Arguments
Introduction
I want to provide a contribution to the clarification of the idea of an argument, and I want in particular to connect two aspects of arguments that I find interesting. In the first place, there is the relatively recent acceptance that a pragmatic analysis of arguments is most likely to be useful; and, in the second place, there is the generally mysterious nature of how we register the success or failure of an argument. The connection that I shall establish between these two will have the added advantage, I think, of indicating how it is that the analysis of arguments can be integrated into a naturalistic world view. 
There are plenty of definitions of arguments in the literature. One such definition which is formulated according to a pragmatic conception of argument is given by Govier
:


An argument is a set of claims that a person puts forward in an attempt to show that some further claim is rationally acceptable. Typically, people present arguments to try to persuade others to accept claims. The evidence or reasons put forward in defence of a claim are called the premises of an argument. An argument may have several premises, or it may have only one. The claim being defended in the argument is called its conclusion. 

Let this, and other argument definitions of the sort, be our Working Understanding of an argument.
 Definitions like this determine an extension for the term ‘argument,’ and we intend that the extension so determined should correspond to the class of things that we are inclined to call arguments; that it should include all the things that we are certain are arguments and none of the things that we are certain are not arguments, and that the marginal or doubtful cases should be few or trivial. In what follows I’ll try to derive an alternative understanding of what arguments are which is at least as acceptable as the working understanding in that respect, and which improves upon it in other respects.
The Pragmatic Approach to Arguments 
Consider first the pragmatic approach to arguments. This takes arguments to be a subset of a type of social interaction in which one person tries to convince another of the truth of a particular proposition. I don’t know if there’s a general name for this sort of thing so I’m just going to call it a Persuasion Situation. All such situations involve the following
: 

1. The Proponent. The person attempting the persuasion. 
2. The Respondent. The person being subjected to an attempt at persuasion. 
3. The Inducement. The technique of persuasion which the proponent uses.
4. The Target. The proposition which the proponent is trying to persuade the respondent to accept. (If the target is presented as a proposition expressed by a sentence in our Natural Language then we can also call that sentence the ‘target.’)
For something to count as an inducement in a persuasion situation it has to be possible for it to make the target more acceptable to the respondent, or, to put it another way, it involves putting the presentation of this target into some context which can affect the disposition of the respondent to accept it. This is what happens in such techniques of persuasion as brainwashing with drugs, or being subjected to the influence of peer pressure, and so on. The popular view of arguments, however, sees them as an entirely linguistic technique of persuasion (though this was not actually specified as part of our working understanding,) so that in arguments the context of presentation of the target should be strictly linguistic. We might think, therefore, that arguments could be defined to be just those persuasion situations in which the context of presentation of the target is linguistic in nature. I doubt that this is so. If for no other reason, because this class roughly corresponds to those techniques anciently taught as Rhetoric; and we know that this class, while it includes everything that we would call argument, also includes much that we would not want to call argument. 

A more interesting way of looking at inducements is in terms of their power to affect dispositions to believe on the part of the respondent. This power occurs in inducements in all the different ways in which one mind can be imposed upon by another. In the example of brainwashing, for example, the mind of the respondent is crudely attacked in such a way that some of the mechanisms involved in the normal processes of belief modification are disabled. The more typical case, I suspect, is that the inducement merely preferentially activates these mechanisms to achieve the desired result. When a belief is induced by peer pressure, for instance, we may suppose there is some (evolutionarily plausible) psychological mechanism that prefers beliefs held by the relevant group, and that the inducement activates this mechanism while possibly suppressing others. 

In the case of arguments, however, it appears from our working understanding that the form of the inducement characteristic of this class is simply the presentation to the respondent of a set of propositions, including the target, in which the propositions are intended by the proponent to have some sort of peculiar relationship to each other so that the disposition of the respondent to accept the target is increased in the case that the respondent is disposed to accept the other members of the presented set (or something similar,) and the presentation itself is such that the respondent is affected by this relationship in the appropriate way.

An Intuition about Arguments 

This brings us to the second aspect of arguments that I mentioned earlier. We need to have some story to tell about what actually brings about this improvement in the ‘acceptability’ of the target for the respondent. This is most clearly an issue in the case that we are presented with some logically valid argument, for when we recognise the validity of the argument then we feel that we are compelled to accept the conclusion if we accept the premisses, and we say that the truth of the conclusion is guaranteed by the truth of those premisses. But there is no necessary connection between the actual truth-significations of the argument and our acceptance of those significations. There is a gap there which rationality itself cannot bridge. This is the same gap that Descartes was exploiting when he claimed that a demon could cause it to be the case that arguments that we now think are valid would be considered invalid, or, vice versa, that arguments whose invalidity is quite certain to us now would seem just as certainly valid.

All we can really say here is that there must be some psychological mechanism involved which causes the change in the disposition of the respondent to accept the target if the other propositions are accepted. For the presentation itself to be such that the respondent is affected by this relationship in the appropriate way is just to say that the presentation is such that it causes the activation of this psychological mechanism. We would experience this activation as an intuition that the conclusion follows from the premisses. Intuitions of this sort we might as well give the name of Argument Intuitions. By this account, the claim that in an argument the conclusion is justified by the premisses is at base no more than a way of expressing the experience of the argument intuition that connects the premisses and the conclusion. 
It would be improper to speculate too much on this proposed intuition: such things are matters for empirical rather than philosophical enquiry. Nevertheless there are a couple of points worth making before we move on to talk about a characterization of arguments. In the first place we have to be prepared for the possibility that there are several types of intuition for several types of argument, and corresponding to several possible types of conviction about the warrant that the premisses provide for the conclusion. In particular it seems plausible that the intuition that approves a logically valid argument such as
All men are mortal and Socrates is a man, so Socrates is a mortal 

is different from the intuition that approves an inductively strong argument like
The sun has always risen in the past so it will rise tomorrow.

In the case of logically valid arguments the psychological mechanism is activated in such a way that we are compelled to accept the conclusion given the premisses. An intuition with this sort of strength we could distinguish as the Logically Validating Argument Intuition. The claim, then, that in logically valid arguments the conclusions are guaranteed by the premisses is just a way of expressing the experience of the logically validating argument intuition that connects the premisses and conclusion. 

However, having made this point, let’s suppose for the time being that there is just the one ‘general purpose’ argument intuition which tells us whether an argument is good or not. 
In the second place, if the presentation to the respondent of the relevant set of propositions is supposed to be such that the respondent is affected by the intended relationship in the appropriate way, (so that the disposition of the respondent to accept the target is increased in the case that the respondent is disposed to accept the other members of the presented set,) then that ‘presentation’ that we have spoken of must do more than simply make the respondent aware of the existence of a set of propositions. Exactly how the respondent is to be affected by the relationship that is supposed to exist is, again, not necessarily something that can be known a priori. It is possible, one supposes, that the relationship could be registered by the respondent without any awareness of the relationship being involved – in which case the entire business of being affected by an argument could occur without any conscious involvement of the respondent beyond the comprehension of the propositions being presented. I think this is highly unlikely. For one thing, it doesn’t match my own experience of being moved by arguments, in which I first recognise that an argument is being attempted and how it is supposed to work. In any case, I will take it as understood that there is some sort of recognition of the relationship that is involved. 
Characterization of an Argument
With these things having been said, we are now in a position to attempt a characterization of this technique of persuasion, and it seems appropriate and useful to begin by giving the meaning of some terms which shall be used specifically to describe aspects of this technique. (We can take the act of presentation as a given so that the argument can be the thing presented rather than that act. This is in accordance with common usage.) Bear in mind in what follows that although the so-called ‘logical’ arguments are the primary focus of this treatment it is intended to be applicable more generally.
D1. An Argument Formation is a sequence of propositions in which 
a. the final member is called the Conclusion and 
b. the other members are called the Premisses.
D2. An Argument Base for an inducement is an argument formation in which the conclusion is the target of the inducement. An argument base defines premisses and conclusion for the inducement.
First Characterization

Let us, then, take the following as the characterization of an argument:

D3. An Argument specifies an argument base.
Later we will need to clarify this idea of ‘specification,’ but we are interested now in discovering the properties of an argument that determine its success or failure as an inducement. Following the discussion above let the successful arguments be defined as follows:

D4. An Effective argument is one in which the mere recognition of the argument base causes the respondent to feel the argument intuition, so that the respondent is more disposed to accept the target if the other statements are accepted.

Inadequacy of the First Characterization

It is not difficult to convince oneself that arguments of the sort defined just above are only a small subset of what we usually mean by ‘good’ arguments and that the definitions therefore need to be modified. Consider, for example, the following familiar example of an argument to illustrate these definitions: 

Arg.A. “All men are mortal and Socrates is a man so Socrates is mortal.”
which is said to specify the argument base:

F.A:
< ‘All men are mortal’, 

   ‘Socrates is a man’, 

   ‘Socrates is mortal’ >

In this case we do believe that recognition of the argument base alone may cause the respondent to feel the argument intuition, so that the respondent is more disposed to accept the target if the other statements are accepted. But this is only the case because of the triviality of the example. In fact if we consider an even slightly more complex argument it becomes plain that more is required to be specified by an argument than a simple record of the premisses and conclusions in order to achieve this acceptance. Consider, for example, the argument:

Arg.B. “All men are animals and all animals are mortal and Socrates is a man so Socrates is mortal.”
which is said to specify the argument base:

F.B:
< ‘All men are animals’, 

   ‘All animals are mortal’, 

   ‘Socrates is a man’, 

   ‘Socrates is mortal’ >

Here mere recognition of the argument base is conceivably insufficient to satisfy the condition required for it to be effective. The respondent may simply not feel the argument intuition here; and yet we want to be able to say that this looks like a pretty good sort of argument, one which the respondent should be able to feel the force of. We even think that we know how she could be made to see its force using nothing but the resources already present in the argument base. 

Second Characterization

One way of understanding what lies behind this belief is to consider what our response could be if the respondent denies the force of the argument. In the case of argument Arg.A, for example, if the respondent claims not to see how the conclusion depends upon the premisses there seems to be nothing that we can do to make the relationship any clearer. Either the respondent can see the connection or she cannot. If she cannot then she cannot be helped to do so and she must be taken as incompetent in this cognitive faculty – or impervious to this type of inducement. In this respect the argument base in Arg.A may be taken as an ‘irreducible’ type of argument. It is worth giving this sort of thing a name, so:

D5. An Effective Argument Formation for X is an argument formation whose mere recognition causes X to feel the argument intuition, so that X is more disposed to accept the conclusion of that formation if its premisses are accepted.
(And, for the sake of brevity, let’s abbreviate this formula and its variants, outside actual definitions, by the phrase ‘the premisses warrant the conclusion.’) 
Turning now to consider Arg.B we find that, unlike in Arg.A, we could reasonably respond to a claim of incomprehension; in this case by showing that a subset of its premisses form an effective argument formation with a proposition not included in the argument base occupying the role of conclusion, and that this proposition together with some other premisses from the argument base are the premisses to an effective argument formation with the target occupying the role of conclusion. If that sounds complicated it is really just a way of saying that, informally speaking, the argument can be broken up into smaller parts with intermediate steps. To be even more explicit, the argument Arg.B can be associated with an ordered pair of argument formations that are effective for the respondent:

F.1:
< ‘All men are animals’, 

   ‘All animals are mortal’, 

   ‘All men are mortal’ >

F.2:
< ‘All men are mortal’

   ‘Socrates is a man’, 

   ‘Socrates is mortal’ >

The effectiveness of F.1 means that the argument premisses warrant F.1’s conclusion, and the effectiveness of F.2 means that the argument premisses and F.1’s conclusion warrant the argument’s conclusion. Therefore, granted the transitivity of “warrant,” recognition of this sequence is sufficient to cause X to feel the argument intuition, so that the respondent is more disposed to accept the conclusion of that argument if its premisses are accepted, which is to say that the premisses of the argument warrant its conclusion.
Such a process is obviously generalisable. For any argument sufficiently complex that conviction does not follow immediately upon recognition of its base we can attempt to show that a sequence of formations can be discovered such that conviction is immediate upon its recognition. If we recall that our interest is in inducements for which “the presentation itself is such that the respondent is affected by this relationship [the relationship between the premisses and the conclusion] in the appropriate way [so that the disposition of the respondent to accept the conclusion is increased in the case that the respondent is disposed to accept the premisses]” it is clear that a presentation which in any way assists the discernment of such a sequence as described is included in our area of interest. The idea behind such an extension of the class of relevant inducements can be expressed in the following definitions.

D6. An Argument Explication associated with an argument is a sequence of argument formations such that:
a. Each premiss of the base appears as a premiss in at least one formation in the sequence,
b. The final formation in the sequence has the target as its conclusion.
D7. An Argument specifies: 
a. An argument base, 
b. An argument explication.
And in order to talk about ‘good’ or ‘successful’ arguments we need to define the following:

D8. An Effective Argument Explication for the intentional agent X is an argument explication whose mere recognition causes X to feel the argument intuition, so that X is more disposed to accept the conclusion of the argument if its premisses are accepted. 
The example above (of <F.1, F.2>) suggests that an explication in which every formation is an effective formation for the respondent is thereby an effective explication. There is, however, no need to claim that an effective explication contains only (or even any) effective formations. Whatever our suspicions may be, nothing which has been said makes it apparent that some organization of ineffective formations could not be itself effective.

D9. An Effective Argument for X specifies a base and an effective explication for X.
A Note on the Identification of Arguments
I have spoken of an argument as an inducement that specifies a propositional structure, but if the test of whether or not an inducement is an argument depends on the confirmation or otherwise that the specification occurs, it will be necessary to make clear what is intended by that term. It is not difficult to do so. Recall that our working assumption has been that an argument, at least, presents propositions that are claimed to be in a certain relationship and that “the presentation itself is such that the respondent is affected by this relationship in the appropriate way.” Moreover, we have given reason to believe that being affected by this relationship is mediated by the recognition of two types of propositional structure. For the presentation to be such as to make this be so means that the ability of the respondent to achieve this recognition is dependent upon and/or facilitated by the information which is provided by the presentation. Thus when we say that an inducement specifies a particular propositional structure we can mean no more than that it is possible for the respondent to recognise that propositional structure because of the information provided by the inducement and/or using that information.
 

When it comes to testing an inducement for satisfaction of the criteria we therefore find that we are testing whether it is possible to discover a base and an explication using/because of the information provided by the inducement. In a very general sense, then, if the respondent is able to discover a base and an explication in this way then she may declare the candidate inducement to be an argument, but if she fails then she cannot consider the inducement to be an argument. On this understanding the test is really rather a matter of interpretation: an inducement is said to specify a base or an explication if the inducement can be interpreted in such a way that it is taken to provide information which leads to the definition of a base or an explication, and all the usual interpretative considerations of fidelity and charity apply in this case. Understanding the process in this way emphasizes the fact that whether or not an inducement is an argument is not solely dependent upon some essential quality of the inducement; it is, instead, dependent upon qualities of the inducement and the proponent and the respondent in varying degrees, and upon the relationships that exist between them. 
Note that this view of arguments significantly extends the range of things that we need to be charitable about. Typically, for example, arguments are supposed to depend upon interpretation in such a way that charitable assumptions are to be made regarding the beliefs that the proponent holds, or that the respondent believes that the proponent believes that the respondent holds, or, etc. This is of course true, but it is now also clearer that an interpretation must make charitable assumptions about the types of argument formations that are effective for the proponent, or that the respondent believes that the proponent believes are effective for the respondent, or etc. Thus, an interpretation of the inducement ‘Bob is a man, for he’s nothing other than a man’ will probably involve the formation:

<Bob is not not a man,


  Bob is a man>
Consequently, whether this is a reasonable interpretation, and whether this inducement can be counted as an argument, will depend upon whether this formation is taken to be effective by the proponent, or the respondent believes that the proponent thinks that this formation is taken to be effective by the respondent, etc. In all this we must bear in mind Quine’s warnings that very high standards of evidence are required to justify extreme variations from what we regard as reasonable or rational.
A Final Comment
Having defined arguments in quasi-psychological terms, it might be suggested that any such definition is going to leave out a large class of things that we think should be classed as arguments. In particular it will leave out all those valid ‘arguments’ that are of such complexity that no human mind is capable of grasping them or reacting to them in the required way. A definition of arguments in terms of formal systems of various kinds is immune from this criticism, but is vulnerable to other criticisms – hence the preference for the pragmatic view in the first place. 
This conflict of views is beyond my ability to resolve in this place. It may be compared to the disagreement existing between those who think that language is best considered as a system existing independently of the minds of language users (very often as a formal system) and those who see language as a mental product. For those who are interested in pursuing this dispute, a good starting point would be Barbara Partee’s article on it.
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� Govier (1992) pp. 2 f. (Walton (1996) p. 5).


� Note that we don’t have to deny that arguments may have other uses than those explicitly listed; they may be self-justifying, or hypothetical, or explanatory. But all these uses are parasitic on the primary use: an argument could not perform any of those functions if it could not perform its principal function.


� ‘Proponent’ and ‘respondent’ are terms from Barth and Krabbe (1982). ‘Target’ is from Parsons (1996) p. 167.


� My suspicion is, however, that it is the same intuition that approves of such valid arguments as ‘Cain killed Abel, so Abel is dead.’


� The term ‘effective’ is from Walton (1996) p. 40.


� I use the clumsy formulation of ‘because of … and/or using …’ in order to cover the various ways that information may contribute to this process. For example, the possibility of discovery may be ‘because of’ some information if that information tells one how to go about finding more information, or even if it simply lets it be known that there is something to be discovered. Or, the possibility of discovery may created ‘using’ information if the discovery required is simply the extraction of that information. Both types of dependence may be relevant here.


� Partee (1979)
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