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Abstract


Message production scholarship is addressed to the question, Why do people say what they do? This paper offers a definition of argument that is in turn applied to the message production literature.  Given this frame, much of the message production work is actually about arguing, because it is aimed at predicting content and reasons. In addition, argument-specific research is integrated into the message production literature. The purposes of the paper are to describe the relevance of message production work to the study of invention, and to encourage the argumentation community to engage this body of research and theory. 


Paper presented to the Tenth Biennial Wake Forest University Argumentation Conference, June 27-30, 2004, Venice, Italy. 

Argument Production


A relatively new concentration in communication research is called message production (e.g., Greene, 1997b).  The central question in this work is, Why do people say what they do?  This paper claims that most of the message production work is actually about arguing, because it is oriented to content and reasons.  In addition, I will integrate argument-specific research into the message production literature.  The paper intends to explore how close we are to being able to describe what content arguers generate, and why.


In order to accomplish this, I think I need to cover two topics.  In my first section, I will offer a definitional treatment of arguing, and try to place my views relative to somewhat more common ones.  Having stipulated (Rowland, 1987) a description of argument, I then proceed to the second main task, a discussion of message production work.  My central claim in that section, of course, will be that those researchers are actually studying argumentation, even though they discuss their topics in different terms.  At the end of the paper, I will offer some thoughts about convergence between these apparently separate communities of scholarship.

Defining Argument


My understanding of argument is based on an important principle, one that  strikes me as obvious, but seems too rarely appreciated by some other writers.  Arguing is done by people.  It is an essentially human activity, and can only be done by humans.  Propositions cannot argue, syllogisms cannot argue, paragraphs cannot argue, cartoons cannot argue, and speeches cannot argue.  This paper cannot argue.  Only a person can argue.  As Brockriede (1975, p. 179) observed, “arguments are not in statements but in people.”  


The texts that we casually describe as arguments are literally only their artifacts.  Sometimes, when we study a speech from another era or culture, it might be more accurate to say that we are looking at the fossil of an argument.  The first scholarly task in such work is to understand the fossil well enough to reconstruct the person who created it, and the people who engaged it.  When we write that some text is (or has made) an argument, we are expressing ourselves figuratively, and it is a mistake to forget that.


Definitions of argument ordinarily specify either the structure or function of arguing, or both.  Given what I have said, a structural description in terms of propositions will be unsatisfactory, as will any statement of essentially textual function.  In the interest of informing readers where my discussion will go, I will begin by offering my own understandings of the structure and function of argument.  Then I will connect my views to more standard definitions, to show points of contact.


In a work in progress, I have offered a two part definition of argument, describing both its structure and its function (Hample, in progress, ch. 1).  The form of argument is reason in support of a conclusion.  The function of argument is to create meaning.  


Notice that the structural specification is not in terms of textual propositions.  I intend it to apply to mental representations of ideas even more directly than it describes discursive artifacts.  Reasoning and concluding are human actions, not grammatical relations.  A portion of a paragraph that serves as a justification only does so when that passage is taken as a reason by a human actor, and the same applies to conclusions.  The connection between reason and claim must also be recognized by a person.  Otherwise the paragraph will appear incoherent.  Many textual or artistic expressions of reasons and conclusions are relatively transparent, and we rarely make substantial mistakes in our critical understandings of them.  But, at bottom, arguing and its form are sited only within human minds.


In saying that the function of arguing is to create meaning, I am making an effort to express the most basic thing that arguments do.  Arguments are designed to make conclusions seem more likely, and therefore arguments naturally arise when claims are thought not to be obvious to the hearer.  (Arguments that fail to change the other's adherence to a view, either because the reasoning was not compelling or because the conclusion was already believed, are still arguments, but we will probably want to say something critical about them.)  The conclusion to an argument is supposed to be a new thought, a new attitude, a new shading of a previous impulse, or a reinforcement of an indifferently held cognition.  I count all of these, loosely, as referring to the creation of meaning.


“Function” is an important word, and must be closely distinguished from some similar ideas that this paper will also discuss.  In particular, functions and goals are different.  A goal is something intended, and it may or may not eventuate.  A function simply happens.  Often, goals and functions work out to be the same things, and this is why many people elide the two terms.  Here is a useful example that displays the potential contrast.  A main goal of public education in America is to produce a more knowledgeable citizenry.  A consistent function of public education in America is to shrink the available labor force by preventing people in their middle and late teens from competing for full time jobs.  I think it is better in a definitional effort to focus on the functions of arguing rather than its goals, because different people will have wonderfully variable intentions for engaging in argumentation.  And sometimes the statement of argumentation's goals reveals more about the scholar than about any naïve arguers.


Let me now discuss this definition in comparison with some others.  I have chosen several definitions because they are standard, and others because they are contemporary and especially interesting.  These proposals are different from one another, and point to different scholarly perspectives.  Gilbert (1997, ch. 2) has a nice discussion of argument definitions on a similar plan, although aimed at a different point.  


Perhaps the most common sort of definition asserts that arguments are defensible connections between reason and conclusion.  For instance, an argument “. . . is a set of claims a person puts forward in an attempt to show that some further claim is rationally acceptable” (Govier, 2001, p. 3).  Toulmin (1958) offers one description of what the set of claims might contain:  data, warrant, backing, reservation, and qualifier.  Other workers in this tradition prefer to discuss premises and propositions of few but specifiable forms, such as disjunctions or conditional statements.  This sort of definition is focused mainly on structure and the rational character that arguers should strive to attain.  Although Govier's inclusion of “a person” and his/her effort is very welcome, this approach tends to produce only analyses of text.  While the discourse is intended to be transparent to readers, authors in this tradition often regard psychologism as a mistake, and resist the effort to translate “reason” and “claim” into cognitive terms.  The aim of rationality is understood according to the tenets of formal or informal logic.  Only rarely is a notion such as practical reason included.  Rationality is something like textbook validity, not the wisdom of a well-directed life.


This approach is similar to mine in structural terms, because of the centrality of reason and conclusion.  I depart by insisting that these are cognitive functions, reasoning and concluding, rather than textual elements.  I also omit discussion of rationality, because it is a goal, and not everyone intends to be rational during an argument.  Some people will argue for fun, and others in order to hurt the other person.  Still, if an argument were actually rational, it would generate meaning (as would entertaining or hurtful arguments).


The last quarter of the 20th century saw scholars focusing on the interpersonal experience of arguing, and accordingly they offered definitions consistent with that orientation.  Willard (1989, p. 1) says argument “. . . is a form of interaction in which two or more people maintain what they construe to be incompatible positions.”  This description says that arguing is a species of interpersonal communication, which was an important step in those years.  However, it says little about the structure of “maintaining” positions, and merely implies that this is the goal of arguing.  Happily, it does emphasize that the positions' incompatibility is “construed,” rather than logically implied.  Gilbert (1997, p. 32) has extracted a naïve understanding of arguing from common usage:  “An argument is a conflictual experience charged with emotion where opposing beliefs, desires, and/or attitudes are involved.”  This definition underscores the essential human character of the activity, and refers clearly to cognitive elements.  It continues Willard's theme of conflict, but similarly gives little description of how the conflictual experience is conducted.  Jackson and Jacobs (1980, p. 254) offer considerably more detail about structure and function.  They say, “. . . arguments appear as a variety of structural expansions of adjacency pairs.  They may involve turn expansions or sequence expansions focusing on either pair part, but they occur within the interpretive frame provided by a dominant adjacency pair.”  The function of arguing is also laid out:  “arguments are disagreement relevant speech events;  they are characterized by the projection, avoidance, production, or resolution of disagreement.”  So, regardless of the arguers' goals, arguments accomplish the negotiation of disagreement.  


The most striking thing about these definitions, compared to the standard one, is that arguing is seen as an interpersonal activity, not a solitary one.  These scholars are at pains to specify the motive for arguing:  to resolve incompatibilities and oppositions, or to deal with disagreement.  Particularly in Jackson and Jacobs' work, we can see that disagreement work is understood as the central function of argument.  While “disagreement” is somewhat more aggressive than my terminology, it does presume the necessity of creating a meaning for the other arguer.  


Willard writes freely about reasons and rationality, and so may be regarded as sympathetic to, or at least interested in, the standard view.  Jackson and Jacobs stipulate a very different structural form for arguments.  Utterances are most immediately recognized as pair parts, not argument elements.  We might choose to consider that the second pair part of the controlling adjacency pair serves as a conclusion, but the other elements do not necessarily need to contain reasons, as we normally understand them.  This is the phenomenon that produced literature about primitive and prototypical conversational arguments, the distinction being that primitive arguments consist in mere exchanges of incompatible claims, whereas prototypical arguments have reasons in them.  


I want to say that an argument needs a reason, and that if the reason is missing, we are entitled to call the meaning system something other than an argument, or to critique it as incomplete.  In the case of text, we call the omissions missing premises.  In the case of cognition, we call the omissions evidence of incoherence or guessing.  The structural definition in terms of adjacency pairs has served us well, but it is restricted to conversational arguing, and I am aiming at a description that applies equally to cognitive, interpersonal, textual, and social arguments.  


Lastly, let me mention the Amsterdam definition:  “Argumentation is a verbal, social, and rational activity aimed at convincing a reasonable critic of the acceptability of a standpoint by putting forward a constellation of propositions justifying or refuting the proposition expressed in the standpoint” (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, p. 1).  Again we see the commitment to textualization conveyed in “propositions,” as well as the rational aim we have noticed before.  Here, however, we observe these considerations being applied to interpersonal activity.  The result is a well-known structural analysis of how critical discussions ought to be conducted.  Arguers' motives have to do with persuading others, reminding us of Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (1969, p. 4), who say this about their project:  “. . . the object of the theory of argumentation is the study of the discursive techniques allowing us to induce or to increase the mind's adherence to the theses presented for its assent.”  


Notice that the Dutch scholars understand the structure of argumentation to include more than reasons and conclusions.  Initially non-argumentative expression of standpoints, declarations of opposition, joint agreement on procedures, and other key elements of the exchange are all part of a complete theory of critical discussion (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1983).  By taking critical discussion as their topic, van Eemeren and Grootendorst expand arguing into the realm of social interaction.  But by insisting on textualization and a single broad goal, they also intentionally exclude mental phenomena and arguments that take place in other settings or for other reasons.  Still, we should notice that the key stage of a critical discussion is the argumentative one, in which reasons are offered and tested, so that joint conclusions can be drawn.  And should an arguer succeed in “ convincing a reasonable critic of the acceptability of a standpoint,” we can see that meaning will have been created for the critic.  Actually, I would point out that meanings will almost certainly have been created for both participants, even if they do not reach consensus on the issue at hand.


Reflecting on these various definitions, the idea that arguments consist of reasons and conclusions is not especially controversial.  Some writers say so explicitly, but the others are able to accommodate this idea, even if the initial formulation is in different terms or is more expansive.  Most of these scholars, of course, see claims and their support as textual phenomena, and I depart from them in that.  


It is harder to track any consensus on the function of argument.  Many analysts avoid discussion of function, preferring instead to discuss goals, whether personal or social.  They say that arguing is done to reach good decisions, to resolve interpersonal troubles, to advance a society's conscience, to persuade others, or to express fundamental democractic values.  These are all grand goals, and I applaud them.  And surely a goal is something a person has, rather than being inherent in a particular kind of discursive form.  But people also argue for entertainment, to express personal identity, to assert dominance, to make another person feel inadequate, and for all sorts of other reasons.  I believe that it is productive to study all these goals, and to try to make sense of their connections.  But in each case, the creation of meaning is necessary to achieve the arguer's aim.  That is why argument is so often selected as a means to those goals:  because it serves the function of creating or shaping meaning.


So as we move into the second substantial section of this paper, we will have in mind a two part definition of argument:  its structure is reason-conclusion, and its function is meaning creation.  

The Centrality of Argument to Message Production Research


Message production theory and research are aimed at describing why people say what they do.  Although some nonverbal work has been done (e.g., Burgoon & White, 1997), the bulk of scholarship is concerned with verbal messages.  The usual focus is on a single actor, and this is understood as a current limitation (e.g., Waldron, 1997).  With some important exceptions, the basic model in all this work is the GPA (goals-plan-action;  e.g., Dillard, 2004).  Confronting a social situation, people form goals that stimulate plans, and the resulting actions are messages.  While this is the core theory, recent research has expanded on the model, primarily studying things that precede the goal and other elements that intervene between the goal and the message.  My contention is that much of this work is, or can be assimilated to, part of the study of argumentation.  


Let me try to work through this literature in a sort of theoretical chronology.  I will start with the earliest moments in message production, and move forward until actual expression occurs.  Since clear and detailed explanations of the message production work are available elsewhere (e.g., Greene, 1997;  Hample, in progress;  Wilson, 2002), I will treat those topics briefly, so as to permit us to concentrate on the connections between this scholarship and argumentation.  


A message begins with a situation.  Normally, the stimulating circumstances can be nicely analyzed with traditional ideas (Bitzer, 1968), but some matters may be so complex as to require something like Goodnight's (in press) notion of “predicament.”  In any case, the situation generates some sense of immediacy, some exigency that must be addressed communicatively.  


These circumstances must be construed.  The interpretations are what guide the production of messages (Hample, 1997).  In a series of studies, Wilson (1995) has shown that ambiguous situations are understood differently by people varying in interpersonal construct differentiation.  A consequence of these distinct interpretations is that people make different attributions about the exigence, and so understand various sets of goals to be in play.  Wilson's work is restricted to a particular kind of compliance gaining situation, and mainly a single individual differences variable, so quite a lot of further work needs to be done.  Nonetheless, the principle that situations must be construed – that they are not given – is an important one.  This interpretation creates the context to which an argument's meanings must be directed.


Two key sorts of construals have been studied at some length.  The first has to do with the constellation of goals that are active.  Dillard (1990, 2004;  Dillard & Solomon, 2000;  also see Feng & Wilson, 2004) distinguishes between primary and secondary goals.  These terms do not indicate relative motivational force.  Instead, the primary goal is the one that frames the situation – phenomenally defines it as advice giving, or  compliance seeking, or comforting, and so forth.  If the primary goal is the verb in the motivational syntax, the secondary goals are rather like the adverbs.  They index matters such as politeness, identity, and anxiety, and constrain how the framing goal ought to be pursued, if it is pursued at all.  All these objectives must eventually be addressed by the generation of meaning, and the secondary goals in particular may direct the editorial processes that shape the core meanings into satisfactory forms (Hample & Dallinger, 1990;  Meyer, 1997).  Much of the work on secondary goals is directed to politeness issues (e.g., Meyer, 2002), which should remind us that Jackson and Jacobs (1980) have explained that conversational arguments are essentially repair devices.


A second important kind of situational construal has to do with the feelings that it rouses.  Appraisal theory (Dillard, Kenney, & Cruz, 1996;  Scherer, Schorr, & Johnstone, 2001) insists that situations do not directly stimulate emotions.  Instead, the process is mediated by appraisals.  These are perceptual/interpretive cognitions that connect external events to personal matters.  It is the appraisal pattern, not the situation, that immediately stimulates feelings, whether these feelings are theorized dimensionally (positive/negative valence, self/other directed, etc.) or discretely (love, anger, sadness, etc.).  


We are only in the first stages of understanding the place of emotion in interpersonal arguing (e.g., Hample, 2004b;  Willard, 1979).  Perhaps our most immediate points of contact are climate and willingness to engage.  The climate (e.g., Hample, 1997) of an argument may be described in many ways:  competitive or cooperative, positive or negative, energized or lifeless.  But climates have in common that they facilitate some sorts of action (e.g., threats) and impede others (e.g., cute analogies).  Some, for instance, may seem to require objectified cost-benefit analysis (e.g., Willard, 1989, p. 158), and others may want freewheeling emotionality (e.g., Gilbert, 1997).  Not only may climates thereby constrain what reasons are appropriate, but they may also affect what claims are open to discussion (e.g., “don't talk to your mother that way!”).  An even more fundamental relevance of emotion to argumentation has to do with whether the argument happens at all – that is, whether the person engages.  Infante's work on argumentativeness is well known (e.g., Infante & Rancer, 1996).  Argumentative people are highly motivated to argue about issues, but the opposite is true of people low on this trait.  Berger (in press) has begun some interesting work on speechlessness, and is trying to describe the circumstances, feelings, and cognitions that result in a person not being able to say anything at all.  Work on climate and willingness to engage are most central to the present paper, but other research on the emotional experience and aftermath of arguing also needs to be undertaken.  


If situations must be construed in order to stimulate argumentation, we should also give some heed to the interpretive predispositions people bring to potentially arguable matters.  People clearly differ in the frames they apply to arguing (e.g., Hample, Conklin, Hodge, & Jacky, 2004).  Participants vary in the degree to which they see arguing as productive, cooperative, enjoyable, domineering, intemperate, and so forth.  These prejudices will frame the situational construal, affect the decision to engage, shape the constellation of relevant goals, and presumably therefore end by altering what arguments, if any, are actually produced.  


So situational construal involves recognition of the situational type (resulting in activation of a framing goal), application of one's predispositions about that sort of situation, emotional appraisal, making salient attributions about the other person, and stimulation of secondary goals.  Frankly, the timing of these processes has not yet been worked out very well, nor have all the connections among these cognitive and affective systems.  It does seem clear, however, that situational construal is a dynamic process, with different psychological elements rising to the foreground at different moments, and with many of them susceptible to modification as the argument production moves along.


As we have seen, the interpretation of the situation is theorized to involve the formation of one's message goals.  This starts the GPA model in earnest.  While goals have been conceptually discussed in several venues (e.g., Dillard, 1997), only a few approaches are very clear about how the goals are stored and activated in long term cognitive systems.  The clearest approach on this point is probably Greene's (1997a), but Meyer's (1997) is more interesting here.


Meyer says that, in the context of the goals stimulated by the situation, message producers activate what she calls situation-action associations.  These are patterns, stored in memory, that connect situational features to message types (or, perhaps, exact messages).  Spontaneously, an identifiable situation immediately nominates one or more possible messages for utterance.  This is a nascent plan, and if no more processing takes place, the message with the highest activation level will be produced.  Notice that these associations can be modeled as conditional syllogisms:  “the situation has feature X;  if the situation has feature X, then message Y should be produced;  so produce message Y.”  Each association (or syllogism) appears in the context of competing ones, and the most pressing connection is the one that survives.  However, she also posits a second cognitive system that normally comes into play immediately after this step.  The second system consists of action-consequence associations.  These are also patterns, but in this case they connect message types to their results (e.g., aggressive messages cause negative reactions).  They can also be modeled as conditional syllogisms. This is the point at which secondary goals assert their importance (these are often politeness issues), and therefore the point at which editing takes place.  Depending on the motivational and other resources available, an arguer might cycle through this latter system several times, until a satisfactory message is invented and shaped.  Only then is the action generated.  


Meyer has in common with most theorists that she has little to say about where the precise content of the messages comes from.  At its present stage of development, message production theory is working on the relatively simple problem of connecting one's felt needs to one's message objectives by means of plans.  Only a few projects have shown much capacity to predict either exact utterances or even general lines of argument (an exception is work on the obstacle hypothesis;  e.g., Francik & Clark, 1985).  The main potential on this point is probably to be found in studies of planning (e.g., Berger, 1997;  Kellermann, 1995).  These research methods often involve elicitation of potential lines of action, either from one individual or from a sample.  For instance, Berger (1988, p. 108) lists steps involved in plans for asking for a date:  introducing oneself, searching for common ground, comparing schedules, etc.  These possible lines of action are the message repertoires from which content can be drawn, either for immediate production or for editing prior to utterance.


I have recently been doing some more focused work on message repertoires (Hample, 2003, 2004a).  Our basic method is to provide people with a situation description, and ask them to list the things they could say.  When we give them situations framed by a persuasive goal, about 85% of the listed items are argumentatively relevant:  they are either reasons or conclusions (often requests, given the situations).  Most of the remainder is facework of some sort.  We find that some people have significantly larger repertoires than others.  Those who have the most material at hand are the respondents who have more academic ability and higher levels of creativity.  Predispositions, such as argumentativeness and verbal aggressiveness, make little difference in either the size of the repertoires or their argumentative content.  This line of research has not matured to the point where elements from the repertoire can be traced through from situation construal to goal activation, to message stimulation, to message revision, to message production.  However, it may provide a means for doing just that.


So scholars say that the basic message production sequence is this:  situation construal, goal formation, plan development, and utterance.  Each of these steps is detailed in various papers, and involve more nuance than I have tried to convey here.  But perhaps this broad outline will help to show the connections between this body of scholarship and ours.

Conclusion


This paper has been doubly evangelistic.  For the message production community, I encourage consideration of argumentation.  This move will sharpen our understanding of message content, and will encourage us to see goals as the first wellsprings of reasons.  It  will be interesting to see whether goals are actually expressed as rationales, or whether the editorial process causes some other phrasing or reasoning to be supplied in support of the conclusion dictated by one's impulses.  It may well be productive to regard goals as the first drafts of arguers' reasons.  For the argumentation community, I encourage attention to the process of argument production.  As we become increasingly interested in interpersonal arguing, we should develop more precise understandings of invention.  Work on face to face argument has shown us how the constraints of conversational structure affect what sorts of things can be said, and in what slots.  However, the specific remarks are also responsive to the arguer's own construals and cognitions.  Our understanding of argumentation can only be improved if we strive to develop theory that conjoins cognitive, micro-social, and public matters.  


I see no inherent difficulty in studying argumentation simultaneously from footing in several disciplines.  From philosophy and informal logic we learn the structural and rational details of arguments, whether they are parts of imagined interactions or national constitutions.  From rhetoric, we see how arguments must adapt to publics, and what features of popular groups must be abstracted and used enthymematically.  From discourse studies, we derive the social facts of conversation that mold the form and rhythm of our critical discussions.  From social psychology, we observe the predispositions and interpretive impulses that incline us to behave in loosely predictable ways.  From cognitive psychology, we learn about the private processing that constitutes our personal production of reasons, conclusions, and meaning.


As a person whose research has often been outside the main currents, I can give witness to the essential openmindedness and flexibility of the argumentation community.  We have pragma-dialecticians who do rhetorical criticism;  conversation analysts who do syllogism studies;  argument theorists who do meta-analyses of evidence and conclusions;  debate coaches who generate personality instruments;  rhetorical critics who do quantitative studies of persuasion dynamics.  I believe that this is because we all understand that arguments are at the core of most elements of the human experience, and that we need to follow the evidence wherever it leads.  It is in that spirit that I offer you this brief introduction to the study of argument production.
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