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Abstract: This article reviews Marko 

Novak’s (Routledge 2024) The Logic 
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Perspectives. 

Résumé: Cet article est une critique 
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ridique : Perspectives Multimodales 

(Routledge 2024) de Marko Novak. 
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1. Introduction 

Marko Novak’s The Logic of Legal Argumentation: Multi-Modal 

Perspectives (2024) can be read as a systematic corrective to a long-
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dominant theoretical default in the study of legal argumentation, 

namely, the tendency to equate legal argumentation almost entirely 

with linguistically articulated, propositional argumentative commu-

nication. This default has effectively excluded, at both the analytical 

and normative levels, the argumentative potential of non-linguistic 

semiotic resources such as images, sounds, bodily gestures, colors, 

spatial arrangements, camera perspectives, etc. Novak explicitly 

identifies this assumption in the Preface through a reflexive, almost 

self-corrective recollection: For a long time, he himself had believed 

that legal argumentation “is exclusively about logic and the verbal 

‘game’ of ‘logical compulsion’” (Novak, 2024, p. ix). He then im-

mediately reframes the aim of the book as the search for a model of 

legal argumentation that remains faithful to judicial practice without 

losing contact with real adjudicative contexts. That is, one that can 

“remain close enough to real-life situations in the need to adjudicate” 

(Novak, 2024, p. ix). 

In this sense, the central contribution of Novak’s (2024) book 

does not lie in the simple declaration that legal practice can involve 

multimodal representations and multimodal argumentation is legiti-

mate in the legal domain. Rather, its significance consists in pushing 

multimodality into the normative core of argumentation theory itself 

and analyzing it through the specific lens of multimodal argumenta-

tion. So, the crucial questions, as Novak frames them, concern when 

multimodal resources can count as reasons, how they can be recon-

structed into contestable argumentative structures, and how they are 

authorized, constrained, or excluded within institutionalized settings, 

and especially within legal contexts. As Novak states in the Intro-

duction, multimodal argumentation remains “close to a rhetorical 

tradition” and, in the legal domain, is capable of “disclos[ing] hidden 

spots between logic and psychology”, thereby “presenting somewhat 

of a bridge to cross that gap” (Novak, 2024, p. 5). This cluster of 

formulations is programmatic. It presupposes that multimodality is 

neither mere “decoration” nor extraneous “noise”, but rather an 
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analytical entry point into the zones where logical justification and 

psychological mechanisms intersect in legal reasoning. 

At the same time, Novak remains acutely aware of the specificity 

of the legal context. He repeatedly stresses that while multimodal 

argumentation may be able to “unfold fully” in ordinary social com-

munication, “this is not entirely the case in the legal domain” pre-

cisely because legal systems operate under “additional formal re-

quirements, ‘starting points’ or ‘institutional constraints’” (Novak, 

2024, p. 26). Accordingly, the genuine scholarly challenge addressed 

by the book is not simply to “add multimodality” to legal analysis, 

but to ask how multimodal resources can be accommodated within a 

framework of legal argumentation that remains normatively assess-

able, given the persistence of robust institutional thresholds. 

2. The core question: When and how do multimodal resources 

“count as reasons” in legal argumentation? 

Although the book mobilizes a wide array of theoretical resources 

and legal examples, its argumentative center of gravity can be traced 

to a single question that structures the analysis throughout: under 

what conditions can multimodal resources be regarded as argumen-

tative reasons within legal contexts, rather than as merely rhetorical 

or psychological influences? Put differently, Novak is not primarily 

concerned with a descriptive issue such as whether images, sounds, 

or bodily displays are present in legal practice, but with a normative 

one, that is, whether such non-linguistic resources can be plausibly 

reconstructed as premises and subjected to the standards of argumen-

tative evaluation. 

This normative threshold is articulated with particular clarity in 

Novak’s account of the “conditions of legitimacy” governing legal 

discussion. He formulates what he calls a “golden rule”, according 

to which, in legal debate, “one should argue by means of legal 

norms … only” (Novak, 2024, p. 26). He goes further by condensing 

the question of what counts as legal argumentation into a highly 
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institutionalized criterion: in order genuinely to “argue legally”, one 

must advance “a claim that is recognized by a legal norm” (Novak, 

2024, p. 26), regardless of whether the argument is expressed multi-

modally or in the traditional verbal mode. This starting point deci-

sively shapes the book’s middle course. On the one hand, it rejects 

the equation of any multimodal configuration with persuasive force 

as an argument proper; on the other hand, it equally resists an a priori 

restriction of argumentative reason-giving to linguistic propositions 

alone. 

Accordingly, the book’s theoretical ambition does not lie in an 

unbounded expansion of the extension of “argument”, but in explain-

ing why certain multimodal resources are institutionally excluded 

from legal argumentation while others are admitted under specific 

conditions, and in developing an analytical framework that can be 

aligned with legal role distributions, genre constraints, and standards 

of acceptability. It is precisely at this juncture that the book stands in 

a relation of both continuity and tension with existing work on mul-

timodal argumentation. Novak acknowledges that research on mul-

timodal argumentation in public communication has reached a con-

siderable degree of sophistication (e.g., Tseronis & Forceville, 2017), 

yet he adopts a markedly more cautious stance by foregrounding the 

additional thresholds of “evaluability” and “institutional recogniza-

bility” that characterize legal proceedings. 

3. Contributions  

First, at the theoretical and conceptual level, the book advances a 

shift from a de facto “de-logicalization” of argumentation toward a 

pluralistic picture of legal reasoning in which multiple modes coexist. 

Novak begins this discussion with a deliberately strong claim: “Ar-

gumentation theory has become de-logicalized in recent decades” 

(Novak, 2024, p. 8). The function of this statement is not to reopen 

the question of whether logic still matters, but rather to redirect at-

tention to a broader realist turn in argumentation theory, one that 
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requires acknowledging the sustained involvement of emotions, in-

tuitions, perceptions, and contextual factors in the giving and ac-

ceptance of reasons. More specifically, Novak takes Gilbert’s four 

modes (logical, emotional, visceral, and kisceral) as a pivotal frame-

work and supplements them with Jungian psychological typology in 

order to provide a psychological grounding for the idea of modal 

pluralism. The significance of this move lies in its provision of an 

interface between legal argumentation and the rhetorical tradition: it 

confirms that so-called “non-logical factors” can be elevated from 

vague background variables or merely rhetorical embellishments to 

explicitly discussable argumentative resources. Particularly when 

Novak characterizes multimodal argumentation as a “bridge” (No-

vak, 2024, p. 5), he effectively signals to legal argumentation theory 

that many phenomena routinely dismissed as “psychological noise” 

may in fact constitute precisely those elements that traditional logi-

cal models fail to capture. For subsequent research, this offers a clear 

point of departure for rethinking what counts as a reason and how 

standards of acceptability ought to be articulated in legal contexts. 

Second, Novak (2024) makes a concerted effort to effect a shift, 

within the context of judicial adjudication, from multimodal argu-

mentation to argumentation about multimodality. In the setting of 

trials and judicial reasoning, Novak introduces a highly illuminating 

distinction: arguments that genuinely operate in a multimodal form 

during courtroom interaction are typically re-propositionalized and 

textualized in written judicial decisions. He captures this institu-

tional process succinctly by observing that “genuine multimodal ar-

guments … are turned (‘translated’) into arguments about multimo-

dality” (Novak, 2024, p. 77). In other words, while multimodality 

may first exert its force at the level of persuasion, once it enters the 

genre of judicial justification where reasons must be reviewable and 

contestable, it must be reconstructed in linguistic form as an inferen-

tially tractable structure. This, however, amounts only to a prelimi-

nary or derivative form of multimodal argumentation. Novak further 

emphasizes that such translation rarely preserves the original 
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multimodal configuration and that, at a methodological level, no 

“faithful” conversion is available. As he notes explicitly in a footnote, 

“some kind of literal or ‘faithful’ translation is impossible” (Novak, 

2024, p. 77). This claim resonates with earlier discussions in multi-

modality and visual argumentation research concerning ineffability 

and incommensurability between semiotic modes, where scholars 

have long argued that visual, affective, or embodied meaning cannot 

be exhaustively reduced to verbal propositions without loss (e.g., 

Godden, 2017). 

What is distinctive in Novak’s account is that “translation” or “re-

formulation” is no longer treated as a contingent analytical move 

performed by scholars but elevated to a structural mechanism of in-

stitutional reasoning. Through genre conventions and procedural 

constraints, the legal system compels multimodal material to be ab-

sorbed into “accountable forms of reason-giving”. In this respect, 

Novak’s analysis directly addresses a classic concern in visual argu-

mentation theory, namely, whether the object of evaluation is illegit-

imately replaced through reconstruction (Johnson, 2003). At least in 

the context of judicial adjudication, such replacement is not merely 

a theoretical convenience but a constitutive requirement and an una-

voidable cost of legal genres operating under the rule of law. 

Third, in his discussion of visual evidence and visual argumenta-

tion, Novak adopts an approach that combines semiotics and argu-

mentation theory in order to address both the polysemy of images 

and the constraints imposed by legal institutions. He explicitly cau-

tions the reader that purely visual argumentation is all but unattain-

able: “it would be quite unusual if not impossible to find pure visual 

arguments” (Novak, 2024, p. 85). One reason for this lies in the in-

herent polysemy of images which, in legal contexts, necessitates ver-

bal elements to constrain interpretive trajectories. Accordingly, ac-

companying text functions to discipline visual meaning, insofar as it 

“is to anchor and relay it” (Novak, 2024, p. 85). 

 Before turning to Novak’s formulation, it is useful to recall that 

the notion of intersemiotic translation originates with Roman 
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Jakobson (1959), who, in his classic essay “On Linguistic Aspects 

of Translation”, distinguished three types of translation: intralingual, 

interlingual, and intersemiotic. The latter one, also called transmu-

tation, refers to the interpretation of verbal signs by means of non-

verbal sign systems, or, more broadly, the transfer of meaning across 

different semiotic modes. Jakobson’s point was not merely termino-

logical. Intersemiotic translation inevitably involves transformation 

and loss, since meanings encoded in one semiotic system cannot be 

exhaustively reproduced in another. 

Against this background, Novak’s analysis can also be read as a 

legally specific application of Jakobson’s insight. When visual ma-

terial enters legal reasoning, institutional requirements manifest 

themselves as a demand for intersemiotic translation: legal actors 

must channel alternative modes of representation into the normative 

language of law if they are to satisfy the requirements of reviewabil-

ity under the rule of law. As Novak argues, legal actors are required 

to “translate their alternate arguments into the logical mode, the ‘lan-

guage of legal norms and legal systems,’” in order “to pass muster 

in terms of the rule of law” (Novak, 2024, p. 87). 

On this basis, Novak draws on work in cultural anthropology and 

rhetorical argumentation, notably Kjeldsen (2015) to introduce the 

distinction between “thin” and “thick” visuals, and he formulates a 

strikingly operational definition of thin visuality: “Clearly under-

stood visuals are semantically thin”, because they “do not invite dif-

ferent interpretations (‘translations’)” (Novak, 2024, p. 87). By im-

porting the thin/thick distinction into legal argumentation theory, 

Novak reframes a recurrent but often loosely stated claim in legal 

visual studies that images are “powerful” or “influential” into a set 

of structurally tractable questions: How images trigger inferences, 

how their meanings are anchored, and which kinds of images can be 

more readily proceduralized into a “defeasible chain of reasons”. In 

particular, the conceptual handle of visual thinness and thickness 

provides a transferable analytical framework for explaining why cer-

tain forms of visual evidence tend to generate interpretive 
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convergence, whereas others provoke sustained competition over 

meaning. In this respect, Novak’s account complements discussions 

by Kjeldsen (2015) and others concerning how the “thickly descrip-

tive presence” of images can amplify argumentative salience while 

simultaneously increasing interpretive openness. 

Fourth, in the chapters devoted to the kisceral (intuitional/value) 

mode and to emotion, Novak continues to pursue the same overarch-

ing strategy of advancing so-called “non-logical factors” from the 

margins of experience into the domain of discussable argumentative 

resources. With respect to the kisceral mode, he openly acknowl-

edges that it “is the most elusive and therefore the most problematic” 

to institutionalize with the central obstacle being that “the problem 

lies in its externalization” (Novak, 2024, p. 27). Intuitions and value 

commitments are not absent from legal reasoning; rather, they resist 

communication in their “most natural” semiotic form. As a result, 

they typically gain access to contestable argumentative structures 

only indirectly, by being mediated through other modes like logical, 

emotional, or visceral, capable of rendering them publicly accessible 

and open to challenge. 

With respect to emotion, Novak begins by explicitly acknowledg-

ing the traditionally skeptical stance of legal institutions: “Law has 

traditionally been suspicious about the role of emotions” (Novak, 

2024, p. 120). At the same time, he stresses that contemporary theory 

can no longer sustain the ideal of a judge entirely purified of affect, 

such that “today we will not discard them all together but would con-

sider their relevance” (Novak, 2024, p. 120). In doing so, Novak 

shifts the question of whether emotions and intuitions ought to enter 

legal argumentation away from a moralized debate and back toward 

an institutional one: which intuitions and emotions can be external-

ized in what ways as discussable grounds, and which must instead 

be procedurally constrained? This move also opens a point of contact 

with subsequent research on epistemic injustice. When institutional 

frameworks systematically privilege certain modes of expression as 
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“more rational” or “more credible”, they risk generating structural 

distortions in the allocation of credibility itself (Fricker, 2007). 

Fifth, Novak’s most pronounced departure from traditional ap-

proaches in argumentation studies emerges in his treatment of eval-

uation. Multimodality, on his account, is not merely something to be 

explained; it must also be amenable to assessment. Yet he firmly 

maintains that evaluative criteria must be grounded in operational 

units internal to the legal system itself. As a specialized discourse 

system, “law has its own rules to appraise legal arguments and es-

tablish legal errors or legal violations” (Novak, 2024, p. 132). Ac-

cordingly, deviations at the multimodal level are not framed in ab-

stract theoretical terms but can be subsumed under the more legally 

tractable category of “mistakes”: “Violations of specific modes … 

can simply be called ‘mistakes’” (Novak, 2024, p. 132). 

 In terms of case-based testing, Novak selects EU trademark dis-

putes as a paradigmatic site of what might be called institutionally 

enforced multimodal comparison. He indicates this choice explicitly 

at the outset of the relevant chapter, indicating that the analysis will 

focus on “the multimodal Sabel test developed by the Court of Jus-

tice of the EU” (Novak, 2024, p. 142), together with the EUIPO 

guidelines and examination practices that have emerged around it. 

At the same time, he offers a concise but revealing judgment that 

locates the point of convergence between the two main strands of 

multimodal argumentation theory associated with Gilbert and 

Groarke, respectively: “the visceral mode is a crucial point where the 

theories meet” (Novak, 2024, p. 142). 

This move anchors the evaluability of multimodal argumentation 

firmly in legally recognizable categories such as legal error and pro-

cedural standards. In doing so, Novak avoids a recurrent difficulty 

in multimodal studies—namely, the tendency for analyses to be 

strong on interpretation but weak on assessment—and provides a 

clear interface for methodological development (one that can, for in-

stance, be brought into dialogue with Dove’s [2016] work on visual 

scheming). Moreover, trademark disputes are not treated as dramatic 
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exceptions but as routinized, procedural contexts in which multi-

modal comparison is institutionally required as a matter of course. 

This renders multimodality not a mere “add-on” at the level of com-

munication or persuasion, but an integral component of the mecha-

nisms of legal reasoning itself. 

4. Three unfinished tasks  

4.1 Conceptual boundaries: The tripartite distinction between ar-

gument, rhetoric, and evidence still requires firmer normative cri-

teria 

Once the text-centered conception of legal reasoning has been deci-

sively challenged, a more difficult problem comes into view in any 

visual and multimodal argumentation studies, that is, when images, 

bodily gestures, and emotional expressions are admitted into the 

space of reasons, how are we to draw a stable boundary between de-

feasible reasons and influences that are merely rhetorically motivat-

ing? Novak insists that, in legal contexts, alternative modes must be 

“translate[d] … into the logical mode” (Novak, 2024, p. 87), while 

at the same time acknowledging that no “faithful translation” is pos-

sible (Novak, 2024, p. 77). This concession implies that the object 

of evaluation itself may shift in the course of institutional translation. 

Absent firmer normative criteria, the boundaries of argumentation 

risk sliding between “institutional translation” and “theoretical re-

construction”, making it difficult for researchers to maintain a stable 

distinction between reason-giving and the description of persuasive 

effects. 

4.2 Methodological operability: Translating the principles of re-

constructability and evaluability into stepwise procedures 

Although Novak is unequivocal about the institutional locus of eval-

uation, insisting that “law has its own rules to appraise [legal argu-

ments]” (Novak, 2024, p. 132), from the perspective of 
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methodological replicability there remains a need to further proce-

duralize the interface between errors and modes. This includes spec-

ifying how multimodal materials are to be identified and annotated, 

how inferential chains are to be externalized, and how legally de-

fined errors might be translated into a structured set of operational 

critical questions. Without such stepwise articulation, the framework 

risks remaining suspended between high-level normative principles 

and illustrative case interpretations, making it difficult to develop a 

scalable and cumulative research program (Bateman, 2022). 

4.3 Audience and power: Beyond an institutional perspective, a 

more systematic account of reception and bias is needed 

Novak’s institutional sensitivity is one of the book’s major strengths, 

yet it may also obscure the ways in which multimodality operates at 

the level of audiences. When he observes that rendering “genuine” 

multimodal arguments into linguistic descriptions can “reduce their 

communicative as well as their rhetorical power” (Novak, 2024, p. 

77), he in fact gestures toward a broader and still underexplored issue: 

how multimodal resources are distributed between being “translated 

into reasons” and continuing to influence judgment through percep-

tual and affective channels. Research on legal visuals and visual ev-

idence has repeatedly shown that images tend to generate asymmet-

ric effects on audiences by appearing “more real” or more immedi-

ately credible (Mnookin, 1998; Silbey, 2010), and that digital forms 

of presentation may further intensify such biases (e.g. Feigenson & 

Spiesel, 2009; Sherwin, 2011). If future work were to integrate au-

dience reception mechanisms, interactional procedures, and power 

asymmetries into a unified normative framework of evaluation, the 

institutional interface proposed in this book would gain substantially 

in explanatory force. 
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5. Agenda-setting value and unfinished normative tasks 

Overall, Novak’s book does not offer a ready-made or closed model 

for the study of legal argumentation. Rather, it uses the institutional-

ized legal context as a pressure-testing ground that forces argumen-

tation theory to confront, head-on, the normative questions of when 

multimodality counts as a reason and how it can be reconstructed 

and evaluated. By positioning multimodal argumentation as a 

“bridge” between logic and psychological mechanisms (Novak, 

2024, p. 5), by uncovering the institutional processes through which 

arguments are “turned (‘translated’)” in judicial contexts (Novak, 

2024, p. 77), and by anchoring evaluative interfaces in legally rec-

ognizable categories of “legal errors / violations” (Novak, 2024, p. 

132), the book functions less as a definitive framework than as a 

high-intensity exercise in agenda setting. It calls on argumentation 

theory and multimodal studies alike to operate under the dual con-

straints of normativity and institutional accountability. Precisely for 

this reason, the most promising directions for future work inspired 

by the book lie in three areas: the hardening of conceptual bounda-

ries, the proceduralization of methodological pathways, and the sys-

tematic integration of audience and power dimensions into norma-

tive evaluation. 

References 

Bateman, J. A. (2022). Multimodality, where next?–Some meta-methodo-

logical considerations. Multimodality & Society, 2(1), 41–63. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/26349795211073043  

Dove, I. J. (2016). Visual scheming: Assessing visual arguments. Argu-

mentation and Advocacy, 52(4), 254–264. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00028533.2016.11821873  

Feigenson, N., & Spiesel, C. (2009). Law on display: The digital transfor-

mation of legal persuasion and judgment. New York University Press. 

Fricker, M. (2007). Epistemic injustice: Power and the ethics of knowing. 

Oxford University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/26349795211073043
https://doi.org/10.1080/00028533.2016.11821873


344 Xu and Zhang 

 

© Cihua Xu and Chuanrui Zhang. Informal Logic, Vol. 46, No. 2 (2026), pp. 332–344 

Godden, D. (2017). On the norms of visual argument: A case for norma-

tive non-revisionism. Argumentation, 31(2), 395–431. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10503-016-9411-9  

Jakobson, R. (1959). On linguistic aspects of translation. In R. A. Brower 

(Ed.), On Translation (pp. 232–239). Harvard University Press. 

Johnson, R. H. (2003). Why ‘visual arguments’ aren’t arguments. In H. V. 

Hansen, J. C. Tindale, A. Blair, & R. H. Johnson (Eds.), Informal Logic 

at 25: Proceedings of the Windsor Conference, CD-ROM, (pp. 1–13). 

OSSA.  

Kjeldsen, J. E. (2015). The rhetoric of thick representation: How pictures 

render the importance and strength of an argument salient. Argumenta-

tion, 29(2), 197–215. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10503-014-9342-2  

Mnookin, J. L. (1998). The image of truth: Photographic evidence and the 

power of analogy. Yale Journal of Law & the Humanities, 10(1), 1–74. 

Novak, M. (2024). The logic of legal argumentation: Multi-modal perspec-

tives. Routledge. http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.13051/7250  

Sherwin, R. K. (2011). Visualizing law in the age of the digital Baroque: 

Arabesques and entanglements. Routledge. 

Silbey, J. M. (2010). Evidence verité and the law of film. Cardozo Law 

Review, 31, 1257–1312. http://ssrn.com/abstract=1595374  

Tseronis, A., & Forceville, C. (Eds). (2017). Multimodal argumentation 

and rhetoric in media genres. John Benjamins Publishing Company. 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10503-016-9411-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10503-014-9342-2
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.13051/7250
http://ssrn.com/abstract=1595374

