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Multimodal Argumentation: The Perspective of Peirce’s Dicisign Theory
Zhang Chuanrui' Huang Lue® Xu Cihua’
(1. School of Foreign Languages, Zhejiang Gongshang University, Hangzhou 310018, China,
2. School of Philosophy, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou 310058, China)

Abstract: With the rapid development of information technology and media, multimodal representations,
such as images, colors, and sounds, have increasingly become the primary medium for human communication
and then have emerged as a new focus in argumentation studies. While multimodal argumentation enlarges
the research scope of traditional theory of argumentation study, its legitimacy remains a contentious
issue: Can non-verbal representations constitute argumentation, and how should the reasonableness of
such argumentation be evaluated?

To address these questions, this paper systematically argues for the legitimacy of multimodal
argumentation based on Peirce’s dicisign theory, grounded in its generalized view of propositions. It

proposes a framework for evaluating the reasonableness of multimodal argumentation. Through a review
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about debates surrounding the legitimacy of multimodal argumentation, this study identifies the
relationship between images used in argumentation and propositions as the crux of the controversy.
Peirce’s dicisign theory, which explores proposition from a semiotic perspective, challenges the
traditional view that propositions must be verbal-expressed. It posits that the essence of a proposition
lies in its capacity to signify and reflect reality and objects, rather than the modality through which it is
represented. This view paves the way for the possibility of multimodal propositions. According to
dicisign theory, the subject term refers to the object of a proposition, while the predicate-term depicts
the attributes of the object or the relations between objects. Essentially, a proposition is a semiotic
structure composed of interrelated indexical and iconic signs. Based on this index-icon structure, a
dicisign contains two levels of objects: the primary object and the secondary object. The primary object
refers to the entity indicated by the indexical sign in the subject term, serving as the central content of
the dicisign and the topic under discussion. The predicate term describes the characteristics of the
primary object. The secondary object, in essence, represents the indexical relationship between the sign
and its referent, manifested in the connection between the subject-term and the predicate-term. The
construction of multimodal interpretant propositions is fundamentally a meta-argumentation process,
whose reasonableness is influenced by multiple dimensions, including the relevance and consistency
between the subject and predicate, as well as the alignment between the representation and reality.
Accordingly, the study identifies three critical discussion questions for evaluating multimodal
argumentation. Louis XIV’s portrait is used as an example that illustrates how to argue and critically
examine the identity of the figure depicted in the painting.

In the context of constructing multimodal argumentation, Peirce’s principle of co-presence is
insufficient to meet the needs of multimodal argumentation. Building on this, the paper proposes three
related principles: the extended co-occurrence principle, the dynamism principle, and the defeasibility
principle, to systematically examine the reasonableness of multimodal interpretant propositions within
specific contexts. The extended co-occurrence principle integrates both physical spatial co-occurrence and
intersubjective co-occurrence in the cognitive domain of arguers. The dynamism principle emphasizes the
fluidity and changing nature of signs as phenomena. The defeasibility principle focuses on the dialogic
nature of argumentation, emphasizing the subjective characteristics of signs. The index-icon structure of
multimodal interpretant propositions not only contributes to establishing the legitimacy of multimodal
argumentation but also directs attention to rhetorical and effectiveness dimensions of argumentation.
Moreover, it lays a foundation for future studies on the relationship between argumentation
style, argumentation, and aesthetics.

Key words: multimodal argumentation; Peircean semiotics; dicisign theory; legitimacy;

argumentative reasonableness
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