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Abstract: This paper examines the 
relevance of moral emotional appeals 
in the mixed dialogue type of public 
debates between politicians about en-
vironmentalism, relying on the con-
cepts of goals and emotional appeals 
from the informal logical tradition. 
This paper argues that if argumenta-
tive moves are evaluated according to 
the action-producing dialogue type’s 
collective goal which could be press-
ing for action on environmentalism, 
and politicians take on the role of 
emotional entrepreneurs, then moral 
emotional appeals by politicians 
could evoke moral emotions in the 
audience, thus encouraging them to 
become more environmentally 
friendly. The influence of moral 
emotions on individual sustainable 
choices is based on empirical re-
search from political and environ-
mental sciences. 

Résumé: Cet article examine la per-
tinence des appels émotionnels 
moraux dans les débats publics de 
type dialogue mixte entre politiciens 
sur l'environnementalisme, en s'ap-
puyant sur les concepts d'objectifs et 
d'appels émotionnels issus de la tra-
dition de la logique non formelle. Cet 
article soutient que si les démarches 
argumentatives sont évaluées en 
fonction de l'objectif collectif du dia-
logue productif d'action, qui pourrait 
inciter à agir en faveur de l'envi-
ronnementalisme, et si les politiciens 
assument le rôle d'entrepreneurs 
émotionnels, alors les appels émo-
tionnels moraux des politiciens pour-
raient susciter des émotions morales 
chez le public, l'incitant ainsi à deve-
nir plus respectueux de l'envi-
ronnement. L'influence des émotions 
morales sur les choix individuels du-
rables est fondée sur des recherches 
empiriques en sciences politiques et 
environnementales.
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1. Introduction  

The destruction and protection of the environment have become an 
important area of research in various disciplines, just like argumen-
tation theorists aimed their attention at environmental argumentation 
(Lewiński and Üzelgün 2019). The study of environmental argumen-
tation focuses on how people argue about issues such as global 
warming, plastic pollution, loss of biodiversity, and climate refugees 
among other topics. The significance of researching this area does 
not need an elaborate explanation: the climate crisis is one of the 
greatest and most urgent challenges of the 21st century. Climate 
change is also an issue that is being debated with tremendous emo-
tional intensity. However, expressing emotions is considered a fail-
ure or even manipulation in research areas that have a normative ap-
proach to reasonableness in public discourse. 

This research analyzes the moral emotional appeals expressed by 
politicians in public debates about environmental politics. The re-
search question of this paper is the following: How could moral emo-
tional appeals by politicians contribute to the goals of environmental 
political debates?  

Section 2 elaborates on the concepts of political moralizing, 
moral emotions, and emotion regulation by emotional entrepreneurs. 
The relation between moralizing and environmentalism is clarified 
to show the pertinence of arguing with moral emotional appeals in 
political debates about environmentalism. Section 3 details how 
emotional appeals are viewed in argumentation theory. In section 4, 
dialogue types from the informal logical tradition are presented. 
Based on the highly institutionalized context of politics, the multi-
purposive and polylogical nature of public political arguments, the 
collective goals of environmental political debates as a mixed dia-
logue type are specified. This section also reflects on which goals 
could serve as a basis for the evaluation of such debates. In section 
5, empirical evidence from political and environmental sciences is 
referenced to show the influence of moral emotions on individual 
sustainable choices. Section 6 provides examples of moral emotional 
appeals by politicians in an environmental political debate and dis-
cusses the relevance and fallaciousness.  
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In his book titled The Place of Emotion in Argument (1992a), 
Douglas Walton analyzed emotional appeals and cases when they 
might not be fallacious. He posed the following questions:  

If emotional appeals can be reasonable kinds of argumentation in 
some cases, what is meant here by “reasonable”? What goals of di-
alogue do they contribute to? What is the function of an appeal to 
emotion in argumentation? What is the positive value?” (Walton 
1992a, p. 255)  

This research explores the relevance of a subset of emotional appeals 
– namely moral emotional appeals – in the distinct dialogue type of 
the environmental political debate. By relying on argumentation the-
ory and empirical research from various disciplines studying envi-
ronmentalism, this research aims to highlight the benefits of moral 
emotional appeals in political argumentation, specifically in connec-
tion with environmental issues. This research also explores the as-
sessment the argumentative moves in political debates according to 
the action-producing dialogue type’s collective goal (i.e., press for 
action on urgent issues). Since environmentalism can be considered 
an inherently moral issue, and politicians can be viewed as emotional 
entrepreneurs who can prescribe how to act morally and feel about 
the climate crisis, refraining from the expression of moral emotions 
could ultimately undermine the successful response. 

2.  Moralizing and moral emotions in environmentalism  

In recent decades, the rhetoric of fear in environmentalism has been 
accompanied by moralizing messages about environmental issues 
(Luhmann 1989). Political moralizing about environmentalism con-
nects these issues to people’s beliefs about right or wrong (Lakoff 
2002; Kahan and Braman 2006; Kahan et al. 2011). Environmental-
ism is closely linked to sustainability. According to the widely ac-
cepted Brundtland report by the World Commission on Environment 
and Development, sustainability is defined as “meeting the needs of 
the present without compromising the ability of future generations 
to meet their own needs” (1987, p. 37). Environmentalism includes 
the socio-ecological dilemma according to which the costs of sus-
tainability are individualized, while the benefits are externalized to 
society (Hardin 1968; Platt 1973). It is stated that moralizing can be 
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a strategy for overcoming the conflict between individual short-term 
and societal long-term interests (Kals and Maes 2002; Markowitz 
and Shariff 2012; Salomon et al. 2017). Since moralizing includes 
moral reasoning and the expression of moral emotions, resolving the 
dilemma can not only be interpreted in the cognitive dimension but 
in the affective dimension as well.  

Moral decisions are decisions between right or wrong, good or 
bad (Morrow 2017). Moralizing in politics prompts citizens to view 
policies and elections as moral decisions. Moral conviction regard-
ing a collective cause is a crucial motivator for individuals to engage 
in collective action (van Zomeren, 2013; van Zomeren, et al. 2011; 
van Zomeren et al. 2012). Moralizing can also be viewed as a way 
of discussing politics in which politics is connected to emotions and 
values.  

In political moralizing, moral reasoning is often accompanied by 
the expression of moral emotions. It is widely researched that mor-
alizing and the emotions connected to it are decisive factors in the 
formation and changing of political attitudes (Emler 2003; Feinberg 
and Willer 2013; Mullen and Skitka 2006; Skitka et al. 2005). For 
centuries, there has been an intense debate about the dichotomy of 
reason and emotion, as well as the role of emotions in morality. 
Nowadays, there is abundant empirical evidence to support that emo-
tions occur when people make moral judgments. It seems plausible 
that there is a circular relationship between emotions and morality. 
It means that emotions lead to moral beliefs and behaviors for which 
people can have emotional reactions that prompt other moral judg-
ments (Szabó 2022). 

Emotions can become moral emotions when they are tied to feel-
ings of justice and injustice, rightness and wrongness. When people 
act justly and rightly, positive feelings of the self or others are likely 
to ensue. When people act unjustly or morally wrong, negative feel-
ings of the self or others will presumably follow. Moral emotions 
provide the motivational base for doing good and avoiding bad acts. 
Moral emotions are “linked to the interests or welfare either of soci-
ety as a whole or at least of persons other than the judge or the agent” 
(Haidt 2003, p. 853). By expressing moral emotions, people can 
communicate what acts and behaviors are deemed right or wrong, 
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thus prescribing behavioral norms (Haidt 2003; Kroll and Egan 
2004; Tangney et al. 2007).  

Despite it being difficult to compile a complete list of moral emo-
tions, Rudolph and colleagues present a quite exhaustive review of 
emotions that have been discussed in relation to moralizing in the 
psychological and philosophical literature: “admiration, anger, awe, 
contempt, disgust, elevation, embarrassment, empathy, envy, grati-
tude, guilt, indignation, jealousy, pity, pride, regret, remorse, re-
spect, schadenfreude (joy in the misfortune of others), shame, scorn, 
and sympathy” (Rudolph et al. 2013, p. 70).1 A fairly useful distinc-
tion between the abovementioned emotions pertains to the target and 
the valence. Moral emotions can be self-directed which are called 
actor emotions, and other-directed which are referred to as observer 
emotions. Moral emotions can denote a person’s action as either pos-
itive or negative – both applying to actor and observer emotions. As 
an example, one may feel shame about their own actions, or one can 
perform shaming to make the other person feel negatively. One can 
interpret the expression of emotions in rhetorical terms as well, spe-
cifically with the concepts of ethos and pathos. On the one hand, the 
expression of self-directed actor emotions can be effective ethotic 
moves, thus influencing how the speaker is being perceived by their 
audience. On the other hand, the expression of other-directed emo-
tions can be understood as a rhetorical tool to elicit feelings in the 
audience, thus affecting pathos. 

In the following, brief examples of expressing moral emotions are 
provided. A politician can express anger about ignorance towards 
environmental racism, thus suggesting the importance of environ-
mental protection and environmental justice. A politician can also 
express empathy for people whose livelihoods and homes are being 
destroyed by the effects of climate change, thus urging further action 
to protect humanity from the climate catastrophe. A politician can 
make their opponent feel guilty for neglecting to put adequate em-
phasis on renewable energy sources in their political program, 

 
1 The list produced by Rudolph et al. (2013) contains prototypes as well as close 

relatives and synonyms, rather than highly distinct emotions. Also, some of the 
listed emotions may occur in non-moral settings too. Present research does not 
undertake the task of describing and differentiating each of the listed emotions.  
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therefore presenting their opponent as the immoral choice in terms 
of striving for sustainable development while also drawing attention 
to the necessity of renewable energy sources to reach climate neu-
trality. Real-life examples will be provided in section 6, where I in-
tend to show how moral emotional appeals could be considered rel-
evant in a debate about environmentalism and environmental poli-
cies. 

Emotion regulation (Maor and Gross 2015) in politics describes 
the processes between two groups: the emotional entrepreneurs and 
their clients. The emotional entrepreneur is the initiating party who 
continually and in various forms makes emotional proposals toward 
their audiences. Emotional entrepreneurs are people who have the 
opportunity to speak publicly to broader audiences, e.g., politicians 
and journalists. Thus, emotional entrepreneurs can influence the 
mental states, affective attitudes, behavioral tendencies, and acts of 
emotional expressions of their audiences. Politicians regularly speak 
publicly either in front of large audiences or through media outlets, 
and they persistently attempt to regulate the accepted or desired emo-
tions of the public. As public figures and political leaders, by ex-
pressing certain emotions, they can evoke those emotions in their 
audiences. Also, when political leaders morally praise or devalue 
certain people and their behaviors, they prescribe attitudinal norms 
for their audiences (Brandt et al. 2017). Emotion regulation can hap-
pen in a strong mode when the emotional entrepreneur explicitly 
states the emotions that should be felt by their audiences (e.g., we 
should be proud, shame on you), or in a weak mode (e.g., a decent 
person would be ashamed right now) (Szabó et al. 2022).  

3. Emotional appeals in argumentation theory 

While in the rhetorical tradition, emotions have a meaningful role in 
persuasion, argumentation theory has traditionally assigned a very 
different role to them. Emotions or “the passions” tend to be con-
trasted with impartial reasons, hence the former are commonly dis-
trusted in reasoned argumentation. This tendency resulted in emo-
tional appeals being labeled as inherently illogical and categorically 
logically fallacious (Carozza 2007; Groarke 2010). Despite this 
dominant treatment, some researchers extensively discuss emotional 
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arguments and emotions in arguments, most importantly Michael 
Gilbert, Aaron Ben-Ze’ev, Christian Plantin, and Linda Carozza as 
well as the pragma-dialectical and informal logical traditions.  

Michael Gilbert (1994; 1997) developed his multi-modal argu-
mentation model which included the emotional mode. In his ap-
proach, emotions can be present in argumentation as reasons, emo-
tional grounds as well as means of expressing arguments. He con-
cluded that even though one mode can be emphasized which means 
that a single mode can give an argument its strength, argumentation 
never occurs in a single mode. This is especially true in public polit-
ical debates when politicians as professional communicators simul-
taneously discuss multiple issues and are out to achieve multiple 
goals. Aaron Ben-Ze’ev (1995) states that emotions can be consid-
ered arguments when they present as reasons for a claim or action. 
For him, emotional arguments are rational insofar as they are func-
tional, associated and coinciding with a given context (1996, p. 193), 
while also being effective and persuasive. Christian Plantin’s (1998) 
approach of recognizing emotional sentences as verbal expressions 
of emotions can be contrasted with psychological accounts, such as 
that of Ben-Ze’ev. The similarities and differences between the 
abovementioned theories are extensively covered by Linda Carozza 
(2007) who also discusses the two emotional appeals (argumentum 
ad misericordiam and argumentum ad baculum) from the informal 
logical tradition. She highlights that these two emotional appeals are 
peculiar as they represent the listener’s emotional response and not 
the emotional expression of the speaker. This distinction will also 
prove to be important when discussing the expression of moral emo-
tions and moral emotional appeals. Furthermore, Carozza (2022, p. 
580) argues for the need to “mainstream” emotional arguments and 
not only consider them based on critical-logical models. 

In pragma-dialectics, the general norms for sound argumentative 
discourse can be found in the ten rules for critical discussion (van 
Eemeren and Grootendorst 1984). By adhering to these rules, argu-
ers can maximize their chance of conducting a successful critical dis-
cussion. Fallacies can be tied to the violations of these rules. Emo-
tional appeals are deemed fallacious when the arguer breaks the 
Freedom rule. The Freedom rule describes that arguers cannot pre-
vent each other from asking questions or stating critical objections. 
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For example, when an arguer commits the fallacy of argumentum ad 
baculum, they can prevent their opponent from engaging in argu-
mentation, thus breaking the Freedom rule. The general norms for 
sound argumentative discourse are formulated independently of ar-
gumentative activity types. However, whether a rule has been vio-
lated in a certain case, depends on the context of the argumentative 
activity type in which the argumentative discourse takes place. In 
conclusion, according to the theory of pragma-dialectics, the con-
text-dependency of fallacies is twofold: the particular argumentative 
activity type influences the identification of fallacies, and the recon-
struction of the argumentative discourse preceding the evaluation is 
sensitive to the activity type (van Eemeren et al. 2010).  

In the informal logical tradition, emotional appeals can either be 
fallacious or have a legitimate place in argument (Walton 1992a). A 
fallacy is an “underlying systematic error or failure in reasoning used 
to carry out goals of dialogue appropriate for the given case” (Wal-
ton 1992a, p. 158). The problem with appealing to emotions is two-
fold: they tend to be weak or irrelevant arguments. Despite their 
weakness, emotional appeals can be very powerful since they can 
evoke different emotions in the opponent as well as the audience, 
thus persuading them without presenting strong arguments. The ir-
relevance as well as the fallaciousness of emotional appeals means 
that they do not contribute to the goals of the dialogue. However, 
emotional appeals can steer the line of argument in a favorable di-
rection, and they can open new and valuable lines of argument by 
prompting critical questions. Thus, in certain dialogues, emotional 
appeals are not only allowed, but they can be relevant indeed, and 
contribute to the goals of the dialogue. This will be further discussed 
in section 4. 

It is now important to distinguish the expressions of moral emo-
tions from moral emotional appeals. They both have in common that 
in public debates between politicians, they are expressed alongside 
what would be considered reasonable arguments. As detailed in sec-
tion 2, moral emotions can be directed at the self (actor emotions) 
and at others (observer emotions). An expression of a moral emotion 
can be considered a moral emotional appeal when the arguer intends 
to evoke a moral emotion in the other active argumentative party. 
This is because the essence of emotional appeals in argumentation 
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theory goes back to evoking emotions in the opponent. Thus, when 
the arguer articulates feeling shame, it is not considered a moral 
emotional appeal, even though it could arouse different feelings in 
all argumentative parties, active and passive as well. However, when 
the arguer evokes shame in their opponent, is referred to as a moral 
emotional appeal in this paper.  

4. The characterization of environmental political debates: from 
dialogue types to public political polylogues 

In the informal logical tradition, dialogue types are differentiated. 
With the help of these dialogue types, everyday argumentative situ-
ations can be described and evaluated. One of the most extensive – 
yet still not complete, according to Walton – typologies contains 12 
dialogue types (some are subtypes of others), characterized by the 
initial situation, the individual goals of participants, the collective 
goal of dialogue, and the benefits (1992b). In later works (Walton 
1995; 1998; 2008; Walton and Krabbe 1995), Walton and colleagues 
restructure the typology with a smaller number of types, as well as 
leaving out the benefits.  

The normativity of the dialogue types entails different standards 
for each type of argumentative situation, making the evaluation of 
arguments context-dependent. It is thus argued that “the usefulness 
of the concept of dialogue types […] lies in its capacity to account 
systematically for the difficulties related to the identification of fal-
lacies in different contexts” (van Eemeren et al. 2010, p. 118). Ac-
cording to the informal logical approach, a fallacy is understood as 
an argument that does not contribute to the goal of the dialogue type 
in which it is delivered. If the goals of a certain argumentative setting 
can be more accurately established, then the relevant moves and the 
fallacies can also be identified.  

The theory of dialogue types has been extensively discussed by 
other argumentation scholars (Tindale 1997, van Eemeren et al. 
2010). Researchers have articulated criticism regarding the varying 
number, and more importantly, the conflation of the normative and 
descriptive functions. This problem is acknowledged even by Wal-
ton and Krabbe themselves who add that real-life argumentative 
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situations are commonly mixtures of different dialogue types that 
makes the characterization as well as the evaluation more complex.2  

Thus, if one would like to judge the reasonableness or fallacious-
ness of argumentative moves in a specific context, one needs to re-
flect on the following points. First, one has to provide a detailed and 
specific description of the real-life argumentative situation, includ-
ing its goals. Second, one has to decide which dialogue type’s stand-
ards to base the evaluation on: which dialogue type’s individual or 
collective goals matter. Third, one has to examine how the argumen-
tative moves could contribute to the chosen goal(s). To reflect on all 
of these points, I will describe political debates according to the di-
alogue type theory, then specify the characteristics of public debates 
about environmental politics taking the institutionalized context of 
politics as well as the polylogical and multi-purpose nature of public 
political debates into account. Then I will argue that the action-pro-
ducing dialogue type’s collective goal is also beneficial for the eval-
uation of arguments in the examined argumentative setting.  

In many of Walton’s works as well as publications with Krabbe 
(Walton 1987; 1989a; 1989b; 1992b; 1995; 1998; 2008; Walton and 
Krabbe 1995), the rhetorical/forensic debate or – as it is later called 
– debate (without a prefix) is mentioned. It is important to examine 
this dialogue type as its characteristics are similar to those of a polit-
ical debate. The initial situation is a forensic or adversarial contest, 
the method is verbal victory, the participant’s goal is to persuade a 
third party, the goal of the dialogue is to air the strongest arguments 
for both sides, and the benefit is spreading information. Participants 
can win the debate by a majority vote or by the judgment of the ref-
eree. The debate can effectively bring out the arguments for and 
against a position, however, the argument that can convince the au-
dience or the referee – thus contributing to the participant’s goal of 
persuading the third party and winning the debate – can be fallacious 
in a dialectical sense. 

 
2 “It would be nice if the answer were clear-cut and if each logic system had a tag 

on it, saying whether it is to be taken descriptively or normatively. But that is not 
the way things have worked out. All serious logic systems seem to have descriptive 
and normative uses, but to different extents. The point is that descriptive accuracy 
and normative content are both important and, moreover, interdependent.” 
(Walton and Krabbe 1995, p. 175). 
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While it could be argued that a political debate is similar to a rhe-
torical/forensic debate, Walton makes two relevant remarks. First, 
the (rhetorical/forensic) debate is already a mixture involving both 
the persuasion and the eristic types of dialogue (Walton 1998, p. 
223). Second, he notes that a political debate is best described as a 
mixture of different dialogue types (Walton 1992a; 1995; 1998). He 
characterizes a political debate in a democratic system of govern-
ment as a mixture of the following types: information-seeking, ac-
tion-producing, eristic (contentious), critical discussion, and negoti-
ation (1992a, p. 81). The presence of the information-seeking dia-
logue type entails that the goal is to ask questions and provide infor-
mation about relevant issues. The action-producing dialogue type’s 
goal is to press for action on urgent issues. The eristic dialogue type 
lends itself to adversarial exchanges. According to the type of critical 
discussion,3 arguments and rebuttals are proposed and questioned. 
The type of negotiation means that political debates are also conflicts 
between interests.  

Even though political debates are mixed, hence hard to describe 
and assess, institutionally speaking they possess explicit rules and 
sustain rich normative practices (Goodwin 2007, p. 78). Due to the 
highly institutionalized context of politics and political debates, par-
ticipants are presumably more aware of the goals of arguers and the 
goals of the argumentative situation compared to various everyday 
encounters. 

Walton’s dialogues are predominantly two-person encounters, 
but in politics, politicians as arguers primarily attempt to persuade 
the voters and not each other. While this is reflected in the descrip-
tion of the political debate (Walton 1992a; 1995; 1998), Walton does 
not explicitly discuss the polylogical aspect of such argumentative 
settings. Nonetheless, the role of the general public (i.e., the voting 
citizens) cannot be neglected. Despite their varying role in the dif-
ferent argumentative situations, they are always part of the argument 
as the arguers’ justification is ultimately directed to them. This 

 
3 The dialogue type of critical discussion is a subtype of persuasion dialogue. The 

naming implies that Walton recognizes the similarities between his dialogue type 
and pragma-dialectic’s ideal model of critical discussion where the goal is to 
resolve the conflict of opinion by critically testing the standpoints (Tindale 1997). 
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consideration opens the door for the theory of argumentative pol-
ylogues. Polylogues are multi-party argumentative situations in 
which arguers advance more than two standpoints (Lewiński and 
Aakhus 2014). A public political debate about environmentalism is 
not a textbook polylogue in case there are only two active arguers 
(i.e., the politicians) representing two positions and contributing to 
the exchange of arguments. However, these types of debates are pol-
ylogical in the sense that the general public as a passive argumenta-
tive party has an auxiliary role. Also, the general public is made up 
of people with different standpoints, commitments, and goals. 
Therefore, there will always be someone in disagreement with the 
arguer whom politicians can attempt to persuade. The following 
characterization of environmental political debates will take the pol-
ylogical aspects into account at every step of the way. 

A public debate between politicians about environmentalism is 
similar to a political debate as previously characterized (Walton 
1992a, p. 81). In an environmental political debate, the characteris-
tics of the following dialogue types can be identified: information-
seeking, eristic, persuasion (critical discussion), and action-produc-
ing. However, I would argue that the dialogue type of negotiation 
does not characterize public political debates because politicians 
rarely negotiate in front of their voters, although they often do so 
behind the scenes.  

The information-seeking aspect of an environmental political de-
bate is that the goal is to give and get information about environmen-
tal policies. Since not every solution for each environmental issue is 
detailed extensively in a party’s political program, a public debate is 
a great opportunity for politicians to provide information to their op-
ponents as well as the voters. It is also a valuable opportunity for 
voters to get informed about environmental policies. Thus, taking the 
polylogical aspect into account, the exchange of information as a 
goal pertains to the passive participants as well.  

The eristic characteristic of an environmental debate comes to the 
fore when politicians attempt to make their opponents look bad or 
immoral in the eyes of the voters. The individual goal of politicians 
is to hit each other out, but the collective goal is to bring the deeper, 
ideological differences between the participants to light, and explore 
what those ideological differences mean for their environmental 
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policies (e.g., a politician with a conservative ideology might be less 
likely to support the idea of helping the lower classes in terms of 
energy poverty). The collective goal can be interpreted in a way that 
the debate can shed light on the ideological differences between the 
active and the passive participants as well, hence influencing the be-
havior of the participants. 

The persuasion dialogue characteristic of an environmental polit-
ical debate means that the goal of the participants is to win the elec-
tions by winning the debate. Thus, the individual goal of the arguers 
is directed at the passive participants and not each other. The collec-
tive goal is to clarify or resolve a conflict of opinion. It is highly 
unlikely that the politicians would arrive at a resolution of opinion 
publicly about environmental issues. This would go against the logic 
of the political sphere. However, to clarify and test the strengths and 
weaknesses of the standpoints is a goal that also takes the passive 
participants into account. 

The action-producing aspect of an environmental political debate 
means that politicians seek a change in people’s attitudes when de-
liberating about and deciding on certain policies. It can be argued 
that political leaders publicly debating environmental policies im-
plies that environmentalism and sustainable development are highly 
important to discuss, and discussing these issues is a way of pressing 
for action with regards to environmentalism and sustainable devel-
opment (while also promoting themselves).  

As the detailed characterization of public debates between politi-
cians about environmentalism shows, the participants have multiple 
goals. Still, which goal(s) should be the basis for the assessment of 
argumentative moves? Which dialogue type’s individual or collec-
tive goals should or could matter? If argumentative moves could be 
assessed according to more than one goal, could one of the goals be 
established as the primary one, thus creating a hierarchy of goals? 
The traditional problem with emotional appeals is that they are said 
to not contribute to the collective goals of the persuasion dialogue or 
critical discussion (i.e., the resolution of the difference of opinion). 
They are said to only contribute to the individual goals of the arguers 
(i.e., persuade the other party). However, Walton states that only the 
collective goals or the dialogue goals matter in the evaluation of ar-
guments (Walton and Krabbe 1995). In addition, he proposes 
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political debates to be assessed based on the dialogue type of the 
critical discussion (Walton 1998, pp. 224-225). Nonetheless, this pa-
per argues that one could gain valuable insights into the complexity 
of public political arguments if one also considers the relevance of 
argumentative moves from the point of view of the action-producing 
dialogue type and its collective goal (i.e., press for action on urgent 
issues). This argument is based on the institutional context of politics 
as well as the multi-purposive and polylogical nature of political de-
bates. 

At this point, it is important to note that one of the essential ways 
politics function is through collective action. To achieve equality, 
fairness, justice, etc., people engage in collective action. Dima Mo-
hammed, who specifically focuses on public political arguments, 
emphasizes political accountability and “the way argumentation is 
used in the service of socio-political processes” (2015, p. 233). She 
proposes the following: 

the goals of arguers that can be considered relevant for the examina-
tion of public political arguments are only those goals that are derived 
from the commitments incurred on arguers on the basis of their en-
gagement in argumentation in a certain socio-political context (2015, 
p. 232).  

Or, as Jean Goodwin put it, “the collective purpose, goal or aim of a 
given type of dialogue is to realize a recognizably valuable state of 
affairs shared by the participants – that is, a social good” (2007, p. 
71). By choosing to participate in a debate about environmental pol-
icies, politicians can be held accountable for contributing to the goal 
of pressing for action with regards to environmentalism. Politicians 
agree to participate in such a debate because they want to communi-
cate about the importance of environmental protection. Moreover, 
compared to political debates about other than environmental issues, 
participants may have more common ground – the urgency and mo-
rality of protecting the environment. Thus, pressing for action with 
regards to environmentalism could be considered as a collective in-
stitutional goal in a public debate about environmental policies. 

It is important to note that moves made by the arguers in public 
debates about environmental policies could contribute to multiple 
goals at the same time. This is partly because there are multiple 
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disagreements between the participants and multiple issues at stake 
at the same time: who should people vote for, what are the best ways 
of protecting the environment, etc. Voting for the candidate who best 
represents the voters and adopting a more sustainable lifestyle can 
be considered two urgent actions in an action-producing political de-
bate. While being directed at the active participant, moral emotional 
appeals can have an influence on the passive participants as well. 
Moral emotional appeals can serve the individual goals of politicians 
by morally degrading the political opponent, hence winning the de-
bate. In the meantime, moral emotional appeals could prompt envi-
ronmental action as well (for this, the empirical evidence will be pro-
vided in section 5). Thus, even though they are said to not contribute 
to the collective goal of the persuasion dialogue (or critical discus-
sion, i.e., the resolution of the difference of opinion about environ-
mental issues and policies), this paper argues that they could con-
tribute to the collective goal of the action-producing dialogue type.  

One might also ask which collective goal is more important for 
the evaluation, that of the critical discussion or the action-producing 
dialogue. Thus, could there be a primary goal to which arguments 
should contribute? What happens if arguments might not contribute 
to the primary but only the secondary goal? This paper argues that 
no strict hierarchy of goals can be established meaning that reaching 
one goal is not contingent on reaching the other goal.  One cannot 
say that only if an argument contributes to the primary goal can it be 
assessed as relevant. It can happen that in one specific argumentative 
setting, one argumentative move could contribute to one goal but not 
the other. Still, one could gain valuable insight into the relevance of 
arguments in political argumentation if one considers how argumen-
tative moves could press for action on urgent issues. 

One substantial question still remains: how do we know that a 
certain argumentative move actually contributes to the goal(s) of an 
argumentative activity? This objection was raised by Goodwin 
(2007) who stated that functionalist accounts of argumentation – 
such as the informal logical and the pragma-dialectical traditions – 
lack empirical proof concerning how an argumentative activity 
reaches its goal(s). Thus, according to Goodwin, one cannot assess 
arguments based on their contribution to the dialogue’s goal(s) in 
which it was delivered as there are no major body of empirical 
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studies to support the claim. Steven W. Patterson (2011) took it upon 
himself to defend the functionalist approaches. He argues that these 
accounts are theoretical, hence the point of their models “in the first 
place is to provide the empirical researcher with something to con-
firm or disconfirm” (Patterson 2011, p. 23). Or, as Goodwin herself 
defended the theory of dialogue types, “adopting a model enables 
him [the researcher] to make a more sophisticated critique of the ac-
tivity” (2007, p. 80). Similarly to Patterson’s defense about argu-
mentation not always being successful in its function (2011, p. 22), 
this paper does not argue that every moral emotional appeal actually 
contributes to the goal of the action-producing dialogue, but their 
potential to do so could be empirically investigated.  

5. The influence of moral emotions on environmentalist attitudes 

It has been stated that moral appeals about environmental issues 
tend to be more successful than non-moral appeals (Holland 1976; 
Feinberg and Willer 2013). Moreover, it could be political suicide 
for environmentalist movements if they ignore the toolkit of political 
moralizing (Antal 2020, p. 92). The reason moralizing in environ-
mentalism is crucial is that even if people accept the truth of climate 
change and understand the threat of climate catastrophe, they will 
not moralize their own behavior without moralizing messages (Reser 
and Swim 2011; Salomon et al. 2017). Interpreting environmental 
issues as moral decisions can change people’s attitudes about climate 
protection (Feinberg, and Willer 2013), persuade them to change 
their own behavior (Stern 2000; van Zomeren et al. 2012; Whitmarsh 
2009) and support environmental policies (Nilsson et al. 2004; 
Poortinga et al. 2004).  

It is not only moral reasoning that has a powerful effect on peo-
ple’s attitudes. In general, moral emotions are one of the core factors 
that influence human behavior (Schwartz 1977). In the prediction of 
environmentally dangerous behavior, the affective dimension has a 
similarly strong influence as the cognitive dimension. Moral emo-
tions can motivate people to change their own actions, and these 
emotions are one of the most reliable predictors of a sustainable life-
style (Kals and Maes 2002). People’s decision-making processes and 
sustainable behavioral intentions are not only based on cognitions 



154 Egres  

© Dorottya Egres. Informal Logic, Vol. 45, No. 1 (2025), pp. 138-167. 

relating to responsibility and justice (de Miranda Coelho et al. 2016). 
Emotions and specifically moral emotions can explain why people 
make sustainable choices or ignore environmentalism (Kaiser et al. 
1999). By evoking certain emotions, routines and even climate 
change denial can be changed (Bowden et al. 2019).  

The potential of various moral emotions to motivate pro-environ-
mental behavior has been established in a long line of studies.4 Liang 
et al. (2019) showed that positive emotions, such as pride and grati-
tude, encourage green purchasing and pollution avoidance. Harth et 
al. (2013) demonstrated that pride in past environmental achieve-
ments supported future environmental action. Pearce et al. (2021) 
found that empathy can also motivate pro-environmental action. An-
other positive emotion, namely hope, proved to be an important emo-
tion motivating environmental engagement among young people 
(Ojala 2012). Research on the effects of negative emotions is even 
more prevalent, specifically that of guilt. Antonetti and Maklan 
(2013) showed that guilt influenced people’s environmental efficacy 
beliefs and ethical consumer choices. Kaiser discussed that “antici-
pated guilt feelings significantly and uniquely contributed to an 
overall explanatory power of people’s intention to act conservation-
ally” (2006, p. 71). Mallett (2012) discussed how eco-guilt and eco-
shame are likely to predict eco-friendly behavioral intentions as well 
as actual behavior. Rees et al. (2015) demonstrated similar results as 
a consequence of a guilty conscience (as well as shame). Anger can 
also motivate to act against polluting acts (Liang et al. 2019) and 
punish environmental sinners (Harth et al. 2013). Empirical results 
concerning fear, however, are less definite and more complex. Kals 
and Maes (2002) discuss that although fear might seem like a great 
motivator to act sustainably, it is much less influential than expected. 
The explanation is that “little ecological fear is confounded with a 
denial of ecological problems, whereas highly expressed fear evokes 
the psychological mechanism of rejection in order to avoid panic” 
(2002, p. 108). 

 
4 Rees et al. highlight that “even though the emotions may differ with regard to 

the context in which they are experienced – as a member of a group versus as an 
individual –, much research has conceptualized the respective emotions (e.g., 
individual-level shame and group-based shame) as functioning in a similar 
fashion” (2015, p. 441). 
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The situations described in the previously referenced empirical 
studies are different as do not analyze the expression of moral emo-
tional appeals by politicians in public debates about environmental 
policies. Most of the studies, however, detail that the participants did 
not encounter moral appeals in a strong mode (e.g., you should feel 
guilty), but in a weak mode, similar to how moral emotional appeals 
by politicians could affect the passive participants. Notably, multiple 
studies used manipulated newspaper articles expressing moral emo-
tions and inquired into the emotions felt by the participants as well 
as their environmental behavioral intentions. As discussed in section 
2, journalists can be emotional entrepreneurs just like politicians. 
When politicians express moral emotional appeals in public debates 
about environmental policies, the passive participants indirectly en-
counter those moral appeals. However, politicians being emotional 
entrepreneurs can still conduct emotion regulation, i.e., transfer their 
emotional states to the audiences. 

6. Climate Election 2022 

The following examples representing moral emotional appeals are 
from a debate held between two politicians who wanted to run 
against Hungary’s current Prime Minister in the 2022 elections: 
Klára Dobrev (KD) and Péter Márki-Zay (PMZ). KD was the candi-
date for the coalition between the Democratic Coalition and the Hun-
garian Liberal Party. PMZ was an independent. The two candidates 
had multiple public debates, but I will focus on a debate that was 
entirely about environmentalism titled Climate Election 2022.5 The 
debate was organized by Greenpeace and hvg.hu (a leading online 
news media outlet that is generally critical of the government). The 
debate was held on October 15, 2021, without a live audience, but 
the footage was uploaded to YouTube. Within the topic of environ-
mentalism, candidates discussed the construction of a new nuclear 
power plant and renewable energy sources, public transportation and 
the problem of CO2 emission by cars, energy awareness, energy pov-
erty, etc. Candidates also discussed their role and obligations as 

 
5 Link to full debate: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PnqwNUWOvrU&list=WL&index=50 
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politicians in the fight against climate change, and what they wished 
for Hungary’s future.  

The debate was moderated by a journalist from the abovemen-
tioned news media outlet. He opened the debate by pointing out that 
“this discussion was organized by Greenpeace and hvg so that the 
environment could get the attention for which the government has 
not deemed it worthy for 12 years.” (HVG Videó, 2021, 0:38) This 
sentence refers to the fact that the current Prime Minister has been 
in power for that long, and the governing right-wing coalition is of-
ten criticized for the lack of environmental policies that would sup-
port sustainable development. Still, the organizers and the invited 
politicians though that a debate specifically about environmental is-
sues was worthy. 

6.1 Pride and guilt 

In the first excerpt from the debate, candidates discuss what their 
political parties have done for the environment. KD expresses pride 
over the fact that her party was deemed the most environmentally 
friendly by Greenpeace. PMZ refutes her claim and states that KD’s 
party did not vote for the highest emission reductions. KD rejects 
this attack and urges people to look the public data up.  

KD: As a member of the European Parliament, I am very proud that 
the representatives of the Democratic Coalition have the greenest cre-
dentials, also approved by Greenpeace. 

Moderator: If I have the right information, that data is from a period 
closing with 2019, therefore this record also needs to be kept. 

PMZ: I apologize, but I would like to deliver a message. LMP [Hun-
gary’s Green Party] says that, in some important questions such as the 
EU agricultural policy and the newest climate law, the Democratic 
Coalition did not vote for the 65 or the 55 but the 40% emission re-
duction. They asked me to deliver this message. 

KD: But Peter, this is not true. The representatives of the Democratic 
Coalition voted for the 65% emission reduction in every case. You can 
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look it up because these are public data.6 (HVG Videó, 2021, 2:51-
3:50) 

In this excerpt, KD’s states that she feels proud for her party’s ac-
complishments. PMZ’s response can be understood as an attempt to 
make KD stop feeling pride and start feeling guilt instead for inac-
curately stating her party’s environmental achievements. Pride can 
be present in times of self-approval, while the emotions of guilt (and 
shame) arise when people morally transgress (Lewis 1971; Tangney 
et al. 2007). In this instance, it is important to distinguish the expres-
sion of a moral emotion from an emotional appeal. KD’s expression 
of pride is just an expression of moral emotion and not a moral emo-
tional appeal in the argumentation theoretical sense, as it is not a di-
rect attempt to make the political opponent feel a certain emotion. 
However, that does not mean that this argumentative move cannot 
evoke certain emotions in the active or the passive participants of the 
debate. Both politicians argue that reducing emissions is something 
to be proud of, while neglecting to do just that is something to feel 
guilty about. As emotional entrepreneurs, they could regulate the 
emotions felt be the passive participants in relation to the environ-
mental issue at hand. If pride and guilt could be transferred to the 
passive participants which would potentially prompt them to beware 
of their emissions, then one could say that the argumentative move 
could contribute to the collective goal of the action-producing dia-
logue type, i.e., pressing for action with regards to environmental-
ism. 

As previously discussed, one would need empirical evidence to 
support the claim that this moral emotional appeal actually contrib-
utes to said goal, but the aim here is to provide a theoretical frame-
work for future empirical investigation. Moreover, there may be 
other argumentative moves that could also or better contribute to the 
abovementioned goal. 

6.2 Guilt 

In the second excerpt, KD highlights that environmentalism has al-
ways been important to her party, and they – as well as other 

 
6 All translations are the author’s own. 
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opposition parties – have provided information about their environ-
mental policies to Greenpeace. She remarks that PMZ did not do the 
same because environmentalism was not important to him.  

KD: During the summer, Greenpeace asked all the Prime Minister 
candidates – including Viktor Orbán instead of whom a secretary of 
state responded – about environmental policies. I have responded and 
so have Gergely Karácsony and András Fekete-Győr [other runner-up 
candidates], but Peter, you have not responded. It was not important 
back then. 

PMZ: I haven’t responded because it was unimportant, but because I 
did not have the time. Regardless, I apologize, I feel sad. But I am 
lucky because the politicians supporting me are the ones who will be 
responsible for the green issues in the future government. 

KD: Since it has always been important to me, I felt it was important 
to respond. (HVG Videó, 2021, 6:06-6:42) 

KD communicates that PMZ should feel bad for his and his party’s 
lack of environmental initiatives and attention given to environmen-
tal policies. She attempts to evoke the emotion of guilt in her oppo-
nent. Guilt is the negative emotion one feels in relation to a specific 
behavior (Lewis 1971; Tangney et al. 2007).7 Notably, PMZ com-
municates his regret over his actions, and accepts the feeling of guilt. 
Opponents agreeing in a public political debate is quite rare which 
strengthens the connection between guilt and ignoring environmen-
talism. Thus, both active participants’ arguments establish that one 
should feel guilty for not giving proper attention to environmental 
issues. Similarly to the previous excerpt, them being emotional en-
trepreneurs means that they can conduct emotion regulation which 
is, in this case, evoking guilt in the passive participants. If the feeling 
of guilt prompts the viewers to pay more attention to environmental-
ism, then this moral emotional appeal could contribute to the goal of 
the action-producing dialogue type, i.e., pressing for the urgent issue 
of environmental protection.  

 
7  The negative moral emotions of shame and guilt are notoriously hard to 

differentiate. The dominant understanding supported by empirical research is that 
guilt is related to behavior, while shame is related to the self (Lewis 1971; Tangney 
et al. 2007). 
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6.3 Shame 

In the third excerpt, opponents argue about giving free energy to peo-
ple in lower social classes. PMZ argues against it because he believes 
that providing a certain amount of free energy will not teach energy 
awareness to people. KD argues in favor of a minimal amount of free 
energy provided for the less fortunate so that they can live in dignity, 
even those who struggle to pay their electricity bills. She remarks 
that environmentalism cannot be discussed without including the 
problem of poverty. She calls her opponent insensitive for disregard-
ing the struggles of low-income families and their inability to afford 
the rising energy prices.  

PMZ: I do not support the populist free energy because I know what 
it entails. 

KD: I have to get into this. Peter, you simply cannot be so insensitive. 
Truly, for many millions of people, life in Hungary is simply unaf-
fordable. I will tell you why we have to provide a minimal consump-
tion for free. […] I am saying that we cannot talk about the climate 
catastrophe and green Hungary without talking about the fact that the 
costs cannot be paid by everyday people. And that is not populism. 
[…] You cannot say that electricity and heating are purely products on 
the market. There is a minimal consumption in the 21st century that is 
needed for people’s dignity. (HVG Videó, 2021, 24:37-26:09) 

KD attempts to evoke the moral emotion of shame in her opponent 
as she states that PMZ is insensitive for his views and policy prefer-
ences, specifically his denial of the connection between environmen-
talism and poverty. Shame is the negative emotion about one’s 
global self (Lewis 1971). The conflict of opinion between the oppo-
nents can be partly traced back to their ideological differences. This 
moral emotional appeal could be considered relevant as arguers are 
exploring what their ideological differences mean for their environ-
mental policies, as well as discussing the implications of free energy 
for energy awareness. However, this moral emotional appeal does 
not contribute to the goal of the action-producing dialogue type but 
to the eristic dialogue type, i.e., bring the deeper, ideological 
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differences between the participants to light, and explore what those 
ideological differences mean for their environmental policies.  

 

7. Conclusion 

The protection of the environment is not only one of our greatest 
challenges, but it can be considered an inherently moral issue. Since 
sustainable choices are not always economically rational, people 
need to keep the welfare of other living beings and that of future 
generations in mind. By acknowledging the moral aspect of environ-
mentalism and sustainability, a variety of argumentative techniques 
and strategies can be effective when attempting to make people 
adopt more sustainable lifestyles. Notably, research has shown that 
knowledge is not enough to be concerned about the environment 
(Kellstedt et al. 2008), emotions and specifically moral emotions 
have a meaningful role to play. 

This paper attempted to show that moral emotional appeals could 
be considered relevant as they could contribute to certain collective 
goals of environmental political debates, i.e. pressing for action on 
urgent issues, such as the protection of the environment. This paper 
argued that if the promotion of environmentalism and sustainability 
can be considered as one goal of environmental political debates, and 
politicians take on the role of emotional entrepreneurs, then moral 
emotional appeals by politicians could evoke moral emotions in the 
audience, thus encouraging them to become more environmentally 
friendly. With excerpts from the Hungarian primary election when 
politicians debated about environmental issues, the research expli-
cated the various forms of moral emotional appeals. By these ex-
cerpts, it can be concluded that moral emotional appeals could not 
contribute to the same dialogue goals in the same way. As moral 
emotional appeals have both a moral and an emotional component, 
they could be very effective in politically mobilizing people. Politi-
cians have the opportunity to make themselves look moral and pre-
sent the opponent as the amoral or immoral choice in the elections, 
thus contributing to reaching their individual goals of winning the 
debate and winning the elections. However, as previously 
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established, the relevance of argumentative moves is based on their 
potential contribution to the collective goal(s) of an argumentative 
situation. Similarly to Walton’s conclusion in The place of emotion 
in argument (1992a), each moral emotional appeal needs to analyzed 
distinctively in order to show its relevance in the given argumenta-
tive situation. 

There are some limitations to the present research. First, the re-
search did not observe people’s reactions to politicians as emotional 
entrepreneurs expressing moral emotions in a debate setting. How-
ever, it is important to note that, although “emotions generally moti-
vate some sort of action as a response to an eliciting event, the action 
is often not taken, but the emotion puts the person into a motivational 
and cognitive state in which there is an increased tendency to engage 
in certain goal-related actions” (Haidt 2003, p. 854). Even though 
people might be reluctant to change their behavior as a consequence 
of direct moral appeals, emotional entrepreneurs debating with 
moral emotions could indirectly induce the moral transformation. 
Future empirical research could investigate how specific moral emo-
tional appeals actually evoke emotions in the audience and prompt 
them to carry an action out. Second, one might question the honesty 
of politicians discussing environmentalism and expressing moral 
emotions about various environmental issues. Certainly, politicians’ 
honesty can affect them being successful emotional entrepreneurs, 
but the motivation behind the arguments does not necessarily bear 
on the arguments potentially contributing to the goals of the dia-
logue. As Walton remarks whether an argumentative move is falla-
cious or not lies in “the text of discourse of an exchange in dialogue, 
not in the motives or intentions of the arguer” (1991, p. 220).  
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