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The Roles We Make Others Take- Thoughts on the Ethics of Arguing 

Katharina Stevens 

1 Introduction 

I assume that the reader can relate to the following scenario:1 I do not want to do the dishes. 

I do not think I should have to, though I am a little hazy on how housework has been distributed 

over the last few days. I think I did more than you did, and less pleasant things. I especially hated 

taking the dog out in the rain this morning. I am pretty sure you do not want to do the dishes and I 

suspect you will protest. I would like to avoid a fight, so I do not want to use emotional violence 

if possible, and using actual physical violence is so far from my mind it does not even occur to me. 

The way forward will be an argument then, with arguments in it.2  

I make my way to the living room, and I say: “I took the dog out this morning, so you have 

to do the dishes!” And you say: “I remember you walking the dog, but I really feel like I did more 

than my share the whole week. I can’t remember all that I did right now though, what do you 

remember?” Now I have a problem. The problem is that I am an argumentation theorist, which is 

why I have my head full of normative arguments about how one should argue. And I realize that I 

could continue this exchange in different ways. For example, I could help you try to find your 

 
1 And will therefore remain on my side for the remainder of the paper. 
2 Maybe the reader can even relate to this: Despite being a philosopher, most of the time, I argue in situations like the 
one with the dishes. I have a definite opinion and some kind motivation for proving myself right. I have some reasons 
for that opinion (in different stages of development). I am a little hazy on the reasons-situation overall. I anticipate 
some pushback. I do not value winning high enough for physical violence and would like to avoid fights if possible. 
Sometimes, what I argue about will affect third parties, but here I will concentrate on arguments that do not, for 
simplicity sake.  
 



This paper was published as Stevens, K. (2019). The Roles We Make Others Take: Thoughts on 
the Ethics of Arguing. Topoi. doi:10.1007/s11245-019-09659-0 

This is a draft. Please refer to the published version. 

 

2 
 

reasons. I could also press on, refusing to help, laying out my own arguments and demand that you 

come up with yours.  

In this paper, I want to argue that in this situation, I face a moral problem that we should 

take seriously. The way I will behave next will have an impact on the structural design of our 

argument – on the way we argue with each other, whether we deliberate together or enter an 

argumentative sparring match.3 I argue that the way in which we argue has a morally relevant 

impact on the outcome of the argument and the experiences of the arguers along the way. This 

might seem comparatively inconsequential when we are dealing with an argument about the 

dishes, but arguments are had with much higher stakes. In order to talk about this issue, I will build 

on work done in argumentative design-theory and describe the way we design the structures of our 

arguments via the concept of roles and role-taking.4 I think that through our role-taking, we can 

influence the structural design of the argument. And I will argue that we have moral duties to take 

care that when we do this, we do not cause our interlocutors unwarranted harm.  

2 A Problem in the Ethics of Arguing 

Argumentation is – among other things – a social practice in which we influence each other’s 

beliefs, decisions, values and attitudes through communication. There is a lot to be gained 

through arguing: There are practical goods we might get from making other people think and act 

 
3 I follow Jackson’s description of structural argument design: Jackson describes argument design as the activity 
whereby we choose and create the ways we assemble and order argumentative content. Structural argument design 
happens on a general level – as when we adopt a proponent-opponent structure and the associated norms for how to 
behave during the argument. (On a more specific level, there is argumentative message-design.) Structural design can 
be done purposefully to create (institutionalized) structures that are especially functional for some argumentative goal. 
We might, for example, try to figure out what kind of structure people should argue in (what kinds of norms they 
should follow) to maximize reason-reflectiveness in professional mediation. Everyday structural design is what people 
do when they adopt structures during naturally occurring arguments without much planning. 
4 Specifically, I follow work done by Jacobs (1998), Jackson (2015), Goodwin (2001) and Kauffeld (1998). 
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to our advantage. And there are the epistemic gains when the arguments we develop and receive 

change our epistemic systems for the better, replacing false beliefs with true ones, enhancing our 

understanding of ourselves and others, giving us better justifications for the beliefs we already 

hold, and so on.5 But argumentation is also full of risks. We might suffer practical losses because 

we got convinced of a course of action that later turns out harmful and/or unjustified. We might 

suffer epistemic losses because the new belief is false, our understanding an illusion, and our 

new justifications just fallacies we fell for.6 All this means that when we argue, we make an 

impact on the wellbeing of ourselves and others. 

For this paper, I will say that an argument7 is reasons-reflective8 to the degree that the 

norms which the arguers actually follow while arguing are apt to lead them to create an accurate 

representation of the balance of the reasons (via the arguments that “stand” by the end of the 

argument and that determine the argument’s result) that are applicable to the issue the argument is 

about, and that are available to the arguers,9 and to generate an outcome supported by this 

 
5 See Cohen (2007) for the different kinds of epistemic gains we might get from argumentation.  I am using the term 
“epistemic” widely here, and do not mean to imply that the only epistemic gains we can make come in terms of the 
relationship our beliefs have to the truth. 
6 Paglieri and Castelfranchi (2010) provide an in-depth description of all the possible costs and dangers argumentation 
brings with it. 
7 The use of “argument” here refers, depending on how it is used, to either a product – the arguments we use – or a 
process – the argument we are in. I think the context is clear enough for the reader to identify which is used where. 
See O'Keefe (1977) for a discussion of the two concepts of argument. It is arguments as processes that I want to say 
can be reasons-reflective. 
8 The term “reasons-reflective” has been chosen to be reminiscent of the term “reasons-responsive” that authors like 
Fischer and Ravizza (1998) developed to refer to the ability of agents to respond to reasons available to them. The 
concept of reasons-reflectiveness as a property of arguments between arguers is related to and inspired by the concept 
of reasons-responsiveness as a property of agents, but it is not the same concept, at least as I understand reasons-
responsiveness: Agent respond to reasons when, for example, the availability of a reason appropriately influences their 
actions and beliefs. Arguments reflect reasons when the availability of a reason is reliably correlated with the reason 
being adequately represented during the process of argumentation between parties, and with it having an adequate 
impact on the result of the argument. 
9 I will say that a reason is available if at least one of the arguers is epistemically situated in such a way that she can 
gain epistemic access to the reason within the time and resource limits given by the context of the argument. 
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balance.10 Reasons-reflectiveness comes in degrees – it depends on the degree to which the norms 

that the arguers are following are apt to lead them to formulate and recognize reasons at all, 

whether they lead them to formulate and recognize reasons from all involved viewpoints equally 

well, and whether the arguers follow the norms they purport to follow consistently, or whether 

they allow themselves to cheat. I will make the simplifying assumption that being reasons-

reflective is positively correlated with the argument creating epistemic gains for the arguers 

involved. If the set of arguments we finally accept as a representation of the balance of applicable 

and available reasons either do not give us reasons at all or give us reasons only or mostly for 

certain standpoints while omitting available objections and reasons for the other standpoints, then 

we have reason to worry that the argument was lacking in reasons-reflectiveness.11 If the 

argument’s lack of reasons-reflectiveness led us to accept only or mostly arguments that fail to 

give reasons, then it was not (or almost not) reasons-reflective at all. If the argument’s lack of 

reasons-reflectiveness led us to only or disproportionately recognize reasons for some of the 

standpoints while reasons for other standpoints were available but went unacknowledged, then it 

was reasons-reflective, but not in a balanced way. Then we are liable to suffer epistemic losses. I 

will say that we gain practically when we reach or at least substantially move towards a non-

epistemic goal (this might be the one that we started arguing for). This is for example when we 

change someone’s attitude or beliefs to our advantage, sway a decision in our favour, convince 

someone to act in a certain way, etc. I will make the simplifying assumption that reasons-reflective 

 
10 This means that reasons-reflectiveness is (among other things) influenced by structural argument design. 
11 Or we were very unlucky. Not all applicable reasons are available to the arguers, and sometimes arguers simply 
make mistakes. The influence of such bad epistemic luck on an argument can lead to the above scenario even if the 
argument was very reasons-reflective. 
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arguments are apt at distributing practical gains justly.12 I will further assume that people generally 

start arguing to reach either epistemic or practical goals, or both. I think that these assumptions – 

though I do not support them through argument here – are intuitive and widely shared. Both 

epistemic and practical goods and harms (or gains and losses) are morally significant because they 

and their just or unjust distribution impact our wellbeing directly and indirectly.13 If the 

assumptions I made are correct, then this makes argumentation a subject matter we can ask – and 

try to answer – moral questions about.14  

What, then, are the moral requirements that apply to us as arguers? Surely we cannot expect 

people to argue only if it is certain that the presented arguments articulate good reasons and that 

no important objections will be overlooked. Very few arguments could ever be offered in good 

conscience if we made demands that high. Mistakes happen. They reflect the way people reason 

and form beliefs and create some of the best opportunities for epistemic gains when they get 

 
12 I think we may be optimistic and assume that reasons-reflective arguments do this because they are pretty successful 
at leading to the right conclusion about who should do (or believe) what. I do not want to give a definition of what it 
means to make unjust practical gains or suffer unjust practical losses. What this means will depend on what the right 
theory of justice is. I am sure the reader has some kind of intuitive understanding of what is referred to here, and that 
is enough for my purposes. 
13 Notice that this makes reasons-reflectiveness only instrumentally valuable, not in itself valuable. I am not assuming 
that reasons-reflectiveness is a good in itself here. However, I argue elsewhere that intentionally aiming at creating 
reasons-reflectiveness makes arguments procedurally just, thereby giving value to results of reasons-reflective 
arguments even when those results are substantially lacking because bad luck stopped the arguers from producing an 
accurate representation of the applicable and available reasons (Stevens, Forthcoming). 
14 Blair (2011) makes roughly this argument in his paper on the question of whether there is an ethics of argumentation. 
I think the connection of reasons-reflectiveness to the just distribution of practical gains and losses and to epistemic 
gains might be one reason why argumentation theorists evaluate argumentation by its reasonability or rationality (see, 
e.g. Johnson 2000; van Eemeren & Grootendorst 2004; Wohlrapp 2014). Jacob’s (2002) discussion of the first of two 
concepts of openness is, I think, his way to connect reasons-reflectiveness with moral requirements in argumentation. 
Another reason might be that reasonability, rationality, or epistemic betterment is the inherent telos or function of 
argument. I do not want to get into the discussion whether such a thing exists. Goodwin (2008) makes some interesting 
objections to function-claims about argument that could be extended to telos-claims. Those argumentation theorists 
who think there is such a telos or function often identify it with reasonability, rationality or epistemic betterment 
(under their own definition of what that means): Aberdein (2010) claims it is the spreading of true beliefs. Johnson 
(2000) thinks it is the manifestation of rationality, Bailin and Battersby (2017) suggest coming to a reasoned judgement 
and then take over the goal of bettering our cognitive systems from Cohen (2015). Cohen and I follow them and use 
the term “epistemic betterment” as the name for the telos that the virtuous arguer follows (Stevens & Cohen, 2018). 
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corrected through objections.15 These mistakes, if they remain uncorrected, pose the risk of 

generating morally significant harms. But that is a good reason to give critical thinking classes, 

not to condemn the arguers. A moral requirement to argue only if it can be guaranteed that the 

argument will generate a result supported by an accurate representation of the actual balance of 

applicable and available reasons would simply be too burdensome.16 Demands that high would 

hinder the good that can come from argumentation as much as they would safeguard against the 

bad. 

This does not mean, however, that no moral requirements connected to reasons-

reflectiveness should be made. Not every bad argument is a mistake. Sometimes the only way to 

gain practical advantages through argument is by making others suffer unjust practical and/or 

epistemic losses intentionally or negligently. The most straightforward way to accomplish this is 

through deceit. We can purport to follow argumentative norms while secretly breaking them in our 

favor by presenting false premises as true, overstating their plausibility, or using effective fallacies, 

all of which are likely to make the argument less reasons-reflective in our favour. These are all 

good ways to get what we want in strategically effective but morally unacceptable ways.17 To help 

counter these concerns, Blair (2011) has formulated pro tanto moral rules against using all three 

types of deception.18 Following these moral rules is supposed to prevent us at least from 

 
15 To Wohlrapp (2014) this is one of the main reasons to engage in argumentation – to give ourselves a chance to 
correct the mistakes in our very subjective world-view by confronting it with another subjective world-view, thereby 
overcoming our subjectivity, at least by a little bit. 
16 How great a burden this would be is illustrated by Johnson’s claim that good argumentation has a dialectical tier in 
which the arguer deals with the relevant objections to the argument. Govier has argued that given the number of 
possible relevant objections to an argument, this would leave almost no real-world good arguments. (see, e.g. Govier 
1999, p. 233) 
17 Both Blair (2011) and Hample (2005) are concerned about this possibility under the heading “ethics of 
argumentation”. 
18 “(1) It is unethical to use in an argument grounds one believes to be false” (Blair, 2011, p. 23). “(2) It is unethical 
deliberately to invite the interlocutor to commit or be deceived by what one believes to be a fallacy—that is, is it 
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intentionally causing practical and epistemic harms through arguments that fail to provide good 

reasons.  

2.1 Another Kind of Morally Significant Harm in Argumentation 

Deceit probably comes most easily to mind as a way in which we can cause morally 

significant harm while arguing, but it is not the only one. Feminist argumentation theorists have 

alerted us to another way in which arguers can be put at risk of suffering unjust epistemic harms 

and practical losses in argument. They point out that people who are perceived as feminine-

gendered may find themselves severely disadvantaged in arguments that have an adversarial 

proponent-opponent structural design.19 Burrow (2010), for example, explains that the gender-role 

attributed to feminine-gendered people (at least in the Western, white middle-class)20 contains 

politeness-norms that require them to be deferential and demure. These norms clash with the norms 

and tasks that belong to the proponent/opponent-roles, which arguers take in an adversarially 

structured argument. Those roles require arguers to be assertive and concentrate on advancing their 

own claim and defeating the arguments of their opponent. The result is that feminine-gendered 

people too often struggle to give their reasons effect in the argument. Then the argument as a whole 

will be reasons-reflective in an unbalanced way in favour of their opponents because its norms 

hinder (rather than help) some of the arguers in making their reasons heard. Feminine-gendered 

arguers may “lose” the argument as a result. This may deprive them of the practical advantages 

 
unethical to offer an argument one believes to be fallacious as if it were legitimate or to make a fallacious 
argumentative move on purpose” (Ibid. p. 24). “(3) It is unethical deliberately to overstate the epistemic status of 
claims used in argumentation.” (Ibid.) 
19 See, e.g. Moulton (2003), Burrow (2010), Rooney (2010) and Hundleby (2013). 
20 The difficulties I discuss here have been described for cis-feminine-gendered people. Trans-feminine-gendered 
people – and minorities in general – will suffer from additional, other, and often more significant obstacles when they 
argue. 



This paper was published as Stevens, K. (2019). The Roles We Make Others Take: Thoughts on 
the Ethics of Arguing. Topoi. doi:10.1007/s11245-019-09659-0 

This is a draft. Please refer to the published version. 

 

8 
 

they might have gained had they been able to play their adversarial argumentative roles effectively 

and saddle them with possibly unjust practical losses. In addition, they lose out with respect to 

epistemic gains they would have made if their reasons had been engaged with seriously.21 And 

they may be put at risk for epistemic losses if they change their beliefs, attitudes, or justifications 

for the worse because of the “lost” argument.22 Unfortunately, the clash between gender-roles and 

argument-roles is not only harmful when feminine-gendered people follow the gendered politeness 

norms attributed to them.  It also disadvantages them when they reject these politeness norms and 

adopt the assertive behaviour associated with proponent and opponent roles. Their refusal to live 

up to the norms of their feminine gender-role then makes them appear overly aggressive, shrill, 

brash or uppity. This undermines their ethos in the argument, which diminishes their voice and 

might even exclude them altogether.23 What Burrow describes, then, is that feminine-gendered 

people find themselves in a double bind that makes it (sometimes forbiddingly) hard for them to 

fulfill the proponent or opponent role in an adversarial persuasion type argument.24 The structural 

design25 of the argumentative situation, together with the politeness norms associated with their 

gender-role make them vulnerable to morally significant practical and epistemic harms.26  

 
21 Arguers can gain epistemically when others engage seriously with the arguments they present, whether or not their 
reasons are good or bad ones, simply because others may come up with new objections that need to be met, or further 
details that can be added to the construct of reasons the arguer already has. This is a well-known and often exercised 
idea, most famously, I think, in Mill (2007, re-print). 
22 Their interlocutors, too, may well suffer all or some of these losses, especially if the adversarial structure was not 
selected intentionally to hold the feminine-gendered arguer back. 
23 See, e.g. Gilbert (2014) on the impact of ethos in argument. 
24 That is, an argument similar to the persuasion dialogue as Walton (1998) describes it. 
25 I follow Jackson’s description of everyday structural argument design (Jackson, 2015). See footnote 3 for a more 
detailed explanation of what I mean by argument design.  
26 This is not to diminish the harm that the politeness norms cause to the identity of feminine-gendered persons. In the 
situation of argumentation, this harm manifests (among others) in the experience of being forced into an identity that 
is harmfully restrictive (an experience that will be familiar from other contexts). The restriction here is especially 
serious because it frustrates the feminine-gendered arguer’s full realization of herself as an agent of inter-subjective 
reason. (I thank Michael Baumtrog for this thought.) 
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Behind this feminist criticism of adversarial argumentation, there is a more general 

problem that affects all kinds of arguers, not only the feminine-gendered.27 The structural design 

of arguments can cause morally significant harms to arguers by assigning them roles that they 

cannot fulfill, such that they lose access to epistemic and (just) practical gains and become liable 

for losses.28 For feminine-gendered arguers, this happens through the clash of behavioural 

expectations associated with the feminine gender role.  But other roles that we possess outside of 

argumentation can have similar effects. A worker arguing with her boss, for example, might not 

be able to play the proponent role gainfully because assertive behavior might be misinterpreted as 

insubordination and generate high practical costs.29 And there are other possible reasons why 

someone may not be able to fulfill the tasks, norms, and expectations associated with adversarial 

roles. For example, the proponent role places the burden of formulating arguments for a claim 

(almost) exclusively on the shoulders of the one advocating it. But an arguer may need help 

developing her reasons into arguments. He may have emotional responses and a vague idea of why 

his interlocutor’s claims are incorrect but he may need a back and forth of narration and 

 
27 Gilbert (1997) developed his cooperative model of “coalescent” argumentation for all arguers. 
28 I think that this kind of morally significant harm is a harm that affects a person specifically in her capacity as an 
arguer. If this harm comes about intentionally or negligently through the behavior of others, that constitutes a moral 
wrong that affects a person specifically in her capacity as an arguer. Finally, if this harm is the result of some kind 
structural injustice, as for example in the case of feminine-gendered persons, then this is an injustice affecting people 
specifically in their capacity as arguers. As such, this harm constitutes an argumentative injustice, a term coined by 
Bondy (2010), who adapted the concept of epistemic injustice from Fricker (2007) for argumentation. 
29 Another example is illustrated by Gilbert’s description of the argumentative situation a student faces when she 
enters a professor’s office. “If a student enters my office to discuss an essay, she is not entering the equivalent of a 
geographic or situational tabula rasa. To the contrary, she is entering a professor’s office, and when she enters she 
brings her entire set of luggage that contains our historical relationship, her desires and needs regarding the course, 
her career, and on and on.” (Gilbert, 2007, p. 4) The way in which roles we have outside of argumentation may 
influence what we can and cannot do inside of argumentation is very interesting and deserves its own discussion – but 
considerations of clarity and conciseness counsel to postpone this discussion to a later time.  
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clarification with his interlocutor to put these reasons into words.30 He may find himself unable to 

give his reasons effect in a proponent role because he cannot formulate them into arguments, a 

task that might have been shared between roles if the argument had been structured differently. As 

a result, he is liable to suffer the same kinds of practical and epistemic losses that feminine-

gendered arguers may suffer. Some small version of this is presumably the problem in my 

dishwashing example.31 

 Before the feminist criticisms were taken seriously, the adversarial model of argumentation 

was generally accepted as representing the ideal structure of argumentation, a recipe for reasons-

reflectiveness.32 On this conception, arguers take proponent and opponent roles tasked with 

coming up with the strongest arguments for their own position while trying to refute objections. 

Allocating argument-roles in this way, the hope goes, would motivate the arguers to produce the 

best arguments they could come up with while weeding out the bad ones through mutual criticism. 

As a result, arguers would end up being persuaded by the best available arguments, and the 

argument as a whole would produce epistemic gains for everyone and help distribute practical 

advantages justly.33  

The feminist critique of adversarial argumentation has shown the limitations of this model. 

It assumed that all arguers are roughly equally capable of playing proponent and opponent roles 

 
30 This problem with adversarial structures has also been described in feminist argumentation theory (Cohen 1995; 
Gilbert 1994; Moulton 2003). I have argued elsewhere that whether arguers should adopt an adversarial or a 
cooperative structure should depend on how well they understand their own and other’s reasons (Stevens, 2016). 
31 This is just a further example of how this kind of harm can come about – I am sure the reader can come up with 
more if they think about it. 
32 This is why it is often called the DAM (dominant adversarial model). See, for example, (Bailin & Battersby 2017). 
33 If Mercier and Sperber’s (2011, 2017) conclusions, based on their research, turn out to be correct, then this idea has 
some truth to it, but only under very felicitous circumstances – exactly those circumstances that are usually absent, as 
feminist argumentation theorists have pointed out. It is, for example, the basis of the pragma-dialectical model of 
argumentation (van Eemeren & Grootendorst 2004). 
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effectively in an adversarially-structured argument. But as we have seen, where this is not the case, 

the proponent-opponent structure actually designs arguments that are reasons-reflective in an 

unbalanced way and is therefore liable to generate morally significant harms. In response to this 

criticism, some argumentation theorists reject argumentation that is structurally designed 

according to the adversarial model altogether. Instead, they suggest that arguments should be 

structured thoroughly cooperatively as deliberations or inquiries (see, e.g. Bailin & Battersby 

2017).34 Every arguer would then occupy a deliberator- or inquirer-role which would require her 

to help develop every argument in any direction, finding the conclusion best supported by the 

applicable and available reasons together with the other arguers.35 This, so the idea goes, will 

eliminate the problems associated with adversarially structured arguments, making argumentation 

more reasons-reflective. A consequence would presumably be the minimization of morally 

significant harms caused by argument structure and role allocation. 

I am not convinced that making deliberative/inquiry-style argumentation mandatory would 

eliminate the problem that the structure of the argument can create morally significant losses by 

allocating roles to arguers who cannot fulfil them.36 Though we might intuitively be less inclined 

to have sympathy, playing a deliberator role might sincerely be forbiddingly burdensome for some 

arguers. For example, an arguer might be so passionately committed to her conclusion, or the 

stakes might be so high for her, that she simply cannot concentrate on helping anyone else develop 

 
34 See Walton (1998) on deliberation and inquiry for suggested models of these argumentative structures. 
35 See, e.g. Foss and Griffin (1995), Gilbert (1997), Bailin and Battersby (2017). 
36 Elsewhere, Cohen and I argued that even if reaching the outcome supported by the best available reasons is the main 
goal for which an arguer enters the argument, adopting a cooperative role will not always be the best choice (Stevens 
& Cohen, 2018). The context of the argument, like for example the adversarial attitude of the other arguers, might 
create a situation in which arguing cooperatively actually diminishes the reasons-reflectiveness of the argument. This 
happens because not enough energy is spent to defend the side that the adversarially-minded arguers are attacking. 
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their arguments. Alternatively, she might have an outside obligation (say, a promise) that forbids 

her from “playing for the opposing team”, or she might risk serious practical losses if she appears 

as “weak” because she is in a situation in which she is needs to display dominance to a surrounding 

audience to preserve her social standing.37 Then she might be forced to drop out of a cooperatively 

structured argument or to risk such a huge loss in ethos that her arguments will not be taken 

seriously. Her bad ethos might even negatively affect her interlocutors’ acceptance of the claims 

she is advancing. The result may well be (unjust) practical and epistemic losses that would not 

have occurred in another argumentative structure.38 There could then be all kinds of reasons why 

people might not be able to fulfill the tasks, norms, and expectations connected to the 

argumentative roles they find themselves in. Whenever this happens, they stand to lose out in an 

argument that is imbalanced, and we have reason to be concerned about epistemic and (unjust) 

practical losses. 

If I am correct about this, then the problem feminist philosophers have alerted us to is not 

just the danger that adversarial structures can create morally significant harms. It is that all kinds 

of structural argument designs, if imposed on arguers who cannot play the associated roles, can 

create such harms. The harms arise because the inability of the arguers to fulfill the requirements 

 
37 Foss and Griffin’s (1995) cooperative idea of an invitational rhetoric has been criticized by Lozano-Reich and Cloud 
(2009) because oppressed people might not be able to argue in this way with their oppressors. (To be fair, though, 
Foss and Griffin explicitly say that they do not want to suggest that invitational rhetoric is always the right choice). 
There are also non-argumentative roles that could make cooperative argumentation costly – someone in a leader-role 
where leadership is contested, for example, might suffer high practical costs if she argues too cooperatively with those 
who question her leadership. A demand for cooperative argumentation might then be, at the same time, a demand for 
her to make herself more vulnerable than she can afford to. 
38 Such a structure might well be a more complicated one than a simple opponent-proponent structure. Maybe an 
adjudicator or mediator role would be needed. 
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of their roles leads to arguments that are not reasons-reflective in a balanced way and that are liable 

to fail in generating epistemic gains or distributing practical gains justly. 

2.2 The Legitimate Interest to Devote My Time and Energy to My Own Goals 

 Morally significant harms ought to be avoided. Should we then simply say that people have 

an overriding moral duty to give their argument that structure which makes it as reasons-reflective 

as possible and to occupy the corresponding roles?39 While such behavior would be praiseworthy, 

I think that making it a duty (and thereby a requirement for moral permissibility in argumentation) 

would create too burdensome a requirement. 

Argument roles, like other roles that belong to complex social activities, work by assigning 

associated clusters of goals, norms, tasks, behavioral stereotypes, and expectations to the different 

participants in the activity, thereby differentiating the activity.40 The concept of a specific role, 

like advocate, refers to the goals, tasks, behavioral stereotypes etc. that the role assigns; like to 

make a claim acceptable to an interlocutor, to find arguments for the claim, to be assertive and 

enthusiastic about the claim (with this loose definition I follow Biddle 1979; J. H. Turner 2002; R. 

H. Turner 2001).41 Which role an arguer occupies determines the kinds of work she does in the 

 
39 This would mean to give them a duty to be a virtuous arguer, as Cohen and I (Stevens & Cohen, 2018) describe 
them. 
40 I cannot here give an exhaustive list of argumentative roles, among other reasons also because I assume that different 
cultures will generate different argumentative roles that I might not know about. But here are some examples: 
Advocate roles require arguers to concentrate on finding arguments for a pre-selected conclusion or claim and to 
defend this claim against objections. An opponent role requires an arguer to inspect the arguments of another for flaws 
and point them out. A deliberator role requires arguers to find arguments for all available possible standpoints 
regarding an issue and offer them to their interlocutors, as well as to help their interlocutors to develop arguments. 
Then there are “supportive” roles, like the role of adjudicator in an argument, which requires both the final evaluation 
of the representation of the balance of reasons other arguers have produced and the enforcement of argumentative 
norms if arguers try to violate them. Alternatively, there is the role of mediator, which presumably includes the latter 
task, but not the former. All these role-descriptions are made on the basis of my own studies and experiences and are 
definitely open for revision and in need of further research. 
41Everything I say in this paper about roles and argument structures could also be translated into the vocabulary Searle 
(1995) has erected around his concept of status functions. I stick with “roles” and “structures” because the term “role” 
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argument and to which tasks she devotes her time and energy. For example, in contrast to an 

advocate role, a deliberator role requires the arguer to try and create arguments for and against all 

possible conclusions on an issue, not just her favoured one. This means first, that there would be 

little hope that the moral demand suggested above would actually be fulfilled. People often enter 

arguments with practical goals in mind, making them inclined to occupy roles that will allow them 

to devote their energy to those goals rather than ones that will make the argument more reasons-

reflective. As Goodwin (2008) has forcefully argued, at least descriptively, argument has no one 

function, but any function the arguers give it; arguers design the argument according to their own 

goals.42 Of course, that a moral demand will likely go unfulfilled is not in itself a reason against 

its validity. Nonetheless, I think that the reason why it would go unfulfilled is also the basis of an 

argument for why it should not be made. For if such a strong demand could be met, then this would 

make argumentation extremely unattractive as a possible tool for pursuing practical goals – and 

that would be a considerable loss.43 Here is why:  

Engaging in argument is always potentially costly. Paglieri and Castelfranchi (2010) have 

described a whole collection of risks and dangers that argumentation holds for the arguer and that 

she must be willing to take on. Given that argumentation is often only one of several possible ways 

to work towards a goal, a person interested in reaching this goal will need to be motivated to argue 

 
is intuitively familiar, gets used by most of the scholars whose research I want to use, and appears at least in the two 
big dialectical argumentation theories, Walton’s theory of dialogue types (2008) and van Eemeren and Grootendorst’s 
(2004) pragma-dialectical theory. 
42 She also has doubts about whether there is a single function to argumentation in the normative sense, asking those 
who assume there is to produce positive reasons for their claims. 
43 Keep in mind that I am here arguing about whether we should create a moral duty, not whether we should prima 
facie value arguing in roles that will make the argument as reasons-reflective as possible as morally praiseworthy. I 
do not see any problem with doing the latter. The reader might here disagree with me, taking, for example, a strong 
utilitarian position according to which we should always devote our time and energy to the goals that will create the 
most good and the least harm overall. Dealing with this kind of disagreement would lead me too far afield and distract 
from the current point. 
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by the effectiveness of arguing as a means for working towards practical goals. For example, most 

of the time, when I start an argument about doing the dishes, my main and possibly only goal is 

not to do the dishes. Making the argument as reasons-reflective as possible is not the number one 

point on my list of priorities. I certainly do not want to have to take a deliberator role and help you 

come up with your arguments. Generating arguments, that is, coming up with reasons and 

justifications and finding fitting formulations for them, is expensive in terms of time and 

intellectual energy.44 In fact, if Mercier and Sperber (2011) are correct, doing so for a position I 

am not committed to is even more expensive than doing so for the position I already have. I want 

to use my energies towards my own goal, I remember at least some reasons for why I shouldn’t 

have to do the dishes quite well, and I have no problem being assertive. So, I want to concentrate 

on developing arguments for why it is not my turn and on finding objections to your arguments 

for why it is. I want to take an advocate role rather than a deliberator role. I want all this whether 

or not a deliberative structure with deliberator roles would likely be more reasons-reflective. If I 

have to take a deliberator role in order to argue, which is costlier and less likely to lead to success, 

I might well be more inclined to start a fight to try and get what I want.  

 Argumentation certainly is a way to epistemic betterment and a just allocation of practical 

gains. But it is also a tool for the pursuit of practical goals, and one that is much preferable to many 

of its more violent alternatives.45 I assume that we do not want to abandon the idea that devoting 

one’s time and energy to one’s own goals in general is morally permissible unless there are some 

overriding moral reasons for why it is not. Therefore, we should take the interest in the freedom to 

 
44 Paglieri and Castelfranchi (2010) list these under the “costs” of arguing. 
45 At one point, Aikin describes argument as “(…) a pacifistic replacement for truly violent solutions (…)” (Aikin 
2011, p. 256) 
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pursue one’s own goals in argument seriously. Reasons-reflectiveness should be an important 

concern on every arguer’s mind. But making it a mandatory, overriding top-priority when it comes 

to the structural design of arguments and the associated role allocations is too burdensome.46 At 

least if all things are equal, arguers should be able to use argumentation as a tool, extending their 

own energy and time towards their own goals. With this comes that arguers should be permitted – 

to some degree – to favour adversarial or cooperative structures according to their actual 

argumentative goals, and then feel bound only by the requirements of their roles within the 

resulting structures.47 If I started arguing because I do not want to do the dishes, then at least some 

additional justification should be needed to show that I must expend my energy towards helping 

you to find arguments why I have to do them, rather than towards finding more arguments why I 

do not have to do them. 48 

2.3 A Problem 

 In summary, on the one hand, we want to avoid significant moral harms that arise from 

structural argument design and role allocations. On the other, we want to preserve the arguer’s 

prima facie freedom to occupy those roles in which they can spend their energy and time on their 

own goals in argument. Unfortunately, these two wishes stand in a tension. Where this tension 

 
46 Those who are not convinced by this and do not share this assumption of the paper might want to read it as an 
argument that even if we take this interest seriously, moral constraints still apply to choices of argument roles and of 
structural argument design. 
47 For the adversarial proponent-role that I want to take in the dish-washing example, those might include that I have 
to provide arguments for my position, come up with objections against yours and admit when I have no good 
objections to yours. Maybe they even include that I admit defeat if my arguments fail and yours are especially good. 
But they do NOT include that I must help you come up with arguments. 
48 Cohen (2015) and Bailin and Battersby (2017) disagree on whether arguers should always be required to tell each 
other if they know of a good objection to their own conclusion. This is an interesting question, but I suspect that in 
many arguments the effect of arguers taking adversarial roles is not that they keep things from each other (though that 
may happen), so much as that they concentrate only on finding and developing arguments for their side. Taking a 
thoroughly and unrestrictedly deliberative argument-role requires more than just telling others when we already know 
of an argument – it requires developing arguments in all directions. 
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comes from is best explained by paying a little more attention to the sub-unit of the argument 

structure – the role. 

There are certain tasks that we associate with argumentation and we find ourselves 

fulfilling regularly when we argue. Reasons are to be found for all sides and formulated into 

arguments and objections, those arguments and objection are to be evaluated, conclusions are to 

be drawn, etc.49 When we structure arguments adversarially, deliberatively, or in more complex 

ways by adding adjudicators or mediators, we assign tasks like these to different argumentative 

roles.50 Because roles are used to differentiate social activities (often to share the labour) by 

assigning tasks, roles come in complementary sets. How these sets are put together is somewhat 

flexible because roles prescribe (sub-)goals, tasks, and attitudes rather than specific behaviors and 

because the joint activity can be taken up for different purposes (R. H. Turner 2001). Take for 

example the well-known argumentative role of advocate.51 It should be relatively easy to see that 

it can form a complementary set with a passive audience role as well as with another, opposed 

advocate role or with a co-advocate role.  

Role-sets form the kinds of structures argumentation theorists like Walton and Krabbe 

(1998; 1995) have provided formalizations for with their list of dialogue types. For example, I 

think that it is plausible to say that the set of advocate and opposed advocate forms the proponent-

opponent structure of the persuasion dialogue, and that the persuasion dialogue is a model for one 

kind of structural argument design. And the set advocate and co-advocate forms a structure not 

 
49 Some of these tasks necessarily need to be taken care of for argumentation to take place (like formulating reasons 
into arguments), others are not necessary but important and common (like finding or replying to objections), others 
become relevant just sometimes (like engaging in meta-argumentation about the merits of a certain argument-form 
that was just used). 
50 See footnote 38 for an incomplete list of argument roles and some associated tasks. 
51 For a descriptive and normative treatment of the advocate role see Goodwin (2013). 
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named by Walton and Krabbe, but viewed with much worry by, e.g. Sunstein (2000). He has 

written about the way that arguers who share a mistaken belief may convince each other even more 

of its truth by arguing together in only one direction.  

To bring things back to dishwashing, if I want to occupy an advocate role, then the structure 

can be completed in different ways, depending on which of the complementary roles you end up 

occupying. The problem is that the flexibility described above only goes so far, and we may assume 

not only that I have a goal in arguing, but that you do too. Your goal might also be selfish (you do 

not want to do the dishes either) or noble (you want to accomplish a just distribution of practical 

advantages through an improvement of our beliefs about who really must do the dishes). But if my 

wish about the role I want to occupy is fulfilled, then that, together with your goal, may well fully 

determine which role you will have to occupy. If you want arguments for my doing the dishes 

developed at least as well as arguments against it, then you must play an advocate- role, and enter 

an adversarial structure with me. You will not get to play a deliberative, cooperative role and 

effectively pursue your goal – selfish or noble.52 And the role you find yourself left with might 

well be a role you cannot gainfully play – the role which will cause you morally significant 

epistemic and/or unjust practical harms. In my example, the harm might just be that you have to 

do the dishes even though it really wasn’t your turn. But arguments are often had with much higher 

stakes involved, and the higher the stakes, the more morally important things become. 

 
52 Of course, you might start a confrontation on the meta-level about how I argue. But that is costly. It may cost you 
ethos and/or face and it may strain our relationship much more than the argument about the dishes would. Hample 
(2005) and Gilbert (1996, 2007) write about how important face- and relationship-goals are for arguers, and how much 
pressure an arguer may feel not to pursue a strategy that promises to be effective on the object-level if it is also likely 
to lead to face- and relationship losses. More on this below. 
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The problem should be clear now: We want to give arguers leeway, at least prima facie, to 

occupy those roles that allow them to devote their time and energy towards their own goals. Doing 

so for one arguer, however, may cause the dreaded morally significant harms due to role-allocation 

for another, harms that we want to avoid. The question becomes: What are the permissibility 

conditions under which it is okay for me to occupy the role that allows me to pursue my own goals 

most effectively in terms of time and energy spent? Under what circumstances can I just 

concentrate on showing why, today, I should not have to do the dishes? 

3 The preparatory stage and the problem with implicit consent 

One obvious option is to simply require arguers to reach an explicit, consensual agreement 

on the structure of their argument and the roles each of them will occupy before they start arguing. 

This is the idea of building a preparatory stage of agreement-making into the argument. Two big 

dialectical theories on argumentation integrate such a stage – Walton’s (and Krabbe’s) new 

dialectic (Walton 1998; Walton & Krabbe 1995) and the pragma-dialectical theory of 

argumentation (van Eemeren 2010; van Eemeren & Grootendorst 2004).53 What I call the 

preparatory stage is divided into two stages in pragma-dialectics – the confrontation and the 

opening stage – and requires agreements on much more than how the argument should be 

structured. For example, arguers must also agree on the acceptable premises, argument types, 

inference rules, and so on.54 In addition, the pragma-dialecticians are interested mainly in a very 

specific, ideal structure of argumentation that they call the critical discussion. Still, the issues on 

 
53 The main authors of these theories are aware of the impact that choices about the structural design of argument 
have. The pragma-dialecticians point out that strategic maneuvering is necessary also at the preparatory stages of an 
argument (van Eemeren 2010). Walton defines a fallacy in relation to the rules that come with the choice of one of his 
dialogue types: Fallacies are illicit shift in dialogue type, the making of arguments according to the norms of a dialogue 
type other than the one agreed upon by the participants (Walton 1995). 
54 A list of all the different things to be decided in the confrontation and opening stage can be found in Krabbe (2007) 
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which arguers must reach consensual agreement in the pragma-dialectical version of the 

preparatory stage contain the questions whether a critical discussion shall be initiated or some 

other structure, and who shall take which role. Walton’s preparatory stage also contains the choice 

between his (and Krabbe’s) dialogue types, which are idealized models of structural designs for 

arguments, and the allocation of roles. If I understand the way the preparatory stage is imagined 

to proceed in these theories correctly, then the agreement on the overall structural design comes 

first and the agreement on who takes which role second. When the actual arguing starts, arguers 

are now bound by the norms that are attached to their roles within the chosen structure.55 In the 

pragma-dialectical model, the questions of the preparatory stage can only be re-opened by starting 

a new dialogue. Walton allows a re-opening of the questions and a new settlement on a new 

dialogue type and new roles, but again, only as a consensual agreement (a “licit” shift rather than 

an “illicit” one).56 

If we examine the idea of a preparatory stage with our moral concerns about argument 

structures in mind, then its advantages should be relatively obvious. Actual, free, expressed 

consent changes a lot. Arguers can suggest those structural designs and ask for those roles in which 

 
55 For example, Atkinson, Bench-Capon, and Walton (2013) discuss the differences between a Waltonian persuasion 
and a Waltonian deliberation dialogue and show how the tasks, goals and commitments of the argues differ depending 
on the structural design they have adopted through choosing a dialogue type, and the role they have within the 
structure.  
56 Unfortunately, it would lead me to far afield to pursue this idea, but I suspect that Walton’s (1995) description of 
what a fallacy is can be summarized as a breach of the duty to stay within the agreed upon role in the agreed upon 
dialogue type unless some condition for a “licit” shift is fulfilled. Indeed, Atkinson et al. (2013, p. 123) give an 
example of an “illicit”, i.e. fallacious shift in dialogue type that describes the taking of a not-agreed upon role. I quote 
at length because I think the formulation here is very interesting: “A second way in which an agent may try to shift 
from deliberation to persuasion is through attempting to assume the role of O [opponent]. The object here is to arrogate 
the decision-making power for itself [sic]. If the shift is successful, it will be able to use its own preference rule as the 
collective rule and foist a burden of proof on the other agents. (…) Thus, shifts from one dialogue type to another are 
something that participants in a dialogue need to be aware of, and avoid, if they are to avoid having different rules 
from those they intended applied to their utterances and if the objectives of the dialogue are to remain constant” 
(Atkinson et al. 2013, p. 123). 
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– because of their goals – they wish to argue. Their interlocutors can consider whether they want 

to agree to this and have the option of rejecting the suggestion and requesting another structure. 

Under these circumstances, any agreement that is reached settles the issue of whether arguers can 

legitimately act bound by only those norms associated with their role: there is a free agreement 

according to which these are the norms governing their arguing, and so they do nothing unfair or 

wrong to the other arguer(s) by arguing within their role. After all, everyone consented to the 

structure and allocation of roles and so possible harms and losses stemming from the 

argumentative roles have been taken on as acceptable risks by the arguers who occupy them. 

Unfortunately, the preparatory stage has been met with strong criticism that questions its 

feasibility, for example from Krabbe (2007) and the design-theorist Jacobs (2017). Much of their 

criticism refers to parts of the pragma-dialectical opening and confrontation stages that we are not 

interested in here. For example, they point out that requiring arguers to make a decision on whether 

each possible premise and argument-scheme will be acceptable in the following argument would 

condemn them to a never-ending job (Jacobs 2017, p. 3; Krabbe 2007, p. 238).57  

But the problem that the preparatory stage may turn out to be un-completable also applies 

to the decisions about which structure to adopt and how to distribute the roles. Here, the difficulties 

arise when there is disagreement about these two issues. According to Krabbe’s understanding of 

the way preparatory stages work, a new argument must be started about how to structure the 

original argument, and this argument needs its own preparatory stage. Given the first disagreement, 

it is likely that the arguers will disagree on structure and role-allocation again, creating the need to 

 
57 Krabbe attempts to solve these problems by moving decisions about premises into the argumentation stage and 
questions about the argument-schemes into meta-dialogues. On meta-dialogues, see Krabbe (2003). 
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start yet another argument, and so on, possibly ad infinitum, but certainly ad nauseam (Krabbe 

2007, p. 238). According to Jacob’s understanding, the preparatory stage cannot be dealt with 

through argument (exactly because that would require another preparatory stage). Therefore, in 

the case of disagreement, it needs to be resolved through non-argumentative (and non-rational) 

means, undermining the rationality (or, for our concern, moral legitimacy) of the whole following 

argument (Jacobs 2017, p. 4). 

To this criticism about the feasibility of the very idea of a preparatory stage, Jacobs adds 

an empirical criticism. He points out that it is simply not the case that arguers explicitly discuss 

the questions of the preparatory stage before they start arguing. And when they do, they do so only 

“in part and on a piecemeal basis” (Jacobs 2017, p. 2). Real argumentation does not contain a 

preparatory stage in a Waltonian or Pragma-dialectical sense. Instead, decisions about the 

structural design of the argument and role-allocation are made implicitly, non-verbally, in real time 

and organically integrated into the argumentative exchange.58 This is simply a fact to be dealt with. 

And, I think, given the difficulties that await should arguers try to always complete a preparatory 

stage before an argument, it would be cruel to enforce a mandatory preparatory stage, even if that 

was possible. 

 
58 Jacobs illustrates how arguers do this with the example of a conversation between 4 students who determine the 
correct way to order objects in an assignment: 
“(1) A: What’d you have for number one? 
(2) B: I ranked oxygen first. 
(3) C: Yeah, me too. 
(4) D: I had oxygen. 
(5) A: Okay – I had food concentrate second.” (Jacobs 2017, p. 6) 

Jacobs points out that in move (1), A seems to ask a question and at the same time initialize a procedure. The 
others fall in line with it. If an agreement can be said to be reached at all, then only after move four and not prior to 
the conversation. Jacob’s move to reject the idea of a distinct argumentative stage for decisions about the structural 
design of the argument and role allocations is in line with other design-theorists and normative pragmatists in 
argumentation theory (see, e.g.Goodwin 2001; Kauffeld 1998). 
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Now, both Walton and the founders of pragma dialectics, van Eemeren and Grootendorst, 

allow that the agreements of the preparatory stage are usually made implicitly (van Eemeren & 

Grootendorst 2004, pp. 60-61; Walton 2008, p. 9). However, declaring that these agreements are 

made implicitly removes the advantage I diagnosed for an explicit preparatory stage. Freely given 

implicit consent is much harder to diagnose than explicit consent (though there might well be 

reason to doubt that even explicit consent in argumentation can be guaranteed to be given truly 

freely). It is certainly not possible to simply assume that implicit consent to the argumentative 

design and role allocation has been given because people in fact do argue. People engage in all 

kinds of activities with other people in all kinds of ways without putting forth a great struggle, 

even though they really, absolutely do not want to do so.59 Therefore, an implicit preparatory stage 

does not serve to solve our moral problem in the way an explicit preparatory stage could. At best, 

it directs attention to the importance of questions about structural design and role-allocation, but 

does not give a description of how they are answered, nor does it offer a way out of the associated 

potential moral problems. At worst, assuming that an implicit preparatory stage exists creates the 

illusion that consensual agreement can be presupposed and obscures the moral problems we should 

be concerned about.  

 
59 I assume that given the outcomes of the consent debate with respect to sexual intercourse, this claim needs no further 
support. I would like to remark, though, that I think the idea of consent is an important one in argumentation, especially 
given the varying capacities of people to recognize fallacious (intentional or not) use of arguments and the potential 
that being engaged in argument at the wrong time and with the wrong arguer can have serious epistemic and practical 
repercussions. For some discussion on the relationship between persuasion, manipulation and consent in 
argumentation, see Nettel and Roque (2012). 
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4. Who is Even Responsible? 

If consensual agreement does not work, then another option is to set moral side-constraints that 

identify when otherwise legitimate (though not praise-worthy) self-interested behavior with 

respect to argument roles crosses over into the morally problematic. The idea is that we can realize 

a balance between avoiding morally significant harm through problematic role allocations and 

acknowledging that arguers have the legitimate wish to pursue their own goals by adopting a kind 

of liberal role-ethics for argumentation: Arguers may argue in the structures and roles that serve 

their goals best and enforce their norms – unless this produces significant harms for other arguers.60  

Unfortunately, a new problem arises: The way structures are set up and roles allocated in 

everyday, naturally occurring arguments might make it impossible to identify a party to which 

side-constrains could be addressed. For some really important types of arguments like the ones 

taking place in legal trials, we might be able to observe side constraints. We might institutionalize 

role-allocations that minimize the risks of morally significant harms while remaining sensitive to 

the goal for which people enter these arguments. But as Jacobs tells us, argumentative structures 

in naturally occurring, everyday arguments arise in real time, during the argumentative exchange, 

without much planning and discussion. Morally problematic argument structures and role 

allocations are therefore different from immoral actions like the deliberate use of fallacies, where 

the culprit can clearly be identified and addressed with moral rules. The question facing us now is: 

Can any single arguer have the responsibility for the structure and role allocations of an argument 

if those appear organically out of the activity of arguing?  

 
60 The result is that the ethics of argumentation appears as double-layered: First, there are the morals of structural 
argument design. Second, there are the morals of fulfilling the norms associated with specific argument roles. 
Fulfilling these norms is then only morally required if the chosen structural design is morally acceptable. For more on 
this see (Stevens, Forthcoming). 
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I argue they can. Arguers influence the structure of the argument through role-taking. We 

may assume that in the normal case, there are power imbalances which allow some arguers to do 

so more effectively than others. Sometimes these imbalances are great enough that they allow one 

arguer to dictate the argumentative structure single-handedly. Those arguers can force an 

imbalance in the reasons-reflectiveness of the argument to their own advantage. This makes them 

the party towards whom to address moral-side constraints. Developing this argument requires me 

to give a short description of the way in which roles that differentiate complex, social activities 

are learned, recognized, and distributed.61  

For activities that we engage in regularly with others, like argumentation, we learn roles 

through socialization (R. H. Turner 2001, p. 235). That means we learn how to play a role, how to 

recognize when others are playing a role, and how roles are typically combined into sets. Most of 

us learned all this for the advocate role long before we read our first argumentation-theory paper 

on advocates (and possibly before we learned how to use the word “advocate” correctly). 62  What 

we learn is relatively flexible, and not only with respect to complementary roles. We learn roles as 

vague concepts that combine goals, tasks, and obligations with typical attitudes and behaviours, 

but that allow for wiggle room and that usually do not specify specific actions (R. H. Turner 2001, 

p. 235). This wiggle-room enables us to “make” the role even after we have “taken” it.  

Role taking happens when we start using the learned role-concept to guide our practical 

choices. We tend to take roles because making practical choices according to their norms is 

 
61 Cohen and I already described the mechanism with which we think an arguer can influence the argumentative 
structure through role-taking (Stevens & Cohen, 2018). Here I expand on that description. 
62 We may even learn roles without having had to play them ourselves. For the different ways in which we learn a role 
before we play it and how we then progress through the stages of mastering a role once we do get to play it, see 
(Thornton & Nardi 1975). See Goodwin (2013) for a discussion of the norms associated with being an advocate. 
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conducive to our goals in the activity. If I want to extend energy only to finding arguments for my 

side on the dishwashing question, then I will be disposed to take an advocate role. I do so by 

entering the argument using the norms connected to this role to determine my argumentative 

moves, including which obligations I recognize towards you (like that I will admit when you have 

produced a very good objection). Role making happens because I will want to adapt the way I play 

the role to my character, your character, and the complexities of the situation. For example, I will 

want to scale up or down the assertiveness which I display in my advocate role according to the 

way things go when I talk to you (Thornton & Nardi 1975; J. H. Turner 2009, p. 86).63   

Of course, that I take the role of advocate and choose my argumentative moves according 

to its norms does not necessarily immediately fix a structure for the argument or make you occupy 

a role. It does, however, contribute to these things. Having gone through a similar learning process 

as me, you recognize the role I am attempting to take and you have a feeling for which roles are 

complementary to it. Therefore, my argumentative behaviour can serve to invite you not only to 

argue with me, but also to argue in a certain structure: one that enables me to play the role I have 

already started to take for myself. So, by taking a role right when I start to argue, I influence the 

role you can take in response to your own goals if you want the argument to continue without a 

hitch (see, e.g. Pratkanis 2000).64  

 
63 I might have learned that the advocate role comes with stereotypical forceful and assertive behavioural displays, but 
I will be well-advised if I am more forceful if I argue at the APA than if I argue at the WCPA. The conferences of the 
American Philosophical Associations (APA) have been called “bloodsport” by Aikin (2011), the conferences of the 
Western Canadian Philosophical Associations (WCPA) are generally relaxed and sometimes playful meetings. In each 
case, the speaker is more or less expected to advocate for the thesis they presented in their paper during question and 
answer period, but how these periods proceed is probably usually still pretty different. 
64 I assume that most often, this is not based on a specific structural-design plan I have in my head for the argument, 
but rather out of some vague sense for how I would like to argue given my goals. But if I should take a role with the 
specific and conscious intent to make you take a (specific) complementary role, then role theorists call this alter-
casting (Pratkanis 2000; Weinstein & Deutschberger 1963). Maybe we can get some impression of how powerful 
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Often, we take roles tentatively. We act according to the norms and goals the role sets for 

us and then observe how the other participants in the activity behave. Then we engage in role-

making to make our role fit with the way the other makes theirs (or even take a different one, so it 

fits with the one the other has taken) (J. H. Turner 2009, p. 90). For example, I enter the living 

room and exclaim: “I took the dog out this morning, so you have to do the dishes!” Then I listen 

to what you say, maybe: “The hell I do! I am always doing everything around here!” (opponent 

role with a lot of aggression) or “You did. But doesn’t count my cooking the dinner for anything?” 

(opponent role with little aggression). Or, boldly trying to get me to change my role before I have 

gotten too comfortable in it, you might say “I remember you walking the dog, but I really feel like 

I did more than my share the whole week. I can’t remember all that I did right now though, what 

do you remember?” (deliberator role). After a few of these exchanges, when I have made 

argumentative choices according to the role I have taken, expected you to make them according to 

the role I assume you have taken, and have been affirmed in these expectations (and you have had 

the same experience), we have reached some kind of understanding. We now have some mutual 

knowledge on what kind of argument we are in and what the norms are that we apply to each other.  

This is the point at which we might be said to have reached the “implicit” agreement Walton and 

the pragma-dialecticians claim happen in the preparatory stage. But this agreement or 

understanding is different from the one that would be made in an explicit preparatory stage in two 

ways.65 

 
role-taking is in getting others to adopt a complementary role if we think of the fact that according to Pratkanis’ (2000) 
research, the possibility to alter-cast others through the mere taking of a role is why con-artists are so effective. 
65 Actually, it is different in three ways: Because role-making is ongoing and because it is always possible for one 
participant to switch roles and for the other to follow, the argument structure is not fixed like it is after an explicit 
preparatory stage, but instead remains changeable. 
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First, we do not agree on the structure of our argument first, then distribute the roles, then 

use the norms of those roles to make choices about how to put our reasons into argumentative 

messages. Rather, things go as the design-theorists claim they go: One of us says something that 

starts the argument. She makes the choice of how to formulate her argumentative message 

according to her goals, making a tentative step towards taking a role that will allow her to pursue 

those goals. The resulting message design – aggressive or accommodating, tentative or confident 

- in turn provides her interlocutor with information about the kind of role she is taking. This 

information encourages him to take a complementary role and design argumentative messages 

accordingly.66 In this way, the role mediates between the design of the argumentative message and 

the overall structure. Just as Jacobs claimed, the structural design-decisions happen in real-time, 

during the argumentative moves. They happen like this because information about the roles that 

are being taken is exchanged through the design of the argumentative messages.67  

Second, and more importantly, the understanding or agreement that has been reached in 

this manner does not need to be consensual. The last of your three answers to my dishwashing-

provocation above, the answer you also gave in the introduction, indicates that you might not want 

the adversarial structure I tried to initiate through my original role-taking. How things continue 

from that moment is not pre-determined and depends on both of our subsequent behaviours. One 

 
66 For the sake of simplicity, I am here talking as if argumentation always happens between two arguers. Of course, 
this is not the case, and things are bound to get much more complicated the bigger the group of arguers becomes. It 
would be an interesting project to work out the implications of my argument here for larger groups of arguers. 
67 This should demonstrate that the description developed here is in harmony with the claims of design-theorists. 
According to these scholars, the norms by which arguers evaluate their argument are established through the choice 
of messages and speech acts during the argument. See, for example, Goodwin (2001), discussing Kauffeld (1998) who 
explained how arguers can initiate argumentation and influence its structure through the speech acts of proposing and 
accusing. According to Goodwin (following Kauffeld), performing the speech acts of proposing or accusing obligates 
the speaker to advocacy. Accusations make it especially likely that the following exchange will be adversarial. 
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interesting possibility is that I simply stay in my advocate role, refusing to change gears. Now you 

have two options: You can accept the structural design that you do not want, or you can make our 

conflict over it explicit.  

This is the moment in which power-imbalances between you and me take effect. If they 

are considerable enough then I might have crossed from inviting you into a structural design 

according to the adversarial model over to dictating this structural design to you.68 This is so 

because the power-imbalance between you and me might make it too costly for you to make the 

conflict explicit.69 For one, by making the conflict about argument roles explicit, you risk the 

failure of the argument. After all, it is generally accepted – even by proponents of the adversarial 

model – that at the basis of argument, there needs to be minimal cooperation. All participants need 

to be willing to argue together, in a structure, no matter which.70 And we may assume that 

normally, some of the participants can cope with a failure of the argument better than others. These 

are participants with better exit-options than the others: while both arguers have the option to leave 

the argument and let it fail, for them, this failure is much less costly.71 In our dishwashing example, 

this may simply be because I can stand it if the dishes sit undone in the sink and it drives you 

insane. Alternatively, I might bounce back from an outburst of mutual emotional violence within 

an hour while you suffer for days. But the difference in how high the stakes are for the different 

participants might be much bigger, and the stakes in general much higher. That I have the better 

 
68 When a power-imbalance is great enough for this is a question that points to a threshold-problem, and the answer 
to it will depend on a host of factors. Trying to delineate this would be an interesting project but lead us too far afield 
here. 
69 Or they might lead to you losing the conflict when it is made explicit. 
70 Aikin (2011) builds a defense of adversarial argumentation as cooperative at its basis on this point. 
71 Moller Okin describes how and why the person with the better exit-options in a relationship (and I think that arguing 
with each other is entering a kind of temporary relationship) has more power to shape the relationship according to 
her wishes (Moller-Okin 1989, p. 193). 
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exit-options, that it will cost me less if the argument fails, means that I have more power than you 

with respect to the argument. I am the one who can afford the risk of saying “I won’t argue with 

you if you are going to be like this” – but you cannot (or you can do so less readily). And this is 

only one example of a power imbalance that may stop you from confronting me about my role-

taking. On top of it come other potential inequalities that influence how much face you can lose 

by making the conflict explicit, or whether our non-argumentative relationship may suffer, and 

whether you can afford that, or whether your non-argumentative roles allow you to create conflict 

at all. 72 In sum, you might not be in the position to insist on your preferred structure for the 

argument, so you just have to accept the role left for you once I have taken mine. The distribution 

of power between us influences the structure we will argue within and that can be expected to 

advantage the one with more power. 

When it comes to the dishes, maybe you attempted to take a deliberator role and invited 

me to do the same merely because that is a slight preference of yours. Then my preference stands 

against yours and the fact that our power-imbalance decides things in my favour is regrettable, but 

not necessarily a reason to expect morally significant harms for you in the following argument.73 

But it is also possible that the reason you did not want to argue in a structural design according to 

the adversarial model is because you would be seriously disadvantaged in such a structure. Then 

my refusal to change gears makes you liable to suffer morally significant harms in the argument. 

The higher the stakes are in the argument, and the bigger the obstacles that stop you from playing 

the role I have pressured you into gainfully, the more serious this is. I might do this unintentionally, 

 
72 Take again Gilbert’s description of the argumentative situation a student faces when she enters a professor’s 
office. (Gilbert 2007, p. 4) For the importance of face- and relationship goals see, e.g. (Gilbert 1996; 2007) and 
(Hample 2005) 
73 The power imbalance itself might constitute a moral harm, but that discussion would carry us too far afield. 



This paper was published as Stevens, K. (2019). The Roles We Make Others Take: Thoughts on 
the Ethics of Arguing. Topoi. doi:10.1007/s11245-019-09659-0 

This is a draft. Please refer to the published version. 

 

31 
 

I might not be to blame, but there is now certainly someone (me) to whom we can direct our moral 

guidelines. Someone who is responsible – even if maybe not guilty (but sometimes I am).74 

5 Using Role-Ethics to Formulate Moral Side-Constraints for Role-Taking in Naturally 

Occurring Argumentation 

On this account, roles are allocated, and argument structures established through an 

understanding that develops over time when people simply act according to the norms of the roles 

they wish to take. That this process is sensitive to power-imbalances between the arguers allows 

me to reformulate the central problem of this paper. Assuming that it is generally legitimate for 

me to take roles in argumentation that allow me to extend my energy and time to my own goals, 

and given that my role-taking may put the other participant(s) in a position where they have to take 

a complementary role (with possibly only one option), what are the moral side-constraints I need 

to observe in my role taking? In other words, what are the moral side-constraints I need to observe 

in making it so that you must take a certain role and argue according to its norms? 

Role-ethicists are interested in this same question, just more generally, when they discuss 

the issue of role-obligations. They question when it is acceptable to expect of people to act 

according to the norms of their roles. In other words, they ask under what conditions roles manage 

to generate actual obligation instead of only exerting pressure. Despite disagreements over the 

details, their answers all have one thing in common: Roles do this only if the fact that the person 

 
74 It is important to acknowledge that my actions might have pressed you into a problematic argumentative role in a 
situation in which I had no way of knowing or recognizing that they might do so, and without me ever intending to do 
so. This is then a form of moral bad luck (which Fricker also recognizes for epistemic injustice (Fricker 2007, p. 
33/41)). I think that this does not mean that the moral side-constraints does not apply to me – just that I am less (or 
not) blameworthy if I overstep them because I had no or very little way of knowing what I was doing. What the moral 
consequences are for you when you recognize me overstepping in this way is an interesting question that I discuss in 
(Stevens, Forthcoming). 
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has the role is justifiable in the first place.75 If allocating the role to the person was justifiable then 

we may expect her to act according to its norms and judge her negatively if she does not do so. 

This is because her having the role creates reasonable expectations and reliances which, in turn, 

generate moral reasons for her (Andre 1991).76  

What this means for my dishwashing argument is that if it is morally acceptable for me to 

allocate the complementary role to you, then I can take the role I wish to argue in. And if our 

argument has reached the point at which there is an understanding about the argument’s structure, 

then I am also permitted to expect you to abide by the norms of the role (including that you concede 

that I am right and do not have to do the dishes if I have succeeded by my role’s standards). This 

includes that I may judge you according to the norms of your role. But when is this acceptable? 

And when is it not? 

 Hardimon (1994) suggests two different ways in which it may be acceptable to allocate a 

role to a person. The first has been barred from us by the foregoing discussion: The person has 

consented to taking on the role. He applies the second only to roles people are born into: The role 

must be reflectively acceptable. A person can be bound by the norms associated with her role if, 

 
75 See Applbaum (2000); Dare (2016); Hardimon (1994); Luban (1988). Even Andre (1991) who is chiefly concerned 
with how acceptable roles generate obligations, adds this condition at the end of her paper. Disagreements exist mostly 
on the basis that role-ethicists usually talk about relatively stable, often institutional roles that are not determined each 
time an activity is started anew, like for example the role of the lawyer, which is “donned by an individual, like a suit 
of clothes already tailored and sewn” (Dare 2016, p. 706). The role-set must then be justified by justifying the existence 
of the institution. The contentious question is how far the justification of the institution can reach in justification of 
the role-obligations and role-directed behaviors, and when it ceases to be enough. We do not have this problem here. 
We could say that argumentation is an “institution” that is justified, but the very question that interests us arises 
because argumentation can be structured differently, and in different role sets. Further, we are talking about naturally 
occurring argumentation, where roles can be taken, given, and made each time anew, even if people who argue often 
may fall into a rut. Therefore, the justification of the chosen role-set can take the special context of the specific 
argument into account 
76 I simply assume that reasonable expectations and reliance, if they have been either encouraged or allowed to arise, 
generate moral reasons. For arguments supporting this, see, e.g. Scanlon (1990); Tummolini, Andrighetto, 
Castelfranchi, and Conte (2013). 
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upon reflection, we can expect the person to agree that it is reasonable to expect her to take the 

role. If this is the case, and as long as the person has not explicitly rejected the role and thereby 

cancelled any reasonable expectations associated with it, we may expect her to act according to 

the role’s norms. 

Hardimon himself wants to use the reflectively-acceptable condition only when people are 

born into roles because he hopes that otherwise it is possible to realize the requirement that people 

occupy roles only by consent. But this hope has turned out illusory for argumentation. Therefore, 

where roles will in fact be allocated through mutual role-taking and not though explicit consent, 

Hardimon’s second requirement can provide us with a side-constraint for role taking: I may take 

and hold a role only if my expectation for you to take a complementary role meets the reflectively 

acceptability criterion, according to my own honest best judgement.77 Otherwise, I may not take 

the role, or have to take another one when I realize that I was wrong in my estimation at some 

point during the argument.78 Therefore, the next question is: When is an argument-role like 

proponent, opponent, deliberator (or any other one we might come up with) reflectively acceptable 

to the other? 

 The answer can be found by thinking back to what it is that causes the unjust practical and 

epistemic losses participants become liable to suffer from being allocated the wrong roles in 

argumentation: The participant in the argument cannot fulfill the tasks, norms, and behavioural 

expectations that come with the role. The resulting imbalance in reasons-reflectiveness, generated 

 
77 See footnote 73 on the possibility of bad luck. My honest best judgement should also be informed by verbal and 
non-verbal cues you give me about how comfortable you are with the role. 
78 Sometimes, it may be enough to change the way I play the role through role-making. For example, scaling down 
the aggressiveness with which I play an advocate role might already help. 
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by the choice of role-allocations, then generates morally significant harms.79 It follows that an 

argument-role can only be reflectively acceptable if the participant can fulfill its tasks, norms and 

behavioural expectations.80 Now, of course, the obstacles to fulfilling a role might be more or less 

insurmountable, the resulting imbalance more or less pronounced and the harms more or less 

meaningful. In general, we may say that the greater the obstacles and the more significant the 

harms, the more serious the problem. 

 To further specify what it means that a participant can fulfill her role, we can adapt work 

by R. H. Turner (2001), who provides three bases for the functional differentiation of a goal-

oriented activity into roles. In order for an activity to accomplish its goal reliably, the participants 

in the activity have to be given roles the tasks of which they are likely to be able to fulfill well.81 

In order for this to be the case, the roles have to be distributed so that a) the abilities and disposition 

of the participants enable them to fulfill the tasks and adhere to the norms of the role without too 

much strain, b) the goals the role prescribes to the participants do not conflict with the goals the 

participants have outside the role to the degree that the participants feel too much strain and c) the 

role does not require special education or training that the participants do not have (or, closer to 

Turner’s own formulation, roles that require special training or education are differentiated out 

 
79 It is important to remember, here, that morally significant harms are only those harms that the arguer should not 
suffer. Argumentation can cause harms that are not morally problematic. Imagine, for example, the person who realizes 
through argument that a relationship they have so far thought of as enjoyable and advantageous is really exploitative, 
and that they have mistreated the other person for a long time. This will cause some harm (negative feelings such as 
shame, and possibly the loss of the advantages that the exploitation brought), but the harm is not morally relevant 
because it is harm that the arguer should be exposed to. 
80 There may be exceptions, especially in teaching situations. Forcing someone to play a role they are not comfortable 
with, like that of proponent, in a teaching situation may help them discover that they are capable of this after all. I 
thank Michael Baumtrog for this thought. 
81 We may here treat reasons-reflectiveness as the “function” of the argument without running into the objections 
raised by Goodwin (2008) because it is the imbalance in reasons-reflectiveness (caused by the inappropriate role 
allocation) that is responsible for the morally significant harms. 
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and given to participants with this training or education). If any of these conditions is not met, then 

the participant is unlikely to play her role successfully. For functional activities, this means that 

they are less likely to accomplish their goals. But for argumentation and our interest in the 

permissible allocation of roles, it means that the role cannot permissibly be given to the participant 

because she cannot fulfil it and is liable to suffer (unjust) practical and epistemic harms. In my 

dishwashing example, I overstep applicable moral side-constrains in my taking of a proponent role 

if you cannot play the opponent role for example because a) you are not capable of formulating 

your reasons into arguments just yet and would need help with it or b) you cannot take the goal of 

criticizing my arguments at every turn because you are stuck in a feminine-gendered role whose 

politeness norms generate high face-and relationship cost for you when you are assertive. In this 

case, (c) is unlikely to play a role. But it might become important in arguments in which one 

participant makes claims that the other cannot follow because she is lacking the necessary 

education, as for example, in an argument about abstract physics.  

6 You, Me, and the dishes 

 What then are the moral demands that I face when I start an argument like the dishwashing-

argument? I do not think that my duty can be to determine correctly whether the role I suggest for 

you is reflectively acceptable – after all, I might not have the necessary information to do so. The 

reasons why you cannot fulfill a role might stay hidden from me. Therefore, sometimes, the 

structural design of an argument might be defective simply because of bad moral luck, with no 

moral culpability involved. Nonetheless, the moral requirements here can be spelled out in terms 

of the moral duties that individual arguers face. My duty is to do my best to recognize when a role 

is not reflectively acceptable to you (or ceases to be so during the argument), to stay vigilant with 
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respect to this possibility and to react adequately when I have reason to believe that a problem has 

arisen (and you have the corresponding duty towards me).82  

At long last, I have my answer about what I should do in my dishwashing situation. Insofar as I 

know you as a confident, outspoken and assertive person, it was permissible for me to deliver my 

claim the way I did, setting myself up for the proponent role. I had reason to expect that the 

opponent role, regarding this matter, would be reflectively acceptable for you. However, I do have 

some obligation to look out for signs that I may be wrong, like the way you formulate your answer 

or your body language. Your answer in this case should give me pause. You indicate with it that, 

at the moment, you might not be able to fulfill the role. If I insist on taking my advocate role and 

succeed because I have the better exit options (I can live with the dishes in the sink for the next 

three days) then I exploit a power imbalance between us to create a structural design for our 

argument that disadvantages you. The likely result is that you will have to take practical losses – 

quite possibly unjustly. It might only be unjust dishwashing, but morality is in the littlest things. I 

better think a little to see if I can remember all the things you did in the house over the last week. 
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