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1. INTRODUCTION

Within the Pragma-dialectical model for a critichécussion and with particular respect
to plenary debates of the European parliament emécessity of new legislation, José H.
Plug discusses thergument from examplender the aspect of strategic maneuvering. She
does a very fine job — or so this commentator findg “fleshing out” the notion of stra-
tegic maneuvering by providing clear-cut examplesifthe political sphere, and identi-
fies maneuvering techniques applicable to thisi@der argument schema.

Below, | summarize (what | take to be) the maieotietical point about strategic
maneuvering and, in section 3, outline how the ephof strategic maneuvering may be-
come useful beyond argument reconstruction as ardiion in argumergvaluation

2. RECONCILING A DIALECTICAL AND A RHETORICAL OPTIMUM

As pointed out by van Eemeren and Houtlosser (12005), “arguers in argumentative
discourse [may be expected to] make an effort tarce rhetorical effectiveness and dia-
lectical standards of reasonableness” (Plug, thiame: 2). Here, ‘rhetorical effective-
ness’ pertains, roughly, to an arguer’s succegsiiming the assent of her audience, while
‘dialectical standards of reasonableness’ pertagsally roughly, to the norms within
which a particular argumentative act may be saiddmur without committing a fallacy
(in the widest sense of being an argumentative)erro

Thus, when arguing from example (but also othesyyismetaphorically, arguers
may be said to walk the thin line between,the one sidederailing into a fallacy — here:
hasty generalizatiors€cundum qujd—, as will be the case if it can be objected,that
cording to dialectical standards of reasonablerthesgxample is non-representative or
otherwise insufficient anayn the otherforgoing the desired effect of reaching the assen
of the audience because, according to standandeetdrical effectiveness, one is making
less than optimal use of the example’s potentigddsuade (which will vary with each
particular audience).

Insofar as this tension between appearing reasotatan audience and having
the audience assent to one’s argument is acceptadasic challenge to every act of ar-
guing, it becomes a matter of both theoretical pradttical interest to identify, in suffici-
ent detail, how arguers strategically maneuverdento reconcile both optima.



After briefly laying out her framework as well providing background on the EU
parliament, Plug provides such detail in sectioof her essay and presents highly in-
structive examples of strategic maneuvering. Tlaeselassified under the headingpi-
cal potential audience demandndpresentational device$or each, Plug provides clear
evidence of successful cases of strategic manewyerhus — or so this commentator un-
derstands the point of her contribution — she Is &bsupport the thesis that strategic ma-
neuvering allows for the identification of distinficrms and techniques which are there-
fore relevant for argument reconstruction.

In the following, | attempt to extend the ideastfategic maneuvering by envi-
saging the consequence of a future state of rdsearstrategic maneuvering within the
Pragma-dialectical framework with respect to argoinealuation.

3. STRATEGIC MANEUVERING IN ARGUMENT EVALUATION?

Given time and man-power, in the not too distature we will likely be informed about
a variety of “maneuvering techniques”, and perha@grovided with a systematization
thereof with respect to the Pragma-dialectical arguot scheme tri-partitionsympto-
matic, causal analogica). Each argumentation schema would, so to speakgbmpped
with descriptions opermissibletechniques, perhaps broken down by activity typstj-
tutional constraints and types of audience (thedappears to be the hardest part).

One would thus have collected techniques arisioghfsocial reality and, based
on these, might also develop new ones. Moreover,conild work out instructional pro-
grams so that strategic maneuvering becomes ngtrecbnstructable, but teachable. Ba-
sed on our present insight into what we regarcaliacious argumentation, we would, it
seems, be justified in the expectation that argaergught will be dialecticallgnd rhe-
torically comparatively more effectiveis a visthe present base line. (Assume, for the
moment, that such measurement is unproblematic.)

Presently, in the evaluation of real life argunagion, we (as analysts) criticize
arguers for derailing into fallacious argument aseoccasion of trying to make the most
out of the rhetorical potential an argument hasagrarticular audience and under the
constraints of a particular activity type (cf. vBemeren and Houtlosser 2006). Once the
requisite techniques will have been systematizechbgins of which arguers are enabled
to, as it were, “push” an argument’s potentiallte optimal level of rhetorical effective-
nesswithoutderailing into a fallacy, will not our standardsassessing that very same ar-
gument also change? That is to say, when we haobed agreement on admissible tech-
niques for strategic maneuvering, will we not ci#te an arguer fonot having pushed to
the limit? In other words, through research ontsgia maneuvering, will we not create
new grounds for criticizing arguers — this time fatderailing into a fallacious argument
use, but fonotalmostderailing?

It seems to me that, if one follows this line lmbtight to the end, then the answer
is: Yes, as we reconstruct techniques for fallagyigance while being maximally effec-
tive, we will inevitably find features in argumetit@ discourse that we did not sae
suchbefore. And since our evaluation of said featwék of course, be guided by our
assumptions about strategic maneuvering, we sbafiegjuently be led to the conclusion
that discernable features of strategic maneuvdorngcoming in this or that argument-
ation are evidence of strateggténtionalaction), likewise when such features are absent.



Therefore, as analysts, and although mitigatedirbly having to identify the re-
quisite activity type and the kind of audience toiah the argument is directed, we shall
no longer get around interpreting our object oflgtas strategic actionTo put it bluntly,
when we’re done discerning strategies for manengethen my argument will either (i)
constitute a fallacy, because it wdrgyondthe fine line (see section 2, abowe)(ii) it
will constitute an act of successful strategic maeeing, because it managed to gtast
below the lineor (iii) it will constitute an instance of poor steglic action, because it
stayedoo far belowthe line.

Thus, we will have gained rew ground for criticizing an argument which does
not derail into a fallacy, namely option (iii), al Hence, it will foreseeably become
reasonable to evaluate negatively an argumentativevhich leaves its rhetorical poten-
tial unused (or uses it in a suboptimal mannenk accepts that the best strategy recon-
ciles the rhetorical and the dialectical optimuhern derailing into fallacious argument-
ation is thehyparitical act (most of us, | think, have acceptet timterpretation all
along), while beindiypecritical now consists in forgoing the rhetoricaltgatial (which
is be an interpretation that many of us might retbmfortable with, yet)

4. CONCLUSION

Admittedly on a speculative basis, | have triedttline the consequence of allowing the
theoretical concept of strategic manoeuvring tauieanot only in argument reconstruc-
tion, but also in argument evaluation, particulanyhe evaluation of argumentative mo-
ves that danot derail into fallacies. | have argued that the emigrovides the analyst
with a rhetorical dimension of argument evaluatibhis dimension appears new to argu-
ment evaluation, insofar as the quality of an argunihcan now be assessed not only by
the critical questions associated with every argurseheme. Rather, evaluation reaches
further, insofar as making less than optimal usarofargument’s rhetorical potential is
something an arguer can be criticized for.
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