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Abstract 

Argumentation refers to the use of language with the aim of carving viewpoints or persuasion. 
Argumentation analysis of content derived from argumentation interviewing is presented as a research 

method that is particularly fruitful within a positioning theory framework. This is done by means of a 

presentation about recent research on Maltese participants’ representations of Arabs and Arab 

integration. Argumentation analysis involves the compartmentalisation of qualitative data into six 

distinct categories comprising an Argument. Argumentation interviewing is a protocol aimed at 
eliciting data that is amenable to fitting the argument structure employed in argumentation analysis and 

hence involves asking questions with this aim in mind. The study shows that arguments are made from 

different positions and hence imbued with sets of rights and duties. It is argued that Warrants (and 

other components of an argument structure) justifying the main Claims of arguments serve to elucidate 

positions taken by participants and that these in turn give meaning to Claims in a variety of ways. 

Moreover, theoretical considerations related to a shared philosophical background between 

argumentation analysis and positioning theory are presented. Finally, it is argued that the specific 

consideration of arguments as qualitative data allows for justificatory streams to be laid bare, as 

opposed to other qualitative research methods. 

Key words 

Argumentation, Warrants, Methodology, Hermeneutics, Ontology 

Proposal 

Argumentation can be defined as the verbal and rational act aimed at 

convincing an audience of a particular standpoint through the advancement of 

propositions (van Eemeren, Grootendorst & Henkemans, 2002, p. xii). Billig (1987) 

claims that as individuals articulate a point of view they develop a chain of reasoning 

that justifies their perspective. Argumentation, per necessity, involves an interactive 

conversation that aims at communication and persuasion, and this shapes thinking 

(Farr, 1984). Divergent perspectives are settled through the practice of argumentation, 

where interlocutors give reasons for and against the claims they make and co-



construct the validity of their speech acts (Jovchelovitch, 2011). One achieves 

genuine understanding of another’s point of view when one is able to not only cite 

another’s views, but also substantiate these with validity claims that make those views 

reasonable and sensible given the conditions of their existence and production. For 

Harré (1983) the social world is situated within the ontological grid of person-

conversation, and this grid lies at the basis of positioning theory (Van Langenhove, 

2017). Clearly a considerable part of conversation also involves argumentation, 

making the study of the latter necessary – and timely – for elucidating positions and 

positioning. In this regard, this proposal shall first outline argumentation analysis and 

argumentation interviewing. This will be followed by research on Maltese 

participants’ arguments concerning Arab integration. These empirical insights will be 

used to propose the study of argumentation as a fruitful method for discovering 

content pertaining to corners of the positioning triad (Harré & Van Langenhove, 

1991). 

The study on Arab integration fittingly involved argumentation analysis 

(Liakopoulos, 2000) and argumentation interviewing (Sammut, et al., in press). In 

Liakopoulos’ (2000) model, an argument is made up of a structure containing six 

components. The central message that is conveyed by the argument for or against an 

issue is a Claim. The argument itself is a structure that is put in place to validate the 

argument’s claim. Thus, a claim may be preceded by facts, or Data, supporting it. 

Warrants are used to legitimate the claim by establishing the validity of the argument 

and justifying the step from data to claim. At other times, other statements are used to 

explain why warrants have authority. These are termed Backings, and are categorical 

statements that legitimate a warrant when its use is not straightforward. Moreover, 

Qualifiers serve to detail the conditions under which the justification of the process 

from warrant to claim holds. In other instances, the circumstances under which the 

claim does not hold are detailed. These are known as Rebuttals. We proposed an 

argumentation interviewing protocol based directly on Liakopoulos’ (2000) 

argumentation analysis that serves to elicit the various structural components that 

make up a justified and legitimated argument. This protocol involves asking questions 

directly aimed at elucidating the central claims of a participant, followed by questions 

aimed at uncovering the justificatory streams relating to central claims, i.e., the other 



five components of an argument. The argument structure reveals how and why the 

point of view adopted is tenable in a given cultural milieu. 

The results provide insights relating to the positioning triad. The positioning 

triad (Harré & Van Langenhove, 1991) consists of three corners: speech acts, 

storylines and positions. A speech act is an utterance that acts upon the world, a 

storyline is a particular discourse or narrative (e.g., “Arabs as taking over”) and a 

position is a “cluster of rights and duties that limits the possible social acts of an 

entity as it is positioned” (Van Langenhove, 2017). Arguments for or against Arabs 

were always made from particular positions imbued with a set of rights and duties. It 

is this imbuement that makes arguments make sense. Moreover, Warrants served to 

elucidate the rights and duties adopted by participants – at times these were explicitly 

stated and at others they were implied in Backings – and these in turn gave meaning 

to Claims in a variety of ways, e.g., by justifying Claims having attributes (or being 

subsets) of storylines or by justifying Claims behaving as speech acts. Instantiations 

of this, related respectively to cultural and sociopolitical arguments about Arab 

integration, are given as examples. Examples of moral positioning (Harré & Van 

Langenhove, 1991) are also seen, e.g., having a right to speak against integration by 

virtue of having the duty to protect Maltese culture and identity. However, it is 

important to note that the present schema of Warrants as containing rights and duties 

linearly justifying Claims that function as storylines or Claims that function as speech 

acts, emerges only by virtue of the intensional and segmented nature of the study. In 

actuality, storylines, positions and speech acts influence each other through a 

multitude of processes. 

The last part of the presentation addresses an important point about the 

philosophical convergence of argumentation analysis and positioning theory, placing 

argumentation analysis on a solid foundation vis-a-vis positioning theory beyond the 

actual results of a single study. Argument structures do not shed light on which type 

of substantive argumentative content justifies claims in a valid way, e.g., some 

arguments are reiterative and others are circular. Yet every argument counts in the 

public sphere and every argument is potentially persuasive regardless of subscription 

to principles of formal logic and/ or factuality of content. We take the view that 

perspectives are ecological, that is, logical by the cultural standards of their 



production. In other words, it can be argued that argument validity partially depends 

on the position from which they are made (within a particular culture). Van 

Langenhove (2017) identifies the need and pursuit of alternative research methods 

within discursive psychology and positioning theory as arising due to social 

ontological concerns and conceptual concerns. As seen above, both argumentation 

analysis and positioning theory fit neatly into the person-conversation ontological 

grid. Conceptually, it can be argued that both also share a basis in immanentism, 

according to which “there are only actual conversations, past and present” (Davies & 

Harré, 1990). Formal rules concerning the validity of arguments or the formulation of 

positions are simply explicit derivations meriting their own kind of specialised 

discourse and do not necessarily have normative influence. 

In conclusion, it is argued that this research method is particularly apt as it 

truly considers participants in research as actual stakeholders – a consideration in line 

with nonpositivism (Van Langenhove, 2017) – since part of the interview process 

involves participants clarifying and verifying their own arguments. In contrast to 

other qualitative methods that shed light on positioning, post-hoc interpretations of 

interview data are therefore kept to a minimum here. Moreover, justifications and 

warrants are not actively sought after in other qualitative methods and we believe this 

pursuit to be of utmost importance when it comes to unearthing different positions 

and related social phenomena. 
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