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The quality of public and political dis-
course has moved to the forefront of
current debate and academic research
in recent years. Indeed, the fact that we
are currently experiencing a crisis of
public communication (Dryzek et al.,
2019) - including the rise in simplify-
ing and disrespectful populist language
- has turned high-quality argumenta-
tion and respectful listening not only
into a desirable feature of well-func-
tioning democracies but also into an
‘early warning sign’ when democracies
are ‘backsliding’. Ine Goovaerts’ disser-
tation explores the question of reason-
ability and civility of political discourse
both at a theoretical and at an empirical
level.

To my knowledge, she is the first to
combine the deliberative and the com-
munication literature to provide a com-
prehensive and in-depth look of what
argument quality and civility really
mean (for instance, she convincingly
demonstrates that civility comprises
both an explicit and an implicit dimen-
sion, ie. civility can either involve
words that signal explicit respect or in-
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volve neutral ways of communicating,
whereby other positions are criticised
but not devaluated). Indeed, the theo-
retical part of the dissertation should
be essential reading for those interest-
ed in conceptualising as well as measur-
ing the quality of public and political
discourse.

The empirical focus of the cumula-
tive dissertation comprises three re-
search questions: (1) the evolution of
argument quality and civility over time;
(2) the determinants of politicians’
uses of incivility and ill-justified argu-
ments; and (3) citizens’ reactions to dif-
ferent types of justifications and differ-
ent degrees of respect.

Regarding the evolution of argu-
ment quality and civility over time, Ine
Goovaerts breaks new ground on the
issue in a publication in Political Studies
by focusing on televised election de-
bates in Belgium between 1985 and
2019 (Turkenburg & Goovaerts, 2022).
The stunning result of the nicely con-
ducted content analyses is that there is
no rise in politicians’ use of ill-justified
arguments or of incivility. This raises
the question of whether we are really
observing a general crisis of political
communication (as proposed by Dryz-
ek etal., 2019).
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Regarding the determinants of pol-
iticians’ uses of incivility and ill-justi-
fied arguments, the author focuses on
twelve televised election debates in the
United Kingdom, Germany and the
Netherlands. The results of this study,
published in West European Politics,
show that while electoral rules have lit-
tle impact on the quality of debate, the
presence of right-wing populist leaders
conduces to increased use of incivility
and ill-justified arguments (Marien et
al., 2019). The author also uses the data
set on televised Belgian election de-
bates to perform an in-depth study on
the determinants of incivility, showing,
through a sophisticated statistical anal-
ysis, that populist politicians, male pol-
iticlans and politicians in opposition
show the highest use of uncivil state-
ments. These findings not only corrob-
orate the (little) previous research on
this topic (see, e.g., Wyss et al.,, 2015)
but also essentially nuance our under-
standing of argument quality and civili-
ty in political discourse (underlining
that incivility is a phenomenon driven
by certain and not all political actors).

The highlight of the dissertation is
the study on citizens’ reactions in two
survey experiments (text and audio)
with a sample of Flemish citizens to dif-
ferent types of justifications and differ-
ent degrees of respect published in Po-
litical Communication (Goovaerts &
Marien, 2020). To my knowledge, this
is the first article that puts various de-
liberative qualities — justification ra-
tionality and civility — to a causal test
with citizens. While the results on civil-
ity confirm the pioneering study of
Mutz and Reeves (2005) on the link be-
tween (in-)civility and trust — showing
that incivility fosters distrust — the
ones on justification rationality break
entirely new ground: they suggest that
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in the eyes of citizens the deliberative
standard of justification rationality
matters only for their trust evaluations
in conjunction with civility. A further
spectacular result is that politically cyn-
ical citizens react differently to varia-
tions in deliberative quality: their trust
evaluations are unaffected by civility
and are even slightly enhanced by
ill-justified statements. Not only are
these findings only critical for our un-
derstanding of how political discourse
is optimally structured in order to reach
out to (heterogeneous) citizens, but
they also have large normative ramifi-
cations (how do we ‘democratically’
re-include politically cynical citizens?).

The dissertation ends with a fabu-
lous catalogue of how to improve the
quality of public and political commu-
nication. Recommendations such as
“give criticism and challenge your op-
ponent, but do so respectfully” or “re-
member that uncivil, illjustified state-
ments may not persuade citizens” may
look like tips in a guidebook, but here
they are a product of diligent and me-
ticulous scientific work rather than
drawn from anecdotal evidence.

While it is almost impossible to spot
weak points of the dissertation, I none-
theless list three small criticisms that I
see more as points for a future research
agenda than actual challenges. First, it
would be interesting to track the evolu-
tion of argument quality and civility
cross-nationally, especially by compar-
ing political systems with multiple sys-
temic deficiencies and high levels of
polarisation (such as the United States)
versus political systems with still
healthy democratic systems (such as
Germany). Second, future research on
citizens’ trust evaluations should in-
clude more communicative acts besides
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justification rationality and civility, es-
pecially narratives as well as various
types of rhetoric. Research has shown
that narratives are essential drivers of
opinion change. Third, a future research
agenda might also focus even more
strongly on citizen heterogeneity with
regard to persuasive communication
strategies: for instance, how do sophis-
ticated and critical citizens react to dif-
ferent types of communication strate-
gies? Overall, it is extremely rare that
young scholars not only ‘dare’ to engage
both with normative and empirical di-
mensions of political communication
(usually they concentrate on either nor-
mative or empirical aspects) but also do
this in such an impressive and convinc-
ing way as Ine Goovaerts. The disserta-
tion is truly a masterpiece that deserves
a broad readership, both in academic
and in non-academic circles.
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