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a b s t r a c t

Deep disagreements — conflicts that concern issues of existential importance — pose a 
challenge for traditional argumentation theories. This paper explores how such dis-
agreements unfold in dialogical exchanges, particularly in emotionally and existentially 
charged contexts. Using the movie We Live in Time (2024) as a case study of deep 
disagreement on procreation, we note that the multi-modal theory of argumentation 
seems initially promising but is ultimately limited as far as overcoming deep disagree-
ments is concerned. This paper aims to remedy these limits of multi-modal argumenta-
tion by utilizing the enactive tool of participatory sense-making. While multi-modal 
argumentation facilitates resolution through mutual understanding and seeking of in-
terlocutor’s shared grounds in most mundane disagreements, we argue that it remains 
insufficient in deep disagreements. This is because in deep disagreements the shared 
grounds between the interlocutors' respective positions are missing. By discussing qual-
itative sociological research on reproductive decision-making, we argue that what is 
needed in such cases is co-creation of new meanings between interlocutors. We propose 
integrating the enactive approach to participatory sense-making with multi-modal 
argumentation and we test the efficacy of this intervention by analyzing some crucial 
scenes of We Live in Time. Our final picture explains how participatory sense-making can 
help couples transform their deep disagreements into new meanings over a span of a 
shared form of life.
© 2026 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC 

BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

1. Introduction

Disagreements are an inevitable feature of human communication, shaping our interactions in both daily and high-
stakes contexts. Lately, disagreements regarding whether people should have children have become more common in 
both public and private spheres (Sec. 2). This merits attention, especially because disagreements regarding procreation 
seem to resist resolution via argumentative means — and not merely due to a lack of evidence or faulty reasoning, but 
because they emerge from deeply entrenched differences in the interlocutor’s existential concerns. These so-called deep
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disagreements, such as disagreements about vaccination, abortion, or — as we argue — childbearing, pose a challenge to 
traditional argumentation theories, which often presume that agreement is eventually reachable between two proximately 
rational agents (Sec. 3). How, then, can individuals engaged in such disagreements move forward when argumentation 
seems ineffective?

One promising answer is provided by Michael Gilbert’s coalescent or multi-modal argumentation (Sec. 4). This frame-
work has expanded the understanding of disagreement beyond purely propositional reasoning, emphasizing the role of 
emotions, body, and intuition in argumentative exchanges. This approach seems highly promising for handling deep dis-
agreements as it recognizes that argumentation extends beyond a matter of logical inference because it also involves af-
fective and arational dimensions. As such, multi-modal argumentation invites the interlocutors to mutually uncover their 
values, desires, needs, and beliefs through repeated, non-adversarial argumentative exchanges. The hope of this approach is 
that interlocutors will discover and “coalesce” on shared points of agreement rather than attempt to change each other’s 
minds.

However, despite the initial promise of multi-modal argumentation, we will argue that it is ultimately unable to guide 
the interlocutors towards a positive transformation of their deep disagreement (Sec. 5). The reason is that in deep dis-
agreements there are, by definition, no shared grounds upon which the parties could coalesce. What multi-modal argu-
mentation needs, we submit, is a way to create a new kind of sharedness. Not in terms of Gilbert’s shared grounds but of 
participatory sense-making.

In this paper, we develop a proposal of participatory sense-making through a case study of an emotionally charged 
disagreement about procreation as depicted in 2024 movie We Live in Time. Our approach to participatory sense-making is 
based on enactive cognitive science that highlights the embodied, interactive, co-constitutive and diachronic nature of 
meaning-making in social interactions. Rather than viewing disagreements as conflicts to be resolved, the perspective that 
we put forward suggests that disagreement itself can be a generative process — one in which meaning is actively created 
through interaction in processes of co-becoming. Meaning is existentially laden, in enactive terms. This is because human 
beings are sense-makers that take an existential stance in their relations with others and the world (de Haan, 2020). They 
skillfully co-create meanings, moved by their existential needs and affective concerns (Candiotto, 2022), commitments and 
values (Candiotto, 2023; Weichold and Candiotto, 2023). We argue that this existentially charged process of participatory 
sense-making provides an account of how interlocutors in deep disagreement may engage in an ongoing process of co-
constructing new meanings, even when fundamental differences remain (Sec. 6). By integrating participatory sense-
making with multi-modal argumentation, we propose a normative framework for understanding how deep disagree-
ments may be transformed into new meanings. We hope to move argumentation theory into a new and interesting area of 
research with our novel 1 proposal.

2. “We Live in Time” and a disagreement on procreation

We base our exploration on the conflict regarding whether to have children as it is depicted in the movie We Live in Time 
(2024). The movie follows snapshots from Tobias and Almut’s life as they go from being strangers to being a family of three. 
Their life is met with a tragedy when Almut is diagnosed with ovarian cancer, which is initially mitigated with chemo-
therapy, but nevertheless returns later in the story and is ultimately fatal for Almut. The discovery that Almut is sick plays a 
crucial role in the central conflict of the movie, which is Tobias and Almut’s differing views on whether to have children. It is 
this conflict — and the fact that our couple overcame it — what we will focus on.

There is more than one reason we are especially interested in the disagreement on procreation. First, with global fertility 
rates falling (Bhattacharjee et al., 2024), the arguments concerning procreation are ubiquitous in public discourse. Falling 
fertility rates are said to be a worrying phenomenon because of the adverse effects it poses for the proper functioning of a 
society. Hence, many governments are introducing policies to incentivize creation of nuclear families. Importantly, such 
incentives include rhetorical appeals 2 by politicians and pundits directed at women to prioritize they life choices around 
childbearing.

The second reason for our interest is the increasing traction of anti-natalism or voluntary childlessness movement or 
worldview. Anti-natalism is the view that it is morally wrong to bring new people into the world. The usual argument 
asserts that one has the obligation to prevent suffering more than one has the obligation to cause pleasure. And because

1 As far as we are aware, there are only a handful of works that come close to our project and fewer still that resemble it. For instance, Richard Hirsch 
(2010) explores sense making in conversations, but not disagreements and not from an explicitly enactive point of view. Sune Vork Steffensen (2012) 
deploys enactive tools to analyze conversations, but does not focus on disagreements. Miranda de Figueiredo et al. (2025) deploy enactive tools and focus 
on disagreements in romantic relationships, but do not draw conclusions for the study of argumentation. Menno M. van Calcar (2023) deals with 
argumentation from enactive perspective, but only with what Daniel J. O'Keefe (1977) calls argument 1 (whereas we are interested in argument 2 , i.e. in an 
argument as a dialogical exchange). He is also interested in argumentation only insofar as education of argumentation skills in the classroom is con-
cerned. Lastly, Marilyn M. Cooper (2011) introduces enactive perspectives on embodiment and sense making to the examination of responsible rhetorical 
agency. Cooper’s work is thus the closest to resembling our own project. She is, however, interested in argument 1 , whereas we are more interested in 
argument 2 .
2 This is not to imply that such appeals are always made in good faith — we are well aware of close ties between pronatalist rhetoric, (white) 

nationalism, and misogyny (Perry et al., 2022; Rasmussen, 2023).

L. Candiotto, S. Ki�s / Language Sciences 116 (2026) 101813 2 



existing in the world necessarily involves at least some amount of suffering, one has the obligation to refrain from bringing 
new people into the world even if this would also cause pleasure to them or to oneself (Benatar, 2008). As provocative as this 
philosophical argument might be, however, anti-natalism nowadays is motivated by more down-to-earth reasons, such as 
economic hardship, rejection of cultural norms and expectations, personal freedom, or political and climate instability 
(Matthews and Desjardins, 2017). Anti-natalism stands in direct opposition to the appeals mentioned in the previous point, 
making discourse on procreation a site of passionate disagreements.

Lastly and connectedly, we are inspired by Ond � rej Beran’s (2022) challenge to the prominent idea that the way we should 
understand these disagreements about whether to (not) have children is as being primarily argument-based 3 . Childless 
persons — especially women — are often met with a ridicule that they will not have anyone to take care of them when they 
get old. This is, at least sometimes, meant as an argument that aims to persuade the person to have children. Beran argues, 
however, that it is a mistake to assume that the final decision is always based on such arguments. Instead, decisions (not) to 
have children, Beran continues, are better understood as akin to the decisions to marry. That is, not as something solvable by 
arguments, but rather as an existential choice reflecting who one is. As one participant in the studies we mention later 
summarizes it: “having children isn’t good or bad. Just life changing” (Yu et al., 2023, p. 56). When it comes to decision to 
(not) have children, arguments are but a small part of “complexes of how we relate — in emotions, reflection, bodily flexions, 
evaluations, assessments, humor — to ourselves and others” (Beran, 2022, p. 64). We are sympathetic to this line of thought 
and for reasons outlined by Beran believe that the issue of procreation is well poised to elucidate the limits of argumentation
theories vis-�a-vis their applicability in everyday life.

When it comes to the movie’s depiction of the conflict, we are particularly interested in two moments — one which sets 
up the conflict and the second in which the conflict has already dissipated. In what follows, we will provide a description of 
the conflict and argue that its eventual resolution does not come solely out of an argument-based deliberation. On our 
interpretation, it emerges over a span of a shared form of life in which the couple engages in processes of sense-making 
about themselves and their future in addition to argumentation.

3. A case study of deep disagreement

We start with the scene that finds our protagonists, already a few weeks into their relationship, laying out the cards on 
the table in regard to their views on having children.

The exchange starts with Tobias bringing up Almut’s prior remark that “kids aren’t really [her] thing”. Tobias goes on to 
point out, hesitantly, that he respects that, but adding with a stutter that kids “kind of might be”, correcting himself to 
“are”, his thing. Almut listens quietly, moving her body to face Tobias. Tobias tries to reason that Almut’s biological clock is 
ticking. To this, speaking up for the first time in this scene, Almut upsettingly retorts “I’m sorry, but what the actual fuck 
are you even talking about right now?” With the hint to back off notwithstanding, Tobias tries to explain that he would 
prefer to have a “moderately awkward conversation right now rather than a completely destructive one in five to 10 years' 
time”.

But Almut has none of it: “Firstly, I’m thirty-four, not fifty-fucking-five, so how about we ease the fuck up on the whole 
biological clock bullshit thing? And secondly, I don’t know, I’m, like, ‘Back the fuck off’”. Almut finds the speed at which 
Tobias is tackling the question of procreation unwarranted, asking him “What’s the rush?”

Tobias goes on to offer an explanation by confessing to Almut that he is “about to” fall in love with her. We read this 
proclamation as saying that Tobias does not want to fall for someone who is closed off to the possibility of having children, 
so he needs to know that Almut is not like that before allowing himself to fall for her fully. To this, Almut apologizes and 
explains that she is not “someone who’s interested in making that kind of a promise”. As we learn from other scenes, Almut 
is an excellent and highly competitive chef, with many prizes from culinary competitions under her belt. Furthermore, 
Almut is in another scene depicted rejecting heteronormative organization of family, particularly the institution of marriage. 
All of this suggests, we submit, that she likely cannot imagine herself putting aside her values for the sake of raising children
— she is not someone who is interested in doing so. That is why she cannot promise anything to Tobias, going as far as to 
reproach Tobias for asking this of her: “And in fact, there’s this little bit of me that thinks ‘Fuck you’ for even asking”. After a 
pause, Tobias leaves without a word, which act of withdrawal we read here in line with (Tanesini, 2020) as a form of dissent, 
rather than a form of concession. We later learn that the pair did not contact each other for weeks after this fight, so at this 
point, it looks as if the couple has broken up.

We think that this scene sets up one of the two central conflicts of the movie (the other being Almut’s hesitancy to give 
up her lifestyle in order to proceed with her cancer treatment). At this point, we would like to bring attention to the fact that 
Tobias and Almut’s conflict on childbearing closely resembles what is in epistemology known as “deep disagreement.” A 
deep disagreement is a term of art originally introduced by Robert Fogelin (1985) to denote a kind of disagreement where 
classical argumentative means find no purchase due to arguer’s lack of shared “common ground.” In Fogelin’s case, this 
shared ground amounts to the arguers' implicit agreement on what counts as evidence or what is the proper way to 
overcome disagreements. When such ground is not shared in a disagreement, this precludes it from being “subject of 
rational resolution” (Fogelin, 1985, p. 7).

3 See also (Kane, 2023).
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There are many conceptions of deep disagreement that expand upon or differ from the one offered by Fogelin (for review, 
see Ranalli and Lagewaard, 2022a). We mention three main traditions. First, some authors maintain that the “common 
ground” invoked by Fogelin is constituted by the “fundamental epistemic principles”, or principles of proper knowledge 
acquisition which, however, cannot be justified if we do not already accept them (Lynch, 2016). Second, others invoke not 
fundamental epistemic principles but “hinge commitments” in the place of the “common ground”, which are non-rational 
beliefs that serve as a condition for the possibility of rational justification (Johnson, 2022; Wittgenstein, 1972). Both groups 
assert that if the arguers do not share fundamental epistemic principles/hinge commitments, they are in deep disagreement 
and argumentation (i.e. giving of reasons to support a standpoint) will not work for them. And third, some authors eschew 

the talk of “common ground” altogether, arguing instead that any kind of disagreement can in principle become deep, where 
“depth” arises not due to arguers lacking “common ground”, but rather because of the pragmatic inability of the arguers to 
resolve their differences (McGlynn, 2023). On these accounts, even disagreements that persist simply due to the arguer’s 
epistemic vices (e.g., close-mindedness) are said to be deep.

Based on this rough overview, it should be clear that not every conception of deep disagreement is suitable for the 
questions we are asking in this special issue — questions concerned with situated affectivity in language rather than with 
epistemology. What is more, it is an open question as to which account is theoretically the most sound, or whether the 
accounts are even exclusive (Melchior, 2023). Ever since the term of deep disagreement was introduced, it has been a subject 
of a lively scholarly debate as to how exactly should we conceptualize depth of disagreements (Ranalli and Lagewaard, 
2022a) or whether they truly are irresolvable by arguments (Ranalli and Lagewaard, 2022b). Considering all this, we take 
the liberty to align with the account that resonates more with our intentions since it sheds lights on the existential 
dimension of Tobias and Almut's conflict. But before introducing the conception of deep disagreement that we shall deploy 
here, which is going to draw on the axiological account of Duncan Pritchard (2023, 2025a), we first need to motivate our 
treatment of Tobias and Almut’s disagreement as deep.

One way to do that is to see whether it displays desiderata or features that any deep disagreement must have and showing 
that Tobias and Almut disagreement does in fact display these desiderata. Which desiderata are that? Chris Ranalli (2021, pp. 
984—985) lists four desiderata that any theory of deep disagreement must account for, so we can use his list. For him, a 
disagreement is deep when the disagreement is (1) genuine and not a mere misunderstanding; (2) the parties of the conflict 
give reasons for their respective positions; (3) the conflict is systematic, meaning that the parties disagree not only about 
one proposition, but on a whole array of other propositions connected to it; and (4) the conflict is persistent, which is not to
say, however, that it is necessarily irresolvable with arguments 4 .

We think Tobias and Almut’s case meets the bill, for they do genuinely disagree on whether to have children (1); they do 
give reasons for their respective positions (2); they disagree not only on whether to have children, but also on, say, whether 
it is even appropriate to bring that conversation up at this time or whether one should prioritize work over family life (3); 
and as we will see in the following exposition, their conflict persists for months if not years (4). It therefore seems that 
Tobias and Almut’s disagreement is deep, and we shall treat it as such.

That said, we still need to supply a particular account of why Tobias and Almut’s disagreement is as it is. In other words, 
we need to supply a theory of deep disagreement. As we explained, there are many contestants, and not all are suitable for 
the exploration of situated dimensions of language and emotions in disagreements on procreation. For the sake of our 
overall argument, we believe that Duncan Pritchard’s (2025a, 2023) “axiological” account of deep disagreement is a solid 
choice. The primary motivation behind our choice, following Ond � rej Beran’s (2022) argument introduced in Sec. 1, is that we 
do not see disagreements about childbearing as a question of a mere practical rationality. That is, we do not view potential 
parents as self-interested maximizers that deliberate and decide to (not) have a child based on what course of action brings 
them the most utility. Quite frankly we think that picture is silly. Instead, potential parents are amalgamations of often 
contradictory desires, attitudes, and values. And it is values, not economic rationality, what often underpins disagreements 
on whether to have children — as we will see in both Almut and Tobias' case and in our second case study in Sec. 5. Given that 
Pritchard grounds his account of deep disagreement in existential values, we think his conception is a perfect fit for the type
of disagreements we are exploring here 5 .

Building on his earlier account (Pritchard, 2018), which itself stands on Wittgenstein’s (1972) exploration of the limits of 
doubt, Pritchard asserts that deep disagreements are disagreements over issues of “existential importance” to the arguers. 
Such issues are characterized as something concerned “not just with core commitments of one’s worldview, but more 
specifically with commitments that capture our deepest values; what we care about at a basic level” (Pritchard, 2023, p. 2). 
Importantly, these axiological hinge commitments, as Pritchard calls them, are immune to rational scrutiny, as they them-
selves comprise the very ground or framework where rational evaluation can take place (Pritchard, 2018).

Another important feature of axiological hinge commitments is that they are not the sort of things that we could adopt 
upon rational reflection or strategically. A paradigm case of a manifested axiological hinge commitment would be a belief

4 It is being actively debated whether argumentation suffices for resolving deep disagreements. See, e.g (Godden, 2019; Ki � s, 2025a; Lavorerio, 2020; 
Manhire and Kronqvist, 2025; McGlynn, 2023; Phillips, 2021). In line with Duncan Pritchard’s (2024, 2018) views, whose account we deploy in our 
work, we take it that arguments help toward the resolution of deep disagreement, but are very unlikely to be sufficient by themselves to that end. See also 
footnote 6 below.
5 Duncan Pritchard seconded our choice in personal Correspondence.
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that “It would be morally wrong to pour gasoline on a cat and ignite it just for fun” (Pritchard, 2025a, due to Johnson, 2022). 
Such a belief is not a result of “judgment that is grounded in reason but is rather manifest in action” (Pritchard, 2025a, p. 15). 
It is something “inherited” and deeply entrenched on a “visceral” level of our being (Pritchard, 2025a, passim). We live it 
rather than deliberate on it. Note that this does not mean we can be in deep disagreement without being aware of it. At one 
point Pritchard maintains that for the disagreement to count as deep, our axiological hinge commitments must be reflected 
in our considered judgments (Pritchard, 2023). In other words, it is not as if Almut was simply not in the mood to talk about 
procreation at that moment. Instead, her not wanting to talk about it is a reflection of something much deeper about her 
character.

This also explains, finally, why disagreements over axiological hinge commitments are exceptionally “difficult to resolve, 
at least through normal rational means” (Pritchard, 2025a, p. 16). “The axiological import of these commitments means that 
they tend to be held with high levels of conviction” and a direct 6 contestation of one’s axiological hinge commitments is 
bound to be ineffective (Pritchard, 2023, p. 7). What is more, such contestation is likely to elicit negative emotional re-
sponses. For when our axiological hinge commitments are concerned, we care deeply about being right. We have a “skin in 
the game”, as Pritchard puts it. This is what makes deep disagreements essentially emotionally charged (cf. de Ridder, 2021; 
Ki � s, 2025a; Lavorerio, 2023).

We have started to introduce We Live in Time’s conflict on procreation and hope to have shown that it is a likely case of 
deep disagreement. Next, we want to turn our attention to scenes that find our protagonists expecting a child.

4. Multi-modal argumentation

Let us continue with the moment that sees the couple in a wholly different state of mind concerning children. Eventually, 
Tobias and Almut do intentionally conceive and the way the movie builds up to that excellently illuminates the process that 
has led to that moment.

We stated above that during her life with Tobias, Almut is at one point diagnosed with ovarian cancer. She decides to 
undergo a less invasive type of treatment that is risky but leaves Almut an option to get pregnant. In explaining her decision, 
she tells Tobias that just “because I never, in a general sense, saw myself having kids, doesn’t mean that there isn’t a world 
where I couldn’t see myself, in time, deciding to have them with you”. Then, after an undisclosed amount of time, Almut 
surprises Tobias with news that she is in remission. After celebrating the news, the scene that follows sees our protagonists 
awaiting the result of a pregnancy test.

What the movie is trying to communicate with this sequence of scenes, we suggest, is that Almut’s transformation 
happened over a period of time and that an important role in this change was played by her life with Tobias and her 
experience of facing and overcoming ovarian cancer. Note why Almut does not choose to proceed with a more invasive 
type of treatment, which would leave her without ovaries and uterus. It is exactly because she gained the ability to 
imagine having children with Tobias by living with him. This new stance is in a striking contrast to her initial view, 
wherein she was unwilling to even contemplate the idea of having children. So, what happened between the initial 
conflict and the moment Almut’s decision to undertake the less invasive type of treatment? What had caused this 
transformation?

The movie does not show us this, so we wish to take that as an invitation for us to offer our own interpretation. More 
than anything else, we would like the interpretation we offer to serve as a ground for exploring and testing the pos-
sibility of a dialogue between argumentation studies and the enactive approach to social understanding. Our claim is 
that argumentation studies can be enriched with the notion of participatory sense-making, which shows how mutual 
transformation can emerge out of embodied interactions in sharing a form of life. This perspective helps us to stress 
processes of ongoing becoming as a crucial existential feature for a possible positive transformation of deep 
disagreements.

Our interpretation starts by analyzing the course of the disagreement between Tobias and Almut from the perspective of 
argumentation. To that end, a non-exhaustive list of argumentation theories 7 is available to us, including pragma-dialectical 
(van Eemeren and Grootendorst, 2004), virtue (Aberdein and Cohen, 2016), or rhetorical (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, 
1991) theory. Which one do we pick? We are sympathetic to Harvey Siegel’s (2023) thought that argumentative ex-
changes “can be evaluated along several dimensions, all of which are perfectly legitimate though not of equal priority from

6 Fending off the charge of epistemic relativism, Pritchard maintains that in changing our axiological hinge commitments, rational evaluation and 
arguments do play a role, but only an indirect one. For all our hinge commitments, axiological or not, “are manifestations of an overarching commitment 
that we are not radically and fundamentally in error in our beliefs,” called über hinge commitment (Pritchard, 2018, p. 1120). And because our broader 
beliefs reflect, and are reflected in, our hinge commitments, should “one’s beliefs change, then so too, over time, can our specific hinge commitments 
change as well. (Think, for example, of the hinge commitment that one has never been to the moon)” (Pritchard, 2018, p. 1122). So, arguments play a role 
in changing hinge commitments by changing one’s broader set of beliefs first. See also (Pritchard, 2024, 2025a, 2025b) for a detailed discussion. See 
(Gariazzo, 2024) for critique.
7 See (Siegel, 2023, 2024) for critical review.
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the point of view of argumentation theory”, and so we do not necessarily see the options as mutually exclusive. On the 
contrary, we hope that all these theories will eventually get in contact with the enactive program. Nevertheless, to keep our
discussion manageable, we shall proceed with Michael Gilbert’s (2022, 2014, 1997) multi-modal theory of argumentation 8 .

This theory asserts that the aim of argumentation is to “bring about an agreement between two arguers based on the 
conjoining of their positions in as many ways as possible” (Gilbert, 1997, p. 70). The aim of arguing is coalescence, which is 
the “locating of shared values, beliefs and goals so that you can try to merge your interests with those of your partner and 
build on basic agreements” (Gilbert, 2014, p. 63). Hence, Gilbert’s approach is agreement-centric, meaning it emphasizes the 
search for the points of agreement between the arguers instead of having the arguers first and foremost try to alter each 
other’s point of view 9 . Searching for points of agreements can take a lot of time and repeated interactions, and it involves 
uncovering the arguers' goals, values, attitudes, beliefs, or feelings connected to their respective positions with the aim of 
bringing about as much “coalescence” of their positions as possible. This, of course, presupposes that the arguers do have, 
and can find, points they have in common, for “if you really can’t find any then you are likely wasting your time trying to 
reach agreement” (Gilbert, 2014, p. 63). We will argue later that this is exactly why multi-modal argumentation is unfit to 
deal with deep disagreements.

Another crucial part of Gilbert’s conception of argumentation is that it happens through combination and interaction of 
different “means”, “systems of messaging”, or “modes” (Gilbert, 2022, pp. 489—490). Gilbert proposes a non-exhaustive list 
of four such modes, namely logical, emotional, visceral, and kisceral.

Logical mode is arguably the most familiar one as it deals with propositions, logical rules, and inferences. In a word, it 
deals with premise—conclusion complexes as we know them from logic textbooks. This mode is displayed in Tobias' 
insistence that Almut is in the childbearing age and Almut’s retortion that she is only thirty-four. Emotional mode involves 
not only emotional appeals to the audience but also marshaling of emotions as reasons in themselves. For instance, when 
Almut says to Tobias that “there’s this little bit of me that thinks ‘Fuck you’ for even asking”, she is pointing out her emotion 
to communicate to Tobias that he had offended her by pushing the matter (see Gilbert, 2004). Visceral mode amounts to non-
verbal communication such as one’s (lack of) eye contact, sights, silent pauses, etc. An example here would be Almut’s raise 
of hands, palms open, as if to indicate to Tobias to back off when he starts making remarks about her age.

The signal that Tobias is supposed to get from Almut’s action is that he should give her space and stop pushing the matter. 
Note that the hands are raised in addition to Almut’s proclamation to “Back the fuck off”, making the signal both verbal and 
non-verbal. This is in line with Gilbert’s contention that we rarely argue only through one mode. Instead, our arguments are 
layered complexes of different overlapping and interacting modes. For instance, what Almut did was display, both verbally 
(logical mode) and non-verbally (visceral mode), her anger (emotional mode) at the perceived offence made by Tobias, likely 
hoping that he will take that as a reason to back off (logical mode) (cf. Gilbert, 1997, p. 80). Alternatively, she could have 
leaned into one mode more than the others. For example, she could have simply leave the room (visceral mode), cuss out 
Tobias (emotional mode), or proclaim “I am still young, therefore let us postpone this conversation until later time” (logical 
mode). Most of the time, however, our everyday arguments happen at the intersection of these different modes.

Lastly, kisceral mode is concerned with arguments that draw from our everyday intuitions, hunches, gut feelings, ex-
periences having to do with the imaginative, spiritual, or otherwise mystical. Gilbert’s example is a person refusing to buy a 
house because they have a “creepy feeling about it” (Gilbert, 1997, p. 87). We think that kisceral mode is also displayed by 
Tobias when he tries to make up with Almut after their initial conflict. Some weeks after the conflict, Tobias visits Almut 
again. After being invited in by Almut’s friends, who are having a baby shower party, Almut enters a room and notices Tobias. 
Apologizing for the interruption, Tobias proceeds to explain that he saw Almut last week while passing by her restaurant. He 
then continues, hesitantly, that “it made me realize, well, two things. First of which, I was still quite angry with you because 
although I might have been somewhat insensitive, you were rude to me, which, yeah, a lot, hurt. And the second thing, I was 
guilty of focusing on the wrong, ehm,” Tobias obviously struggles to find the right words, “thing, aspect. Looking ahead 
instead of right, [pause] in front of me, at you.” The shot lingers on Almut, who after a moment smiles ever so slightly.

What just happened? Tobias explains that seeing Almut made him realize that he was focusing on the wrong thing. Taken 
together with his hesitancy and loss for words, we think that what Tobias is describing here is an experience of “insight” 
(note that he does not say that seeing her had “changed his mind”), which is often defined as a getting a sudden appre-
hension of a situation intuitively. Importantly, it is usually tricky to locate what had caused the insight, hence Tobias' 
troubles explaining himself to Almut. This is also why conveying one’s insight to another exemplifies kisceral mode of 
argumentation (cf. Tindale, 2022).

To repeat, our aim is not to claim that multi-modal theory is superior to others. But we chose it as our main interlocutor 
here for its endeavor to not shy away from the messiness of real life, where arguments take place between “complex entities 
with a range of desires, needs and goals” (Gilbert, 1997, p. 67). We believe it is for this reason why, as just demonstrated, it 
captures what is happening between Tobias and Almut so well. Furthermore, it also provides them with practical advice: 
bring into awareness each other’s feelings, needs, and values, try to find points of agreement, and see where to go from

8 It would be more precise to talk of multi-modal argumentation on the one hand, and coalescent argumentation on the other, with the former serving 
a descriptive role, whereas the latter a prescriptive one. Gilbert himself asserts, however, that “Coalescent Argumentation grew out of multi-modal 
argumentation” (Gilbert and Carozza, 2024, p. 4), so we will for convenience use “multi-modal” to refer to both parts.
9 For the further discussion on differences between agreement- and disagreement-centric views see (Aikin and Casey, 2022; Ki � s, 2025b).
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there. But it is exactly this point of coalescence which seems most problematic in the context of disagreement that is deep. 
For if Tobias and Almut’s disagreement is deep, then even a theory as promising as multi-modal argumentation is unlikely to
help our couple reach agreement. We illuminate this limit of multi-modal argumentation in the next section 10 .

5. The limits of multi-modal argumentation in deep disagreements

As we see it, multi-modal argumentation is a powerful tool when it comes to resolving disagreements. Nevertheless, 
we shall argue that it has significant limits when it comes to resolving disagreements that are deep. To show both its 
strengths and limits, we are going to draw on qualitative sociological research on couples' disagreements on child-
bearing 11 . The reason behind this choice is as follows. As stated above, the movie does not depict what happens between 
Tobias and Almut’s initial conflict and its resolution. It would be natural for us to simply imagine what has happened given 
their disagreement is deep and draw our conclusions from that. However, we wish to refrain from that strategy in order to 
accommodate an increasingly loud criticism, according to which this way of theorizing deep disagreements is question-
begging because it tries to mold reality so that it fits our concepts instead of the other way around (Ki � s, 2023, e.g., 2025a; 
Manhire and Kronqvist, 2025; McGlynn, 2023; Popa, 2022). Hence, we opt for different strategy. Namely, we will explore 
the advantages and disadvantages of multi-modal argumentation in real-life couples' disagreements on procreation. 
Inspired by that, we return to Tobias and Almut and ask why multi-modal argumentation alone was unable to help them. 
The explanation we offer is that theirs is a deep disagreement and in such a disagreement there are no points of coa-
lescence which are required by multi-modal argumentation. We then ask: if their disagreement was deep, how come they 
eventually agreed to conceive? To understand that, we shall claim, we can draw on the enactive tool of participatory 
sense-making.

That said, the research on reproductive choice-making is inherently idiosyncratic — every couple’s situation, values, 
desires, and plans are different 12 . We grant, then, that the story we are about to tell hinges to a certain extent on the 
particular case studies we have chosen. Let us start with the strengths of multi-modal argumentation as exemplified in the 
case of Jake and Marie (Bhambhani and Inbanathan, 2020).

As the authors of the study describe them, Jake and Marie entered their relationship with “the internalized normative 
presumption of becoming parents someday” (Bhambhani and Inbanathan, 2020, p. 354). The partners unreflectively ex-
pected that when the appropriate moment comes, they will have children. But with time Jake realized that he is just stalling, 
thinking that “maybe I am not just interested in having kids” (Bhambhani and Inbanathan, 2020, p. 354). Jake did not share 
his discovery of himself with Marie at first, fearing that she might want to leave him. But when guilt overcame him and he 
did open up, Marie took “6 months to 1 year to deal with it,” explaining that “I had all this social pressure on me and people 
telling me, ‘oh well, you might want some [kids] eventually’ and that’s when all the irritation started and I didn’t know what 
I wanted” (Bhambhani and Inbanathan, 2020, p. 354). Marie then started a therapy where she discovered about herself that 
she in fact shares Jake’s view on procreation. Marie narrates: “every time [during therapy sessions] the same thing was [sic] 
coming up and I would feel like I really don’t think I want children; I don’t feel the need to have it; and my lifestyle choice 
doesn’t [sic] fit well with children either” (Bhambhani and Inbanathan, 2020, p. 355).

So, Jake and Marie initially disagreed on whether to have children but were eventually able to reach agreement. Notice, 
furthermore, that the disagreement was overcome with something like self-discovery. This is particularly evident with 
Marie, who, through therapy, has realized that her desire to have children is not genuinely her own but rather something 
imposed on her by societal norms. In Bhambhani and Inbanathan’s (2020, p. 355, emphasis ours) summary: “Despite an 
earlier predilection toward parenthood, both had to embark on a disquieting journey to overcome the normative expectation 
of becoming parents someday.” For these reasons, we think that Jake and Marie’s case exemplifies multi-modal argu-
mentation at its best, the goal of which is to coalesce on an existing ground by uncovering each other’s values, needs, etc. 

Now, it could be argued that Tobias and Almut’s case is alike and that the reason they ultimately agreed to have a child 
also amounted to self-discovery. For instance, when Almut first faced her diagnosis and the pregnancy-inhibiting treatment 
associated with it, this materialized for her the picture in which she and Tobias remain child-free. Seeing the picture more 
vividly now, she did not like it, hence deciding the treatment that allows her to get pregnant eventually. On the face of it, this 
reading seems perfectly plausible.

Note, however, that Jake and Marie’s disagreement does not seem to be deep. Not because it was eventually resolved — 

most definitions of deep disagreement allow for its resolution (where the definitions differ is in whether the resolution can 
happen via rational means or not, see footnote 4). We do not think Jake and Marie’s disagreement is deep because, from the 
little we know about them, it does not seem like they genuinely disagreed — which is one of the desideratum of deep 
disagreement mentioned in Sec. 3. In other words, it does not seem like their axiological hinge commitments regarding 
procreation differ that much, as evidenced by neither of them reporting that having children is existentially important for 
them upon closer reflection. This makes their case unlike that of Tobias and Almut’s, whose disagreement, we argued in Sec. 3,

10 For a different kind of criticism of multi-modal argumentation, see, e.g (Maldonado, 2025).
11 Most of this kind of research focuses on heterosexual couples. Less attention is given to homosexual couples and still less to other arrangements (cf. 
Blackstone and Stewart, 2012).
12 Some trends do emerge, however, see (Blackstone and Stewart, 2012; Matthews and Desjardins, 2017) for review.
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is deep. In sum, multi-modal argumentation was successful in this disagreement, and this disagreement does not appear to be 
deep. But compare next the case of Rachel and Dan (Yu et al., 2023).

Rachel and Dan are a married couple disagreeing on whether to have a third 13 child. As described by Yu et al., Rachel 
expressed a “strong desire” of having another child, a girl in particular — the other two were boys, one diagnosed with 
autism — because she had always envisioned a family of five. Dan, on the other hand, was “very firm” about not wanting a 
third child because of financial stress, the risk of repeated autism diagnosis, and the possibility of Rachel giving birth to 
another boy, which he believed would again raise the dilemma about another child. Authors of the study note that the 
couple’s disagreement was so intense that it was “impossible for the couple to even begin a civil conversation about the 
sensitive topic before they entered therapy” (Yu et al., 2023, p. 55). All of this, we believe, warrants a suspicion that Rachel 
and Dan are dealing with deep disagreement. Recall from Sec. 3 the four desiderata for disagreement to count as deep, 
including genuineness of disagreement (1), the fact that it involves reason-giving (2), that it is systematic (3), and persistent 
(4). We think Rachel and Dan’s disagreement clearly exemplifies (1), (2), and (4). What about systematicity (3), or the fact 
that disagreement involves an array of interconnected propositions? The study lacks on detail in that regard, so we have to 
deduce the answer from the available description.

We think that Rachel and Dan’s disagreement does also exemplify (3). The reason is that if Rachel disagrees with Dan’s 
stance regarding the third child, she arguably also disagrees with, or at least does not accept, the claims he offers as reasons 
for his stance. Namely, she also likely discounts his worry that it will cause (a) financial stress, and she rejects that the risk of 
(b) giving birth to another boy who (c) might be diagnosed with autism should speak against the decision to have another 
child. Likewise, Dan — in virtue of disagreeing with Rachel — also likely does not accept the weight of the reasons she 
provides in support of her position, which is that she (d) wants a girl and that she had (e) always pictured having a family of 
five. Here, then, we have at least 5 contested propositions different from but connected to the one on whether to have 
another child. Hence, we think that the case embodies also systematicity (3), making it therefore a likely case of a deep 
disagreement. This makes Rachel and Dan’s case unlike that of Jake and Marie, and like that of Tobias and Almut. Next, we 
show that multi-modal argumentation is insufficient in this case.

How did Rachel and Dan respond to their deep disagreement? They entered a therapy, particularly a narrative couple 
therapy — this detail will be important later. There, they first worked with the help of the counselor on their communication 
skills and on bringing to light how their respective backgrounds (i.e., Dan has only a younger brother, whereas Rachel has 
two older brothers and a nephew on autism spectrum) might have influenced their position. After that, they shifted their 
focus on their disagreement about having another child. The counselor invited Rachel and Dan to write letters to their 
current selves from the perspective of their future selves. They were asked to write these letters under the assumption that 
their current desires had not been fulfilled. So Rachel wrote a letter reflecting on how her life might look in 10 years if she 
chose not to have the third child, while Dan wrote his letter imagining what life would be like if they had decided to have the 
third child (Yu et al., 2023, pp. 55—56).

In the next session, the couple read the letters to each other and processed it with the help of the counselor. The upshot 
was “deepened understanding of each other’s feelings and thoughts” (Yu et al., 2023, p. 56). This is the prime example of 
arguers' attempts to unearth the details behind their respective positions advocated by multi-modal argumentation. We 
have also seen something similar play out in the previous case study, particularly in the case of Marie. For the next session, 
the couple was to undergo the same exercise but writing under the assumption that their respective desires were fulfilled. 
For Rachel, as described by the authors of the study, this exercise “brought clarity and new insights for her on what she 
valued the most for a family” (Yu et al., 2023, p. 57). Significantly, Dan did not complete the assignment, explaining in the 
end that he “could not bear to be the reason for his wife not to be happy” (Yu et al., 2023, p. 57). Dan’s thinking has shifted 
and he eventually decided to have the third child.

So, what happened? We think that a part of Rachel and Dan’s process of resolving their disagreement doubtlessly 
consisted in following the advice of multi-modal argumentation in that they tried to understand each other better and see 
where their needs overlap. As Dan explained, this exercise had “increased his empathetic understanding towards Rachel’s 
grief for not having a daughter” (Yu et al., 2023, p. 56). But was that all it took for the disagreement to dissipate? If that were 
so, we would have to conclude that either multi-modal argumentation helped resolved deep disagreement here, or that 
Rachel and Dan’s disagreement was not actually deep. We showed above that it most likely is deep — does that mean multi-
modal argumentation can help us resolve deep disagreements? To answer that question, let us zoom in on the letter-writing 
exercise undertaken by the couple. This exercise, as the authors describe it, aimed at the couple’s reimagining and un-
derstanding of each other’s “story from a new perspective and thus subsequently creating more meaningful and affirming 
stories” (Yu et al., 2023, p. 53, emphasis ours). Furthermore, the exercise was designed so that the couple can integrate these 
new narratives into their current ones, allowing them to create a shared “positive new story in the future” (Yu et al., 2023, p. 
54, emphasis ours).

13 Evidence suggests that the nature of couples' decision-making processes differ in cases of first vs. subsequent children (Ajzen and Klobas, 2013). Given 
that Tobias and Almut’s decision revolves around having the first child, this might complicate comparing them to Rachel and Dan. Nevertheless, we 
believe that the most important lesson — i.e. that multi-modal argumentation alone was insufficient in this case — of the comparison does not hinge on 
this.
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Notice our emphases. What we are getting at here is that the other part of what allowed Rachel and Dan to overcome 
their deep disagreement was creating new narratives together in addition to gaining a better understanding of an already 
existing ones. In other words, something more than multi-modal argumentation took place here. This is the gist of the 
narrative couple therapy: it “can be used to expand experiences and possibilities through the reconstruction and retelling 
and rehearing of new stories” and to “assist the couple to look differently at their current impasse and create opportunities 
for new storytelling” (Yu et al., 2023, pp. 54—55, emphasis ours). Dan, unlike Marie, did not just discover what he already 
but unconsciously wanted — he got to a new perspective about the future, himself, his wife, and their shared life. And why 
would a couple that is committed to a future together need to create new narratives about themselves in order to 
overcome their deep disagreement if not precisely for the fact that the current narrative is insufficient to that end and, 
still, they are committed to a future together? This is why multi-modal argumentation alone is insufficient for Rachel and 
Dan — it is a good tool for bringing to light couple’s values, goals, needs, etc., and see where they meet or coalesce. But 
what if there are no such points that overlap? What if the disagreement is so vast — or deep — that there simply are no 
points of coalescence?

For Gilbert, in cases like that “you are likely wasting your time trying to reach agreement” (Gilbert, 2014, p. 63). Giving up 
is therefore certainly one possible response. It was not a response of Dan and Rachel who want to remain partners, however. 
Instead, their response was to engage in narrative couples therapy, wherein the couple does not only work with what there 
already is but also tries to create shared meanings and novel understanding about oneself, the other, and the relationship — 

which is what allows them to overcome their deep disagreement and share a future together.
Could our couple perhaps use their mutual commitment to a shared future as a point of coalescence? 14 We do not think 

so, for the kind of sharedness in question here — the kind that would allow multi-modal argumentation to get off the ground 
— concerns participatory sense-making, i.e., taking part in a new perspective on the future. This sharedness consists in a 
joint commitment to a possible future together. As we will see in a moment by digging deeper into the enactive approach to 
linguistic bodies and co-becoming, this is precisely what participatory sense-making points to. For now, we believe that the 
case of Rachel and Dan shows how we have to go beyond the already existing attitudes, needs, and values in order to 
overcome deep disagreement 15 . Why? Because in cases of disagreements that are deep, there is very little overlap between 
the original attitudes, needs, etc. What is needed instead is joining efforts and creating new meanings so as to allow the 
continuation of a shared life 16 . This is the core of our worry about multi-modal argumentation: it fails in situations where 
differences in the arguers’ positions are too radical, such as in cases of deep disagreement 17 . It is also why we think it is in cases 
like that of Dan and Rachel more precise to talk not about “overcoming” or “resolving” a disagreement, both of which 
emphasize rational deliberation, but “transforming” disagreement into new meanings — a distinction that will become 
clearer momentarily.

Regarding the success of multi-modal argumentation in deep disagreements, we think that Tobias and Almut’s 
disagreement from We Live in Time is akin to the one between Rachel and Dan — both couples overcame their deep 
disagreement but not only by relying on multi-modal argumentation. This means that to gain a better understanding of 
what happened between Tobias and Almut, more than multi-modal argumentation is needed. Namely, if dealing with deep 
disagreements requires not just understanding but also a future oriented co-creation of meaning, as the case of Rachel and 
Dan attests, then we need a framework that accounts for how new meanings emerge in social interaction. This is where 
participatory sense-making comes to the rescue 18 . In the next two sections, we shall utilize it in explaining how Tobias and 
Almut overcame their deep disagreement.

6. The enactive approach and participatory sense-making

The enactive approach to language reframes language as a living, embodied, and dialogical activity — a mode of 
participatory sense-making (Di Paolo et al., 2018). Participatory sense-making is the enactive model of social understanding

14 We thank the anonymous reviewer for raising this question.
15 For a similar view in regards to overcoming deep disagreements, see (Cartlidge, 2022).
16 Some might object that a simpler interpretation of Dan and Rachel’s case is that Dan conceded to Rachel’s demand because he was, say, persuaded by 
the rhetorical appeal in her letter. This reading implies that either multi-modal argumentation was sufficient in overcoming their deep disagreement, or 
their disagreement was never actually deep. We would contest such reading for a number of reasons, however. First, author’s description of the couple’s 
initial inability to converse about the question of having another child in a collected manner closely resembles typical cases of deep disagreement (e.g. 
vaccination, abortion, Israel—Palestine conflict). Second, the couple’s difficulty was not merely cognitive but affectively and ethically loaded — Dan’s 
resistance and Rachel’s longing stemmed from divergent lived commitments, not just differing beliefs. This resembles Duncan Pritchard’s concept of deep 
disagreement as disagreement concerning issues of existential importance. Third, the eventual shift emerged only after a carefully guided imaginative 
exercise that invited each partner to inhabit the other’s perspective and envision emotionally resonant futures, pointing to a transformation rooted in 
relational engagement rather than discursive resolution. Fourth, Dan’s extended difficulty in composing his second letter, and his eventual admission that 
he could not bear being the source of Rachel’s unhappiness, suggests that the change in his stance was not the result of being persuaded in the usual sense 
of changing his (non-)doxastic attitude, but rather of his inability to continue relating to his wife in a certain way — namely, as the reason for her un-
happiness — a mode of relating he could no longer sustain in light of the shared emotional labor they had undertaken.
17 Michael Gilbert admitted as much to us in personal Correspondence. See also (Gilbert, 2014, p. 61).
18 Participatory sense-making has been recently employed for analyzing and discussing storytelling and other narrative and embodied methodologies in 
psychotherapy. See (García et al., 2022; Popova, 2019).
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(De Jaegher and Di Paolo, 2007). In line with the embodied mind approach (Varela et al., 1991), it takes meanings as 
emerging out of relational and embodied activity. Meaning is understood in its existential relevance: it is the felt perspective 
of a living body in creating and maintaining itself in relation to other bodies and the environment they inhabit. That is why 
sense-making is participatory from the outset. It is not that there is an individual process of sense-making that can be 
eventually shared. Participating in each other’s processes of sense-making is constitutive of sense-making — also in making 
sense of oneself. This is relevant to the debate on social cognition but it also makes explicit the biological roots of the 
enactive approach and its ethical motivation. Participatory sense-making is a felt perspective towards oneself, the others 
and the inhabited world motivated by existential concerns and values that constitute a life that is worth living (Candiotto, 
2022, 2025; Colombetti, 2013; Colombetti and Torrance, 2009; De Jaegher et al., 2010; Weber, 2017).

Although there are different dimensions of participatory sense-making, some of them applied to living beings in general 
and not to humans only, we here focus on the kind of participatory sense-making that pertains to linguistic bodies. By 
“linguistic bodies”, Ezequiel Di Paolo, Elena Cuffari and Hanne De Jaegher (2018) mean embodied agents characterized by a 
specific form of autonomy emerging from recursively structured social interactions, particularly dialogues. Linguistic bodies 
enact sense-making through dialogical practices involving mutual recognition, reciprocal role-taking, and participatory 
negotiation of meaning. At least two interrelated processes shape and continually transform linguistic bodies: (1) The 
assimilation of socially produced utterances, meanings, norms, and expressive practices into one’s embodied repertoire 
(“Incorporation”); (2) The embodiment and enactment of voices, perspectives, intentions, and social roles from others 
within the agent’s own interactions (“Incarnation”).

This dual process highlights a fundamental dialectical tension: linguistic bodies continually seek coherence in their 
identity and actions while inevitably embodying contradictions arising from multiple social voices, influences, demands
that come from their partners or the situation they are in. As such, linguistic bodies are inherently unfinished and open 19 .
This leads to the theory of becoming that plays a crucial role in explaining the development of personal identities through 
participatory sense-making. The core idea around “enactive becoming” as presented by Ezequiel Di Paolo (2021) is that 
humans do not merely exist as predefined biological beings, but rather, they continually and actively become through their 
interactions with their environment and community.

In effect, humans make sense of themselves, the others and the world they live in by engaging in social interactions and 
sharing life with other beings. In this way, we humans become who we are, but not in a fixed manner. Autonomous personal 
identity is seen as shaped and continuously transformed by significant relationships. In knowing-in-connection, a kind of 
participatory sense-making where one’s normativity shapes the perspective of the other, and vice versa (De Jaegher 2021, 
Figueiredo et al., 2025), the values and commitments of the person with whom one is in a relationship come into the 
spotlight. In this case, the commitment toward new existential meanings gets momentum especially because it is in relation 
to and about the significant other. And the new meanings created have consequences for the relationship, for better or worse 
(Miranda de Figueiredo et al., 2025). The dialectical tension that is inherent to participatory sense-making and realized in 
processes of becoming is even more crucial for this type of participatory sense-making, for it is there — in co-becoming — 

that new meanings can emerge out of disagreement. Let us apply this discussion to Tobias and Almut.
We saw, for instance, that there is a tension in Tobias in wanting both a child and to be with Almut. Almut, on the other 

hand, wants to keep her career but, at the same time, must keep undergoing treatment of ovarian cancer. These tensions do 
not operate only “internally” but they shape and run through Tobias and Almut’ interactions. These interactions are part of a 
shared form of life in which the two members of the couple, although maintaining their autonomy, are making sense of 
themselves, the other, their relationship, and their future by living together (Kyselo and Tschacher, 2014).

The new meanings — in our case, becoming parents together — emerge exactly out of this shared form of life and the 
commitment to the continuation of this shared form of life. Note, however, that struggle and conflict remain a necessary part 
of such a form of life. This is due to fact that in a shared form of life, although the barriers are dissolved between the two 
linguistic bodies, this does not imply that the difference between them is erased too (Di Paolo, 2022). Difference is a key 
concept in participatory sense-making and is at the source of the emergence of new meanings. It is not that Tobias and 
Almut need to find an “agreement”, as in thinking the same, or one simply accepting the position of the other. This is what 
happened to Jake and Marie, but it is not a “new” meaning. The novelty springs forth from difference, and difference is 
tensional.

From an enactive perspective, difference is not a problem to be solved or erased, but a condition for transformation: it is 
generative. It is this tension in the disagreement that discloses the disagreement’s potentiality to allow for a mutual 
transformation between interacting agents. Note that this should not be read as apologetics for disagreements. Disagree-
ments — especially deep ones — can be destructive (de Ridder, 2021). Still, as we will see in a moment, on the enactive view, 
disagreements are not necessarily failures, but can also serve as openings for something new. These tensions often signal a 
transformation-in-progress — an opportunity to reconfigure norms, reshape relations, and bring forth new forms of social 
understanding. This is done in participatory sense-making in which difference amounts to participation (Di Paolo and De 
Jaegher, 2022).

19 This aligns with the biological roots of enaction: organisms are precarious beings striving for life, i.e., they are in a constant effort of ongoing 
maintenance by facing disintegration. See (Beer and Di Paolo, 2023).
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Finally, we need to elucidate the role of embodiment here. The enactive notion of embodiment is broader than the multi-
modal one. Under enactive framework, embodiment does not simply point to the fact that the interlocutors interact through 
mutual body coordination — e.g., by adjusting postures, rhythms, and gestures based on their mutual dynamics. This basic 
level of participatory sense-making is there, sure. But interlocutors' sense-making goes beyond that because it also reflects 
their existential concerns and issues. These are understood from the first-person perspective of the living body, its pri-
mordial affectivity (Colombetti, 2013) and feeling to be alive (Weber, 2019). As for enactive becoming, living beings are in a 
continuous striving for balance-coherence in meeting challenging situations. This point is crucial to understand how Almut 
has changed her perspective towards pregnancy by living with Tobias and experiencing ovarian cancer. Uncertainty about 
the future and crisis come with processes of ongoing becoming that are made especially salient due to her sickness. But they 
are salient also in processes of giving life — notably, these two dimensions are deeply entangled in Almut’s case.

Drawing again on empirical research, we can illustrate this point in couples described by Cuffari et al. (2022). There, the 
authors conduct interviews with expecting or recent parents and notice that parents' often express feelings of uncertainty as 
they prepare for new life. Based on the interviews, Cuffari et al. (2022) point out that uncertainty about life is an intrinsic 
part of future-oriented attitudes. This does not mean, however, that we have no say at all in how the future plays out. The 
future can be positively envisioned — as in choosing the pregnancy. But such a choice requires an openness to uncertainty 
(instead of a closure to it, as in fear) that positively resists fatalism about the future. So, Almut’s openness to the possibility of 
having a child with Tobias emerges not as a mere reaction to the crisis but as enacting a future.

Openness to processes of co-becoming is the key moment here. Becoming is a condition of life: life operates via unceasing 
adaptive regulations in the face of uncertainty and as a result of the tensions in participatory sense-making. Sense-making is 
not just Almut’s. But it is Almut with Tobias and their relationship. Choosing parenthood is not necessarily a matter of 
rational deliberation. Tobias did not try to rationally persuade Almut. Actually, his listening attitude and acknowledgement 
of Almut’s needs in letting her be (De Jaegher, 2021) contributed a lot to the emergence of a new meaning. Participatory 
sense-making is an expression of their openness to uncertainty. This openness is driven by aspirations, on how Almut and 
Tobias see their future (co)becoming and, at the same time, the risk of the loss of a shared future they aim for and desire. 
Such openness is never guaranteed nor does it happen by mere chance, however. Sometimes, interventions for cultivating 
this know-how and enacting a future are needed, as seen in the cases from Sec. 5.

There, one or both partners chose to go to therapy, hoping it would help them solve their problems around the pregnancy 
choice. And this certainly helped. Now there surely are many other intervention strategies that couples can pursue in order 
to cope with such problems and shape how their life unfolds. But the point here is that for the enactive approach, a choice out 
of rational deliberation is not all that matters for existential transformation. Something more basic is at work in participatory 
sense-making and in support of ethical know-how.

This element has been named differently, such as the already mentioned “primordial affectivity” (Colombetti, 2013), 
“desire to give life” (Weber, 2016), “love” (Candiotto, 2024; Candiotto and De Jaegher, 2021; De Jaegher, 2021), and “hope” 
(Cuffari et al., 2022). We cannot explore this line of thought here, but the main idea is that embodied care and affective 
concern regulate the eventual choice, as it is explicit in Dan’s case, since he could not imagine a future in which his beloved 
wife was unhappy. His love for her shaped the way he was writing the letter from the perspective of his future self. So, what 
matters for a positive transformation is attending these existential conditions, such as the love for his wife and the hope for a 
shared future, with care. In other words, the enactive perspective highlights the process of nurturing the existential con-
ditions for participatory sense-making that very often have to do with an ethics of sense-making (Di Paolo and De Jaegher, 
2022; Varela, 1999; Weichold and Candiotto, 2023).

Coming back to our case: choosing to have a baby means accepting to bring a little human being into a state of open 
becoming, which process is full of uncertainties. As such, this choice entails the active acceptance of the unfinishedness of 
both human existence and the world, with all the risks and vulnerabilities involved. At the same time, a commitment to 
nurturing conditions that allow the baby to thrive is there. Thus, the fact that the choices we make are meaningful is not 
downplayed by the fact that participatory sense-making — which enables these choices — occurs without conscious 
deliberation. Rather, when it comes to a form of life, we form and sustain it not through processes of deliberate decision-
making, but rather it is sustained through our existential concerns.

Although Cuffari et al. (2022) discuss real-life cases in which pregnancy is already ongoing, we think that the enactive 
approach to hope in welcoming one’s baby is helpful for thinking about our case too. The reason for this detour to Cuffari 
et al. is that it shows us that the transformation that can take place out of the dialectical tensions in participatory sense-
making is also imbued with an affective attitude towards the future. And life’s uncertainty makes transformation a pos-
sibility as opposed to a dialectical necessity in the Hegelian sense for which a synthesis necessarily follows from the 
negation of a thesis 20 . But it is precisely there — in the uncertainty — that sense-making assumes an existential relevance. 
New meanings emerge as a perspective about the future, in endorsing active engagement in the processes of becoming. And 
this might become even more salient when life is put at risk, as in Almut’s case. Therefore, Almut’s commitment towards the 
continuation of life exemplified both literally and figuratively in her choice to treat her cancer and have a child with Tobias

20 Still, dialectics is at the core of the enactive approach. But this does not imply that disagreements and contradictions are quickly resolved in a 
deterministic manner. The focus is on the dialectical movement out of which new meanings can emerge. See (Di Paolo, 2022; Gambarotto and van Es, 
2025).
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seems to be the key to the enactive understanding of Almut as a linguistic body who lives in time with Tobias. Tobias and 
Almut’s deep disagreement and its transformation should therefore be understood from this fundamental existential 
structure of participatory sense-making in addition to Tobias and Almut’s deployment of multi-modal argumentation.

7. Enactive lessons for multi-modal argumentation theory

In the final section, let us look back and draw some lessons for the multi-modal argumentation. We have started by 
introducing a case study of disagreement on childbearing as depicted in the movie We Live in Time. Further, we described the 
disagreement between the movies' protagonists, Tobias and Almut, to be the case of deep disagreement, or persistent 
disagreement revolving around topics of existential importance — topics that imbue life with meaning. What is striking 
about such disagreement is that it is unlikely to be transformed by the marshaling of arguments. We have conceptualized 
arguments (as a product) and arguing (as a process) along the lines of Michael Gilbert’s multi-modal theory of argumen-
tation. Finally, we have identified an important limitation of this theory in regard to deep disagreements. Namely, to come to 
an agreement, multi-modal theory requires that there be at the very least some common ground (i.e., shared goals, desires, 
values, etc.) between the interlocutors. With such ground absent — as happens in cases of deep disagreements —, “you are 
likely wasting your time trying to reach agreement” (Gilbert, 2014, p. 63), to quote Gilbert one more time.

Does this mean multi-modal argumentation is ultimately toothless when it comes to deep disagreements? Our argument 
does not warrant such a conclusion. We have said in Sec. 3 that arguments do have their role to play in deep disagreements, 
but that they alone are unlikely to secure eventual resolution of the disagreements that are deep. In a similar vein, we 
submit that multi-modal argumentation is an essential part of attempts at transforming deep disagreements. We see at least 
two reasons for this.

First, the thought that arguments are necessary but not sufficient in overcoming deep disagreements is accepted by 
Duncan Pritchard (see footnote 4), whose concept of deep disagreement we have adopted in this paper, but also by others. 
For instance, Kathryn Phillips (2021) proposes that arguments are important even in cases of deep disagreements. She adds, 
however, that before arguments can take roots, the grounds for that need to be prepared. For that to be possible, she 
continues, we need the argumentative virtue of patience. Multi-modal theory resonates well here because it does not take 
argumentative interactions to be compartmentalized episodes. Rather, it incentivizes repeated interactions that can span 
months or years.

Second, both Serhij Ki � s (2025a) and Neil Levy (2021) also maintain that marshalling of arguments is an unalienable part 
of overcoming deep disagreements. They add, however, that this marshalling need be tailored to the fact that the 
disagreement we are dealing with is of a peculiar nature — i.e., deep. But to be able to adjust our arguments to the situation, 
we in turn need to know that our situation is that of deep disagreement 21 . As Ki � s (2025a) proposes, in order to tell whether 
the disagreement we are in is deep, we could pay attention to our emotions, particularly to the frustration elicited in us by 
the intractability of that disagreement. Multi-modal theory is fitting here too because it highlights also the non-logical 
aspects of argumentation, such as emotions. As such, it is well equipped to tackle the job of recognizing the depth of the 
disagreement.

Apart from these assets, multi-modal theory has at least one important liability as well in regard to deep disagreements. 
Namely, it works only when there are points of agreement between the interlocutors which wait to be discovered. The 
problem with this, as we explained, is that structure of deep disagreements is such that no points of “coalescence” are 
present there 22 . We believe, however, that this drawback of multi-modal theory can be remedied with some enactive tools.

When it comes to the multi-modal theory and the enactive approach, there are already some important overlaps be-
tween the two — both are interactionist 23 , situated, embodied, and stress the temporality dimension. But they also have one 
significant difference that we wish to bring attention to. Whereas multi-modal theory operates only with the pool of already 
existing meanings (i.e., what Gilbert calls “common ground”), enaction goes a step further and highlights the importance of 
emergence of new meanings out of the dialectical tension between the interlocutors. This dialectical tension is at the core of 
participatory sense-making as experienced by people in a shared form of life. So, new meanings emerge in the relationship, 
by becoming together, by facing uncertainties and crises and, still, aiming at a possible future. A fundamental trust toward 
oneself, the other, and the shared life together, is therefore a crucial feature for these new openings. This co-creation of new 

meanings, such as being parents together, is what allowed for the transformationof deep disagreements in cases of Tobias and 
Almut or Rachel and Dan. This crucial element of the enactive approach to linguistic bodies, we submit, is what improves 
multi-modal theory.

Now, we wish to address some potential limitations of our study. For one, the emergence of new meanings between 
linguistic bodies necessitates that they share a form of life together. In simpler terms, it is unlikely that Tobias and Almut

21 For further discussion, see (Adams, 2005).
22 It is for this reason that Stina Bj €orkholm (2025) argues that interlocutors might pretend that there is such common ground by accepting, but not
endorsing, some of each other’s commitments. We amend Bj€ orkholm’s argument by saying that, at least sometimes (e.g., in romantic relationship), the
common ground need not be pretended because it can emerge over the duration of a shared form of life via participatory sense-making.
23 We are not saying that multi-modal theory and participatory sense-making understand “social interactions” in the same way. Actually, we do think 
that there are significant differences especially because participatory sense-making cannot be reduced to “interactionism” (see Di Paolo and De Jaegher, 
2017). However, for the sake of this paper, it is enough to say interaction between arguers/linguistic bodies is an unalienable part of both approaches.
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would transform their deep disagreement on whether to (respectively) procreate had they been simply strangers or even 
friends who do not share a life. What this suggests is that our proposal to enrich multi-modal theory with participatory 
sense-making is domain specific. If we are right, our proposal is of great utility for couples and maybe also small groups 
navigating deep disagreements. Could our proposal work beyond that, provided we tweak it in necessary ways? Could it 
work for other paradigmatic cases of political deep disagreements, such as those over vaccination, abortion, or racism? We 
do not know at this point, but we think that the literature review from footnote 1 suggests an optimistic answer and 
motivates another promising research avenue, namely, research about joint commitments shared by larger groups of 
people, potentially in political contexts too — especially while considering existentially charged issues such as the future of 
humanity, transgenerational responsibility, climate migrants, and the wellbeing of the earth and other species.

Second, is our proposal content-specific too? The deep disagreement about childbearing has clearly an existential tone and 
it implies a perspective toward the future. But would our enactive intervention work for less existentially charged dis-
agreements about, say, how to split a restaurant bill? The limitation here concerns the fact that our approach seems to be 
effective towards deep disagreements, that, following Pritchard, are existentially charged, but not towards more mundane 
disagreements regarding facts. We grant that this limitation of our account is pertinent, but at the same time think we need 
not worry much given there are other theories (see Sec. 4) that seem to be well-equipped to deal with these mundane sorts 
of disagreements.

Lastly, our proposal is not a one-size-fits-all tool. There is nothing that would secure a resolution of deep disagreement on 
procreation even with multi-modal theory enriched with participatory sense-making. This point follows from the very 
nature of participatory sense-making. For although dialectical tension between the interlocutors can give rise to new 

meanings and the subsequent transformation of disagreement, this transformation is not something we have direct control 
of. Nevertheless, this should not be taken as a flaw but as a feature of our proposal. Recall the point raised in Sec. 6, where we 
said that direct control is not the sole mark of agency. In knowing-how to navigate uncertainty, humans can undertake 
actions and practices that can transform the context out of which new meanings can in turn emerge (Candiotto, 2019). The 
intervention is therefore toward a shared form of life, towards the activities that allow the interlocutors to keep becoming 
together.

Overall, these three limitations warrant a thought that our proposal is best understood as joining the ranks of what Dale 
Hample (2021) called local theories of argument — we offer a theory of transforming deep disagreement into new meanings 
that is particular to time, space, persons, and their relationship. The focus on the existential significance of participatory 
sense-making, especially about affective concerns and commitment, aligns with the situated affectivity research program 

(Stephan and Walter, 2020; von Maur, 2021) and contribute to the developments of the enactive approach to linguistic 
bodies. Finally, it shows the relevance of Pritchard’s understanding of deep disagreements (especially Pritchard, 2025b) for 
the contemporary debate in epistemology of disagreement and it opens up new paths for exploring their existential 
grounds.

We hope to have shown that bridging enaction and argumentation theory is a fruitful research endeavor. As far as we 
know, there have been very few attempts at developing this strand of research. We hope it will gain more traction and that 
the strands we have left hanging will be addressed in future research, with enaction hopefully being brought into pragma-
dialectical or virtue-oriented argumentation theories as well.
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