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A paradox of argumentation Why we are good at it but bad at thinking about it Hugo Mercier University of Neuchâtel & CNRS



Argumentation works



We don’t think it does



Why the pessimism? What are its consequences?



Argumentation works



Argumentation works



A bat and a ball cost $1.10 together. The bat costs $1 more than the ball. How much does the ball cost?



Argumentation works 3 2 1 College students



10 year olds



French



Japanese



5 year olds



3 2 1 Maya



Trouche et al. 2014; Mercier et al. 2015; Castelain et al. 2016; Park & Lee 2015



VIDEO



Argumentation works 1.3 1.2 1.1 1



Epstein et al. 2015; Mellers et al. 2014; Smith et al. 2009; Hautz et al. 2015; van Dijk et al. 2014



Argumentation works 5 4 3 2 1 hard



easy



Strategic task



hard



easy



Biology problems



Brosig-Koch et al. 2014; Smith et al. 2009



Argumentation works Deliberations among citizens often have positive outcomes, as participants -  become more informed -  become more coherent -  understand better the views of those who disagree -  change their minds, generally towards more consensual opinion Landemore, 2014; Gerber et al. 2016, many others



Argumentation works



We don’t think it does



We don’t think argumentation works



Widespread view that people are gullible



Solitary genius view of science



Max Planck’s view of scientific progress



We don’t think argumentation works



... the collective spirit called a parliament or a congress is never equal ... in profound and farreaching deliberation ... to the mind of the most mediocre of its members Tarde 1892



We don’t think argumentation works 5 4 3 2 1 0



typical sample



psychologists of reasoning Mercier et al. 2015



reality



Argumentation works



We don’t think it does



Why the pessimism? What are its consequences?



What explains this pessimism? Attributional asymmetry -  When we are happy with the outcome of a discussion, we attribute it to ourselves -  When we aren’t, we attribute it to the group Memory asymmetry -  We remember frustrating arguments more than those in which we end up changing our mind or that of our interlocutor Anti-democratic motivations



What are its consequences



Hinders the progress of well-functioning institutions



Most institutions that rely on argumentation do it either inadvertently, or because of political pressures towards inclusivity



Thank you!
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