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• Two strands
1. Corpus-based approach (BPS)

• Find out how people use deniability in the political and legal context

2. Experimental approach (LO)
• Find out about the rhetorical features of denials (i.e., what makes them plausible)
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Introducing 
Deniability

Part 1



Definition
A metalinguistic conversational move by which 
a speaker provides an alternative 
interpretation of one of their previous 
utterances that is different from the one that 
their audience derived 

What are (metalinguistic) denials?1.1
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Structure of denials
Full-fledged denial:
- Objection to meaning attribution (OMA)
- Alternative meaning (AM)
(Mazzarella, 2023, p. 222)

“I didn’t mean X, I meant Y” 

OMA AM



Definition
The capacity of an utterance to be disavowed or canceled through a denial

Example (from Pinker (2007))

What is deniability?1.2
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Bribe 1
A man gets pulled over for running a red light. To 
try to get out of this situation quickly, he decides 
to try to bribe the officer by telling him, 
“So, maybe the best thing would be to take care 
of it here.”

Bribe 2
A man gets pulled over for running a red light. To 
try to get out of this situation quickly, he decided 
to try to bribe the officer by telling him, 
“If you let me go without a ticket, I’ll pay you fifty 
dollars.”



Having deniability ≠ acceptance by the audience
• A wide range of utterances has deniability (Peet, 2015)
• Not all denials are accepted (Pinker, 2007, p. 453-457)

• The driver could not be prosecuted in court (not guilty beyond a reasonable doubt)
• However, the officer still might be convinced that the driver tried to bribe him

Solution: Plausibility
• Measures the acceptability by the audience
• Inherently pragmatic notion

The problem of deniability1.3
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The linguistics of 
plausible deniability
Part 2



1. The context
• Theoretically justified by Mazzarella (2023), Oswald (2022), and Camp (2018)
• Experimentally supported by Bonalumi et al. (2023)
• Importance of context = explained by pragmatic frameworks (e.g., Relevance Theory (Sperber & 

Wilson (1995)) 

Plausibility is influenced by the relevance of the denial…

…but by what part of the denial?
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What makes a denial plausible?2.1



Commitment attribution (see Morency et al. (2008))
• Hearers attribute meaning to speakers regardless of the speaker’s actual intent (Oswald, 2016)
• Central notion in deniability (see, for example, Bonalumi et al. (2023) or Boogaart et al. (2021)). 
Attributed meaning = what is denied

Experimental findings
• Commitment to the attributed meaning decreases if a salient and likely alternative meaning is 

provided (Braun et al. (2024))

This suggests that
Plausibility of the provided AM influences the plausibility of the denial as a whole

• Theoretically justified by Mazzarella (2023)
• Experimentally supported by Antille (2024)
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Commitment attribution in denials2.1



Goals
Provide evidence for the correlation between:
• The plausibility of the denial as a whole (OMA + AM)
• The way in which the AM is formulated
• The perceived image of the speaker
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Experiment 1 – Plausibility of AM2.2

Table 1: Summary for participants for Experiment 1 

Participants
Analysis on 99 participants (see Table 1)



Experiment 1 – Material2.2

Items
• 16 dialogues
• Between two characters (X and Y)
• Topics were neutral
• Randomized

Conditions (pretested)
• Plausible alternative meaning (PAM)
• Implausible alternative meaning (IAM)

Attention check questions
• Three (Two had to be answered correctly)
• Same structure as items
• Randomized
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Experiment 1 – Material2.2
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Figure 1: Example of plausible item for Experiment 1

OMA

AM (here PAM)



Experiment 1 – Material2.2
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Figure 2: Example of implausible item for Experiment 1

OMA

AM (here IAM)



Measures
• Q1: To what extent do you think X3 (the AM) justifies X2 (the OMA)?
• Q2: To what extent do you think X (the denying speaker) is, overall, speaking in good faith?
• Q3: Based on the whole dialogue, to what extent do you think X2 (the OMA) is plausible?

Participants were asked to evaluate these questions on a slider from 1 (Not at all) to 6 (Definitely).
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Experiment 1 – Material2.2

Figure 3: Example of measure for Experiment 1



Hypotheses 
• Higher scores for all three measures for the plausible condition 
• Significant correlation between all three measures
These hypotheses have been preregistered on the OSF website

Design 
Counterbalanced within-subject design (using a latin-square): 
• Participants were randomly assigned to one of two lists (List 1 and List 2)
• All items were displayed to all participants
• The condition under which the items appeared varied
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Experiment 1 – Hypotheses & Design2.3



Standard procedure
1. Recruitment via Prolific
2. Display of welcome message and consent form
3. Display of sample Item
4. Display of items and ACQs
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Experiment 1 – Procedure2.3



• Significantly higher mean score for PAM than IAM

• Strong internal coherence across items (⍺ = .858, .859, and .865)
• Small effect sizes (η2 = .217, .161, and .149)
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Experiment 1 – Results2.4

Q1 Q2 Q3

Figure 4: Difference in mean between conditions for Q1 in 
Experiment 1

Figure 5: Difference in mean between conditions for Q2 in 
Experiment 1

Figure 6: Difference in mean between conditions for Q3 in 
Experiment 1



• High correlation between measures
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Experiment 1 – Results2.4

Figure 7: Correlation between results for measures in Experiment 1



The plausibility of the AM influences: 
• The perception of justification between the AM and the OMA

• The image of the speaker
• The plausibility of full-fledged denial (OMA+AM)
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Experiment 1 – Discussion2.5

This suggests that:
• The plausibility of a denial does not only depend on what is denied, but also on how it is denied
• The AM of a denial has an important influence on the denial as a whole

Similar to arguments



The argumentative 
function of denials

Part 3 



Arguments and denials – similarities3.2

Arguments
• Articulate premises with conclusions 

(Wohlrapp, 2026, p. 16)
• Conclusions
• Premises

• Argumentative indicators (see van Eemeren 
et al. (2007))
• because

Denials
• Two parts (see slide 4)

• OMA
• AM

• Two parts can be linked through an 
argumentative indicator
• “I didn’t mean X because I meant Y.” 
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Internal structure



Arguments and denials – similarities3.2

Arguments
• Argumentative context (see Van Eemeren & 

Grootendorst (2004)):
• Disagreement
• Participants do not align on the issue

• Context influences the acceptability of 
arguments (see Oswald (2023))

Denials
• Argumentative context

• Inherently managing disagreement
• Meant to realign participants on what was 

said

• Context influences the plausibility of denials 
(see results Experiment 1)
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Importance of context



Goals
Provide evidence for:
• The hypothesis that people treat denials and arguments similarly
• The inherent argumentative function of denials

This is only an exploratory experiment

Measures
• Q1: To what extent do you think that X wants to convince Y in X2 (the full-fledged denial)?
• Q2: To what extent do you think X is giving Y a reason in X2 (the full-fledged denial)?

Experiment 2 – Argumentative denials 3.3
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• Significantly higher mean score for items with AM (Arg) than with no AM (NoArg)
• Strong internal coherence across items (⍺ = .774 and .752) 
• Medium effect size (η2 = .396 and .449)
• High correlation between both measures (r = .654)

Experiment 2 – Results3.4
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Figure 9: Difference in mean between conditions for Q2 in Experiment 2Figure 8: Difference in mean between conditions for Q1 in Experiment 2

Q1 Q2



The presence of an AM in a denial: 
• Makes the speaker be perceived as wanting to convince more
• Makes the speaker be perceived as trying to provide more of a reason

This supports the hypothesis that denials are processed similarly than arguments

However
• This experiment only shows that there are similarities between denials and arguments
• More experiments would need to be conducted to precisely define the relationship between 

denials and arguments
• Given the results, further investigation of this question can be relevant

Experiment 2 – Discussion3.5
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Appendix – Results (tables)
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Experiment 1

Q1 Q2 Q3



Appendix – Results (tables)
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Experiment 2

Q1 Q2


