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The argumentative structure is conventionally associated with
spatial metaphors. Describing the internal structure of some es-
says, we use expressions such as progressive or circular argu-
mentation (Italia 2014: 14-15), speech orientation or stance ta-
king (Dell’Aversano and Grilli 2005), even “lateral thinking” (De
Bono 1967; cf. National Research Council 2006). Argumentation,
in short, seems to develop in an abstract, all-mental place, and we
often study it using its so-called spatial characteristics as a key.
1 The insight that this contribution intends to explore is the follo-
wing: what would happen if we decided to disengage from the di-
mension of the page and tried to compare a group of essays with
each other based on their visual form?

The research project possesses a strong multidisciplinary com-
ponent and has involved equal numbers of researchers in the fields
of literary criticism and visualization design. Indeed, this cont-
ribution aims to combine Data Visualization techniques with a
more traditional literary text study approach, along the lines of the
experimental project Atlante Calvino. Literature and Visualizat-
ion(2017-2021) ( https://atlantecalvino.unige.ch/), which «allows
viewers to explore the writer’s narrative works from a new stand-
point: a number of visual elaborations» ( ibid.).

The presentation will be structured in three steps that will trace
the different developmental stages of the project: (1) data; (2) gra-
phic processing; (3) analysis.

To better understand what data (1) to extract from the text, we
set two conditions:

(a) the transferability of the method: it was essential to identify
a type of data and a visual approach that could be reproduced with
sufficient elasticity on a different corpus.

(b) the central role of visualization: the analytical work should
arise based on a series of inputs determined by visualization (cf.
Masure 2017), with the idea of going on to investigate the indivi-
dual text by applying close reading techniques only at a later stage.

In line with both conditions, we decided to work on the presence
of connectives. The connectives define «the relationships that ‘lo-
gically’ structure the meanings of the sentence and text» (Ferrari
2010 [own translation]). These linguistic particles are the joints
of argumentation: they articulate, “unraveling” the discourse, es-
caping the physical dimension of the printed line to dynamize the
text and hierarchize its various parts. It therefore seemed sensible
to speculate that mapping their presence within an essay text could
be an interesting clue to visually understanding the argumentative
structure of a text (Ferrari 2005).

The case study at the center of the research is the nonfiction
work of Italo Calvino, one of the most influential writers in 20th
century in Italy (Serra 2006). The project focuses specifically on
essays within the two nonfiction volumes published during the
author’s lifetime, Una pietra sopra. Discorsi di letteratura e so-
cietà (1980) and Collezione di sabbia (1984) (Calvino 1995).

We decided to use the LICO database (Lexicon of Italian COn-
nectives) (Feltracco et al. 2016), created during the project Con-
nective-Lex (Stede et al. 2021). In the database, each connective
is associated with a set of properties (es. syntactic categories, syn-
onyms etc.), among which we considered only the types of dis-
course relations (comparison, contingency, expansion, temporal
cf. Rashmi et al. 2008), convinced that this distinction would be
able to establish meaningful interpretive lines.

Once the case study and data type were identified, the visua-
lization design phase intervened (2). Adopting a semiotic perspec-
tive, we wanted to produce «signifying forms» capable of visually
translating not only «numerical data, but forms of relationships
between meanings» (Burgio 2021: 7) [own translation]. Accord-
ing to the classification given by Janicket et al. 2017, our task
could be described across “similar patterns” and “text of interest”.
During the presentation we will illustrate the reasoning dedicated
to transforming the spatial metaphorical dimension of argumen-
tative writing into an image (cf. Ward 2008). The visualization
was carried out on the Observable platform ( https://observableh-
q.com/ cf. Bostock 2017), as a rapid prototyping tool (Mauri and
Ciuccarelli 2016). We will show the different stages of creation,
explaining how we established the graphic coordinates to trans-
form the collected data.

Finally, we will present two examples of analysis from the vi-
sualization (3), to demonstrate both our outcomes and the poten-
tial associated with this approach. We are aware that the results
obtained are limited in scope, of the profound influence exerted
by graphic choices (Wang et al. 2000) as well as by the interdi-
sciplinary component (Coles Lein 2013), and that they can only
become meaningful once brought into contact with the text again,
in the full expression of the researcher’s critical and hermeneutic
competence (Drucker 2011). Returning to the content of the indi-
vidual essay is thus essential to formulating valuable reading hy-
potheses (Correll et al. 2014).

(3.a) First, we will focus on the predominant role of the category
of temporality to explore the author’s inclination to “narrativize”
the argumentative genre (Bozzola and De Caprio 2021).

(3.b) Also, we would like to better understand the relations-
hip between the argumentative style of Calvino and a particular
phenomenon concerning his writing, referred to as the dubitative

text. 2 In order to do that, we will use a fine-tuned BERT model
(Parigini and Kestemont 2022) to recognize the dubitative text in
essays to identify correspondences between this phenomenon and
argumentative connectives.

Our main goal is to share a versatile visualization tool that can
be reused on other texts, other authors, with the hope that it will
meet the needs of the widest number of researchers.

Notes

1. Spatializing text in a diagrammatic form is a common exer-
cise when it comes to argumentation theory cf. Freeman 2011.
2. The dubitative text is a phenomenon that characterizes Cal-
vino’s narrative production, and it determines the development
of the narrative through a series of hypothetical formulations,
negations, and reformulations. This phenomenon had previously
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been identified by critics (cf. Mengaldo 1987; Palmieri 1993),
but only recently has become the subject of focused research
with the itinerary of Doubt in the Atlante Calvino (https://atlan-
tecalvino.unige.ch/itineraries?lang=en). Regarding the concept
of style, we refer to the theoretical framework expressed by Be-
renike et al. (2015).
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