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Review

Authoritarianism on the Front Page: Multimodal
Discourse and Argumentation in Times of Multiple
Crises in Greece

By Dimitris Serafis

Amsterdam: John Benjamins. Discourse Approaches to Politics, Soci-
ety, and Culture (DAPSAC), Vol. 99, 2023, 181 pp.
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1600 West Bank Dr. Peterborough, ON
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Abstract: This article reviews Dimitris  Résumé: Cet article analyse 1’ouvrage
Serafis’ Authoritarianism on the Front  de Dimitris Serafis, L autoritarisme a la
Page: Multimodal discourse and argu-  une : discours et argumentation multi-
mentation in times of multiple crises in ~ modaux en temps de crises multiples en
Greece. (John Benjamins, 2023) Gréce (John Benjamins, 2023).

Keywords: critical discourse studies, multimodal argumentation, argument model of
topics, argumentation in newspapers

This is a careful study of argumentation on the front pages of Greek
newspapers during political crises from 2008 to 2020. It is a significant
contribution to the literature on the coverage of these crises and, of
broader interest, demonstrates one way that argumentation theory can
be brought to bear on the kinds of argument in question.

Key aspects of the book include the application of a critical dis-
course studies (CDS) perspective to the coverage of the crises it dis-
cusses; the suggestion that front pages of newspapers can be treated as
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328 Groarke

an argumentation genre; and compelling, illustrated examples of mul-
timodal visual arguments proposed (or at least suggested) on the front
pages of the newspapers in question.

The book is rooted in an insightful account of the defining role that
crises may play in political debate. As Serafis says, "From this per-
spective, [a] crisis can be conceptualized as a focal and decisive mo-
ment of social and political rupture when established values and views
are discursively mobilized and negotiated" (2023, p. 5). In "highly
fluid and polarized contexts like these," the discussion demonstrates
that the political consequences may be "new social contracts and bal-
ances and, in particular, power inequalities and injustice" (ibid).

Noting Gramsci, Serafis’ account assumes, and to some extent con-
firms, the notion that “dominant classes and the state ... do not solely
present themselves through mechanisms such as the police to exercise
power over other social groups and classes. Instead, they also try to
subtly achieve public consensus through mechanisms such as the edu-
cation system and the media, by which they dominate the public’s
practices” (p. 35).

Mainstream newspapers play an important role in this regard, mak-
ing the study of their front pages an important argumentation exercise.
As the book emphasizes, this exercise must be a multimodal endeavour
that acknowledges verbal and visual elements of argumentation. Con-
sidered from this point of view, “the framing of a story on the front
page, the positioning of the different visual and verbal elements, such
as the headline and press photos, their size as well as their interrelations
... may be seen as serving a broad persuasive aim...” (p. 13).

The discussion accommodates this by assuming a broad account of
argumentation, noting that the analysis of arguments may be a "stren-
uous" task when they are a case of “enthymematic argumentation
where most of those moves remain obscured” (p. 53). The suggestion
that “multimodal discourse is almost always enthymematic” (p. 56)
might be challenged (there are many multimodal arguments that are
explicitly argumentative), but it is also true that visual and verbal ar-
guments often rely on implicit claims and assumptions that need to be
recognized in argument analysis.

Serafis' analysis of the front page arguments he discusses employs
the argumentum model of topics (AMT) approach to arguments. It di-
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vides an argument into two parts: (i) an account of some specific so-
cial, cultural circumstance (which includes a generalized "endoxon"
and a factual "datum"); and (ii) an inferential pattern that the arguer
invokes as a basis for an inference to the argument's conclusion.

In many ways, the highlight of the book is its nuanced account of
the argumentation inherent in the photographs, headlines, and front
page material it discusses. Anyone interested in the analysis of real-
life public argumentation can learn from the examples in the book. As
it repeatedly demonstrates, the argumentation one finds on the front
pages of the Greek newspapers it examines is in many ways problem-
atic.

One persistent problem is slanting by omission (by leaving out sali-
ent aspects of whatever situation is in question) and distortion (by rep-
resenting groups, actions, and points of view in questionable, biased
ways). In the case of photographs, individuals are, for example, fre-
quently portrayed as anonymous, negative representatives of some
group (in dark photographs that present them as menacing silhouettes).

From a theoretical point of view, the book demonstrates the effec-
tiveness of its approach to argument analysis, though it could be
strengthened by incorporating some standard aspects of informal logic.
Like Serafis, implicit argument components that need to be considered
in argument assessment. And it can, like AMT, be interpreted as an
approach to the arguments in question that divides them into two parts:
(1) factual claims and value judgments on the one hand; and (ii) infer-
ential patterns on the other. The major difference is that informal logic
adopts Waltonian-type argument schemes as a way to define the infer-
ences that characterize an argument.

In the examples Serafis considers in chapter 4, the inferential max-
ims he recognizes are (i) "If X is a means to pursue a positive goal,
then X must be adopted;" (ii) "If X is bad, it should be terminated/pre-
vented; and (ii1) "If X is something bad, X should be stopped/ termi-
nated" (pp. 77, 83, 88). Informal logic, in contrast, suggests that the
first two cases can be analyzed by treating them as instances of the
argument scheme: “two wrongs reasoning,” and that the third can be
treated as an instance of “slippery slope argument.”

The latter schemes invite a more nuanced treatment of the reasoning
in question, as do other Waltonian schemes that could be brought to
bear. They could, to take one example, be used to more fully dissect
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330 Groarke

and assess the constant appeals to emotion the front pages incorporate:
appeals that include ad hominem arguments and persistent and pro-
nounced appeals to fear, pity, and other emotions.

Another feature of the book's approach that distinguishes it from
informal logic is its commitment to CDS, which is described as a "bi-
ased" approach to argumentation that is "proud" of its biases (p. 42).
Informal logic adopts a more reserved approach to argument analysis,
not because it has a hidden conservative agenda (which seems to be
suggested), but because it is rooted in philosophy and is reluctant to
assume positions that are philosophically controversial.

More deeply, the critical thinking perspective that informs informal
logic requires an openness to critical questions about one's own as-
sumptions. This leaves little room for pride about one's own biases—
biases that raise questions about one's ability to fairly analyze the ar-
guments of arguers who have opposing points of view (a significant
methodological issue when one attributes them unstated claims and in-
ferences).

The questions raised by the theoretical aspects of the book do not
undermine its central thesis: that political appeals to a crisis are of great
argumentative significance. As Serafis illustrates, such appeals may be
characterized by problematic argumentation that collapses standard
political distinctions and pushes in an authoritarian political direction.
Looked at from this point of view, a social, economic, etc. crisis can
be an intellectual fracture that ushers in new ways of thinking about
political issues.

Serafis documents how this played out in Greece.

[[n all the 'crisis'-hit contexts under analysis... right-wing and left-
wing oriented press seem to interrelate and ultimately converge... In
this sense, we witness well-established fractions in the Greek medi-
ascape collapsing, giving rise to ... standpoints that facilitate and,
moreover, justify authoritarian tendencies. Namely, those in favor of
the suppression of social struggles (December 2008), in favour of the
implementation of austerity doctrines (Greek referendum 2015) and
the prevention of migration (‘refugee crisis'). (p. 148)

It has been said that Winston Churchill coined the dictum that a politi-
cian should “never let a good crisis go to waste.” More recently, it has
been called “Rahm’s rule” because Rahm Emanuel, the White House
chief of staff, gave this advice to President Obama during the financial
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crisis of 2008. At the time, the President responded by spending tril-
lions of dollars to save failing American financial institutions.

Since that time, appeals to crisis have become a constant trope in
American presidential politics. President Biden used such an appeal as
a pretext for the cancellation of more than $50 billion in college debts
during COVID. And appeals to crisis are now a favourite ploy of Pres-
ident Trump, who has justified his hard-nosed policies on immigration
and on Venezuela by arguing that there is a migrant and drug crisis in
America.

As Serafis notes, other attempts to justify authoritarian action via an
“appeal to crisis” were commonplace during the COVID pandemic.

Citizens around the globe were forced to socially distance themselves
from their relatives, friends, and other individuals, thus severely re-
stricting their social relations, locking themselves down at home for
weeks on end, and patiently obeying government and experts’ orders
as these were explicated in every week's address to the nation. (p. 1)

Today, extraordinary political actions are justified by invoking debt
crises, environmental crises, the threat of war, climate crises, and so
on and so forth. So much so that some commentators describe our cur-
rent age as an age of "polycrisis." As Serafis points out, such discourse
is often founded on some reality which needs to be taken seriously, but
is then used to justify authoritarian decision making in undemocratic
ways that do not include broad political and social debate.

From an informal logic point of view, one wonders whether this
makes it time to recognize a Waltonian "appeal to crisis scheme" that
sorts through such arguments by recognizing the critical questions that
such arguments raise. Those questions would include whether the risks
associated with a crisis are real or exaggerated; whether the proposed
responses to it are justified; and whether there are problematic moral
or political issues that have been overlooked. Some such scheme
would be a useful follow up to the discussion in this book.
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