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ABSTRACT: Fifteen years ago, those who studied arguments assumed that they are sets of verbal
claims. Since that time, ‘visual’ arguments have emerged as an important topic in the theory of
argument. In the course of this development, a number of commentators have made important
contributions to our understanding of such arguments (see, e.g., Shelley 1996; Shelley 2003; Blair
1996; Blair 2003; Gilbert 1997; Groarke 1996; Groarke 2002; Groarke and Tindale 2004; Lunsford,
Ruszkiewicz & Walters 2005.).
Some other commentators (most notably Johnson 2003) steadfastly reject the suggestion that
visual images can be arguments. But even they accept that a satisfactory attempt to understand
argument must recognize the pervasive role that visual images play in everyday persuasion, argument
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and debate, and this itself implies the need for an account of argument that recognizes the role that
visual images play in these kinds of contexts.
The interest in visual argument that characterizes contemporary work on argument befits an
age in which technology has made images an increasingly important feature of day-to-day argument.
It is in view of this that public argument is frequently framed, defined and fuelled by the images we
see on television, in photographs, glossy advertisements and political cartoons, on the World Wide
Web, and in promotional, documentary and feature film.
In the present paper, I hope to add to the literature on visual argument by showing how the
Toulmin model of argument can be applied to visual arguments. By ‘Toulmin model’ I mean the
data-warrant account of argument that Stephen Toulmin develops in Chapter III of The Uses of
Argument. In this discussion I will, like many commentators in Speech Communication, be using the
model as a practical tool in the analysis of arguments. In using the model in this way, I will leave for
elsewhere a discussion of the important implications that Toulmin=s view of argument has for the
philosophy of argument.
In applying the Toulmin model to visual arguments, I take the latter to be sets of premises
and conclusions that are expressed by (non-verbal) visual means. Not every argument that is
accompanied by visual images is, on this account, a visual argument. In many cases, the images that
accompany arguments are coincidental or purely aesthetic, or function as ‘visual flags’ that attempt
to capture our attention, but play no role within the argument in question (see Groarke & Tindale
2004). A visual argument is an argument in which images are essential to the argument or its
communication. If one eliminates its visual components, then what remains of a visual argument
does not convey the argument in question.
Photographs, drawings, cartoons, logos, symbols, film footage, dramatic performances, etc.
may all function as elements of visual arguments. One can find visual arguments that are expressed
in entirely visual ways, but most visual arguments combine visual and verbal cues. In the world of
working argument, this makes good sense because it allows arguers to expand the possibilities for
creating and expressing argument. In this way, visual arguments can combine the strengths of verbal
and visual modes of communication.
The Toulmin model has become a popular model for argument analysis (most notably in
Speech Communication) because it illuminates aspects of argument that are not as clearly delineated
in alternative approaches. In the context of visual argument, the model raises a number of intriguing
questions. Are the different elements of the Toulmin model B data, warrant, backing, qualifier,
reservation, rebuttal, field B evident in visual arguments? Is it possible to understand visual
arguments in these terms? How can one express the different Toulminian features B qualifiers, for
example B in visual terms? Does the Toulmin model have any shortcomings when it is used in this
context? And can its analysis of visual argument teach us anything about the analysis of arguments
more generally?
In this paper, I shall argue that the Toulmin model can be applied to visual arguments, and will
attempt to illustrate the different aspects of the model B data, warrant, backing, qualifier, reservation
and rebuttal B with concrete examples of cartoons and especially political cartoons. In doing so, I aim
to demonstrate that visual arguments incorporate the elements of argument countenanced in the
Toulmin approach to argument. In view of this, the Toulmin model can be a useful tool in the
analysis of visual argument.
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