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A Study of Argumentation in the Hmong “Face-Cover”
Divination Ritual from the Perspective of Generalized
Argumentation:

Based on a Detailed Description of the
“Asking-the-Deity” Ritual Procedure

Xiaohua Wu

Abstract

Research on Hmong rituals has long followed theoretical approaches centered on
function, structure, and symbolism. This paper attempts to treat the ritual as a pro-
cess of interaction between humans and spiritual beings from the internal perspective
of the Hmong people, using the “localization procedure” of generalized argumentation
and the “cultural dependence” of argumentation as its theoretical foundation. With the re-
search objective of identifying argumentative rules, six argumentative rules are extracted
through a fine-grained “detailed description” of the “Asking-the-Deity” procedure within
the “Face-Cover” divination ritual. They are: 1, establishing credibility through spirit-
medium connection; 2, using veiled language and euphemistic avoidance; 3, tracing the
origin of sacred objects; 4, amplifying efficacy through ritual actions; 5, maintaining
and reinforcing authority; 6, explicitly naming the deity. These six rules all revolve
around the authority construction of the ritual holder—the “Guo Yin Shi” (it i, Spirit-
Passing Master / shaman who journeys to the underworld)—and together form a complete
argumentative round, presenting such a recursive pattern as building trust — producing
answers — offering solutions — reinforcing trust. Through concrete performative speech
acts of argumentation, the ritual seeks to transform uncertain, uncontrollable events of'ill-
ness, death, and disaster into causally understandable and manageable situations, thereby
alleviating the client’s anxiety. Ultimately, it aims to repair the relationship with ances-
tors and various deities, achieving the goals of household peace, longevity, and abundant
harvests. In this way, the study dynamically reveals the internal faith state of the Hmong
people during the “Asking-the-Deity” ritual procedure, and represents an effective path-
way for moving Hmong ritual studies from a predominantly symbolic approach toward
an efficacy-based (or effectiveness-oriented) research paradigm.
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