lezing het bedoeld is.
Zo'n uitdrukking is gediskwalificeerden het gebruik ervan druist in tegen een
constituerende regel voor kritische discussie. Bovendien is de proponent van het
hoofdstandpunt, Wit, verplicht elk voorkomen van de uitdrukking in kwestie in haar
argumentatie te vervangen door preciezere formuleringen. Als de
dubbelzinnigheidskritiek of zelfcorrectie echter niet afdoende tegen kritiek verdedigd
kan worden dan geldt het aan de orde stellen van de vermeende actieve
dubbelzinnigheid als ongepast en moet de zelfcorrectie ongedaan gemaakt of de
dubbelzinnigheidskritiek teruggenomen worden. De partijen kunnen vervolgens de
oorspronkelijke, niet gedesambigueerde uitdrukking blijven gebruiken. De
constituerende regels die deze rechten en plichten vastleggen vormen een uitwerking
van de dialectische verplichting om teproberenactief dubbelzinnige uitdrukkingen te
vermijden, en als dat niet lukt (en alleen dan), om te trachten het taalgebruik te
verbeteren.

Twee gevalstudies

Dat het model voor dubbelzinnigheidsdialectiek geschikt is om bestaande discussies
te ontleden en te beoordelen wordt in hoofdstuk 8 aangetoond door het toe te passen
op het Tweede Kamer debat over het wetsvoorstelLevensbeëindiging op verzoek, en
op een kruisverhoor in een rechtszaak aangespannen tegen de Amerikaanse
tabaksindustrie. Met behulp van de normatieve discussieregels van de
dubbelzinnigheidsdialectiek worden verschillende fragmenten ontleed waarin actieve
dubbelzinnigheid een rol lijkt te spelen. De analyses laten zien dat discussianten
actieve dubbelzinnigheden aan de orde stellen; welke strategische overwegingen ten
grondslag liggen aan dubbelzinnigheidskritiek; dat het aan de orde stellen van actieve
dubbelzinnigheid een bewijslast met zich meebrengt voor de taalkundige correctheid
en voor de relevantie van de vermeende dubbelzinnigheid; en dat verschillende
metadiscussies, hoewel niet alle, opgevat kunnen worden als onderdeel van een
kritische discussie.

Aangezien de gebruikte methode tot inzichtelijke, coherente en plausibele
interpretaties leidt is het aannemelijk dat de discussianten een model voor kritische
discussie hanteren waarin het mogelijk is om actieve dubbelzinnigheid te bespreken
op een soortgelijke wijze als in de dubbelzinnigheidsdialectiek. Daarmee is ook tot op
zekere hoogte aannemelijk gemaakt dat de hier gepresenteerde dubbelzinnigheidsdia-
lectiek een explicatie vormt van het alledaagse concept van een kritische, zakelijke,
inhoudelijke discussie over de merites van een zaak.
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