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This is a study of argumentation in three different kinds of high level, confidential,
foreign policy settings: a collegial setting, a bureaucratic setting, and a bargaining setting.
The causal and value assertions of the participants were coded using the detailed records
of these three settings. The data show to be inadequate a defense/ attack model of argu-
mentation in which the participants support their own arguments to make them resistant
to attack, while attacking the weak spots in others’stated positions. In fact, there are few
assertions which are supported by specific evidence, almost no mutually supported causal
arguments, and the assertions which were attacked were no less emphasized than the
assertions which were not attacked. More in accord with the data is the novel-arguments
approach in which the key factor in persuasive argumentation is the development of
arguments which others have not already taken into account.

A rgumentation is a vital part of the policy process when power is
shared and when problems are so complex that the participants are not
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sure that their own initial positions are necessarily the best ones. When a
policy problem arises, a person’s or organization’s interests in one or
another possible course of action is often far from obvious. Interests
must be discovered; or to put it another way, they must be developed
piecemeal.

Each of our standard approaches to decision-making recognizes
this problem, but each does little to solve it. The unitary rational-
actor model (Allison, 1971) and the statistical models of decision-

making take for granted that the utilities of the entire organization are
given in advance. The organizational-process model discusses the role
of standard operating procedures and the tendency of decision makers
to satisfice rather than optimize their interests, but it does not get into
the details of how the consequences of alternatives are estimated. The

bureaucratic-politics model treats the policy outcomes as emerging
from organizational interests as represented by actors in roles. This
is a useful start, but it leaves open the questions of how the role oc-
cupants come to see their own interests, and how the somewhat con-
verging and somewhat conflicting interests seen initially by the role
occupants get developed through interactions.

The development of interests in a policy choice is done by seeking
the causal links between the alternatives and utility. This is what a
means-ends analysis is about. Some of these links, or causal paths,
come immediately to mind for the decision maker. But he or she is

usually aware that not all of them come to mind right away. So, special
measures are taken to become aware of more of them-to develop a
richer understanding of the consequences of choice, whether collective
choice or individual choice within a collective format.

In actual practice, policy makers have several methods for develop-
ing these interests, including simply ruminating on them, making lists
for themselves, asking their subordinates to write reports, and calling
meetings to discuss the issue. This study is concerned with the argu-
mentation process in meetings which are called to deal with major
foreign policy problems.

Lewis; and my translators, Steve Reed and Yoko Sakuma. For their help in developing
the ideas that went into this paper, I also wish to thank James Beniger, Michael Champi-
on, Michael Cohen, Robyn Davis, Alexander George, Mark Granovetter, Bernard
Grofman, Ditsa Kafry, Arnold Kanter, Daniel Okimoto, John Padgett, Tom Palfrey,
Seizaburo Sato, Paul Sniderman, and William Zimmerman. I am grateful to Ichiro
Suetsugu, Secretary General of the Japanese Council on National Security, for per-
mission to use the transcripts of that group, and to Akio Watanabe and Schien Yoshida
for leading me to them. Finally, I wish to thank the National Science Foundation which
supported this research under grant SOC74-19773, and the Center for Advanced Study in
the Behavioral Sciences where this work was completed.



729

Meetings serve many functions, but the functions that are most
relevant for developing one’s interests in a policy choice are:

(1) the opportunity to talk, since self-expression helps the development of one’s own
thoughts,

(2) the opportunity to listen to arguments offered by others, and

(3) the opportunity to persuade others of one’s own current viewpoint.

A simple paradigm would be that people in committees have initial
positions based on the arguments that they have developed on their
own or heard before the meeting. Then, they express themselves (not
necessarily all that they know or without distortion) to convince others
that their initially favored view is best. But they also listen to see if
they should be persuaded. That is to say, each recognizes that he may
want to change.

March and Simon (1958) warn that the appearance of rational dis-
cussion may be exaggerated to minimize organizational conflict. Still,
rational discussion is not to be dismissed. It is a vital aspect of the

policy process. As Neustadt (1960: 23) points out in speaking of the
president, &dquo;despite his status he does not get action without argument.
Presidential power is the power to persuade.&dquo; In general, argumenta-
tion is important when issues are complex, and its importance is

heightened when power is shared.
One of the forms of policy-making in which argumentation plays

a vital role is negotiation. After all, most of what happens in negotiation
is the assertion of arguments by one side, and the response with other
arguments by the other side. Negotiators themselves frequently see
negotiations as a search process. They realize that they have only an
imperfect understanding of one another’s preferences so they pay
attention to the other’s arguments for several reasons, including a desire
to find pairs of items on which concessions may be profitably ex-
changed (Cross, 1977). The nature of the agreement itself is often based
on a formula and details for its implementation (Zartman, 1977).
Exactly which formula emerges and how its details are specified is
determined through the process of argumentation. Thus an understand-
ing of argumentation is important not only in a decision-making
context with flexible preferences, but even in a negotiating context
with relatively stable preferences.

This paper is a study of argumentation in high level, confidential,
foreign-policy meetings. There will be no attempt to examine the full
context of these meetings nor to evaluate the quality of their outcomes.
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Instead, the focus will be on a systematic analysis of the process of
argumentation within the meetings themselves. This is not to deny the
significance of nonverbal cues within the meetings or the significance
of messages between the meetings. It is only to say that much can be
learned from what is available: the arguments within the meetings.

The goal is to gain a better understanding of how argumentation is
actually conducted among elite decision makers, and thereby achieve
a better understanding of the policy process itself, including both
decision-making and negotiations.

THE SETTINGS

Three quite different types of policy groups can be identified. The
first is a collegial group in which the members derive their authority
not from any organizational constituency, but rather from their

personal attributes such as their reputation and their skills in argu-
mentation. The second type of group is the one more typical of Ameri-
can foreign-policy decision-making, in which the members are chosen
on the basis of their formal roles in the organizational units which
have a stake in the policy issues at hand. This is the kind of group
which can be most easily described with the bureaucratic-politics
paradigm (Allison, 1971), in contrast to the relatively collegial process
more favored by those who found merit in the operations of the ad hoc
Executive Committee during the Cuban Missile Crisis, such as George
(1972, 1975) and Janis (1972). The third kind of setting is a bargaining
session in which the participants use threats and promises as well as
arguments to infuence each other under conditions of substantial
conflict of interest (March and Simon, 1958: 129-135; Walton and
McKersie, 1965: 11-125; Lindblom, 1965: 33). Negotiation plays a
different role in each of the three types of groups. It is subsidiary in a
collegial group, significant in a bureaucratic group, and central in a
bargaining group.
The data for this study are derived from the detailed records of one

instance of each of these three types of settings. The advantage of
selecting three quite different kinds of settings is that it allows one to
compare and contrast the modes of argumentation which may appear.
If some findings apply to all three such diverse groups, this is good
reason to believe that they may have broad applicability. Conversely,
if a specific finding applies to only one group but not to the other two,
then the differences between the groups can be consulted to see what
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might account for the difference. Let us now turn to the three settings
selected for analysis.

The Japanese Council on National Security in 1970 was a clear
instance of a collegial group, the British Eastern Committee of 1918
was a typical bureaucratic group, and the negotiations between
Chamberlain and Hitler leading to the Munich agreement of 1938
was a salient example of a bargaining setting. Each of these settings
involved a small number of participants, at a high level, dealing with
policy problems of great importance, under conditions of uncertainty,
in the face of differing values and beliefs, where arguments were made
and decisions taken without public surveillance.

The Japanese Council on National Security represents a case of
collegial deliberations. The Council was a semiofficial advisory group
to Prime Minister Eisaku Sato in 1970. Its chairman, Tadao Kusumi,
was a close associate of the Prime Minister, and the other members
included some of Japan’s leading defense intellectuals. It was a collegial
group in that the members did not represent specific organizational
units or political factions. They had considerable group solidarity
based on their earlier work together on Okinawan reversion, and their
group cohesiveness was probably reinforced by the norms of Japanese
groups (Nakane, 1970). Their main task was to propose a realistic
plan for Japanese defense arrangements over the next several years.
Recognizing the likelihood of American pullbacks from Asia, and
accepting the domestic and international limitations on the growth of
Japanese military strength, they focused on the question of deterring
potential adversaries and on the role of American bases in Japan.
The outcome was a proposal for crisis-stationing: most of the bases
would be run by Japan with arrangements for American forces to return
in times of crisis. One indication of the significance of the group is that
two weeks after they decided on this recommendation, the Director
General of the Self-Defense Agency announced for the first time that in
times of emergency Japan would let the United States use two air
bases that had just been turned over to Japan (Japan Times, December
26, 1970).

The British Eastern Committee represents a case of a standing
committee with representation from the major bureaucratic units
within the government that had a stake in foreign policy. Being a
standing committee of the Imperial War Cabinet it could effectively
determine British policy within the range of its authority, the Middle
East. From among the many problems it addressed, the one which has
been selected for analysis was the question of what to do about British
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involvement in Persia at the end of World War I. The main line of the
discussion was whether Britain should withdraw and let Persia &dquo;stew
in her own juice,&dquo; continue her active policy of indirect control of the
Persian army and finances, or try to conciliate the government and
the people of Persia by employing a softer line. The decision after two
meetings in December 1918 was to continue the firm British policy, and
if necessary to show the Persians that &dquo;within the velvet glove is an
iron hand&dquo; (Eastern Committee, 1918). ~ i

The negotiations in September 1938 between Britain and Germany
that led to the Munich agreement represent a case of bargaining
between nations rather than between individuals or bureaucratic
sections within a single nation. It was an extreme case of high conflict
of interest and great stress. Hitler had threatened to dismember

Czechoslovakia, a nation whose existence was guaranteed by France
and indirectly by the United Kingdom. The British Prime Minister,
Neville Chamberlain, offered to come to Germany to negotiate with
Hitler. The two men met with only a translator on September 15 and
again on September 22, and then with five aides on September 23-24,
1938. The main issues of debate were the conditions and timing of the
surrender of the Sudeten region of Czechoslovakia. The outcome was
the avoidance of an immediate war. This end was forced by the imposi-
tion of British and French governmental pressures on the Czechoslo-
vakian government to accept the solution agreed upon by Chamberlain
and Hitler.

All three of these settings have highly detailed records of their
deliberations. The records of the Japanese Council on National
Security are still confidential, but the verbatim transcripts of the
meetings have been made available for this study. All sections dealing
with policy on foreign policy and defense matters (excluding those
dealing exclusively with the estimation of American credibility) were
translated and analyzed. The minutes of the Munich negotiations, while
written in the third person, are also highly detailed. Both the British
and the German versions were published after World War II, and the
British version has been used in this analysis (Woodward et al., 1949:
342-351, 463-473, and 499-508). The records of the British Eastern
committee consist of verbatim transcripts which have been declassified
only recently (Eastern Committee, 1918).

1. For more background on the British Eastern Committee and its deliberations
on Persia, see Axelrod ( 1976: 74-95).
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TURNING DOCUMENTS INTO DATA

For the purpose of this study, each document was coded sentence by
sentence and even phrase by phrase to identify the causal and value
assertions made by the speakers. For a full discussion of the docu-
mentary coding rules, see Axelrod (1976: 82-84), and for the text of
the coding rules themselves, see Wrightson (1976). The fundamental
idea is that each causal assertion is coded in terms of its three com-

ponents : cause, connector, and effect. For example, consider the
statement, &dquo;Security augments the ability of the Persian government
to maintain order.&dquo; The cause is regarded as &dquo;the amount of security
in Persia,&dquo; the effect is regarded as &dquo;the extent of the ability of the
Persian government to maintain order&dquo; and the connector is &dquo;+&dquo; since
there is a positive impact of the cause variable on the effect variable.
As an example of a negative causal relationship, consider the state-
ment, &dquo;the ability of the British to put pressure on the Persian govern-
ment inhibits the [extent of the] removal of the better local governors
in Persia.&dquo; Here the connector is &dquo;-&dquo; since an increase in the ability of
the British to apply pressure is asserted to cause a decrease in the
removal of the better governors.2

Value assertions are those assertions whose effect variable is the

utility of a participant. Thus, saying that &dquo;chaos in Persia is bad for
Britain&dquo; is a value assertion, and is coded as if it were &dquo;chaos in Persia
causes a lowering of British utility.&dquo; Occasionally assertions (usually
assertions of value) are so obvious as not to have to be stated explicitly.
In this case they are regarded as assumed assertions. For example,
the statement that &dquo;the bankruptcy of Persia would harm British
security interests in the area&dquo; would be coded as two statements: one

explicit causal assertion about the effect of bankruptcy on British
security interests, and one assumed value assertion about the effect of
British security interests on British utility.

Consistency of the coding was achieved by having all of the docu-
ments coded by the same person. Reliability was affirmed by comparing
the work of this coder with the coding of each of two other coders
of known reliability on a test document of 7300 words.3

2. Other connectors that are used include: 0 for "no effect,"&oplus; for "zero or positive
effect," &ominus; for "zero or negative effect," M for "matters" (i.e., positive or negative effect),
and U for "universal" (i.e., any effect is possible).

3. The results are as follows, stated in terms of the average of the current coder with
each of the two previous coders. The agreement score on the number of explicit codable
assertions in each of the 226 sentences was .82 according to Robinson’s measure of agree-
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Figure 1: A Dyadic Model of Negotiation
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ment (1957). This means that 82% of the variance in 226 pairs of observations is accounted
for by the within-pairs sums of squares. For those assertions that were identified by both
coders, complete agreement on three parts of the assertion (i.e., the part of the sentence
that contained the cause, the part that contained the sign, and the type of sign) occurred
88% of the time. Agreement on the identification of variables across assertions occurred
81 % of the time. Agreement on the direct effect of each variable on utility (whether explicit
or assumed) occurred 75% of the time. When a direct effect on utility was noted by two
coders, the agreement on the sign was 90%. For further details on the reliability check
procedures see Axelrod (1976: 84-86).
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Since the effect variable of one assertion can be the cause variable of
another assertion, arguments can be represented as chains of assertions.
The easiest way to visualize the complex structure that can result is
to represent the concept variables (whether causes or effects) as points,
and represent the connectons between them as arrows from the cause

concept to the effect concept. Figure 1 is an illustration of Hitler’s

arguments made during the first meeting of the Munich negotiations.
To help keep this large graph legible, the many arrows which go to
German utility are represented as short horizontal arrows with no
effect variable at their head. As another visual aid, the thickness of
arrows is drawn proportional to the number of times the same cause
and effect variable are mentioned in an assertion. This graph represents
each of the 55 concept variables and 149 assertions Hitler made in
the first meeting with Chamberlain.4

Table 1 gives some of the basic characteristics of the three settings.
Altogether 2191 assertions using 662 different variables were coded.
A sense of the size of this data set can be obtained by noting that
Figure 1, which shows the arguments used by Hitler in the first meeting
of the Munich negotiations, contains only about one-fifteenth of the
assertions in the entire data set. As can be seen from Table 1, each
text is approximately the same length in English, but the collegial-
Japanese setting yielded half again as many assertions as did either
of the other two settings. Per thousand words of English text, the
Japanese setting had both more causal statements and more value state-
ments than the other two. Thus, the basic notions of causation and
utility on which the coding scheme is based were found to be highly
applicable in this non-Western setting.

THE DEFENSE/ATTACK MODEL

A plausible image of partisan discussion is that the participants
defend their own point of view and attack the arguments of others
who have differing policy preferences. In this image, the participants
try to build a defense for their own arguments by supporting their
assertions with evidence. Or they use mutually supporting arguments
to bolster their causal arguments so that if one line of defense fails
another will be available. Moreover, in the defense/ attack model they

4. A careful study of the graph will show that there are two cycles, or causal loops,
involving the variables SDET, 8B, DELA, and OPPR. Such cycles are comparatively
rare, and most graphs in the three settings are entirely free of them. For the cognitive
implications of the lack of cycles, see Axelrod (1976: 231-239).
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TABLE 1
Three Settings

seek out and attack the undefended spots in their opponents’ arguments
in order to overcome them. This defense/ attack model may be appeal-
ing because of its conflictual nature, but, as we shall now see, it is not
very helpful in explaining the data from any of the three cases at hand.

(1) First consider the use of specific examples. For instance, a
Japanese participant illustrated his point that the requirement of prior
consultations could inhibit timely American reponse to a crisis by
mentioning the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968: &dquo;Czecho-
slovakia or something, something new comes up and it [prior consulta-
tions] could become very difficult.&dquo; In fact, however, very few of the
hundreds of explicit assertions are supported by specific examples
which are cited as evidence (see Table 2, line la). This is somewhat
surprising since one would expect that between practical men of
politics, concrete historical evidence would be a powerful way of
supporting an assertion. An excess of ideological or abstract thinking
does not account for this lack of historical evidence, since the most
ideologically oriented of all the speakers in the three settings (Hitler
and Ribbentrop) actually used proportionally more historical examples
than did the other speakers. And so did the speakers who would be
expected to be the most abstract thinkers, the members of the Japanese
Council on National Security who were professors.
To be generous in the counting of the support by evidence, we

might want to include those assertions which are claimed to be generally
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TABLE 2
Defense/Attack Model

true even if no specific evidence is cited in their support. For example,
in justifying his warning about the inviolability of the Anglo-German
Naval Agreement, Chamberlain used the form of claimed generality in
saying to Hitler, &dquo;When two peoples are on the point of conflict with
one another they must be perfectly clear in advance of the consequences
of such a conflict&dquo; (Woodward et al., 1949: 346). The picture remains
unchanged, however, when these instances of claimed generality are
counted (Table 2, line 1 b). There are still no more than 6% of all asser-
tions that are supported by either method. This is in sharp contrast
to the much larger proportion of assertions which are emphasized
without support, either by indications that the speaker firmly believes
the statement to be true, or by indications that the speaker thinks the
assertion is important (see Table 2, line lc).s

5. The definitions of the four types of emphases are as follows. Specific evidence is
the number of specific examples which are cited by the speaker as evidence of the opera-
tion of the coded causal principle. Claimed generality is an indication of the speaker’s belief
that the relationship between cause and effect variables is regular, trustable, or of wide or
constant application. Certainty is an indication that a speaker firmly believes the assertion
he is making. Importance is an indication that the speaker thinks an assertion is impor-
tant. It is possible to have more than one indication of a single kind of emphasis and/ or
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(2) The very rare use of mutually supporting causal arguments is
another fact that is inconsistent with the defense/ attack conception
of partisan discussion. An argument about how one concept variable
affects another is mutually supported if there are two or more indepen-
dent nontrivial paths (i.e., paths with no intervening variable) by
which the first concept is asserted to have an impact on the second
concept. The paths are nontrivial if they involve one or more inter-
mediate concepts, and they are independent if they do not share any
of these intermediate concepts. While there are many mutually support-
ing arguments about how concept variables are good or bad (i.e., how
they impact on utility), there are, in toto, only four such mutually sup-
porting causal arguments about how one concept variable impacts on
a concept variable other than utility (see Table 2, line 2).

(3) The defense/ attack image would also suggest that people attack
the undefended weak spots in their opponents’ arguments, i.e., they
tend to attack those assertions that had not already been emphasized.
To check this, the major speakers were compared to each other, and
each disagreement about how one concept variable affected another
was noted.6 The results of this analysis (Table 2, lines 3a and 3b) show
that assertions that are attacked by someone in the same meeting had
been no less emphasized than assertions which are not attacked.

In summary, the defense/attack image of argumentation is not

very helpful in explaining several important kinds of information: the
infrequency of assertions being supported with specific evidence, the
infrequency of mutually supported causal arguments, and the lack of
greater emphasis on assertions which are attacked compared to asser-
tions which are not attacked. And the above findings are true in all
three settings: the collegial-Japanese setting, the bureaucratic-British
setting, and the bargaining setting of the Munich negotiations.

more than one type of emphasis for a given assertion. It is also possible for a given single
indication of emphasis to apply to more than one assertion. The reliability of the four
types of emphases (specific evidence, claimed generality, certainty, and importance) was
checked by having one-quarter of the text of each setting independently coded for
emphasis by a second coder. The overall intercoder reliability was .70 with no important
differences across emphases types or settings.

6. Major speakers are those who had more than 40 explicit assertions. There are six
of this type in the Japanese setting, four in the Eastern Committee and two in Munich;
they account for 87%, 89%, and 98% respectively of all assertions in their settings. A dis-
agreement on assertions takes place when two assertions about the same cause and the
same effect variables have inconsistent signs, such as when one person says "A promotes
B" and the other says "A retards B."
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THE NATURE OF DISAGREEMENTS

Since the defense/ attack model is an inadequate description of what
is happening in these meetings, perhaps a better understanding can be
obtained by focusing on the nature of specific disagreements the parti-
cipants have with each other. The most helpful unit of analysis for
this purpose is the relationship. A relationship is an asserted connection
from a given concept variable to another concept variable, regardless
of how many times this connection is asserted, or by how many different
speakers, or what the sign of the connection is asserted to be. There
is a disagreement over a relationship when there are two or more
speakers who use that relationship and their signs are inconsistent.

The striking thing is that there are a very large number of different
relationships used in each setting, but only a small proportion of them
are disagreed over. There are between three and five hundred different
relationships used by the major speakers in each of these settings,
resulting in a great richness to the policy discussions in these settings.
But there are only a handful of relationships on which the speakers
disagree: 29 or 6.0% in the Japanese Council on National Security,
20 or 6.0% in the Eastern Committee, and 6 or 1.5% in the Munich
negotiations (Table 3, line 1).

In analyzing these disagreements, it is useful to distinguish between
causal and value relationships. As can be seen from Table 3, more
than half of the relationships are value relationships, and one of this
type is two or three times more likely to be disagreed over than a causal
relationship. But even value relationships are not very often disagreed
over; less than 11 % of them in each of the three settings. Thus, both
types of relationships and all three settings show a low level of disagree-
ment considering that these are face to face, high level, confidential
meetings on complex foreign-policy problems.
One potential explanation for this low rate of disagreement is that

the participants can disagree with each other without ever having
to state directly their disagreement. For example, one person might
say that A promotes B and C, both of which are good for Japan, while
the other person might say that A promotes D which is bad for Japan.
They do not disagree on any of the causal relationships or on any of the
value relationships, but the conclusions implicit in what each has said
differ concerning the impact of A on Japanese utility. Taking into
account all of the possible effects which can be inferred from the
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TABLE 3
Disagreements Among Major Speakers

assertions made by each speaker,7 there can obviously be many more
disagreements between speakers than there are disagreements on single
relationships. The number of inferrable effects is also greater, however.
Altogether, less than 6% of the effects which can be inferred from the
assertions are disagreed over in each setting, and in Munich, only 1.6%
are disagreed over. Therefore, the low proportion of relationships
which are disagreed over is not due simply to the possibility that dis-
agreement is more common among what can be inferred compared to
what is directly stated.

What is especially striking is that the proportion of disagreement,
among both causal and value relationships, is lowest in the Munich

negotiations. After all, those negotiations were between the leaders
of two nations potentially on the verge of war. What seems to account
for the low rate of value disagreement is that Chamberlain sometimes
says that an increase in a specific concept variable would be good (or
bad) for Britain, and Hitler says it would be the opposite for Germany,
but neither says what they think it would be for the other. Thus they do
not directly disagree, even though they differ on what should be done
about it. If this type of disagreement is included, then the rate of value
disagreement in Munich is 12%, virtually the same as in the other two

7. For the mathematics of computing these "total effects," see Axelrod (1976:
61-64, 343-348).
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groups.8 This still leaves unanswered, however, why there is also such
a low rate of disagreement among the 235 causal relationships in
Munich.

As we have seen, people in all three settings do not disagree with
each other at a very high rate. It also happens that they rarely disagree
with something they themselves have already said. This is true even
though each setting involves several hundred relationships and two or
more meetings on the same subject separated by at least a week.9 In the
collegial-Japanese group this disagreement with something one has
already said happened only 19 times, in the bureaucratic-British setting
it happened a mere 8 times, and in the bargaining of the Munich setting
it happened only three times. Moreover, most of these 30 self-disagree-
ments cannot be attributed to the lapse of time between meetings since
23 of them included self-disagreement within a single meeting.

There are many possible reasons for a person saying something
which is inconsistent with a prior statement, including the consideration
of a changed context but not its specification, the desire to show
agreement with another, and, of course, the actual changing of the
mind. The comparatively large number of times one of the Japanese
speakers disagreed with himself might well be due to the sense of
common purpose of the group, which in turn was promoted by the
nature of its advisory role, the strong sense of membership in a shared
enterprise, and probably the cultural differences between Japanese
and Western groups (Nakane, 1970). The heightened sense of common
purpose in the Japanese group probably made it easier for a participant
to be less careful about monitoring the consistency of his arguments,
easier for him to change his mind, and easier for him to admit a change
to others.

CONCLUSION

We now have seven principal findings regarding argumentation in
three high-level foreign-policy groups:

8. This is based on n = 115, the number of value relationships there would be in the
Munich setting if the British, German, and joint utility were regarded as a single-utility
variable.

9. The Japanese setting used portions of five meetings spread over six months; the
Eastern Committee had two meetings on Persia, separated by 10 days; and the negotia-
tions leading to the Munich settlement took place in three sessions over a period of a week.
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(1) Assertions are infrequently supported by specific evidence.

(2) Causal arguments are almost never mutually supporting.

(3) Assertions which are attacked are no less emphasized than assertions which are
not attacked.

(4) Hundreds of different relationships are used in the meetings, but few are disagreed
over.

(5) Causal relationships are even less likely than value relationships to be disagreed
over, even when unstated implications are taken into account.

(6) There is relatively less disagreement over causal relationships in the Munich
negotiations than in the collegial and bureaucratic groups. This was because
both the Munich negotiators expressed their own preferences but tended to avoid
assertions about what would be good or bad for the others.

(7) Speakers rarely disagree with something they themselves have already said, but
this happens most in the collegial-Japanese setting, and least in the Munich
negotiations.

These findings, and especially the first three, indicate that the

defense/ attack conceptualization is not a very adequate way to con-
ceptualize argumentation in policy meetings.10

More in accord with the data now available is an orientation de-

veloped by Burnstein and Vinokur (1973).l Their idea is that to be
persuasive an argument must be (1) perceived to be valid by the target
and (2) not already known and taken into account by the target. In
short, a persuasive argument is a valid argument which is novel. Using
the novel-arguments theory, and assuming that the participants in high-
level foreign-policy meetings have initial positions which they are
trying to persuade others to adopt, and assuming that they have a
judgment about what arguments others will regard as valid, several
predictions could be made. In particular, there would be little need for
offensive or defensive behavior other than offering arguments which
others might not yet have taken into account. Such a prediction does
indeed seem to be consistent with the data at hand.

10. This conclusion is not due solely to the fact that assertions are a very small unit of
analysis. The result that there is little support and only infrequent disagreement may be
partly attributable to the small unit of analysis. The small unit of analysis can not be the
sole explanation of the failure of the defense/ attack model, however, since disagreement
is not more frequent when potential inferences are taken into account. In any case, attacks
do not disproportionally tend to be made against the weak spots in the other’s arguments.

11. Their theme is developed further with evidence from small-group experiments in a
number of subsequent studies: Vinokur and Burnstein (1974), Burnstein and Vinokur
(1975), Vinokur et al. (1975), Burnstein and Vinokur (forthcoming).
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The novel-arguments approach also suggests the importance of the
very factors that have been stressed by a wide variety of policy analysts:
diversity, openness, creativity, acceptance of interpersonal conflict,
and avoidance of premature closure.12 Unfortunately, the novel-

arguments approach is not yet specific enough to be able to take us
very far in two of the most important tasks that confront the analyst
of elite policy-making: the understanding of how decisions emerge
from the deliberations of policy groups and the advising on how the
policy process can be improved. Moreover, the low rate of disagree-
ment raises the important question of whether high-level policy makers
are simply failing to process each other’s arguments, or whether they
are being strategically sophisticated in ways we do not as yet fully
understand.

What is now available for the first time is a set of systematic data on
the specific arguments and their structure from several different kinds
of high-level foreign-policy settings. The results from this data have
already shown that one conception of argumentation is inadequate,
and that another conception is potentially useful. In the future, these
quantitative results from a collegial, bureaucratic, and bargaining
setting can serve to lessen our dependence on anecdotal evidence.
By providing the means to evaluate models of the way elite policy
groups operate, these results may even inspire the development of new
conceptions of how argumentation is conducted, how interests are
developed, and how policy is made.

Robert Axelrod is Associate Professor in the Department of Political Science
and the Institute of Public Policy Studies of the University of Michigan. He is
author of the works The Conflict of Interest and Structure of Decision. He
spent 1976-1977 at the Center for Advanced Study In the Behavioral Sciences.

12. See especially Lindblom (1965; 1968), Argyris (1967), George (1972; 1975), Janis
(1972), and Cohen and March (1974).
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