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Abstract 

The aim of the current study is to analyse real-life examples of cases where irrelevance is 

pointed out in argumentative discourse, and more specifically in political discourse. The 

examples are analysed in order to determine what explanations are available for the pointing 

out of irrelevance in these cases, and to see what the effect of power relations is on this 

process. This is done by determining the Question-under-Discussion at hand, as well as by 

looking at the argumentative positions of both interlocuters within the conversation. The 

results show that irrelevance is often used by politicians as a strategic move in order to 

readdress the Question-under-Discussion at hand and to ask for more detailed answers to a 

posed question. Whether this strategic move is successful is often dependent on the power 

relations between the interlocuters. The current study gives new insights in the use of 

irrelevance within the field of political discourse, and shows how theories regarding 

irrelevance can be applied to real-life examples.    
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Introduction 

In everyday communication it crucial for an effective conversation that both parties involved 

in the conversation agree on what topic they are discussing. This is even more important in 

argumentative discourse, where both parties are trying to convince the other of their 

standpoint. Macagno (2008) describes how the common goal of the participants in 

argumentative discourse is to resolve the difference of opinion. In order to do this, it is 

important that the discourse is coherent and stays relevant to the topic (Clifton & Frazier, 

2012). This topic that the discourse must stay relevant to, is often referred to as the Question-

under-Discussion in the literature. When the conversation steers away from the relevant topic, 

or the Question-under-Discussion, one way to point this out is to indicate that a certain 

utterance is irrelevant. One specific context in which it is very important that differences of 

opinion are resolved, and that solutions to current problems are provided, is the context of 

political debates. This is because these debates determine legislation, and thus have a great 

impact on society.  

The current study will focus on political debates in the Dutch Second Chamber of 

Parliament, or the Tweede Kamer. The aim of the current study is to determine what 

explanations are available for the pointing out of irrelevance in these cases, and to see what 

the effect of power relations is on this process. In order to do this, real-life examples of cases 

where irrelevance is pointed out in the context of the Tweede Kamer are analysed. This is 

done by determining the Question-under-Discussion, as well as by looking at the 

argumentative positions of both interlocuters within the conversation.  

The research question the current study will try to answer is the following: How can 

the pointing out of irrelevance in debates in the Second Chamber of Dutch Parliament be 

explained, and what role do power relations play in this process? 
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Theoretical Background 

In order to answer the research question of the current paper, it is important to first define 

some key notions that are at play in the analysis of the examples. In order to establish what 

possible explanations are for the pointing out of irrelevance in the examples, it is important to 

look into the importance of relevance in conversation, as well as the notion of Question-

under-Discussion.  

 

Relevance 

Macagno (2008) gives an overview of the dialogue theory by Walton, and explains what the 

importance of relevance is in his theory. Based on Walton, Macagno (2008) describes how in 

an argumentative discussion, each participant has their own position to defend, challenge, or 

question. The position of each participant is related to an issue. The task of the proponent is 

to express an opinion, while the task of the interlocuter is to either express doubt or to express 

a contrary opinion. On the other hand, the participants also share a position. They have the 

common goal to resolve the difference of opinion at hand. In order to successfully reach this 

goal, it is important that the dialogue stays relevant to the topic. Macagno (2008) 

distinguishes four different types of relevance. The first type, global relevance, is defined as 

the overall direction of the arguments within the discussion. This is thus related to the 

common goals of resolving the difference of opinion. The second type of relevance is local 

relevance, and is related to single moves within the discourse. For example, an utterance is 

locally relevant if it is the question to an answer. For each of these two types of relevance, 

there are two options for further relevance. These are subject-matter relevance, and probative 

relevance. Something is subject-matter relevant if the subject of the first argument overlaps 

with the subject of the second argument. Something is probative relevant if it is used to prove 

or disprove something. In order to show these different types of relevance, Macagno (2008) 

uses the following example: 

 

‘’ 1) Bob ate two bananas 

   2) Bananas are yellow ’’ (p. 111) 

 

These two statements are subject-matter relevant, since both are concerned with bananas. 

They are however not probative relevant, since it cannot be said that either of them is used to 

prove or disprove the other statement. Macagno (2008) also states that global relevance is 
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strictly dependent on local relevance. In order to make sure that the conversation is always 

globally relevant, not only do the separate combinations of arguments within the conversation 

need be made up of moves that are relevant to each other, but these combinations of 

arguments themselves also need to be relevant to each other. In conclusion, in order to reach 

the common goal of resolving the difference of opinion between the participants of an 

argumentative conversation, all elements of the conversation need to be relevant internally as 

well as to each other. 

 Walton & Macagno (2016) extend the theory by Macagno (2008). They conclude that 

it is important to distinguish between subject-matter relevance and probative relevance. They 

also show that two utterances, like those about the bananas in the example from Macagno 

(2008) could possibly be probative relevant, if they were linked together by implicit 

arguments or other elements from the argument structure, but that the two sentences on their 

own are not probative relevant.  

 The articles by Macagno (2008) and Walton & Macagno (2016) show that relevance 

is an important aspect in communication, and that it is crucial for resolving a difference of 

opinion. For the current paper this is important because it shows that irrelevance can 

influence the outcome of argumentative discourse. Since it is important in politics to be able 

to have effective argumentative conversations, it is also important that these conversations 

stay relevant to the topic that is being discussed. 

  

Question-under-Discussion 

One way of analysing relevance and irrelevance is to do so in terms of the Question-under-

Discussion. This notion, as explained by Roberts (2012) suggests that discourse consists of 

questions and answers. As soon as interlocuters accept a certain question, their common goal 

becomes to answer that question. This accepted question that becomes the topic of discussion 

is also known as the Question-under-Discussion. Based on this notion of Question-under-

Discussion, and Grice’s maxim of Relation, Roberts (2012) defines relevance as follows. She 

states that a discourse move is relevant to the Question-under-Discussion if it either 

introduces a partial answer to the question, or it part of a strategy to answer the question. This 

theory regarding argumentative discourse and QUD is very similar to the theory proposed by 

Macagno (2008) and Walton & Macagno (2016). The definition of relevance as defined by 

Roberts (2012) is very similar to the concept of probative relevance as proposed by Macagno 

(2008) and Walton & Macagno (2016), who conclude that something is probative relevant if 
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it is used to prove or disprove something. Clifton & Frazier (2012) add to this by saying that 

the notion of the Question-under-Discussion is important in determining whether an 

argumentative discussion is coherent or not, and thus whether the goal of resolving the 

difference of opinion, or answering the QUD, is reached. They conclude that discourse 

coherence is enhanced when its content is related to the Question-under-Discussion.  

 The theories discussed above show that in order for argumentative discourse to be 

successful in reaching its goals, it is important that the discourse is coherent and relevant. An 

important concept in determining whether this is the case is the notion of the Question-under-

Discussion. In the continuation of this paper, the notion of relevance will be expressed in 

terms of the QUD. 

 

Power Relations 

The current paper will not only focus on the notion of relevance, but will also try to examine 

the importance of power relations in the examples that will be analysed. As for this notion of 

power in pragmatics, Harris (1995) discusses how power structures are used to determine 

whether or not linguistic behaviour is appropriate or not. She hereby focuses on the 

usefulness of Grice’s maxims and Habermas’s validity claims in answering this question. 

Since the notion of relevance as defined by Roberts (2012) as well as Macagno (2008) and 

Walton & Macagno (2016) are also based on Grice’s notion of Relation, it would be 

interesting to combine the notions of relevance and power into a new framework, which can 

show us how power relations and relevance work together in political discourse. 

 

Case Studies  

Method 

The data for the current study will consist of reports of debates that were held in the Tweede 

Kamer (the Second Chamber of Dutch Parliament). These data will be studied in order to find 

cases where relevance is questioned by one of the interlocuters. In analysing the examples, 

the first step is to determine what each of the interlocuters see as the Question-under-

Discussion at hand. An interlocuter can conclude that either the QUD itself, or the answer to 

the QUD is irrelevant. Because of this, it is important to first establish to which of these the 

notion of irrelevance is connected, before going into the further analysis. The next step in 

analysing the examples is to determine the positions of the speakers within the argumentative 
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discourse, what their perspectives on the QUD are, how their perspectives are communicated, 

and why an utterance is seen as either relevant or irrelevant by the speakers. This part of the 

analysis will also give some insights into the power relations that may be of influence in the 

specific example. 

 

Example 1 

Example and Context 

During a debate on Tuesday September 7th 2021, the following dialogue between Sylvana 

Simons (BIJ1) and Mark Rutte (VVD) took place: 

 

Simons 

Hoe  denkt  meneer Rutte   er dan   toch uit   te komen  met  mevrouw Kaag? 

 How thinks Mr          Rutte        then  yet   out to come   with  Mrs       Kaag 

 How does Mr Rutte think he will figure it out with Mrs Kaag then? 

 

Rutte 

(…) Ik reageer verder  niet op  gisteravond 

       I   react      further not  to  yesterday evening 

       I will not further react to yesterday evening 

 

Simons 

Ik vraag niet om een reactie     op gisteravond,             maar om een reactie   op een  

I   ask   not         a     reaction   to yesterday evening,  but    for  a     reaction to a  

I don’t ask you for a reaction to yesterday evening, but for a reaction to a  

 

uitspraak   van een onderhandelingspartner van de heer Rutte. Wanneer deze  

statement  of    a     negotiation partner of    Mr         Rutte  When       this  

statement of a negotiation partner of Mr Rutte. When this 

 

onderhandelingspartner deze   uitspraken heeft gedaan, is helemaal niet relevant 

  negotiating partner         these statements have  done     is  totally      not  relevant 

 negotiation partner said these statements is totally not relevant. 

 (Tweede Kamer, 2021, 7 September) 
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During this debate, Simons asked Rutte a question concerning the new government that had 

to be formed. Just before asking Rutte the question, Simons had stated that Kaag (D66) had 

no hope for a minority government. Simons then asked Rutte how he was planning to figure 

it out with Kaag, considering that she had made the statement about the minority government 

the previous evening. In this example, we can see a conflict between Simons and Rutte as to 

what the Question-under-Discussion of the situation is, and whether the answer given by 

Rutte can indeed be seen as irrelevant. This conflict could be caused by different issues in the 

communication between Simons and Rutte, and could be related to different concepts. These 

different explanations for the conflict that is present in the example will be discussed below. 

 

Explanation 1 

A first explanation for the conflict between Simons and Rutte might be that the politicians do 

not agree about what the Question-under-Discussion at hand is. If two speakers do not agree 

on the QUD, it could be that both speakers themselves feel that they answered to the QUD, 

whereas the other feels that the QUD is not answered. This could be an explanation for the 

example. Based on the question posed by Simons, she considers the QUD to be how Rutte 

will figure it out with Kaag, after she had said that she had no hope for a minority 

government. However, the answer that Rutte gives does not answer this QUD, which would 

be a reason for Simons to point out that his answer is irrelevant. On the other hand, based on 

his answer, Rutte believes the QUD to be whether he will react to the evening before this 

conversation. If this is the QUD that Rutte has in mind, the answer that he gives would be 

relevant to the question. It could thus be the case that Simons does not consider the timing of 

the statement by Kaag to be relevant, but only Rutte’s reaction to this statement, whereas 

Rutte does consider the timing of the statement by Kaag to be relevant. Following this 

explanation, the conflict that is present in the example is caused by the two politicians having 

a different QUD in mind. In this case, Simons’ QUD is not answered by Rutte, which results 

in Simons pointing out that the answer given by Rutte is irrelevant. This in contrast to Rutte, 

who considers his answer to be relevant to the QUD that he himself has in mind. Given the 

context of the claim of irrelevance in the current example, this first explanation is not very 

likely. This is because Simons as well as Rutte both know that the statement by Kaag that 

Simons is referring to, is the same statement that Rutte is discussing when he refers to 

‘yesterday evening’. It is thus very unlikely that Simons and Rutte are referring to a different 

statement, and thus have a different QUD in mind. 
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Explanation 2 

Another possible explanation for the conflict in the example could be that Simons and Rutte 

do agree on what the QUD at hand is, but that Rutte did not answer the QUD on purpose. 

This could be either because Rutte did not want to answer the question or because he could 

not answer the question. Rutte not wanting to answer or not being able to answer could be 

because of the ongoing process of the formation of a new government, or because he did not 

have an answer which he did not want to admit. If Rutte did not want to answer the question 

that Simons posed, it would lead him to giving an irrelevant answer on purpose, hoping that 

Simons would be satisfied with his answer. However, Simons pointing out that Rutte’s 

answer was irrelevant means that she was not satisfied by the answer given by Rutte. In this 

case, Rutte would give an answer to a different QUD on purpose. The QUD that Rutte 

answers in this specific example is the question whether he wants to react to yesterday 

evening. In the case of the current explanation, both Simons and Rutte would agree on the 

QUD at hand being the question that Simons posed. However, because Rutte did not want to 

or could not give an answer to the question, he gave an irrelevant answer, or an answer to a 

different QUD on purpose. This would mean that both Simons as well as Rutte would agree 

that the answer given by Rutte was indeed irrelevant to the QUD that Simons explicitly 

proposed in her question.   

 

Explanation 3 

A third possible explanation, and the most likely interpretation for the conflict as present in 

the example could be that Simons and Rutte agree on the QUD, and that the answer given by 

Rutte does answer the QUD, but does so indirectly. The context of the example shows that 

both Simons and Rutte were aware of the statement that Kaag had made, and were also aware 

that this had taken place the evening before the conversation in the example. For this reason, 

a reaction to the statement given by Kaag and a reaction to ‘yesterday evening’ would be 

practically the same. Based on this context, it could be that Simons and Rutte both agree that 

the QUD at hand the question as posed by Simons is. It could be that Rutte’s answer does 

actually answer this QUD, and is thus relevant, but that he does so indirectly. This would 

mean that the answer by Rutte, that he will not react to the previous evening, contains an 

implicature saying that he does not want to react to the statement by Kaag. In this case, Rutte 

does not give a direct answer to the QUD, but indirectly he does answer the QUD by saying 

that he does not want to react to the question as posed by Kaag. The reason why Rutte does 
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not give a direct answer to the question could again be because he either does not want to or 

cannot give a direct answer to the question. It could however also be the case that Rutte feels 

that the timing of the statement by Kaag is important, but that Simons does not consider the 

timing of the statement to be important. This could also give Rutte a reason to refer to the 

statement by Kaag in terms of the moment, in order to make clear that this is an important 

aspect for him. In the case of this explanation, Rutte does answer the QUD as proposed by 

Simons. The next question is however, if Rutte did answer the QUD, why did Simons point 

out that his answer was irrelevant? This could be for two reasons: the first reason could be 

that Simons did not understand the implicated meaning of Rutte’s answer. This is however 

unlikely, given that she knows the context of Rutte’s answer as well as the situation that both 

of them are talking about. Another reason why Simons said that the answer given by Rutte 

was irrelevant could be that she was not satisfied with the given answer. Saying that Rutte’s 

answer is irrelevant could then be a strategic move in order to force Rutte to give a more 

direct and explicit answer to the question. Similarly, to the second explanation, in the case of 

this explanation both politicians agree on the QUD. However, contrary to the second 

explanation, in this case Rutte did answer the QUD, but did this indirectly. In this case Rutte 

would say that his answer was relevant, and Simons would either say that his answer was 

irrelevant, in the case of her not understanding the implicature, or agree with Rutte that the 

answer was relevant, but say that it was irrelevant as a strategic move. 

 

Power Relations 

In the current example, Rutte was the main speaker at the moment that the conversation in the 

example took place. Simons was interrupting Rutte with a question. Another difference 

between the two speakers in the case of this example is that Rutte has been in the Tweede 

Kamer for almost twenty years, whereas Simons became a member of the Tweede Kamer in 

2021. This also means that Rutte is a very experienced politicians, whereas Simons is a new 

politician. Another aspect that is important in this case is that Rutte is the minister-president, 

as well as the leader of the biggest political party in the Netherlands. Simons on the other 

hand is the only member of the Tweede Kamer for her party. All these contrasts between 

Rutte and Simons could possibly have influenced the conflict in the example. Since Rutte is 

more experienced as well as a part of a bigger party, it could mean that he is more powerful 

and is thus capable of ‘ignoring’ Simons or not answering her question. However, the fact 

that Simons pointed out that what Rutte said was irrelevant is also something that a politician 
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would only do if they had some power. In the continuation of the conversation, Rutte points 

out that he still gives his own answers and that it is not up to Simons to determine what his 

answers are. After Simons repeats the question that Rutte gave an irrelevant answer to 

according to her, Rutte also never gives a more explicit answer than he gives in the example. 

This shows that at the end of the case, Simons is still convinced that Rutte’s answer was 

irrelevant, whereas Rutte also keeps his standpoint that his answer is enough. The difference 

of opinion in this case is thus not fully resolved. 

 

Conclusion  

In conclusion, even though there are multiple explanations for the example, the most likely 

explanation is that Rutte and Simons agree on the QUD, but that Rutte does not answer this 

QUD explicitly or directly. Simons then claims that his answer is irrelevant in order to 

warrant a more explicit answer from Rutte. Rutte however is convinced that his reaction did 

answer the QUD, and does not give Simons a more explicit answer.  

 

Example 2 

Example and Context 

During a debate on Thursday July 1st 2021, Gideon van Meijeren (FvD) said the following: 

 

Van Meijeren 

En    bovendien  is het heel vreemd dat  de   minister nu    impliciet   erkent              

And  above that  is it    very weird  that the  minister now implicitly  acknowledges  

And above that, it is very weird that the minister now implicitly acknowledges 

 

Dat inderdaad niet aan die     wettelijke verplichting is voldaan, en   vervolgens zegt: 

That indeed    not         those legal       obligation    is met        and thereafter   says  

That indeed those legal obligations were not met, and thereafter says:  

 

Ja,   Forum vindt het vast         niet zo   belangrijk. Maar het is helemaal niet relevant  

Yes Forum  finds it    probably not  that important   but    it    is totally      not  relevant  

Yes Forum (FvD) probably finds it not that important. But it is totally not relevant 

 

 



12 
 

Of Forum dat   belangrijk vindt. Het is relevant dat  de   wetgever  heeft bepaald       

If Forum  that important  finds  it     is relevant that the  legislator  has   determined  

Whether Forum finds it important. It is relevant that the legislator has determined 

 

 Dat   het noodzakelijk is 

 That it    necessary      is 

 That it is necessary. 

(Tweede Kamer, 2021, 1 July) 

 

During this debate, Hugo de Jonge (CDA) was explaining why a certain bill regarding the 

Covid-19 law had not been discussed any sooner than it actually happened. The debate was 

quite technical and judicial and was mostly focused on whether or not the process had met 

certain legal obligations. During the debate, Van Meijeren asked whether the process had 

been according to these legal obligations, to which De Jonge answered that this was the case, 

but that it was surprising that Van Meijeren cared about whether this was the case, since he 

believed that the party of Van Meijeren (FvD) did not find this topic important. The quoted 

example is a part of the answer of Van Meijeren to this statement. As we can see, Van 

Meijeren believed that the statement made by De Jonge regarding the importance of the topic 

to Forum was irrelevant. This case of pointed out irrelevance can again be explained in 

different ways, which will be discussed below. 

 

Explanation 1 

A first possible explanation of the situation in the example is again related to the Question-

under-Discussion at hand. It could be that the politicians do not agree on what the QUD at 

hand at this point of the debate is. Based on the comments that De Jonge made in the 

conversation previous to the example, he thinks that the QUD at hand is whether Forum finds 

it an important issue whether the legal obligations were met during the process surrounding 

the bill. However, based on the answer given by Van Meijeren, according to him, the QUD is 

whether the process has met the legal obligations, since the legislator has determined that 

meeting the obligations is necessary. Van Meijeren even makes this QUD explicit by saying 

that it is not relevant whether Forum finds it important, but that it is relevant that the 

legislator has determined that meeting the obligations is necessary. Considering the QUD that 

Van Meijeren has in mind, it would be logical of him to say that the answer given by De 
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Jonge is not relevant, since it does not answer his QUD. However, based on the QUD as 

interpreted by De Jonge, his answer would be relevant.  

 Even though this interpretation of the example would explain why Van Meijeren 

pointed out irrelevance in the example, it is not a convincing explanation. This is because it is 

very unlikely that De Jonge actually believed the QUD to be whether Forum found the 

process surrounding the bill important. This is because in the conversation preceding the 

example, this question was never the topic of conversation. It was only in the answer to Van 

Meijeren’s first question that De Jonge mentioned the view of Forum on the importance of 

the legal obligations. It is therefore more likely that De Jonge switched to that topic on 

purpose.  

 

Explanation 2 

Based on the unlikelihood of the first explanation, it is expected that De Jonge changed the 

topic of conversation on purpose. Since the question posed by Van Meijeren was quite 

explicit in that the QUD was whether the legal obligations were met, De Jonge probably 

understood this QUD. His answer however shows that he does not answer this QUD. Instead, 

he answers to a different QUD, being whether Forum found this issue important. A possible 

explanation for De Jonge not answering the QUD could be that he did not want to answer or 

did not have an answer to the posed question. This could then be a reason for De Jonge to 

answer a different QUD instead, and to try to steer the conversation in a different direction by 

doing so. This could explain why De Jonge switched the QUD from the topic of the legal 

obligations to the topic of whether or not this was important to Forum. This would then be a 

strategic move from De Jonge in order to avoid having to answer the QUD as proposed by 

Van Meijeren. However, we can see from the reaction by Van Meijeren that he does agree 

with this switch in the QUD, since he explicitly states that the answer given by De Jonge is 

not relevant, but that the issue of the legal obligations is relevant. In this way, Van Meijeren 

tries to switch the QUD back to the original QUD he proposed. 

 

Power Relations 

In the current example, De Jonge was the main speaker at the moment that the conversation 

in the example took place. Van Meijeren was interrupting De Jonge with a question. De 

Jonge has been a politician in the Tweede Kamer since 2017. Van Meijeren on the other hand 

has been in the Tweede Kamer since 2021. De Jonge is a minister and is also part of CDA, 
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one of the biggest political parties of the Netherlands. Van Meijeren on the other hand is a 

member in the Tweede Kamer for Forum voor Democratie, a much smaller political party. 

The difference in experience and position between De Jonge and Van Meijeren could indicate 

a difference in power, with De Jonge being the more powerful politician. In the continuation 

of the conversation Van Meijeren repeats that De Jonge’s answer was irrelevant a few times. 

Thereafter, De Jonge reacts by repeating his claim that the process did meet the legal 

obligations, but that it is still surprising that Forum cares about that. He then says that he 

refers back to his original answer for any further questions, and that he will continue with the 

rest of his speech. The end of this conversations shows that both Van Meijeren and De Jonge 

keep their own standpoint. Van Meijeren still feels that the answer given by De Jonge is not 

an answer to the QUD he proposed, whereas De Jonge has managed to evade giving an 

answer to this QUD by switching the QUD. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the most probable explanation for the current example is that De Jonge and 

Van Meijeren agree about the QUD that Van Meijeren explicitly proposed in his question. 

However, since De Jonge cannot or does not want to answer that question, he switches the 

QUD. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the current paper shows that the pointing out of irrelevance is done on purpose, 

as a strategic move, in order to ask for a more explicit answer to the QUD. When analysing 

the Question-under-Discussion, it is the case that the most probable explanation is that both 

parties agree on the Question-under-Discussion, but that pointing out irrelevance is done in 

order to ask for a more explicit answer to the question at hand. As for the influence of power 

relations on irrelevance, the current examples show that in both cases there was a main 

speaker, and the person pointing out the irrelevance was someone interrupting them. Both of 

the main speakers were ministers representing big political parties, and both people pointing 

out irrelevance were newer members of the Tweede Kamer and members of smaller political 

parties. The current examples could show that since the main speakers were more 

experienced and more powerful politicians, they were able to ‘ignore’ the pointing out of 

irrelevance. However, since only two examples were analysed in the current paper, it cannot 
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be concluded that this has a significant effect on irrelevance in political debates in general. In 

order to be able to draw conclusions about the effect of power relations, as well as the most 

probable explanation for irrelevance in general, further research must be done. Future 

research could include more examples of irrelevance, and could also contrast different 

variables like gender or political view. Future research could then study whether irrelevance 

is more often pointed out by or towards male or female speakers, and by or toward political 

parties that are part of the coalition or opposition. Further research is also necessary in order 

to be able to draw more conclusions about which strategies are used in dealing with a case of 

irrelevance, and to create a more structural approach to different contexts or types of conflict. 

Overall, the current paper gives new insights in the process of pointing out irrelevance in 

political debates in the Tweede Kamer. However, further research is necessary before 

conclusions can be drawn. 
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