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6 August 2025 Public controversies surrounding large-scale development projects, such as
dam construction, are arenas for argumentative confrontation wherein
various parties strive to attract public opinion and legitimize their positions
11 October 2025 by employing persuasive and rhetorical strategies. Understanding the
argumentative techniques used in these debates is vital for comprehending
how public beliefs are formed and for evaluating the quality of social
dialogues. This article, focusing on the controversial case of the Chamshir
Dam, seeks to dissect and comparatively analyze the argumentation methods
and techniques employed by the state's discourse and that of its critics. This
research adopts a qualitative approach and the method of argumentative
discourse analysis, centered on the theoretical framework of Douglas
Walton's "Argumentation Schemes." The findings indicate that both
discourses extensively use similar schemes, but with entirely opposing
Keywords: content and orientation. "Argument from Expert Opinion" is transformed into
i a "battle over scientific credibility” (official science vs. independent science),
Argumentation Schemes, | o A rgument from Consequences” delineates conflicting futures (hope and
Persuasion, Discourse development vs. fear and disaster). The widespread use of "Argument from
Analysis, Environmental | Emotion” and "Ad Hominem Attack” on both sides shows that the
Communication, Chamshir | controversy more closely resembles a "quarrel” aimed at defeating an
Dam opponent than a "critical discussion" for resolving differences. This research
emphasizes that enhancing the quality of public debates in Iran requires a
move towards more substantiated arguments and the creation of spaces for
genuine dialogue between different expert and value-based perspectives.
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Introduction

Public controversies over large-scale development projects, such as the Chamshir Dam in Iran, represent
critical arenas for discursive battles. In these contests, opposing factions—in this case, the state's official
discourse promoting the project and a counter-discourse by critics—employ a range of persuasive strategies
to shape public opinion and legitimize their stances. This dynamic transforms technical and environmental
issues into a broader struggle over meaning, values, and trust. This paper delves into this rhetorical conflict
by analyzing the underlying logic of persuasion used by both sides. It aims to dissect the specific
argumentative techniques that define this "war of narratives" and understand how each side constructs its
arguments to win public support.
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Research Methodology

Adopting a qualitative and interpretive approach, this study conducts an argumentative discourse analysis
of the Chamshir Dam controversy. The research is grounded in the theoretical framework of Douglas
Walton’s Argumentation Schemes, a tool for identifying and evaluating common patterns of practical
reasoning. Data was gathered from two distinct discursive spheres: 1) the pro-dam discourse, including
official government statements, press conferences, and reports in state-affiliated media, and 2) the anti-dam
discourse, comprising content from environmental activists, independent journalists, and academics
primarily on the social media platform X (formerly Twitter). The analysis involved identifying, coding, and
comparatively interpreting the strategic functions of the most prevalent argumentation schemes within each
discourse.

Research Findings

The findings reveal that both the government and its critics deploy a similar repertoire of argumentation
schemes, but with completely contradictory content, creating two parallel and irreconcilable realities. The
Argument from Expert Opinion devolves into a "battle for scientific credibility,” with the government
citing its own agencies and official reports, while critics champion independent academics and leaked
internal documents. The Argument from Consequences is used to paint starkly opposing futures: the
government frames the dam as a source of development, energy, and prosperity, while critics forecast an
imminent environmental catastrophe, including irreversible salinization and ecosystem collapse.

The Argument from Analogy is a key weapon for critics, who constantly liken Chamshir to the notorious
failure of the Gotvand Dam, framing it as a repeating tragedy. In response, the state either dismisses the
analogy as technically flawed or offers positive counter-comparisons. Furthermore, the extensive use of Ad
Hominem Attack personalizes the conflict; the government labels critics as unqualified or politically
motivated "enemies,” whereas critics attack the credibility, integrity, and alleged corrupt motives of
officials. A "battle of evidence" also emerges, as official data is challenged by critics' satellite imagery and
independent measurements. Finally, the potent Argument from Emotion shapes the affective landscape
of the debate: the state appeals to national pride and hope, while critics evoke fear, anger, and empathy for
the threatened environment and local communities.

Conclusion

The study concludes that the argumentative logic of the Chamshir Dam debate is characterized by a zero-
sum "quarrel" aimed at discrediting the opponent rather than a "critical discussion" aimed at mutual
understanding. This adversarial dynamic deepens polarization and undermines the potential for informed
decision-making. Enhancing public discourse on complex environmental issues in Iran necessitates
fostering spaces for genuine, evidence-based dialogue that can navigate competing expert claims and values
constructively.
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