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Abstract

This chapter examines argumentation as a psychosocial practice, embedded in institutional,
historical and cultural contexts. Even though they are in reality interwoven, several dimensions
(cognitive, interactive and cultural) will be distinguished . At the cognitive and individual level, the
guestions comprise the following ones: what are the cognitive prerequisites for engaging into an
argumentative interaction? How is the development of argumentative skills taking place in children?
But focusing only on the individual level would not take into consideration other dimensions that are
important such as the relational and dialogical aspects of argumentation, the status of the partners
and characteristic of the “audience”. The specific demands of the cultural context in which
argumentation takes place are also examined.
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1 Introduction: a psychosocial approach to argumentation

In daily life, everyone has to face situations of uncertainty in which decisions have to be taken.
In such contexts reasoning is not based on demonstrations, proofs, deductions, etc. Trying to take the
best decision, carry out the right action or find a solution to a problem involves processes related to
argumentation, such as formulating a position, or producing justifications and refutations.
Argumentation — whether with another person, an audience or with oneself — is a discursive practice
which forms part of everyday experience: “To argue is a form of discursive move in which we do not
limit ourselves to expressing or communicating ideas, opinions, proposals, wishes, projects, etc., but
we want to justify them, prove them by reasoning. In other words, we commit ourselves to maintaining
a critical attitude towards ourselves and the others” (Rigotti and Greco 2004).

Argumentation is a complex subject which has been studied for a very long time by
researchers from many disciplines such as philosophy, logic, linguistics, argumentation theory and
others. The ubiquity of argumentation and its importance in both the working and development of
thought, and in learning, have made it a subject of research within the field of psychology. Areas that
have been studied within this field include the skills required for arguing, and how they develop;
whether people can learn to argue, and if so, how; whether argumentation has a role in cognitive
development; whether adults and children, girls and boys argue in the same way; whether people
argue in the same way with a peer as they do with someone with a different hierarchical status;
whether people can argue about any subject; or whether culturally shared values and rules affect
argumentation.

Linguists, philosophers of language, psycholinguists, theorisers of argumentation have tried to
model this particular type of communication, notably by examining the rules of argumentative
discourse and how it is linguistically performed. Their attention is usually focused on the specific,
normative properties of argumentation. Our focus is this chapter is different. We are interested in
understanding how children and adult develop argumentative abilities, why and with whom.
Sophisticated argumentations are rare in everyday or professional life — or even do not occur at all.
Our psychological approach invites us to consider individuals when they think, feel, recall, project
themselves and act in social situations involving confrontations and justifications of their points of
view. So we will be examining argumentation from the particular perspective of social and cultural
psychology, and in so doing we will consider argumentation as a practice that is situated in and
performed in certain everyday activities by individuals.

Argumentation is a very suitable subject for examination from a psychosocial perspective. It
involves an individual (the proposer), an interlocutor (or opponent) and an object (subject of the
discussion) about which there is a divergence of points of view. To the three sides of this
“psychosocial triangle” (Moscovici, 1984) we will add a fourth: the mediation tools. For indeed in any
communication situation it is important to consider the tools (technical and symbolic) by means of
which the actors conduct the interactions.

Argumentation involves cognitive, interactive and dialogical processes of meaning-making. It
does not take place in a social vacuum, but in an institutional and cultural context. So dimensions that
have to be taken into account include the individuals with their own cognitive and communicational
capacities, the interlocutors with their status and intentions, the topic under discussion, the mediation
tools used, and the sociocultural context. We will try to describe how these different and
interdependent dimensions work in everyday practices, by focusing on:

. the intrapersonal dimension of the argumentation. What are the thinking tools which
are required at the individual level in order to enter into this cognitively and emotionally complex
practice? We will try to understand the cognitive prerequisites which enable an individual to take
into consideration the dialogical dimension of the argumentation, we will examine the affective



aspects of it, and the individual’s relationship with the subject of discussion and with the mediation
tools;

. the dialogical and interpersonal dimension. If we take into consideration only the
individuals involved in the argumentation, we cannot understand the dialogical complexity of the
activity. So we have to consider the interaction between the individual and the interlocutor and
study how argumentation, as a particular type of dialogue, contributes to the entry of individuals into
a field of specific activities, in a culture and in learning. This will also lead us to a closer study of the
characteristics of the interlocutor. The dynamics of the interaction and argumentation are affected
by whether the argumentation takes place with a peer, an adult or a superior in the hierarchy;

. the content (topic) around which the argumentation is taking place is undoubtedly
more than just the pretext for the argumentation. We will study how its specific properties may
constrain or enhance the argumentative processes involved,

. mediation tools are also an important dimension as their form, the uses they crystallise
and the operations that they make possible are all inherent to argumentation;

. the sociocultural dimension. Argumentative dynamics occur in specific sociocultural
contexts, which orient, constrain and contribute to the form that they will take. In this light,
argumentation is always “situated”. So we will consider how in a given place and at a specific time,
argumentation practices take place within other activities and how cultural usage and traditions
contribute to the forms which the argumentation takes.

2 Intrapersonal dimension of argumentation

Although argumentation is clearly understood here in its dimension of interaction, it also
involves skills that the individual must be able to actualize to engage in argumentation.

2.1 The cognitive prerequisites needed to enter into argumentation

Some authors see traces of the beginning of argumentation in very small children, while others
emphasise the complexity of argumentative discourse. Such discourse does involve different cognitive
and linguistic operations, processes such as supporting, planning, coherence and continuity of
subject; so it is thought not to be really mastered under the age of 16 or 17 (Dorval and Eckerman
1984; Dorval and Gundy 1990; O’Keefe and Benoist 1982).

Very early, at about 2 or 3 years old, children show themselves to be capable of
argumentation in the context of their daily life, in the sense of trying to convince someone else while
taking their interlocutor’s interests into account (promises, repetition of the same argument; insisting,
etc.). Their discourse bears traces of the operations of justification and/or negotiation, but these
operations are still very undeveloped. It is only older children who use organised argumentative
discourse, involving specific, articulated operations, consisting of arguments and counter-arguments
(Golder 1996).

At the psychological level, argumentation involves specific processes such as:

. The ability to decentrate: the individual must be capable of decentration. This process
is described by Piaget as the ability to consider the point of view of another person rather than just
the child’s own point of view as the centre of any representation of the world. The child cannot
acquire the faculty of arguing until he or she has emerged from egocentrism, as “so long as the
child supposes that every one necessarily thinks like himself, he will not spontaneously seek to
convince others, nor to accept common truths, nor, above all, to prove or test his opinions” (Piaget
2007, p. 33). According to Piaget, the child only develops its argumentative ability at about 7 or 8
years of age, either at same time as decentration which is when the child becomes aware of the
distinction between the self and the world. Argumentation requires individuals to distance



themselves from their own discourse and envisage it as one among other possibilities. So children
could not argue in a developed manner until they had reached the threshold of the stage of formal
operations. Only children of 12-13 years would be capable of simultaneously defending their point
of view and taking into account that of their opponent. In another research field, studies have been
carried out in contexts more meaningful for children and have shown that the child acquires at an
earlier stage, at between 3 and 5 years of age, the decentration which allows it to take account of
another person’s point of view (Astington 1994). In this paradigm, it is the acquisition of a theory of
mind that takes the place of decentration and permits the child to take another person’s position into
account (i.e. the ability of attributing mental states to the other person and taking them into account
in order to predict and interpret their behaviour). So a theory of mind makes it possible to develop
argumentation abilities at an earlier age than that given by Piaget.

. Relating one’s point of view to that of others: psychologists observe the ability to relate
another person’s argument to their own only relatively late in development. Younger children make
their contributions in turn, in a sort of “collective monologue” that Piaget describes as the
expression of the egocentrism of the young child. Argumentation requires an individual to take into
account not only the interlocutors in an argumentative discourse, but also their beliefs and
arguments, which is particularly difficult for a child. In effect, it means using “acceptable” arguments,
i.e. those based on common values or on collective standards (Miller 1987).

. Providing justification and evidence. It seems that at first the child believes all
hypotheses and does not feel any need at all for evidence. In particular, Piaget explains this by
referring both to the fact that the child is not aware of his or her own train of thought, and also to the
fact that the child only reasons about particular cases and is not capable of generalizing. Piaget
distinguishes the appearance of logical justification or evidence (at the age of about 7 or 8) from
justification or causal explanation, which occurs earlier. From Piaget’s point of view, it is the time
when the child experiences “the shock” of “our thought coming into contact with that of others,
which produces doubt and the desire to prove (...). The social need to share the thought of others
and to communicate our own with success is at the root of our need for verification. Proof is the
outcome of argument (...). Argument is, therefore, the backbone of verification. Logical reasoning is
an argument which we have with ourselves, and which reproduces internally the features of a real
argument” (Piaget 1969, p. 204). Systematic justification is only seen at about 13-14 years of age
(Golder and Coirier 1994).

However, in studying the competences and processes involved in argumentation, several
issues encourage us to examine more than individual, intramental skills. A distinction needs to be
made between oral and written argumentation. We also need to acknowledge the importance of the
affective dimension, and the role played by the content.

2.2 Oral and written argumentation

Psycholinguists try to trace the acquisition of linguistic tools in argumentation, such as
connectors (temporal, logical, of concession, etc.) and certain adverbs (hardly, only, nearly, etc.), as a
function of the child’s development (Moeschler 1989). Other researchers observe argumentation more
in the linking together of propositions in dialogue rather than in the use of certain connectors or
adverbs (Francois 2005).

Argumentation seems to be more difficult to master when a written text has to be produced.
From the point of view of development, children first meet situations which require oral communication
before they find themselves in situations which involve the written word. Children learn oral
argumentation within a family situation (Dunn and Munn 1987; Pontecorvo & Arcidiacono 2007). They
argue in order to achieve personally significant aims such as possession of objects (Hay and Ross
1982). Within the family, parent-child conversations involving conflict have been studied. These
studies show that by 2 years of age, children are highly familiar with conflict interchanges, and by the



age of 4, they have long been witnesses of and participants in family conflicts (Stein and Albro 2001).
They become increasingly skilled, particularly in acquiring more language and cognitive skills and new
social knowledge about rules and rights. Francois (2005) showed that while playing, children manage
to justify their point of view and to oppose adversaries’ propositions from the age of 4-5 years. 3 years
seems to be the key age for producing justifications. Before this age, children use bodily persuasive
strategies (aggressive gestures, crying) or verbal strategies (intimidation, threats, blackmail) to
convince other people, rather than argumentative strategies. Stein & Miller (1993) suggested to
children aged 7-14 years that they should resolve dilemmas in areas with which they were familiar.
The results show that children know how to adopt a clear position and defend it from the age of 7.
They identify the factors involved in the conflict but do not really offer any response to their opponent.
At about 11, they produce both justifications explicitly defending their point of view, and statements
referring to their adversary’s point of view.

The problems facing children regarding written argumentation clearly arise from the
characteristics of literacy itself; the writer has to assume all responsibility examining and comparing
ideas, within the same text (Perelman and Olbrecht-Tyteca 1969). They have to consider the diversity
of opinions on the same subject and select choose the most relevant. They have to anticipate
objections and use coherent linguistic methods to connect the elements together. This diaphonic or
even polyphonic dimension of argumentative texts is mastered relatively late in development. In an
argumentative dialogue, the presence of two individuals face to face seems to act as a support for the
child in understanding the other person’s point of view and adapting to it. In written argumentation,
more effort is involved in identifying the purpose of the discourse (Dolz 1996).

Some psychologists can see a fairly strict chronological order in the mastering of written
argumentation: at around 10-12 years, children are capable of backing up an opinion; around 13-14
years, they begin to modulate their text and take a certain distance with the opinions expressed; at 16
years, they master modulation and consideration of counter-argumentation2.

However, contrary to this vision of entry into written argumentation centred on individual
competences, other researchers have drawn attention to the importance of the practice and teaching
of argumentation. Argumentation has only recently been taught in the primary school, in certain
countries. In addition, textbooks are rarely written in dialogue form and they very rarely give alternative
arguments when explaining a subject, which may also account for the fact that written argumentation
skills are mastered late.

This debate about the skills and processes required is important as the conclusions reached
will have repercussions, particularly on the types of educational actions envisaged: should the
teaching of argumentation in school wait until the skills related to the child’s cognitive development
have been acquired? Can this development be accelerated by creating stimulating situations? Can
argumentation be taught through specific activities from the first years at school (Brassart 1990; Dolz
and Schneuwly 1998)? [see on this subject the chapters in this book by Mercer and by Schwarz].

2.3 Affective dimension

The question of emotion, identity and feelings should not be overlooked in argumentative
situations (Plantin 2004). When individuals enter into argumentation, they undertake both a
commitment and a risk: commitment, because they consider that an issue is sufficiently important to
be introduced into the discussion, and risk, because by advancing an argument, they will have to have
it examined and they may face attack by the other person, and they also risk loss of face in the sense
described by Goffman (1967). According to Stein & Miller (1993), knowledge of the function, form and

2 With regard to the operations of support or backing up, Coirier and Golder (1991) propose five levels of structural organisation:
absence of explicit position taking, adoption of a position not backed up, adoption of a position backed up by one argument only,
adoption of a position backed up by two arguments, adoption of a position supported by two arguments connected to each other (Dolz,
1996, p. 230)



content of the argument “emerge out of a desire to ensure that personally meaningful goals are
attained” (p. 201). These authors believe there are four components underlying the development of
argumentation: 1) a desire to achieve objectives which have meaning for the individual; 2) awareness
of the positive and negative consequences of the actions associated with achieving these objectives;
3) awareness of the obstacles hindering the achieving of these objectives, and 4) beliefs concerning
the consequences of not achieving the objectives. More generally, Stein and Albro (2001)
demonstrate the importance of the personal and social aims of the interlocutors, who fear all along the
dispute that it might disrupt the friendship of the relationship. In the field of education, Van der Puil,
Andriessen and Kanselaar (2004) examine the fact that organised sequences of argumentation during
software-mediated learning activities are often followed by time spent repairing the relationship, as if
argumentation itself has a negative effect on the relationship between the participants. The emotional
dimension is salient again when the participants in an argumentative discourse are faced with
contributions that they judge to be unfair. In relation to this, Mischo and colleagues (Mischo 2003;
Christmann et al. 2000) show that in such a situation the participants tend to express themselves
either by emotional reactions or verbal confrontation.

2.4 Meaningful objects of argumentation: individuals’relationship with
the content

Too often, researchers regard the content, the subject being discussed in the argumentation,
as a pretext for the observation of argumentation skills and their development. However, it is by no
means certain that argumentation skills belong to an individual, independently of the content. Voss
and Van Dyke (2001) have clearly demonstrated the importance of the subject’s relationship with the
content in explaining contradictory results between different studies, some of which show that young
children are already capable of developing argumentation skills while others observe that these skills
have not been acquired by children of the same age: “This apparent disagreement can be resolved by
noting the roles of two factors, the tasks and two types of knowledge, of subject matter and of
argument-related verbal structures or schema. Young children have experience in conflict situations,
and they become personally engaged in them. They have encountered peer and parent-child
interpersonal conflict. When they enter into argumentation, their knowledge and experience in social
relationships is activated with their related argument structures, even though in many cases the
children probably could not verbalize the nature of such structures. However, what could happen if
such a child were asked as an individual why people return to prison? (...). Whether or not a person is
able to perform reasonably in an argumentative situation depends on context, which includes the
argument’s contents” (2001, pp.102-103).

In relation to school, Douaire (2004) also observes that students who had to engage in
argumentation during geography lessons had difficulty decentering from their perspectives especially if
they were very concerned with the issue. We know how important it is to be familiar with the topic
under discussion and interested in it; these aspects affect the development of argumentative
strategies. The nature of the subject matter refers back to the individuals’ previous cognitive and
affective experience.

Some researchers have also found that it is important for the individual to feel that the subject
under discussion is “discussable”. For example, Golder (1996) observed that certain subjects become
“discussable” as a function of a child’s age. However, it is also true that the cultural context plays an
important role in establishing what is discussable; in some historical and cultural configurations God,
His nature, His intentions, the form and place of the Earth within the Universe, the evolution of
Humanity, and many other subjects, may be regarded either as a subject for debate or a taboo
subject. So before argumentation can take place, the partners have to consider the subject to be
discussable; but discussability is perceived differently according to the social or cultural group to which
individuals belong.



So in our perspective it is important to see that argumentation cannot be reduced to its
developmental and intrapersonal factors: “Whether or not a person is able to perform reasonably in an
argumentative situation depends on context, which includes the argument’s contents” (Voss and Van
Dyke 2001, pp.102-103).

3 Dialogic and interpersonal dimension of argumentation

The presence of another person is not only a characteristic of argumentation as a special form
of communication, it is also key to the processes of thought and learning. Identifying the dialogic
dimension of argumentation makes it possible to demonstrate that argumentation always involves an
interaction, a type of dialogue (even one in which one person argues with themselves) in which
argumentation emerges as a response to doubts or divergences on the part of an audience: arguing
involves presenting different views on a single subject. So by its essence argumentation is a
relationship with an “other”, who may or may not be physically present, but whose contradictory or
sceptical voice contributes to the emergence of argumentation (Van Eemeren and Grootendorst
2004). By addressing their discourse, the speaker anticipates their interlocutor’s response in a process
which Bakhtin calls “responsive understanding” (Bakhtin 1981). In this light, all interventions take their
meaning from what precedes them and what follows them in a chain of discourse; argumentation is
therefore the product not of an isolated thought but of cooperation by the participants.

3.1 Dialogue and thought

Emphasising the dialogic dimension of argumentation leads us to consider the role of verbal
interaction, and in particular of dialogue, in the construction of thought. A sociohistorical perspective in
psychology draws attention to the fact that development and learning are “co-constructed” in social
interactions. In situations where children relate to other people, they are led to modify or construct
their representations and understanding of their environment and of themselves. In this sense,
development takes place while moving backwards and forwards between the intrapersonal equilibrium
of understandings of the world and the interpersonal level; the knowledge and tools developed at this
level are then internalised by the child, who appropriates them as personal thinking tools.

In Vygotsky’s theory, often referred to in research into the role of social interaction in learning,
language (and oral language in particular) is conceived as having two principal functions: as a
‘communication tool’, it is used to share and develop the knowledge which makes social life possible,
while as a ‘psychological tool’, language is transformed into a tool for reflecting on one’s own activity,
so making it possible to reason, plan, organise thought and verify one’s own actions: “Children solve
practical tasks with the help of their speech, as well as with their eyes and hands” (Vygotsky, 1978, p.
26). But these two functions are inevitably interdependent; children learn to talk in the concrete
practices of their life, they learn language by using it in activities in the community into which they
were born. Bruner (1990) in particular, and other scholars (Mercer 2000; Mercer and Littleton 2007),
have shown how the development of young children is constructed through and by their dialogues with
the people around them.

The work of Pontecorvo and her team is interesting in this light. Based mainly on cultural
psychology, the team considers that psychological processes (memory, sense of personal and social
identity, etc.) can be studied through the manner in which the culture allows for them, organises and
speaks of them. So they study the phenomenon of socialisation, which is understood as a reciprocal
exchange of adaptation and knowledge between society and its new members, taking a particular
interest in language which is considered not only as the instrument, but also the aim and object of
socialisation. Pontecorvo and her team use analysis of the everyday activities of children in the
context of the family and school to see how what Bruner calls “the mind in the culture” is constructed.



From a detailed analysis of verbal interactions, the authors show that family conversations are one of
the important places in which the social and relational function of language develop. The ability to
argue is constructed interdependently in the cognitive, language-related and social domains. So the
child’s experiences in conversation play a very important part in building comprehension of the
structure of conversation and of argumentation (Pontecorvo and Arcidiacono, 2007).

Ordinary conversation, particularly dialogue, is the matrix for our reasoning and our learning,
and the foundation for the possibility of entering into dialogue: “conversation is the natural arena for
exercising intelligibility of cognition and actions” (Trognon 1997, p. 253). Conversation brings out a
particular, pragmatic, form of rationality which uses all the social assumptions which govern human
entry into the world of language.

On this subject, developmental psychologists have shown not only how young children are
induced to enter into argumentative types of dialogue in their everyday activities with their parents or
peers, as we saw earlier, but also how argumentation itself may be a factor in learning (argumentation
as tool for constructing new knowledge, new relationships with others and with oneself).

3.2 Social interaction, argumentation and development

For understanding argumentation in a learning situation, we were interested in studies which
examined the effects of confrontation and of a shared goal beyond that confrontation. In particular,
studies of sociocognitive conflicts (Darmon, Butera and Mugny 2008; Perret-Clermont 1996; Perret-
Clermont and Schubauer-Leoni 1981) demonstrated the importance of confrontation of points of view
within social interactions. However, this confrontation is only a source of learning under certain
conditions: the child must be ready from a developmental point of view for this destabilising
sociocognitive encounter (Perret-Clermont, 1980), and the search for a common solution to the conflict
must be of a cognitive nature, and not of a social or affective nature, such as subordinating oneself or
trying to please by blind acquiescence (Buchs et al. 2004).

Other research studies leading on from these earlier ones have focused more on
understanding the role played by argumentation in learning. They examine how argumentation
develops in social situations involving the processes by which people co-develop new knowledge
(Baker 1999, and chapter in this book): “The appearance of the new at the intra-psychological level is
viewed here as the outcome of a dialogical process of negotiation in the course of which culturally
developed ways of acting, speaking and thinking become part of the learner’s internal functioning.
Discourse plays a crucial role in such a process as it brings people into a form of social (inter)action
that makes it possible for them to negotiate their views on a topic and transform them” (Leitdo 2001,
p.4). [Schwarz in this work has reviewed the literature on this subject].

3.3 The status of the interlocutor in the interactions

Argumentation practices cannot be understood without also considering the question of the
opponent’s identity and status. Aristotle himself emphasised the importance of a good knowledge of
the intended audience of a discourse, to better convince them. Some modern researchers have shown
that the characteristics of an interlocutor affect the capacity of the young child to consider opposing
points of view. Golder shows that the familiarity of the audience is one of the determining factors in
argumentative forms: “Working out the positions of the interlocutor, and so anticipating their
objections, is closely linked to the level of familiarity of the relationship between the speaker and that
interlocutor” (Golder 1996, p.141). Based on her study, she established that between the ages of 5
and 14 children argue in a more diversified and developed way against an adult than against a peer,
and against someone they do not know rather than one who is familiar to them. So children are better
at negotiating their point of view when they have to convince a) an adult close to them rather than a



peer of their own age; b) an adult they do not know well rather than an adult close to them; c) an adult
who argues their point of view rather than an adult who does not intervene in the discourse; d) a peer
who is a friend rather than a peer who is hostile to them (Coirier et al. 1990).

In terms of comparison of identities, it is also important to consider the dimension of the
interlocutor’s expertise. Grossen, Liengme Bessire & Perret-Clermont (1997) showed that in a
situation where they feel that their expertise is equal to that of their interlocutor: “The induction of a
social comparison leading the novices to perceive themselves as being as able as their partner to
perform the task had a positive effect on their performance in session 4 (post-test)” (p. 184). By
demonstrating that identities can have a modulating effect, these results could also be adapted to
interpersonal argumentative dynamics. The question of the type and gender of the interlocutor may
also affect the way in which the proposer enters into the argumentative situation (Psaltis and Duveen
2006; Voss and Van Dyke 2001).

Specific characteristics are concealed in an argumentative situation between a child and an
adult compared with an interaction between children: a dialogue between adult and child is a
discourse of dominance, while discourse between child and child is one of cooperation or conflict
(Francois 2005). Between peers, the way discourse is linked together is as statement-statement, while
an adult introduces a question-response structure; the relationship between children is therefore more
equal but also more diversified, and freer; a child demonstrates more self-continuity in argumentation
with another child than with an adult. In addition, when argumentation takes place between peers it is
experienced more as play, so permitting creativity. Finally, one of the specific characteristics of
argumentation between peers, and of dialogue between children in general, is the variety of discursive
forms; this is due to the trial and error inherent to learning in children, and to the lesser importance
accorded to social prohibitions. Fasulo and Pontecorvo (1999) showed that without a teacher’s
intervention, learners in school can converse more freely, which enriches their mastery of language. In
such a situation children do not feel that they are being judged by the teacher according to the
rightness or wrongness of what they say, which allows them to express themselves freely.

Hofer (1999) studying interactions between mothers and their adolescent daughters shows
how adolescence is a period of many changes and is marked by certain paradoxes in the relationship
with parents, characterised by a desire for independence and a still strong attachment. In parent-child
interactions, Hofer observes that parents try to convince by explanation, while adolescents
demonstrate their own individuality by rejection, criticism and counter-argument. In an analysis of
argumentation, it was found that daughters and mothers dominated different aspects of the dispute.
The mothers regulated the discourse, while the daughters were more active in generating arguments
and counter-arguments.

3.4 Psychosocial processes

In an argumentative situation, individuals are involved in a communication situation. Each
individual is also a member of social groups, depositaries of representations and values which are
shared to a greater or lesser extent by other people. But above all, each individual is regarded by the
others as a member of a group; they represent a majority in power or a minority without the right to
speak.

Social psychology has developed many concepts which can help us to understand how
argumentation can sometimes be difficult to distinguish from persuasion or from influence. When
evaluating the responses we give to the questioning we meet everyday for which there are no
objective responses, we generally refer to someone else. We thus perform a social comparison
(Festinger 1954). Social comparison is a way of evaluating perceptions, emotions, sentiments,
thoughts and actions which consist in relating to another person. For a person who is questioning the
value of their point of view it performs two functions: it is a source of information, and it increases their
psychological comfort. The individual will have more self-confidence if the response they have chosen
is the subject of consensus in the group to which they refer (Trognon and Bromberg 2006).



It is important to consider the effects of conformity with the group (Asch 1956; Milgram 1974)
in understanding the psychosocial processes which may inhibit their engaging in argumentation. For
example, some authors have identified two major processes to explain the phenomenon of conformity
to the group; the first is “normative influence” (people adopt the group’s norms in order to obtain
rewards; this type of influence most affects positions taken publicly), and the second is “information
influence”: people compare their response with that of others when they are not sure it is correct
(personal opinions are more affected by this type of influence). But if the processes of conformity can
prevent argumentation from developing, it may be interesting to study “conversion” (changing a private
opinion). According to Moscovici and his co-workers (Moscovici 1976) influence exerted by a minority
is more likely to lead to conversion than conformity. When people are confronted with the position of a
minority, they engage more readily in creative thinking (Mugny 1982; Nemeth 1986).

In educational situations, the role played by the image of the other person in regulating the
dynamics of the argumentation is also important. In particular the role of the teacher (and their
representation of the learning processes) may profoundly modify the forms that communication takes,
and so modify the dynamics of the argumentation. Studies of “communities of learning and practice”
(Tusting and Barton 2006) demonstrate the mediation function of the design of the teaching on the
forms of learners’ participation, and therefore on the possibility of using arguments. One important
feature of many innovative educational studies is to question a reliance on ‘top-down’, teacher-student
communication in favour of learners’ collaborative communication as they share and construct
knowledge. Arguing becomes a crucial part of class activity (Schwarz’s and Schwarz & Andriessen
chapters in this book).

4 The object of the argumentative discourse

We saw earlier how important it is to consider the relationship between the individual and the
topic under discussion, insofar as past experiences in terms of knowledge and of familiarity may have
an important role in implementing argumentative strategies. The subject itself may also be regarded
as imposing a certain degree of constraint on argumentative practices; a mathematical problem, a
historical or a physical problem are not discussed in the same way. They have different relationships
with concrete facts, and the epistemological obstacles and the discursive traditions for each of these
disciplines are different (Brna et al. 2002, Douaire 2004 ) (see Schwarz’s chapter in this work).

Different traditions guide the actors towards how to argue on different matters and these
activities in turn construct the social reality. Amsterdam and Bruner (2000) analyze the argumentative
process in the making of legal decisions and the reality that these decisions create. Di Donato (2008)
describes the argumentative practices of clients, lawyers and judges in the “making” of a legal case.
Zittoun (2007) describes the specific tradition of argumentation when reading the Tora.

5 Mediation tools

Human artefacts are not only used to facilitate processes which would exist without them; they
also completely transform them. The specific nature of mediation tools contributes to the expression
and form that the argumentation will take. Earlier we referred to the role played by mastery of certain
tools such as written or spoken language, and to technical knowledge for the use of technologies to
facilitate argumentation. But the characteristics of the tool have a mediating role not only in the way in
which an individual implements argumentative practices, but also in their entry into a certain culture.

The use of certain tools is effectively an invitation for an individual to enter a culture. For
example, by learning to write, a child no longer lives in the spontaneity and immediateness of the
spoken word, but begins to reflect on the discourse produced and becomes capable of going back
over its own written product (Olson and Torrance 1996). So the child appropriates an instrument which



will allow it to view its own activity and its knowledge from a distance and gradually, by learning to use
it, the child will better control its discourse. So written argumentation means entering into a complex
activity; it means simultaneously developing certain internal cognitive capacities, and also becoming
an actor in a milieu where the linguistic activities of those making statements are structured and
organised in writing. Learning to write an argumentative text is not simply a matter of transposing an
oral debate into a literate context, but it also means, for example, becoming capable of holding oral
discourses whose organisation and structure are the product of the controlled work of writing, and
carried out by means of the written word. Appropriating writing means structuring one’s thoughts and
actions using methods developed by a culture of writing. Very often, psychology studies of written
argumentation fail to consider the contexts in which texts were produced, but focus instead on
intellectual and individual activity. However, it is during teaching and learning interactions that pupils
acquire these capacities and access the culture of writing.

In the field of computer-mediated learning, many studies start from the Vygotskian premise
that manipulation of external graphical representations facilitates the resolution of cognitive tasks and
has consequences on development. The results show that visual representations and structured
dialogues can facilitate learning, under certain conditions (Andriessen 2006; Andriessen et al. 2003;
Muller Mirza et al. 2007; see also Andriessen’s chapter, in this book). Muller Mirza & Perret-Clermont
(2008) observe that introducing software designed to support and facilitate argumentation into the
classroom has consequences on the whole educational activity.

6 Argumentation as a socially and culturally situated activity

6.1 Institutions

An inventory of the different contexts in which argumentation takes place raises new
guestions, such as what it is that distinguishes argumentation in one context compared with another;
whether arguing in a courtroom or at home is the same type of communication; what it is that
distinguishes them, and what their common points are. The distinction between different contexts
makes it possible to show that the institution in which argumentation takes place exerts a constraining
effect of greater or lesser degree, in particular in relation to certain historical and social processes
which define the roles, rules, and norms of use for the different actors involved. It is therefore essential
to consider the institutional context in which an argumentative discourse takes place, as van Eemeren
& Houtlosser remind us: "Activity types are more or less institutionalized entities of verbal interaction
that can be distinguished by empirical observation of communicative practices in the various domains
of discourse. (...) Argumentative discourse, typically but not exclusively, takes place in the context of
an activity type, or a similar kind of social background, that is regulated by conventional preconditions
instrumental in shaping the communicative practice concerned" (Van Eemeren and Houtlosser (2007,
p. 376).

The courtroom is often cited as the place where rhetoric originated, and is an institutionalised
setting for argumentation; it has a body of specialist professionals whose task is to provide reasons for
judging an individual to be innocent or guilty, and whose roles, tools and manner of speaking have
been defined socially and historically, and need to be specially learned. In this situation, the available
“elements of evidence” and the situation (both physical and emotional) in which the event in question
took place, the selection of articles of law used to determine punishment, and other elements, are
subject to interpretation and consequently to argumentation between the different parties (Amsterdam
and Bruner 2000). The two sides set out their opposing positions and each tries to convince the other
that their reasoning and perception of the facts are right, while following special rules to do this, within
a very specific framework. While argumentation certainly takes place in the courtroom, there are
specific norms governing its use by the different protagonists, which give it a recognisable character.



The institutional dimension is also important to researchers studying argumentation in school.
The school defines units of knowledge to be taught and learned, and the methods to be used. For
learners, learning in school involves participating in an activity which is both cognitive and social,
which requires and understanding of the routines, implicit rules and timings which are the foundations
for communication between teacher and learners (Grossen 2002; Mehan 1979; Mercer 2000). So
teaching and learning are activities which should be seen as situated in institutional and cultural
contexts (Lave 1988; Lave and Wenger 1991).

It is therefore important to study argumentative practices by studying the educational
objectives and programmes: What are the place and educational goals of argumentation in academic
programmes? At what age should argumentation be taught? What practices are suggested to the
teachers? Are they efficient? Certain studies have also demonstrated the importance of the subject
chosen in an argumentative discussion (Dolz and Schneuwly 1998). Learners may feel that certain
subjects belong to their personal or family life, in which case they would not feel they are allowed to
discuss them in a school setting. From the learner’s point of view, evaluation is a key issue: if | get
involved in discussion in the classroom, will my skills or the opinions | express be judged?

6.2 Cultural dimensions of argumentation

In general, representations and the way they are put into words are rooted in the previous and
collective experiences of the individual and of the group. People have learned how to find their place,
adopt a script, allow themselves to act, take the floor and make claims in front of another person; they
have learned their expected roles, rights and duties, and to recognise whether or not subjects are
suitable for discussion. The culture offers matrices for thought, symbolic resources for interpreting
events (Bruner 1990, 1996).

In argumentative situations, individuals take from their previous experiences references to
beliefs and norms that they have shared in interactions with other people, roles they have tried out,
subjects for discussion, discursive forms, etc... It is therefore important to ask when and how
individuals and groups learn to recognise the value of argumentative communication.

6.2.1 Is argumentation universal?

In a way which today could be seen as somewhat provocative, some authors have asked
whether all cultures allow their members to develop what they call “basic rationality”, the foundational
logic of argumentation. For instance, in this field, Miller (1987) studied complex discussions about
territorial litigation between Trobrianders. He asks whether certain forms of ritual communication could
to some extent prevent the development of collective argumentation. The observations made around
the Malagasy form of oratory known as “kabary” (Bloch 1971; Muller Mirza 2005) could be an example
of this. Kabary is a discourse where generally the only people who speak are the elders, or people
acknowledged as having power. Before speaking, the community’s leaders announce the seriousness
of the subject they are about to address, according to an unvarying order of precedence which
reproduces the hierarchical order and is reflected even in the physical arrangement of the individuals
who are present: “From that point, less powerful individuals know that they have no chance of being
heard” (Ottino 1998, p. 587). Authority is therefore crystallised by physical and symbolic elements
which make its effect natural: "The order in which things are arranged is not seen as the result of the
actions of anybody in particular, but of a state which has always existed and therefore of the same
kind as the order of nature" (Bloch 1975, p. 17).

In order to determine the role of the sociocultural context in reasoning, during the 1930s Luria
(1974) carried out a series of studies in Central Asia, as part of a collaboration with Lev Vygotsky.
Independently of the criticism addressed to Luria, the results demonstrate differences in the way in
which individuals approach and resolve problems, particularly with regard to their academic level. In



general, individuals who have not received any schooling show themselves to be incapable of
categorising objects (or refuse to do so) in a way considered by individuals who have received even
basic schooling, to be “correct”. Rather than using “theoretical” or abstract reasoning (these are Luria’s
terms) to resolve syllogisms, for example, subjects who had not been to school use “practical”
reasoning, or reasoning “related to a concrete situation”.

Luria concluded that this was a lack of aptitude for abstract logical reasoning, but in fact it is
more a case of peasants refusing to play the game of logic (Muller Mirza 2005). This reticence goes
back to different cultural values — you don’t express what you don’t know — and to a vision of the world
in which it is important to know who is allowed to say what. When attention is focused on the
relationships between the object and its context, some authors call this way of thinking is called
holistic or dialectic thought: “Holistic thought is based more on concrete knowledge than on abstract
logic. It is also qualified as dialectic, i.e. that when opposing points of view are put forward, the
individual (...) will maintain multiple perspectives and look for a “middle way” (Norenzayan 2007). This
means that when two opposing points of view meet, the individual will not exclude one of them but will
try to find a “middle way”. They will look for harmony, as both types of proposition contain elements of
truth. Based on different experiences, Nisbett and his colleagues found that people from Asian
countries (notably China and Japan) have a tendency to avoid social conflict and reduce contradiction
by changing their point of view (Peng and Nisbett 1999). The authors define dialectic thought
according to three principles: the principle of change (reality is a process which is always in motion,
dynamic and changing); the principle of contradiction (since change is constant, contradiction is
constant too and if there are two contradictions, they are connected and mutually control each other);
finally, the principle of relationship and holism (nothing is isolated and independent, but everything is
connected,; if you want to know an object, it has to be seen in relation to its environment). Conversely,
analytical thought, which is felt to be more highly valued and developed in Western countries, extracts
the object from its context by concentrating on its characteristics in order to assign it to categories
according to rules, and tries to resolve contradictions. This reasoning which decontextualises the
object leads to a search for the true and the false from two opposing points of view. The authors state
that Westerners rely more heavily on formal logic which separates the structure of the argumentation
from its content. Analytical thought is based on three principles: pursuing a single truth; building
counter-argumentation; and finally, giving preference to content.

To explain the differences observed, the researchers refer to familiar values of the people
studied and shared within their group, and the way in which speech is used and valued within
everyday activities. Among certain social or cultural groups, the child gradually becomes familiar, in
the different contexts of its life, with the scripts of communication involving values and categories of
people with whom an argued discussion is possible. For example it is interesting to observe the
adolescents who when faced with a Piagetian task of conservation, will not let themselves contradict
an adult’s false assertions; they focus on the relationship rather than on the task to be resolved.
Bernstein’s (1972) studies demonstrate the importance of argumentation in the processes of
socialising young children, as arguing involves making explicit the rules, social positions, codes and
reasons for authority behaviour, particularly in asymmetrical relationships between children and
parents. In certain social environments it seems that children are more exposed to articulated
argumentation, while in others, authority is presented in the form of behaviour or the taking of a
position without words to support it. This type of relationship with authority could prevent the child from
developing behaviours of curiosity, exploration, speaking out, and particularly at school, when the
teacher encourages a child to construct a position and then support it (Robinson 1982). We suggested
earlier that in certain cultural configurations, certain topics are not considered equally suitable as
subjects for possible discussion. For argumentation to take place, the partners have to perceive the
subject as “discussable”; but discussability is perceived in different ways, depending on the social and
cultural group to which individuals belong.

6.2.2 Implications for school



In the context of school, even when argumentation is considered to be an effective learning
tool, actually holding debates to encourage argumentation may in some situations lead to problems.
For example, Sekiguchi (2000) shows that young Japanese have difficulty in entering into an
argumentation situation in a maths class as they are afraid that they may to some extent damage
social harmony, which is an important cultural value. In traditional Japanese culture, the aim of public
communication is to create harmony (“wa”) among the participants. So people have a tendency to
avoid expressing disagreement in public; expressing direct opposition is regarded as very impolite.
Cooperation is highly valued, rather than competition. Because people try to avoid direct confrontation,
they openly rehearse their opinions in advance, so that they can abandon them or change them easily
if other people indicate their opposition. In Japanese classes, teachers often organise exchanges of
opinion in the whole class or in small groups. These exchanges are called “hanashi-ai”, and the
teachers have an important role in managing them, for example by seeking to use conflict setting
children against each other as good opportunities to deepen understanding of the phenomenon in
question for the whole group; the conflict is shared between members of the class, it becomes “our”
problem. Although hanashi-ai can agree on the fact that a solution is better, more correct, effective,
elegant etc., competition is generally discouraged; there are no losers and no winners. The teaching of
Demonstration (“shoumei”) in maths takes place in the context of a “collective model” of Japanese
communication. Such demonstration should separate the stated assertion from accepted premises, so
reconciling the idea of “following the social obligations of the community” with the process of stating
the proof. This model seems more suitable to the style of communication practised in Japan than
Toulmin’s model (which involves affirmation, foundation, guarantee and qualifier), used in class in
certain Western countries and sometimes metaphorically associated with war; Lakoff & Johnson
(1980) suggest that the ways we argue are partly shaped by the concept of war. Although there is no
physical battle, there is a verbal battle, and the structure of argumentation — attack, defence, counter-
attack, etc. — takes this into account.

For the last few years, researchers in psychology, sociolinguistics and education have
expressed their doubts about a model which they felt was culturally Euro-centred; in their eyes, it put
too much emphasis on deductive and inductive forms of justification. They have asked whether in
other cultures exist different models which would not necessarily require individuals to take an
opposing view, or to be contentious or aggressive when justifying their point of view. Some studies in
the field of learning English or French as a second language suggested the difference, at the level of
writing, between the argumentative structure adopted by native speakers and the members of other
cultures and languages (Disson 2002; Takagaki 2000).

So there are many strategies for justification (deductive, inductive, abductive, narrative,
epideictic, etc.), which are used in different ways by members of different cultures when they need to
justify and persuade. In particular, some studies have demonstrated the positive value accorded to
indirect styles of justification (e.g. justification by deduction, for example) by members of Asian
cultures. However, Warnick and Manusov (2000) highlight the fact that the majority of these studies
deal with written argumentation (or reports of oral interactions) and question the relevance of the
results in relation to oral situations of justification. In research carried out in the United States with
students from different cultural backgrounds, they demonstrated the use of different types of
justification. Their conclusions open up interesting perspectives in education, emphasising that in
teaching, it is important to consider alternatives to the forms of argumentation which are valued in
European cultures. However, we should note that these studies have underestimated major theoretical
and methodological problems, such as the definition of the term “culture” (considered as a product,
when it is in fact a dynamic process, continually reconstructed, negotiated and transformed in
everyday interactions); they also use very gross categories that are too general and ignore the
diversity that exists within this geographical grouping, etc.



7 Conclusion

Argumentation is a cognitive activity which involves the skills of logic and reasoning. Dialogue
is a major part of argumentation, which means that it involves all dimensions of an individual -
cognitive, communication, affective, etc. This is what makes it valuable in educational situations. It is
also what makes it a particularly sensitive and difficult activity, which only seems to arise in certain
contexts. Arguing is a highly complex activity which is simultaneously cognitive and social.

In this chapter we have looked at the psychological and psychosocial dimensions of
argumentation, and we have demonstrated the importance of the processes of constructing meaning.
Arguing is not a trivial activity. It requires the use of language and other cognitive tools, and the ability
to recognise another person’s position. The ability to develop complex argumentation, i.e. to justify
and negotiate, develops gradually in children. However, a narrow focus on the abilities of the
individual, seen independently of a situation in which the child has recourse to thought and speech, is
inadequate. To sum up briefly: it matters who you are arguing with, it matters what you are arguing
about, it matters what context you are arguing in, and it matters why you are arguing.

It matters who you are arguing with

The question of the ‘other’ is key to argumentation. It lies at the heart of the definition of the
activity of arguing; people argue when they have to oppose another form of thought. The central
nature of argumentation means that both the dynamics of interaction and group dynamics are involved
in argumentation. The interlocutor’s opposition leads the individual to look for proof or evidence, and
so to develop a new form of understanding of the subject under discussion. But argumentation is
affected by the identity and status of the person who is being argued with. There are issues of
asymmetrical relationships and management of status and of power, both between children and
adults, and also between peers. The risk of losing or of endangering the relationship is felt by the
protagonists in a particular way in an argumentation. Processes of social comparison and conforming
to the group are also involved in an argumentative interaction.

It matters what you are arguing about

The form and style of the argumentation differ according to the subjects being discussed;
people do not argue in the same way about political or ethical issues, historical events, or biology.
Argumentation is affected by its subject, because of the way it has been “built” and because of the
representations that it conveys. Every topic has its own social representations, shared to a greater or
lesser degree, and brings out emotions and motivations inherent to the activity and which can be
contrasted. The issue of the social and cultural legitimacy of the topic of the argument is important.

It matters what context you are arguing in

The situation dimension of argumentation is illustrated by a courtroom, which has been
historically and culturally constituted as the location par excellence of argumentative discourse; in
court, speakers use coded discourse, and the rules regarding participants, manner and timing of
arguments have been defined beforehand. Other places probably lend themselves less well to
argumentation, for reasons related to the hierarchies of social relationships and to issues arising from
practices; for example, the care situation and the relationship between patient and caregiver.



It is in the family, another important social institution, that the child becomes familiar with
argumentation by participating in an increasingly central manner in discussions. This is where the child
learns, more or less, according to family traditions, to develop their position and have it listened to and
to listen to other people’s positions, either with brothers and sisters or with parents. Within the
institution of school, the place and role of argumentation are incorporated within the curriculum, which
itself bears traces of historical, economic and political issues. Argumentation has for a long time been
an educational subject in courses in rhetoric, and today it has a place in activities involving debate
around current issues or accepted knowledge. However, the learner, as an actor in this specific
institutional situation, may not consider themselves authorized to take the floor and participate in
building knowledge.

Individuals are also members of larger groups which have developed traditions concerning the
division of roles and status, who may take the floor and when, and for what purpose. So the cultural
dimension runs through the activity of arguing, and structures it. In certain situations, arguing is
regarded as endangering a certain harmony in relationships, if it is not given the boundaries of precise
rules. Among the Baoulé of the Ivory Coast, for example, when it is felt that a confrontation is about to
start, one of the protagonists recalls a proverb saying that it is not the individuals who enter into
conflict, but ideas. In other cultural and spiritual traditions, for example in Judaism, argumentation
based on specific techniques and frameworks is regarded as a condition which maintains and renews
one’s knowledge of oneself and of the world.

It matters why you are arguing

Sometimes individuals argue, but what is important is not so much the acceptability or
rationality of the argument as the sense attributed to the global situation in which the argumentation is
taking place; the individual may wonder whether their opponent will continue to speak to them, if they
confront them or whether, if they enter into a debate, their teacher will judge them by what they say, or
by their personal opinions; whether, if they put forward hypotheses which they try to support, this will
have an impact on the real world ; they may wonder whether their representation of what reality is will
be overturned.

The personal, social and cultural implications are very important in this particular activity of
thinking which makes it possible to explore the sometimes hard to identify borders between searching
for rationality and searching for meaning.
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