Dialectical obligations in political debate
Abstract: Political debate is a distinctive domain in argumentation, characterized by these features: it is about proposals for action, not about propositions that may have a truth value; there may be valid arguments on both sides; neither side can mount a ‘compelling’ case; there is no objective way to calculate the aggregate weight of the pros and cons; each audience member must assess individually which side outweighs the other. On this view, it becomes crucial that political debaters should seriously address counterarguments; but they regularly evade this obligation. Three types of such evasion are defined and illustrated with authentic examples.
In order to prepare the ground for what I have to say about dialectical obligations in political debate, I would like at first to sketch a broader picture of political debate, emphasizing what I take to be its distinctive features in relation to debate and argumentation in other domains.


‘Political’ I consider to be a modern counterpart of ‘deliberative’.
 The latter word, common in classical rhetoric, is related to libra, the Latin word for a pair of scales. The corresponding Greek word for ‘deliberative’ (used by Aristotle) is symbouleutikon, derived from boulê, the Greek word for ‘will’ or decision. These underlying meanings in the old rhetorical terms for political debate are crucially involved in the picture of political debate that I wish to suggest. That picture might also be termed the ‘scales’ model. Here are ten theses that encapsulate the ‘scales’ model of political debate – or, to use a term closer to the those of rhetoric and argumentation theory, deliberative argumentation: 

1. Deliberative argumentation is ultimately about undertaking action, not about the truth or falsity of statements. Another way of saying this is that deliberative argumentation is about proposals, not propositions. To be sure, statements that may be true or false are usually involved in deliberative argumentation as arguments,
 warrants, etc., for the proposals that are debated, but the proposals themselves cannot meaningfully be called either true or false; rather, they are actions we may decide to undertake because that is our will, or reject to undertake because that is our will. 

2. In deciding what it is our will to do, there will generally be legitimate (relevant)
 arguments both for and against a given proposal, as illustrated by the ‘scales’ image.

3. An argument that is legitimate (relevant), is, by the same token, ‘valid’. The logical notion of ‘validity’ in arguments, referring to an argument that entails its conclusion, is alien to deliberative argumentation. There are no ‘clinching’ arguments.

4. Hence, the acceptance of legitimate arguments on the opposite side does not entail, even ‘presumptively’, that a debater should one should also accept the other side's proposal.

5. The arguments invoked for and against a proposal cannot be objectively added up, as they usually belong to different ‘dimensions’; as many contemporary philosophers put it, they are ‘incommensurable’; ‘value pluralism’ prevails.
 

6. Hence, there is no objective or intersubjective way to determine which side outweighs the other. In this respect, the ‘scales’ image is not appropriate, since a physical pair of scales would objectively determine that.

7. As a result, each judge (i.e., each member of the audience) must individually (‘subjectively’) assess for himself which side ‘outweighs’ the other. This assessment does involve a ‘weighing’ (as on a physical pair of scales), but this weighing cannot claim intersubjective validity, let alone deductive cogency.

8. Hence, individuals may legitimately support and continue to support opposite proposals. The emphasis here is on ‘legitimately’; we all know that people stick to their views even when we think they shouldn’t, but the point is that as a result of theses #5, #6 and #7, argumentation theory cannot insist that debaters on opposite sides should always be obliged to resolve their difference of opinion. 
9. However, individuals may legitimately try to influence others by verbal and other semiotic means, with the intention of winning their adherence and, ultimately, of having their own proposal prevail. What this means is that although no one can be compelled by argumentation to support a proposal (or withdraw support from it), persuasive efforts by those who support (or oppose) proposals and want to win the adherence of others, are legitimate and perhaps socially beneficial (or even necessary).
 Notice that while it is in principle legitimate for political debaters to wish to influence others, this does not mean that any manoeuvre is legitimate to this end; this paper agrees with the Pragma-dialecticians’ effort to formulate rules for legitimate conduct in argumentation, but argues that not all the principles underlying the Pragma-dialectical model of argumentation are relevant to political debate.
10. ‘Rhetoric’ is the generic name for the available means of influencing individuals in relation to a proposal.

In order better to understand the implications of the model expressed in these theses, it may be helpful to think of a typical and authentic political proposal. At the time of writing, President George W. Bush is proposing new legislation on illegal immigrants in the United States. Part of his proposal is that immigrants, instead of staying indefinitely but illegally, should be allowed to earn a permit to stay for a definite period. He argues that the illegal presence of several million immigrants cannot simply be connived at, but on the other hand it would be unfair as well as a blow to the US economy simply to throw all these people out, so a ‘pragmatic’ solution is called for. However, several of his fellow Republicans (led by Colorado Rep. Tom Tancredo) insist on the ‘legality’ dimension, arguing that illegal is illegal, period, and that not only should illegal immigrants be thrown out, but also a high-tech fence should be installed at the Mexican border to prevent further illegal immigration. Also, this faction argues that the millions of illegal immigrants in the US constitute a socially detrimental, divisive influence. From the opposite side, Sen. Hillary Clinton (N.Y.) has urged the ‘fairness’ or ‘moral justice’ dimension, suggesting that the anti-immigrant proposals would criminalize not only the Good Samaritan, but probably Jesus himself. It has further been suggested by commentators that those politicians who take a stand on the issue, including President Bush, do so with a view to how it would play with certain voter constituencies, including the ‘Hispanic vote’.

What we see here is a political debate in which arguments belonging to several incommensurable dimensions are advanced from the two opposite sides, with a President claiming to take a pragmatic stance in the middle. The dimensions in play include legality, moral justice, compassion, national economy, social harmony, partisan strategy, and possibly others. Even though some of these may arguably be irrelevant, there is hardly any denying that at least some of them are indeed relevant; and this leaves it up to the individual legislator (and voter) to assess for himself whether the arguments on one side outweigh those on the other, or whether the best policy is a ‘pragmatic’ one that seeks to balance arguments on both sides, as the one the President claims to represent. Such an example, I suggest, illustrates the distinctive nature of differences of opinion in the political (deliberative) domain. Thus, the example may be seen as an illustration of the above theses articulating the ‘scales’ model.

A look at this list of theses, held against certain dominant assumptions in contemporary argumentation theory, will soon bring out the fact that the ‘scales’ conception of deliberative argumentation is at odds with several of these assumptions. 


For example, Pragma-dialectics sets up ‘critical discussion’ as the model for all argumentation, and in critical discussion the aim for both parties is a resolution of their difference of opinion. As explained in thesis #8, the ‘scales’ model makes no such assumption.


A further notion not recognized by the ‘scales’ model of political argumentation is the idea found in Jürgen Habermas of an ideal public discourse where participants obey ‘den zwanglosen Zwang des besseren Arguments’ (1972, 161), reaching consensus along this road. Opponents in deliberative argumentation are under no obligation, and cannot necessarily be expected, to reach consensus.


Also, on the ‘scales’ model it is natural and legitimate for debaters to behave ‘strategically’, i.e., to debate with the intention of ‘winning’ the debate. This too is because individuals may legitimately hold and continue to hold opposite standpoints, and cannot necessarily be expected to reach consensus or resolution. Other models, notably Pragma-dialectics (even in its more recent, rhetoric-friendly version, cf. note 6), have, I suggest, a problem in explaining how debaters may at the same time behave strategically and yet be under an obligation to resolve their difference of opinion.


Another widely held notion in modern argumentation theory depends on Douglas Walton's concept ‘presumptive reasoning’ (1997), which appears to claim (although it is not formulated very clearly) that if a debater accepts a premiss advanced by his opponent, he should ‘presumptively’ accept its conclusion. Thesis #4 expressly denies this.


Instead, it follows from the model that in political debate it ought to be normal to acknowledge counterarguments. This follows from two of the basic facts about political argumentation: 1) it is ‘multidimensional’; and 2) relevance and (especially) weight are subjectively assessed by audience members. Illustrating this with the example of immigration policies given above, we may say that it ought to be normal, even obligatory, for debaters on this issue to acknowledge and address arguments on the other side of the scales; this would include, for the anti-immigration hardliners, the arguments relating to national economy and moral justice, and for the other side, those relating to legality.

Finally, an essential property of the ‘scales’ model is that debaters argue, not primarily for their own sakes, since none of them will probably change his views anyway, but for the sake of the audience – which means, in a representative democracy, other legislators who may still be undecided, and the voters. It is for their sake that public debate is needed, and the rules and obligations we formulate for public political debate should be written with a view to ensuring that it may serve a socially beneficial function for the audience. 


One way of formulating that function is to say that political debate should be to equip each audience member as well as possible to make his individual assessment of the relative relevance and weight of the arguments on both sides (or for that matter, all sides). 


Why should this be the function of political debate? The reason, I suggest, is this: 


Because relevant arguments are likely to exist on both sides, it follows that the audience will need to have these arguments juxtaposed and weighed against each other (always remembering that there is no demonstrative or inter-subjective way to do this; each individual must decide for him- or herself). The essential feature of a deliberative situation is precisely that there are arguments for and against, pros and cons. Therefore it becomes crucial that debaters should recognize relevant counterarguments as relevant and make a bid as to what the relative weights of the pros and the cons are. The audience (for audience, read: voters) particularly needs to hear what a debater has to say in regard to the arguments presented against him from the other side; otherwise audience members have little chance of assessing whether arguments in the debate are in fact relevant, and if so, how weighty they are. What audience members do not need is to hear each debater either systematically deny the existence or relevance of all the opponent’s arguments, or distort them rather than recognize them, because this will deprive the audience members of a chance to perform their individual weighing of the pros and cons.


To sum up, precisely because there usually are, in the nature of the case, legitimate arguments in political debate, it becomes a central part of a debater’s dialectical obligation that he should pay proper attention to arguments supporting the opposite side. I suggest that this obligation may be itemized as follows:


The debater should either 


- acknowledge them, which means: acknowledge their a) relevance and b) weight, in which case he will probably go on to argue that the reasons supporting his own standpoint are, all considered, more relevant and/or weightier; or 


- give reasons why the relevance and/or weight of the counterarguments should be downgraded.


It follows (to repeat a point) that in political debate it should be normal to acknowledge counterarguments. Good counterarguments are bound to exist for at least two reasons (explained above): 1) political debate is ‘multidimensional’; and 2) relevance and (especially) weight are subjectively assessed by audience members. The dialectical obligation resting on a political debater who has had arguments presented against his proposal is that he should address those arguments – where ‘address’ means doing one of the two things just described. 


However, what we tend to find in public political debates to an increasing degree is that debaters avoid doing either of these two things. I suggest that there are, in principle, three basic ways of attempting this act of artful dodging. They are:


1) skirt the argument you don’t want to address; 


2) ‘answer’ a distorted version of the argument you don't want to address; 


3) brush aside without reasons the argument you don't want to address.

What follows is some illustrative, authentic examples of each of these manoeuvres.

1) Skirt the argument you don’t want to address. Examples of this manoeuvre abound in political debate, especially in statements by government representatives who are challenged to defend their proposals or current policies. I choose to cite an example where the Danish Minister of Fisheries (now an EU Commissioner for agriculture) replied to a piece of rather shrill criticism of the plight of North Sea fishermen.
 The piece first described fisheries inspectors as revoltingly harsh and arrogant in their treatment of honest fishermen; secondly, it accused government biologists of being ignorant and absurdly mistaken in their estimates regarding dwindling stocks; and thirdly, there was strong criticism of the rules requiring fishermen to dump side catches, i.e., fish belonging to species that may not be harvested, but which are caught accidentally in the nets along with the main catch. For example, one North Sea skipper was quoted as saying: ‘More fish are thrown out dead than are landed at auctions. You can hardly 're-establish' stocks by throwing out fish that are dead, can you?’

The Minister in her reply one week later went out of her way to comment on her opponent's strident tone, and she emphatically denied the two charges levelled against her officials; however, these denials amounted to no more than blank assertions that they were not like that, thus putting them in the category of ‘brushing aside without reasons’. The most interesting fact, however, was that the third charge, about good fish being thrown out dead to no avail, was not addressed by the minister with one word. Precisely the claim by her opponent that current policies imply the waste of massive amounts of good fish, while doing nothing for stocks at all, would probably have been the one that readers would most have liked to see her address. Arguably, this was the one point in the opponent’s article that appeared reasonable and thus potentially damaging for current policies. On the face of it, it had credibility, backed up as it was by first-hand statements, and the absurdity of the alleged waste struck at least this writer as a potentially weighty argument against the current system. By studying what the Minister might have to say in her defence against such a charge would have helped each reader find a reasoned position on whether to support or oppose current policies. The Minister refused readers such help, thereby probably damaging her own case more than her opponent’s in observant readers’ eyes.
2) ‘Answer’ a distorted version of the argument you don't want to address. Politicians regularly resort to this manoeuvre, a form of the famous ‘straw man’ fallacy. However, the type of straw man we hear most about is the one where a debater gives a false representation of an opponent's proposal or claim. Here, we have a subtype where a false representation is given of the opponent's argument. To get away with this, the distortion should appear to be so slight that most people do not notice it. This is easier when the opponent is not actually present. 


An elegant example was employed by Danish prime Minister Fogh Rasmussen during his weekly press conference on February 21, 2006. The subject was his earlier refusal to grant a meeting requested in a letter from 11 ambassadors from Muslim countries. Rasmussen had refused their request on the grounds that their letter called for him to take legal steps against a Danish newspaper which had printed 12 cartoons of the prophet Muhammad – cartoons which had later caused waves of protest and violence in Muslim countries. Subsequently, Rasmussen was blamed for having misread the letter and thus helping precipitate the crisis, since it had not called for legal steps against the newspaper. At his press conference he said: ‘Then there are those who have said that one could have translated the letter differently’ (‘Så er der nogen, der har sagt, at man kunne have oversat brevet på en anden måde’.) This is a slight but subtle distortion of the argument against his line of action. The argument was that Rasmussen's reading of the letter was simply wrong, in other words, that one should have ‘translated the letter differently’. This argument may conceivably have been wrong, but the point is that Rasmussen did not address it. Instead he addressed an innocuous version of his own making, one which would only have placed a slight error at his doorstep even if he had admitted it. 


This way of distorting an opponent's argument may be termed ‘the toothless straw man’. You deftly turn a potentially damaging counterargument into a toothless one. A better known subtype may be called ‘the insane straw man’; this is where you turn a potentially damaging counterargument into a view so crazy that nobody holds it and anyone can knock it down. 
3) Brush aside without reasons the argument you don't want to address. An example that many voters in the US may recall comes from the first TV debate between Al Gore and George W. Bush in 2000. Gore charged that Bush’s proposal for tax cuts would ‘spend more money on tax cuts for the wealthiest 1 percent than all of the new spendings that he proposes for education, health care, prescription drugs, and national defense, all combined’ (Fritz et al., 2001, 57). Bush's reply was simply that Gore’s charge was ‘fuzzy math’, a new-coined phrase of unclear import, and he repeated this phrase a number of times in the course of the debate. In fact, ‘fuzzy math’ dominated the subsequent press coverage and was successful rhetoric in that respect. Yet it clearly does not fulfil the obligations we have stipulated. It brushes aside Gore’s charge as wrong and thus irrelevant, perhaps even suggesting deception, yet it gives no reasons why it would be irrelevant. That would have required, at least, an alternative piece of statistics and if possible also an explanation of the error Gore had made in his allegedly faulty statistics. 


Let me add one more example of this manoeuvre, taken from an ongoing political debate in Denmark. In a radio programme, an MP representing the leading government party debated the government's proposal for a new research investment plan.
 An important part of this plan is to increase the proportion of research funding for which researchers must apply in a competitive process, on the grounds that this will promote excellence. The objection is made that ‘researchers already waste lots of resources applying for funds, aren't you going to make that even worse?’ (‘i dag bruger forskerne jo mange ressourcer på at søge fonde og sådan noget, gør I ikke det her endnu værre?’)


Here is the ‘answer’. 

I think the important thing is that we reward excellence, that we say, look, here are some parameters, some measures, some instruments that we will use, and which we will also let us inspire internationally [the incoherent syntax here is in the original], and which indicate whether you're at the cutting edge, whether you're doing good work, and obviously that is what we want to reward, I really don't think that is going to be a big bureaucratic system, I have to tell you that (jeg synes det er afgørende at vi belønner kvalitet, at vi siger her er nogle parametre, nogle mål, nogle instrumenter som vi bruger og som vi også vil lade os inspirere internationalt, som signalerer om man er på forkant, om man leverer et godt stykke arbejde, og det er selvfølgelig så det vi vil belønne, det tror jeg altså ikke bliver noget stort bureaukratisk system, det må jeg sige).

This is brushing aside the objection. The question alludes to an increase in wasted research time that will allegedly result when researchers must apply, often in vain, for a larger proportion of their funding. The answer starts by reiterating a government talking point to the effect that the proposal will promote excellence. This may well be a valid argument. But the objection was that there may be a cost to pay for this benefit, and to this the government spokesman has only the inane comment: ‘I really don't think that is going to be a big bureaucratic system, I have to tell you that’. As a result, the audience is deprived of a chance to assess the relative weights of the benefit and the cost. 


To summarize, what I have tried here is to spell out some of the implications of a view of deliberative debate that I call the ‘scales’ model. I should add that this model is nothing new, rhetorical theory has always looked at argumentation like this. The central province of rhetoric is where we debate actions, not truths; where there are good arguments on both sides; where we cannot expect debaters to reach consensus; and where each individual must subjectively assess the relative weight of the combined arguments on each of the two sides. This is why the central obligation of each debater becomes to address in a responsible manner the arguments on the opposite side.
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Footnotes





� In this paper I intentionally avoid a cluster of questions that are far from having found satisfactory answers, and which have indeed only received scant attention from argumentation theorists, except for Ralph Johnson (2000, 2002) and scholars who have engaged in discussion with him. Among them are: Do dialectical obligations exist at all, and if so, when? When are dialectical obligations, if they exist, fulfilled? How de we know? Is their fulfilment a matter of degrees? etc. I skirt all these general issues because my claim in the present paper is concerned with the distinct nature of dialectical obligations in political debate; whatever solutions these general issues may find, I claim that political debate – and dialectical obligations therein – are distinctive in certain ways. In a broad manner, I subscribe to Johnson’s seminal notion of a separate ”dialectical tier” in argumentation; it is within this sort of framework that I wish to address the distinctiveness of political debate, as of deliberative argumentation generally. 


� I use ”argument” as a countable noun, referring to a reason given in support of a claim. There is a well-known difficulty with English terminology here, since ”argument” in English may also refer to an integral product or activity of arguing; these usages I avoid. For the integral act of arguing, I use ‘argumentation’. Toulmin uses the terms ‘data’ (1958) and ‘grounds’ (Toulmin, Rieke, & Janik, 1979) for the reasons given in support of a claim, but the problem with these terms is that they are very awkward when used in the singular. It should also be added that for me, Toulmin’s term ‘claim’ represents (at least) two distinct subtypes, proposals and propositions, which are not clearly distinguished neither by Toulmin nor by most other argumentation theorists; yet the distinction between proposals and propositions is one whose importance I wish to insist on, as in the present paper.


� Of course there is much to discuss regarding the meaning and use of these terms, but that is not the purpose of the present paper. Suffice it to say that I tend to believe that the merit of arguments given for proposals in deliberative argumentation can be described in terms of the two aspects: relevance and weight; however, the purpose of the present paper is a different one, namely to say that particular rules apply regarding dialectical obligations in deliberative argumentation, since here, in the nature of the case, there will generally be arguments of merit on both sides.


� ‘Incommensurability’ as understood here should not be confused with Thomas Kuhn’s use of the same term in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. Another notion that may seem similar to the one I promote here is Fogelin’s “deep diagreement”, a description of situations which "undercut the conditions essential to arguing" (1985, 5). But the incommensurability I refer to does not undercut the conditions essential to arguing;  I am referring to a completely ordinary situation where, e.g., a reason arguing for a proposal and a reason arguing against it are both relevant, but belong to different dimensions, e,g., an economic and a moral dimension. The notion that I rely on is illuminatingly discussed by, e.g. Griffin (1977), Raz (1986, 1998, 2000), and Finnis (1998). The term is adopted in two of my own papers (Kock 2003, 2006), where I suggest the term ‘multidimensionality” to help account for it. ‘Value pluralism’ is a term associated with the thinking of Isaiah Berlin (2002), who introduced this notion in the first version of his ‘Two Concepts of Liberty” in 1958 – the same year that saw the appearance of both Toulmin’s and Perelman’s groundbreaking works on argumentation. I suggest that there is a need to integrate the core tenets of Berlin’s political philosophy with the thinking of the moral and legal philosophers just mentioned, but even more, that there is a need to integrate the thinking of all these philosophers with argumentation theory. 


� What role a ‘public sphere’ and the deliberative argumentation taking place there might have in a society is a subject for political philosophy, and one that deserves much more attention.


� A series of works written jointly by Frans van Eemeren and Rob Grootendorst represent what we might call the ‘classic’ stance of Pragma-dialectics (e.g., van Eemeren & Grootendorst 1992, and most recently van Eemeren & Grootendorst 2004, an older work edited and published 4 years after Grootendorst’s death). A series of publications by van Eemeren and Houtlosser (e.g., 1999, 2001) represent a newer phase characterized by a wish to integrate a rhetorical angle in the theory. Rhetoric, in this view, is identified with the wish to ‘win’ and results in ‘strategic manoeuvring’, which, however, is seen as legitimate so long it is not ‘derailed’. My contention is that although this new version of Pragma-dialectics shows great understanding for rhetorical devices and has contributed insightful analyses of strategic manoeuvring, it does not really explain how debaters may be at the same time strategic and yet committed to the resolution of dispute, as Pragma-dialectics has always insisted that they are. 


� I might add that in actual political debate, politicians behave as if they have been taught theories such as Walton's: their systematic failure to acknowledge opponents' valid counterarguments, and hence the use of countless maneuvers of ‘spin’ and denial, seems dictated by a fear that if they did acknowledge them, they would be obliged to accept the opponent's policies as well.


� Weekendavisen, November 21, 2003. The writer was Ulla Dahlerup, a well-known journalist and member of the European Parliament, representing the populist, anti-immigrant Danish People’s Party. 


� Danish National Radio, ‘Orientering’, April 21, 2006. The debaters were two MP’s: for the government party ‘Venstre’, Torsten Schack Pedersen, for The Socialist People’s Party, Ms. Anne Grethe Holmsgaard.


� I am aware that the notion of  ‘addressing’, despite my specification of it, leaves much to be explained, such as: when are reasons given against a counterargument sufficient to fulfil the debater’s obligations, as here formulated? For example, why exactly is it that Bush’s ‘fuzzy math’ statement is deemed insufficient? For his reply to be sufficient, would he necessarily have to cite counter-statistics, and/or point out errors in Gore’s math? Would any snippet of counter-statistics do? If not, what would be required of it? etc.





