What Do We Argue For? A Goal-oriented Taxonomy of the Uses of Argument

Fabio Paglieri, Cristiano Castelfranchi
Istituto di Scienze e Tecnologie della Cognizione del CNR, Roma
fabio.paglieri@istc.cnr.it, cristiano.castelfranchi@istc.cnr.it

Abstract

This paper discusses a taxonomy of uses of argu-
ment that is based on the arguer’s goals on the au-
dience’s mind. Our claim in a nutshell is that what
we argue for greatly influences how we decide to
argue in order to get there. We start emphasizing
an ambiguity in current models of argument, con-
cerning the difference between arguing for proper
belief and arguing for mere acceptance. Then we
import into argumentation theories a technical dis-
tinction between belief and acceptance originally
introduced in epistemology and theory of action.
We proceed by adding an orthogonal dimension of
analysis, in terms of different levels of conviction:
in particular, we propose a clear-cut distinction be-
tween self-sustained and heteronymous conviction.
On these grounds, we define a 2-by-2 taxonomy of
argument uses according to the arguer’s goals, and
we discuss its import for two crucial features of ar-
gumentation: the kind of commitment our argu-
ments entail, and their efficacy upon the audience.

1 Introduction

In argumentation theories, it is not always explicitly indi-
cated whether the claim of an argument is supposed to be a
matter of belief, or rather a question of pragmatic accep-
tance — or either of them, depending on contextual features.
When pressing our view on the counterpart, are we aiming
at convincing them of the truth of our own case (belief), or
would we be satisfied if they simply went along with it for
practical purposes (acceptance)? This tension is manifest not
only in persuasive argumentation, but also across other con-
versational contexts: inquiry, negotiation, information-
search, deliberation, eristic confrontation [Walton, 1998;
Johnson, 2000]. For instance, when we assess cooperatively
a hypothesis in an inquiry, are we trying to decide whether it
corresponds to the truth, or just checking if it is warranted to
further reason and act on that assumption [Fraassen, 1980]?
The issue is rarely mentioned explicitly, with the result
that in some instances it is difficult to understand what is the
position endorsed by a certain author. This is the case with
Toulmin’s account, as the following excerpt testifies: «[T]o
accept the datum and the backing is thereby to accept im-

plicitly the conclusion also; if we string datum, backing and
conclusion together to form a single sentence, we end up
with an actual tautology» [Toulmin, 1958/2003, p. 115; our
italics].

Here the verb ‘to accept’ is used in a non-technical mean-
ing, basically as if it was synonymous of ‘to take something
as valid’. In contrast, this is not necessarily the sense in
which the same expression is employed in pragma-
dialectics: «In his endeavour to transfer the acceptability of
the premises to the conclusion, and to achieve the interac-
tional effect that the listener accepts his standpoint, the
speaker tries to put forward his argument in such a fashion
that it convinces the listener. He communicates, as it were,
that he knows the way that leads from what is already ac-
cepted to the standpoint» [Eemeren and Grotendorst, 1992,
p. 96; our italics].

What makes us inclined towards a pragmatic interpreta-
tion of the notion of acceptability here is the fact that
pragma-dialecticians are known to be in open disagreement
with proponents of the so call epistemic account of argu-
mentation [Goldman, 1999; Lumer, 2006; Biro and Siegel,
2006], according to which the rationality of a given argu-
ment should be measured against its capability of supporting
justified belief. In contrast, pragma-dialectics seems to re-
quire only that rational arguers accept for practical purposes
(including future dialogue moves) the standpoint that has
been correctly argued for, regardless the fact that they come
to believe it or not — and, possibly, regardless the justifica-
tions that they may have to do so [Biro and Siegel, 2006]. In
a somehow similar fashion, the issue of acceptance was de-
bated also by Johnson [1990] and Walton [1993], when they
were disputing on the proper interpretation of Hamblin’s
insistence for a dialectical account of fallacies [1970]: John-
son was strongly critical about Hamblin’s stance on this
point, whereas Walton tried to defend it from Johnson’s
critique. In their debate acceptance-based argumentation
was distinguished from knowledge-based argumentation,
and dialectical criteria were opposed to epistemic or alethic
criteria for argument validity. However, in what follows we
will see that the notion of acceptance being disputed by
Johnson and Walton was significantly different from the one
being introduced in this paper: in the context of their discus-
sion, ‘acceptance’ referred to an argument being effective in
inducing the audience to take its conclusion as established,



possibly without good (epistemic) reasons for doing so. But
this has little bearing on whether this received conclusion
should be regarded as being believed, i.e. considered true, or
merely pragmatically accepted, i.e. taken as a tentative
ground for subsequent moves.

In the work of some authors, it is instead quite clear that
the aim of argument is considered to be inclined towards
producing a specific belief in the audience, rather than mere
conventional agreement [Paglieri and Castelfranchi, 2005;
2006]. This appears to be the perspective endorsed by
Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, when they discuss argu-
mentation as an effort to gain some ‘adherence of minds’
and ‘mental cooperation’ [1969, pp. 14-16]. Even more
neat, in this respect, is the definition of argument recently
championed by Johnson, where argumentation is directly
linked with an endeavour to show the truth of a given claim,
i.e. to establish such claim as a belief in the mind of the au-
dience: «An argument is a type of discourse or text — the
distillate of the practice of argumentation — in which the
arguer seeks to persuade the Other(s) of the truth of a thesis
by producing the reasons that support it» [Johnson, 2000, p.
168].

A similar orientation towards belief in argumentation is
also characteristic of Freeman [2005], who precisely dis-
cerns between acceptance of a given premise (in the prag-
matic sense further developed here) and its acceptability as a
presumptively valid truth-carrier, i.e. a belief, and then con-
centrates on this latter aspect of premise validity.

In sharp contrast, other scholars paid great attention in
severing belief from the core of their theories of argument.
This is for instance the case of the notion of commitment, as
characterized by Walton in opposition to BDI models:
«Much traditional thinking about argumentation in philoso-
phy as well as Al has been based on a BDI (belief-desire-
intention) model. But there have been many difficulties with
the BDI model. Beliefs, desires and intentions are psycho-
logical states, and in trying to analyze or evaluate argumen-
tation, trying to pin down an arguer’s actual mental states
can be quite a hard task. On the other hand, it is often possi-
ble to cite textual evidence to indicate what statements an
arguer has committed himself to. Commitment can be seen
as public. In a dialogue, a participant becomes committed to
a statement in virtue of having gone “on record” by assert-
ing it [...]. It should be clearly recognized that [...] com-
mitment is not the same as belief. Commitment is a norma-
tive notion, meaning that the structure of the dialogue along
with the arguer’s recorded moves determine the arguer’s
commitments » [Walton, 2005, pp. 63-64].

This short survey of different standpoints highlights some
preliminary considerations on the question whether argu-
ments induce proper belief or mere acceptance: (i) there is a
variety of positions currently endorsed in the field, and
some of them are mutually incompatible; (ii) the distinction
between belief and acceptance is rarely employed in a well-
defined technical meaning (an exception is Freeman
[2005]); (iii) as a result, the debate on these issues has been
partially plagued by using ill-defined and diverse notions.
By way of reaction to this fragmented landscape, we argue

that belief and acceptance are neither synonymous nor mu-
tually reducible, as it was revealed by significant contribu-
tions in epistemology and action theory [Fraassen, 1980;
Stalnaker, 1984; Bratman, 1992; Cohen, 1992; Engel, 2000;
Tuomela, 2000; Wray, 2001; Gilbert, 2002; Hakli, 2006].
Building on this literature, we aim to illustrate its significant
import for argumentation theories, especially to inform cur-
rent taxonomies of the uses of argument. In particular, we
will draw a distinction between belief~aimed and accep-
tance-aimed argumentation, to discuss their distinct proper-
ties in terms of commitments and efficacy of argument
schemes. Then we will add an orthogonal dimension to this
distinction: namely, levels of conviction. This will allow us
to articulate a taxonomy of four different uses of argument,
differentiated on the ground of the goals of the arguer on
the audience’s mind.

2 Belief vs. Acceptance: A Technical Distinc-
tion

In the technical sense in which the distinction is used within
the contemporary philosophical debate, the juxtaposition of
belief and acceptance can be traced back at least to Stal-
naker [1984]. In the context of his analysis of inquiry, i.e.
the process whereby we purposefully acquire and change
our convictions about the world, he introduced the notion of
acceptance as a technical term, used to identify a broad class
of propositional attitudes of which belief is a member. Here
is the tentative definition of the concept provided by Stal-
naker: «Acceptance, as I shall use this term, is a broader
concept than belief: it is a generic propositional attitude
concept with such notions as presupposing, presuming, pos-
tulating, positing, assuming and supposing falling under it.
[...] To accept a proposition is fo treat it as a true proposi-
tion in one way or another — to ignore, for the moment at
least, the possibility that it is false. [...] To accept a proposi-
tion is to act, in certain respects, as if one believed it» [Stal-
naker, 1984, pp. 79-80; our italics].

Here the notion of acceptance is linked, by definition,
with the practical usage of a certain representation in con-
nection with an action: the accepted proposition is freated as
true, i.e. the individual acts in certain respects as if it were
indeed held to be true. Moreover, the notion is deemed to be
broader than belief, so that the class of acceptances encom-
passes the class of beliefs as one of its subsets. While the
former claim is unanimously accepted in the current litera-
ture, the latter is extremely controversial. According to Stal-
naker, to believe something would imply accepting it as
well. But this view is in contrast with all those cases of ac-
ceptances which explicitly contradict the agent’s beliefs, for
instance due to prudential reasons. I believe the world to be
a certain way, but given my general understanding of the
relevant contingencies and my personal goals, it is advisable
for me to behave according to a picture of the world differ-
ent from the one I hold to be (most probably) true. Consider
the following example: «I plan for a major construction pro-
ject to begin next month. I need to decide now whether to do
the entire project at once or instead to break the project into



two parts, to be executed separately. The rationale for the
second strategy is that I am unsure whether I presently have
the financial resources to do the whole thing at once. I know
that in the case of each sub-contractor — carpenter, plumber,
and so on — it is only possible at present to get an estimate
of the range of potential costs. In the face of this uncertainty
I proceed in a cautious way: In the case of each sub-
contractor I take it for granted that the total costs will be at
the top of the estimated range. On the basis of these assump-
tions I determine whether I have at present enough money to
do the whole project at once. In contrast, if you offered me a
bet on the actual total cost of the project — the winner being
the person whose guess is closer to the actual total — I would
reason differently» [Bratman, 1992, p. 6].

In similar situations, the subject accepts something which
he does not believe, and (more crucially against Stalnaker’s
claim) he believes something that he does not accept, i.e.
that he is unwilling to use as a basis for his action. In Brat-
man’s example, he has in mind an estimate of the most
likely total cost of the construction work, but he does not act
on the basis of this estimate. Hence, to account for the fact
that there are instances of both “believing without accept-
ing” and “accepting without believing”, several authors
[Fraassen, 1980; Bratman, 1992; Cohen, 1992; Tuomela,
2000], in contrast with Stalnaker and others [Engel, 2000;
Wray, 2001], consider beliefs and acceptances to be closely
related but mutually independent concepts, neither of which
entails the other. This is the view we will take in this paper.'

As for characterising the distinctive features that differen-
tiate between beliefs and acceptances, several proposals
have been advanced [Stalnaker, 1984; Bratman, 1992;
Cohen, 1992; for summary and comparison, see Paglieri,
2006, pp. 20-28], usually listing several dichotomies be-
tween belief and acceptance: involuntary vs. voluntary,
gradual vs. all-or-nothing, context-free vs. context-
dependent, truth-aiming vs. action-oriented, and so on.
However, for the purposes of the present inquiry, it is not
necessary to discuss all the features proposed in the litera-
ture to distinguish (pragmatic) acceptance’ from belief. It
will suffice to concentrate on a single trait, from which all
the others arguably derive [Hakli, 2006; Paglieri, 2006].

' This is not to say that this understanding of the distinction be-
lief vs. acceptance is faultless. Two reviewers independently sug-
gested that Bratman’s construction example is not completely con-
vincing, insofar as the same situation could be explained in terms
of uncertainty and beliefs on possibilities, rather than invoking the
notion of acceptance. We agree with this line of criticism and plan
to explore alternative approaches to the notion of acceptance in
future work (see 5). Nevertheless, in order to import the distinction
between belief and acceptance in argumentation theories, we feel it
is better to start from a well-established (although possibly defec-
tive) definition of these notions, as the one provided by Bratman.

% Here we deliberately avoid any discussion of the further dis-
tinction between acceptance as true (as assent) and pragmatic
acceptance, since only the latter notion is relevant for the present
analysis of delusions. The interested reader will find discussions of
this issue in Engel [1998], Tuomela [2000], Hakli [2006], and
Paglieri [2006].

Here we will focus on the different functional roles that be-
lief and acceptance play in the cognitive economy of the
subject: whereas the former is meant to provide a veridical
representation of the world (alethic function), the latter is
shaped by the practical concerns of the agent, i.e. its role is
to provide a representation of the world that is suitable for
supporting successful deliberation and effective action
(pragmatic function). Whereas beliefs describe how we hold
the world to be, acceptances define the premises we rely
upon in our practical reasoning — and, according to the inde-
pendence position, those two sets of mental representations
do not always coincide. Furthermore, the criterion to assess
the validity of belief is t7uth: a belief is considered correct if
it turns out to correspond to the actual world. Instead, the
validity of acceptance is measured in terms of pragmatic
success: if the choices one makes and the actions one takes
based on one’s acceptance that p turn out to be felicitous,
then the subject was correct in accepting p.

It is important to emphasize that, according to this view,
the distinctive properties which characterize belief and ac-
ceptance are functional, in the sense that they describe the
purposes for which a certain mental representation is formu-
lated, used, and evaluated. It follows that a particular men-
tal representation can be simultaneously both believed and
accepted — indeed, this is by far the most common case,
since our beliefs usually provide the safest foundations for
our decisions. The reason for this is obvious: we have to act
in the real world, therefore our intuitions about the nature of
this world constitute valuable blueprints for coordinating
our actions. Nevertheless, it is possible for some of our
mental representations to be accepted without being be-
lieved, and for others to be believed without being accepted.

3 Belief-aimed vs. Acceptance-aimed Argu-
mentation

Let us now try to import the technical distinction between
belief and acceptance within argumentation theory, to the
effect of defining two different uses of argument, depending
on the goals of the arguer about the mind of the audience. In
particular, we are interested to distinguish between the fol-
lowing categories:

Belief-aimed argumentation: the arguer aims at producing
a specific belief in the mind of the audience, making them
committed to the truth of a given claim.

3 One should be careful to distinguish success from optimality,
as they are obviously two different criteria, and only the former is
needed to validate an act of acceptance. The prudential rationale
for accepting an assumption that is not believed (i.e., that is not
considered the most likely account of how things truly are or will
be) is to ensure that the actions based on such an assumption will
be successful, i.e. that they will produce the desired outcome. The
subject, however, has no reason to expect such actions to be opti-
mal, i.e. to achieve the desired outcome in the most efficient way.
On the contrary, because these actions were based on the most
pessimistic, cautious estimate of the costs, it is very likely that they
will end up being effective but suboptimal.



Acceptance-aimed argumentation: the arguer aims at in-
ducing pragmatic acceptance of the claim, committing the
audience to go along with it for practical purposes (includ-
ing prosecution of the dialogical interaction).

Several points are worth emphasizing. First, it should be
clear that those categories are not intended to be mutually
exclusive — that is, it is perfectly possible for an arguer to
aim at both belief and acceptance. And yet, the distinction
remains conceptually clear and theoretically legitimate,
while later on we will discuss if it is also applicable in prac-
tice, i.e. whether or not it is actually possible to tell apart
instances of belief-aimed and acceptance-aimed argumenta-
tion in real life discourse. For the time being, however, we
are interested in defending the legitimacy of this distinction
in principle, in order to assess its impact on argumentation
theories. Moreover, we want to call attention to the fact that
such a distinction is based on the cognitive attitudes of the
arguer: more precisely, their goals on the mind of the audi-
ence and on the nature of the agreement to be pursued
through discussion. As such, the resulting taxonomy is
transversal to other classifications of possible uses of argu-
ment, like those proposed by Walton and Krabbe [1995] and
Blair [2004], where the relevant dimension is social and
interactive (dialectical moves), rather than cognitive (mental
attitudes). We will see in what follows how this difference
reflects on the heuristic power of the taxonomy.

The main import of the distinction between belief-aimed
and acceptance-aimed argumentation is twofold: it helps
refining and clarifying the notion of dialogical commitment,
and it provides an insight on (some of) the reasons for the
efficacy of argument schemes in a given context. Let us con-
sider both these points in turn.

We saw before that the notion of commitment, as de-
picted by Walton following Hamblin, is public, normative,
and based on dialectical rules. According to Walton, com-
mitment is public insofar as it depends only on what is ex-
plicitly stated by the speaker, plus what he or she can be
reasonably surmised to be committed to implicitly, e.g. by
effect of conversational implicatures; it is normative be-
cause it binds the future dialogical moves of the speaker;
and it is based on dialectical rules, finally, since the type of
dialogue in which participants are engaged largely deter-
mines what kind of commitments can be expected to stem
from their assertions [Walton and Krabbe, 1995]. In this
perspective, we perceive an ambiguity as lingering over the
notion of commitment: it remains unclear whether the
speaker is supposed to be either pragmatically or epistemi-
cally committed to the content of the assertion — or both.
The binding force of commitment is pragmatic in nature,
insofar as it constraints future dialogical moves, but it also
incorporates epistemic concerns into it, e.g. the need to
avoid inconsistencies and to provide reasons for one’s own
view when asked. While such an ambiguity does not un-
dermine the notion in itself (indeed, it is a consequence of
defining commitment without referring to mental attitudes),
it reveals that Walton’s understanding of commitment is

‘blind’ to the distinction between belief and acceptance, as
construed here.

In contrast, the notion of commitment we defend is both
personal and public at the same time, normative, and based
on (the reasonable attribution of) mental states. Normativity
is shared by both views. However, our understanding of
commitment incorporates both the private and the public
dimension of this notion, and the mutual interplay between
these two aspects [Castelfranchi, 1995a]. With reference to
arguments, the speaker who makes a certain assertion is
primarily (and necessarily) individually committed to be-
have in the future coherently with the content of such an
assertion, unless valid reasons for retracting it can be pro-
vided — and the kind of constraints that this projects on dia-
logue moves depends crucially on the mental attitude that
the assertion was meant to convey, as we shall discuss
shortly. At this personal level, commitment does not stem
from publicly shared norms of discourse, but rather from the
individual perseverance of intentional agents, that are sup-
posed to remain reasonably committed to their own goals,
including dialogical goals — this is the sense of commitment
analyzed by Bratman [1987] and Cohen and Levesque
[1990]. These individual commitments become social, and
possibly public, whenever the speaker’s assertions give
cause to other agents to attribute to the speaker specific
mental attitudes (intentions, beliefs, acceptances), to which
he or she is subsequently considered dialogically committed
[Castelfranchi, 1995a]. In this perspective, utterances are
mediators between personal commitments and public obli-
gations. This in turn implies that the nature of the dialogical
commitment endorsed by asserting something is determined
by the cognitive reality that the assertion reveals. With ref-
erence to the technical distinction between belief and accep-
tance, this is instrumental to define two different kinds of
commitment:

Pragmatic commitment: it is an obligation, retractable
only under appropriate circumstances, to act coherently with
the content of a given assertion, and to provide reasons for
one’s acceptance of that content for practical purposes.

Epistemic commitment: it is an obligation, retractable
only under appropriate circumstances, to uphold the factual
truth of the content of a given assertion, and to provide rea-
sons for one’s belief in that content.

As we emphasized in section 2, reasons for acceptance
can differ sharply from reasons for belief, and therefore also
the kind of justification that one may have to provide for a
certain claim can vary, depending whether the relevant
commitment is either pragmatic or epistemic. On the other
hand, we also saw that, quite frequently, what is accepted
and what is believed coincide, and the same apply to the two
kinds of commitment highlighted above: in many cases, our
assertions carry with them the burden of both pragmatic and
epistemic commitment. Nevertheless, these types of obliga-
tion are clearly discernible in principle, and should be



treated as such by any comprehensive theory of dialogical
commitment.

The other feature of arguments on which the distinction
between belief and acceptance exerts its influence is the
issue of efficacy. Considering how we have construed be-
lief-aimed and acceptance-aimed argumentation, it becomes
immediately evident that some kinds of argument schemes
can be effectively applied only to the latter. This is for in-
stance the case of arguments from consequences, arguments
from ignorance, argumentum ad baculum (threats), and
more generally any argumentative strategy that emphasize
pragmatic reasons in order to incline the audience towards
acknowledging to a certain claim. Such arguments directly
appeal to deliberation: the audience is asked to make a
choice on what is the most advisable course of action in the
context of the dialogue, and therefore what would be the
points it is in their best interest to concede. However, be-
lieving is widely considered as being beyond the influence
of direct voluntary control, so that we cannot in fact pick
and choose what to believe, and our beliefs are held to be
the product of epistemic considerations largely independent
from our will.* It is because of this non-negotiability of be-
lief that the argument schemes mentioned above cannot be
used to make the audience believe anything, whereas they
can be most effective in influencing what the audience is
ready to accept for practical purposes.

These observations suggest that the efficacy of arguments
depends crucially on the aims of the arguer, since it is from
the arguer’s goals on the audience’s mind that the distinc-
tion between belief-aimed and acceptance-aimed argumen-
tation originated. It is interesting to observe that, while we
were able to identify arguments that affect acceptance but
not belief, instances of the converse case are not so easy to
find: to the best of our knowledge, there is no argument
schemes that is effective only with reference to belief, and
that does not work to foster acceptance. This may be due to
the fact that belief is a strong reason for acceptance: so, all
other things being equal, any argument that directly promote
belief would also endorse, albeit indirectly, pragmatic ac-
ceptance. Whatever the reason, this asymmetry may require
further scrutiny in the future.

Finally, it is worth emphasizing again that efficacy of ar-
guments is an altogether different issue from their rational
validity or conversational legitimacy. Moreover, it is valid-
ity or legitimacy to be usually addressed by other taxono-
mies of the uses of argument [Walton and Krabbe, 1995;
Blair 2004], not efficacy. While the mere fact that efficacy
turns out to be context-dependent is certainly not a surprise,
it is relevant to strive for a better understanding of exactly
what contexts determine the effectiveness of our arguments,
and how such influence is mediated by the cognitive atti-
tudes of the arguer and the attributions of mental states that
intervene between the parties engaged in dialogue. It is in

* This thesis is challenged in epistemology by doxastic volun-
tarism [Steup, 2000; Ginet, 2001; Wansing, 2006], according to
which belief is to some degree under voluntary control. For further
critical discussion, see Castelfranchi [1995b] and Paglieri [2006].

this direction that the current analysis, oriented by cognitive
concerns and based on epistemological considerations, is
meant to move a first, tentative step.

4 Levels of Conviction: Heteronymous vs.
Self-sustained

An orthogonal dimension may now be added to the distinc-
tion between belief-aimed and acceptance-aimed dialogues,
in order to refine the resulting taxonomy of uses of argu-
ment. Here we are interested to briefly discuss levels of con-
viction, and, by way of first approximation, we will consider
only two extremes, heteronymous vs. self-sustained convic-
tion. The distinction does not depend on the strength with
which a claim is positively received by the audience, but
rather on its standing in their mind in relations with the
original proponent: if the audience opinion remains condi-
tioned to the proponent’s position, conviction is said to be
heteronymous, since they would drop the new claim as soon
as it was no more endorsed by the arguer; otherwise, if the
audience comes to hold the claim for autonomous reasons,
i.e. they would maintain it even if the proponent should re-
tract his or her original position, persuasion is said to be
self-sustained. Concerning the arguer’s discursive goals,
they may be oriented to achieve either deep conviction (self-
sustained) or just a shallow form of temporary persuasion
(heteronymous). If we now apply this new distinction to the
categories of belief-aimed and acceptance-aimed argumen-
tation, we end up with a 2-by-2 taxonomy of uses of argu-
ment, determined solely by the arguer’s goals:

Aiming at:
Four uses of argument
(depending on arguer’s goal)
Acceptance Belief

Acceptance-aimed Belief-aimed

Heteronymous heteronymous heteronymous

Level of argumentation argumentation
conviction:

Acceptance-aimed
self-sustained
argumentation

Belief-aimed
self-sustained
argumentation

Self-sustained

Again, the arguer’s goals make a difference not only in
the kind of commitment that may come to be expected from
the audience once (and if) they are convinced, but also in
the efficacy of the arguments being employed in the dis-
course. For instance, it is self-evident that arguments from
expert opinion or from testimony in which the expert / wit-
ness coincides with the arguer can be effective just for
heteronymous conviction, because, by definition, these ar-
guments carry presumptive weight only insofar as the expert
/ witness maintains a consistent view of things. Moreover, it
should be noticed that aiming at different levels of convic-
tion, as construed above, is not merely a theoretical possibil-
ity, but also a crucial element in determining effective ar-
gumentative strategies in different contexts: while heter-
onymous conviction is usually much more practical to seek
in matters of authority or in situations requiring quick deci-



sions, arguers may find convenient, or even necessary, to
aim deliberately at self-sustained conviction in many other
important domains, such as education, policy-making, and
more generally in all those issues requiring pondered delib-
eration.

However, although this goal-oriented taxonomy of the
uses of argument certainly holds some reason of interest, it
must now face a possible objection: How can we tell apart
these different uses of argument, since they are character-
ized in terms of the mental dispositions of the arguer? What
could allow us to determine what is in the mind of the ar-
guer, so that we can decide whether a particular instance of
argumentation is either belief-aimed or acceptance-aimed,
of whether it targets heteronymous or self-sustained convic-
tion? These empirical questions are very important: if we
should fail to answer them adequately, this would jeopardize
the practical usefulness and applicability of the approach
proposed here.

Let us try to work out a first, tentative answer to these
concerns. On the bright side, it may be noticed that quite
often dialogues are transparent with reference to the speak-
ers’ goals. Consider for instance the following excerpt:

ALEX: We should visit the Van Gogh Museum rather
than the Red Light District: this is consistent with our aca-
demic inclinations.

BART: Mmbh... well, yeah, let’s do that.

ALEX: Hold on, wait a minute — are you truly convinced,
or are you just being polite with me?

Here it is quite indisputable that Alex’s goal is to have
Bart convinced that visiting the Van Gogh Museum is ob-
jectively better than wandering in the Red Light District;
moreover, Alex would want Bart to think so for his own
good reasons, and not just because Alex said so. In other
words, Alex is clearly engaging in belief-aimed self-
sustained argumentation. In contrast, consider the following:

CHRIS: I feel sorry for you, you really look fed up with
museums... [ think it would be refreshing for you if we
have a walk into the Red Light District, just for fun... don’t
you agree?

DOUG: Well, if you think so...

CHRIS: Brilliant — I just knew it! Let’s go right now!

Obviously, here Chris’ purposes are all about acceptance-
aimed heteronymous argumentation: he wants to go to the
Red Light District, and as long as Doug is ready to go with
him, he could not care less whether Doug is truly convinced
or not, and why.

Not only dialogues, but also some specific argument
schemes appear to be revealing of the argumentative aims of
the person who decides to employ them. As we discussed
before, arguments focused on the practical consequences of
maintaining a certain claim are characteristic of acceptance-
aimed argumentation, whereas arguments in which the pro-
ponent is posing as an alleged authority or witness are sys-
tematically aimed at heteronymous conviction. These con-

siderations suggest that some argument schemes may work
as effective clues of what is on the mind of the arguer, there-
fore facilitating the application of the taxonomy defended
here.

This said, we should not overlook the fact that these intui-
tions on ‘the mind behind the words’ are far from perfect,
and not all instances of real life discourse are likely to be
equally transparent in this respect. Indeed, dialogues and
arguments can often be opaque with reference to the ar-
guer’s goals, in a twofold sense: it may be impossible to tell
apart the intentions of the arguer, given the textual evidence
that we possess, or it may even be the case that those inten-
tions remain unspecified in the arguer’s mind, i.e. he or she
could be indifferent to the exact cognitive transformation
induced in the audience, as long as some basic communica-
tive needs are satisfied.

So, what is the outcome of these preliminary reflections
on what we may call ‘the empirical problem’ of cognitively
oriented taxonomies of argument uses? Notwithstanding the
difficulties just recalled, it seems to us that the prospects are
not so gloomy: using the alleged goals of the arguer to tell
apart different uses of argument is certainly going to be
complicated, and further refinements of the taxonomy
sketched here are likely to be needed, but more often than
not argumentative goals are quite manifest throughout our
discourses, and using them to inform our analysis provides
some relevant insight on the kind of dialogical obligations
incurred by the speakers, as well as on the efficacy of their
arguments.

5 Conclusions and Future Work

This contribution presented a first, preliminary attempt to
use complex mental states (more precisely, the arguer’s
goals on the audience’s mind) to inform a taxonomy of ar-
gument uses, and to speculate on its import for a variety of
features of argumentation — most noticeably, commitment
and efficacy. We conceive this work as preliminary for two
reasons. First, the taxonomy proposed here will require fur-
ther theoretical refinement and empirical verification, in-
cluding identification of objective criteria for distinguishing
between different argumentative goals on the ground of tex-
tual and contextual evidence. Second, we are still struggling
to make full sense of the distinction that lies at the core of
our proposal: the difference between belief and acceptance.
In future work we plan to verify whether the notion of ac-
ceptance can be taken to constitute a genuine mental primi-
tive, or if it would be better analyzed in terms of a system of
beliefs and motivations (contra Bratman). On the ground of
these critical scrutiny, we intend to develop a better under-
standing of the difference between believing and accepting,
one that would withstand analogous criticisms. In turn, this
work of conceptual clarification will have a major impact
also on the taxonomy of argument uses that was introduced
here.
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