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Abstract: in this paper i will concentrate on the notion of argumentation 
and discuss the approach that Smokrović takes with respect to the proper-
ties, the role and the importance of argumentation. 
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in his papers (Smokrović 2015; 2017), the endorsed basic view concern-
ing argumentation amounts to the idea that argumentation is a specially 
good means for achieving the truth and for the extension of knowledge. 
Smokrović takes argumentation to be ”the form of communication con-
sisting of the claim, reason(s) (or evidence) supporting it and the relation 
between the claim and the reasons, where the addresser produces a claim 
and reasons while the addressee evaluates it” (Smokrović 2015: 226). it is 
a social, two-sided (usually informationally asymmetric) temporal process 
in which two sides129 enter, each with some initial stock of beliefs,130 and 

127 Research for this paper was carried out under the project ”Critical thinking and 
Society: Education, Science, Politics and Religion”, funded by the university of Rijeka. 
uniri-human-18-254.
128 nenad Smokrović and i have been collaborating and discussing through the years on 
many topics both in the philosophy of logic and mathematics. He has also been either a 
formal or an informal reviewer of virtually everything i have written so far. i am hence 
both glad and honoured to write a paper-contribution in honour of his work.  
129 in an argumentative process we have, according to Smokrović, basically two parts 
- the  addresser and the addressee. We night wonder whether there can be an argumen-
tative process in which a person is both the addresser and the addressee? (in the same 
way in which, e.g. we might play chess against ourselves.) another possibility is the case 
in which we argue against someone’s theory/idea/view written in a paper/book - could 
such a situation be taken as an example of a, non-standard, argumentative process? 
Smokrović does not take such cases into consideration, we could however take them as 
possible example of argumentative processes since they might fulfil the posed condi-
tions for a process to be argumentative. 
130 Before entering a discussion focused on analysing the truth value of a given state-
ment S, we might have several different epistemic options. First of all, we might either 
be convinced that the statement S we defend is true or not. in the former case, we might 
even be convinced of having the proof of S (i.e. an argument that should show that S 
is true) or we might just be convinced S being true without (for the moment) good 
evidence (this could be the case in many disparate scenarios. let us just remember 
Ramanujan and his conviction of the trueness of certain mathematical statements be-
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through the process consisting of producing and evaluating arguments, 
each of the, eventually reach the point where they know more than they 
did before. (Smokrović 2015: 225)

The aP (argumentation process) is structured in a way that supports 
participants ’epistemic curiosity to acknowledge whether a certain propo-
sition p is true.

aP hence being a specific form of communication, a social activity 
and a temporal process in which each of the (usually two) involved sides 
”reach the point where they know more than they did before” (Smokrović 
2015: 225). one problem that often arise during the argumentation process 
is the confirmation bias, i.e. the situation in which someone affirms and 
beliefs that P and hence has no motivation to find out wether P is false. 
Smokrović, interestingly, offers a way to avoid the confirmation bias when 
it appears in the argumentative process. The remedy is what Williamson 
describes in the following lines: “…sometimes we step back of our beliefs 
and regard them as psychological phenomena on a par with the belief of 
others, in equal need of both psychological explanation and epistemologi-
cal criticism” (Williamson 2007: 247). Smokrović, then, goes one step fur-
ther in aiming to show that the argumentation case is precisely the one in 
which we are incited to ”step back” in the sense described by Williamson. 
in proposing the adequate epistemic theory for the idea of extension of 
knowledge, Smokrović opts for the Williamson’s knowledge founded on 
the safety principle, i.e. on the concept of safe avoidance of error. He then 
applies elements of Williamson’s theory (Williamson 2000: 9) to the ar-
gumentation process and formulates the following: ”S safely believes P in 
situation α, if, using method m in time t, S truly believes P and could not 
easily have been wrong in similar situations ß.” (Smokrović 2015: 231). 

Smokrović takes as the basic statements of his theory Sperber and mar-
cier’s advantage of group reasoning thesis (aGRt) and their evolution-
ary thesis (Et) (mercier and Sperber 2011; 2012). The former (aGRt) 
claiming that ”groups do better at reasoning tasks than individuals, and, in 
some cases (italics by trobok), do even better than any of their individual 
members (occasionally even better than theory best member)”. The latter 
(Et) claiming that ”reflective reasoning has been designed by evolution as 
a communicative competence (rather than aiming at enhancing individual 
inference)” (Smokrović 2015: 224). 

cause Goodness namakiri told him so in his dreams). in the latter case, we might not 
be convinced the statement S being true but presuppose (or have an intuition about) the 
statement S being true and in need of (further) evidence/proof. let us furthermore sup-
pose that we enter an argumentative process with an interlocutor. The interlocutor (or 
addressee) might, as it is the case with us, be in any of the above mentioned epistemic 
states once we introduce the statement P in the discussion. 
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i find Smokrović’s theory most compelling and interesting. and i agree 
with most of the statements he defends. i would like, however, to provoke 
a further discussion on the topic by attempting to point to some potential 
difficulties with his theory. We shall, hence, look into the theory in more 
details.

let us start  by focusing on the aGRt (advantage of group reasoning 
thesis). it might appear to be a variant of the famous tuscan proverb: a 
wise man and a fool together, know more than a wise man alone (Sanno più 
un savio e un matto, che un savio solo). The tuscan proverb being, however, 
more straightforward than the aGRt, since it is truth in virtue of set-the-
oretical/mathematical relations only. if we take what someone/a wise man 
knows to be a set W of statements, than what a wise man and a fool know is 
the union of the set W of statements that a wise man knows and the set F of 
statements that a fool knows. in this case it holds that: k(W) ≦ k(W)+k(F), 
where k stands for the cardinality of set(s) of statements and hence the 
number of statements that someone knows. as for the aGRt, it deals with 
the reasoning tasks that is supposed to be such that groups do better than 
individuals. it appears that determining if the aGRt is true is much more 
difficult than determining the truth if the tuscan proverb. if anything, it is 
not clear at first what should be regarded as ”doing good/bad at reasoning 
tasks,” one might assume it means making fewer inference errors or choos-
ing the applied deduction rules more elegantly or avoiding more ofter the 
informal fallacies or being able to determine more logical consequences 
(or the more appropriate ones) from the premisses or a certain combina-
tion of all mentioned. if, however, we look at the way Sperber and marcier 
(2011: 65) defines reasoning, a different picture appears:  

The mental action of working out a convincing argument, the pub-
lic action of verbally producing this argument so that others will be 
convinced by it, and the mental action of evaluating and accepting the 
conclusion of an argument produced by others correspond to what is 
commonly and traditionally meant by reasoning (a term that can refer 
to either a mental or a verbal activity).

The keyword in this definition is: convincing. Reasoning is about determin-
ing convincing  arguments, i.e. arguments that will convince others. Doing 
good at reasoning tasks could hence mean offering convincing arguments. 
if so, than determining whether someone is more or less good at reasoning 
tasks should involve determining if the proposed arguments are convinc-
ing to the addresser(s). Such a process is certainly a function (at least) of 
time: what  might have been taken to be a convincing argument a hundred 
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years ago, might not be convincing today.131 So far so good. However, being 
good at reasoning tasks appears not to have clear meaning outside the tem-
poral determination and possibly social context. Why is that a problem? 
Because such delineation of reasoning and argumentation appears to be 
distant from Smokrović’s .

The keyword ”convincing” is missing from Smokrović characterisation 
of the argumentation process, he rather concentrates on developing argu-
ments aiming to determining whether a certain proportion p is true (p be-
ing the object of discussion). i wonder whether the discrepancy in the core 
thesis between Smokrović’s theory on one hand and Sperber and marcier’s 
on the other might produce a much more severe discrepancy along the 
way. namely, Smokrović is jointly asserting the aGRt (advantage of group 
reasoning thesis) and the view that in the argumentation process two sides 
driven by the propositional curiosity are motivated to do their best to find 
out whether a proposition p is true (Smokrović 2017: 85). The problem 
might arise given that in the domain of ”convincing others” and producing 
”convincing arguments” we might get lost in the plethora of possible situ-
ations in which someone who has both produced outstanding arguments 
and has proved a statement p to be true may not be convincing at all.132 The 
statement that group does better than individuals, given the above charac-
terisation of reasoning, might be construed in a way that is (too) distant 
from what Smokrović is focusing on and gives credit to. His insisting on 
reaching the truth might not be on the line of what Sperber and mercier 
are concentrated on. namely, to be convincing need not to coincide with 
reaching the truth - we already mentioned two examples showing the dis-

131 an example might be aristotle’s theses concerning physics or zoology that were 
convincing for a time, but not today. For more details see (Ramachandran V. S.; Rog-
ers-Ramachandran, D. 2010) another example might be the one concerning the argu-
ments in defence of the Euclidean geometry as the only possible one. Such arguments 
were convincing for more than 20 centuries, until the beginning of the 19th century. 
For more details see (Bonola 1911/2012)
132 We might mention the well known case of the German mathematician Georg Cantor 
who was unconvincing to (most of) his colleagues when presenting the diagonal proce-
dure, i.e. the proof that there are more real than rational numbers. For more details see 
(Boolos 1997). or, to give a medical example related loosely to covid, we might mention 
the case of ignaz Semmelweis. He was a Hungarian doctor of the mid 19th century who 
was practicing in Vienna, and who was unable to convince his colleagues to wash their 
hands when switching from doing a most mortem in the morning to assisting at child-
birth in the afternoon, notwithstanding his good arguments and empirical proofs. For 
more details see (Potter 2001: 368). 
These are just two, unfortunately not isolated, cases in which the addressers not just 
were unconvinced by good arguments but did actually try to virtually destroy (socially 
and psychologically) the addressees themselves. 
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crepancy between ”being convincing” and ”speaking truthfully.” The ulte-
rior problem laying in the possibility that the aGRt might not be correct, 
if we replaced mercier and Sperber’s focus on convincing the audience (i.e. 
the addresser(s)) with Smokrović’s one on epistemic curiosity and truth 
determining. if this is to be the case, Smokrović might not have good rea-
sons for adopting the aGRt in the first place. The rejection of the aGRt 
might, on the other hand, lead to the demand for draconian emendations 
in any theory that, like Smokrović’s, takes aGBt to be one of its tenets.

apart from the characterisation of the argumentative process given above 
(Smokrović 2015: 226), in (Smokrović 2017) he goes on in determining 
more details connected with the notion of argumentation. He narrows the 
notion of argumentation process by defining it exclusively as a process that 
can occur only if specific condition is fulfilled, i.e. when ”the intrinsic curi-
osity133 whether p is true takes the leading motivational role in the process”. it 
means that ”each of the participants is primarily interested (curious)  in the 
truth of the claim. The addressee wants to avoid false beliefs by hypothesis, 
while the addresser, sincerely believing that P is committed to the belief that 
belief in P is true (because P implies that P is true” (Smokrović 2015: 227). 
There are, on the other hand, situations that we would call or find it natural 
to call argumentation process but would not fit in the conditions Smokrović 
insists upon.  The first case that might pop up on our mind is the political 
debate. two sides arguing about a statement/situation, having contrasting 
views and exchanging reasons for one or the other option. not intending 
to extend knowledge, but rather to increase the number of votes in the 
forthcoming election. and once we insert of the riddle different possible 
intentions, there are many more argumentative options that standardly do 
not necessarily aim to increase knowledge. Even if we are not politicians 
and have the initial idea to sincerely make an effort to find out the truth, 
engaging in argumentation process open-mindedly is far easier said than 
done. yet, we might still want and find it natural to say that we were en-
gaged in argumentation process.

Smokrović himself is very well aware of those possible situations that in 
the literature are often labelled as argumentative processes. in his posing 
the question should the argumentative process be metaphorically compa-
rable more to a boxing match or rather to dancing in pairs, he undoubtedly 
opts for the latter and makes it clear that:

133 Smokrović accepts curiosity to be ”the disposition to have desires of having true 
answers and, accordingly, to motivate the pursuit of their fulfilment.” (Smokrović 2017: 
83)
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The aP (argumentative process - note by M. Trobok) in the generic sense 
covers an area of a huge variety of motives and goals that drive partic-
ipants to engage in the aP, and accordingly, the types of action partic-
ipants can perform. …participants might be driven by the plethora of 
other private motives. many of them can be purely practical or prag-
matic: to win in the discussion, to impress the audience, to check’s one’s 
rhetoric skill, to outwit the audience and the like. …Which motives and 
goals will prevail and, accordingly, which form the aP may assume is, of 
course, an empirical question. …it is plausible to suppose that, depend-
ing on the motives and goals of the participants, the aP can take art in 
one the the poles in the continuum, traditionally divided to two parts, 
”rhetoric” and ”dialectic” part of the continuum. (Smokrović 2017: 94)

in footnote 2 (Smokrović 2015) he makes it clear that the situation in 
which the addresser does not believe P even though he’s claiming it (the 
addresser believes that P is false and just want to deceive the addressee) is 
not counted as being a situation within an argumentative process. Further 
more, within this initial condition, the process itself is confined to very 
specific situations. The situations being those in which the addresser both 
sincerely believes that P and that he has good grounds for it, while the 
addressee sincerely make an effort to find out whether P. They are both 
genuinely interested in finding out whether P is true. 

By confining the notion of argumentation and imposing very specific 
constraints, Smokrović makes the way clear for implying that argumen-
tation is a means for extending knowledge. once Smokrović narrows the 
notion to a certain extend, the aspect of knowledge extension follows from 
the characterisation of argumentation he starts from. namely, to say that 
argumentation is ”a social, two-sided (usually informationally asymmet-
ric) temporal process in which two sides enter, each with some initial stock 
of beliefs, and through the process consisting of producing and evaluat-
ing arguments, each of them eventually reach the point where they know 
more than they did before” (Smokrović 2015: 225) is, in other words, to say 
that the result is extending knowledge. if so, that the argument presented 
is certainly valid, but a petitio principii: the statement that argumentation 
process leads to extending knowledge is already presented in the premiss, 
i.e. in the definition of aP that Smokrović presents.

once we accept Smokrović notion of argumentation, it follows rather 
smoothly that in such situations one is incited to avoid the confirmation 
bias. Given that the situations in which e.g. the addressee is, by definition, 
such that when confronted with the addresser’s evidence, even though that 
contradicts his intuitions or beliefs, his goal is still determining the truth. 
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He then, by definition, does not try to discredit the interlocutor and the 
proposed arguments.

in the literature, different are the ways of defining/characterising argu-
mentation. What the authors mostly agree on is the argumentation’s lay-
out, taking it to be a specific sort of dialogue. Walton defining it as ”a chain 
of arguments, where the conclusion of one inference is a premise in the 
next one”, the argumentation approach being dialogical (or dialectical) in 
the sense that ”it looks at two sides of an argument, the pro and the contra. 
according to this approach, the method of evaluation is to examine how 
the strongest arguments for and against a particular proposition at issue 
interact with each other, and in particular how each argument is subjects 
to probing critical questioning that reveals doubts about it. By this dialog 
process of pitting the one argument against the other, the weakness in each 
argument are revealed, and it is shown which of the two arguments is the 
stronger.” (Walton 2009: 2) the interaction of different arguments for and 
against some conclusion, 

Hintikka promotes the idea of considering “…argumentation as a ques-
tion-answer sequence, interspersed by logical (deductive) inferences” 
(Hintikka 1996: 307-308). argumentation only occurs when, upon mak-
ing a claim, someone receives a request for further support for the claim 
in the form of reasons, or estimates herself that further justification is re-
quired (Jackson & Jacobs 1980; Jackson, 2019). in such cases, dialogues 
of ”giving and asking for reasons” ensue (Brandom, 1994; Bermejo luque 
2011). What is common in these characterisation is the absence of interest 
in the underling motivation of  those involved in the argumentation pro-
cess. What has been analysed is the outcome of the process.

at this point the concern is that Smokrović’s characterisation of argu-
mentation process is too narrow and comprises just a very specific and lim-
ited argumentative process ’situations while the justification or motivation 
for opting for such a narrow definition might be in need for (additional) 
clarification and motivation. 

So, two are the factors that we are going to put into relation and see if 
and when their conjunction is or might be problematic.

Firstly, according to Smokrović, determining the truth (of a statement) 
is the central point of interest when talking about the aP (argumentative 
process). His ideal situation is the one in which ”each party is doing what-
ever is in their intellectual power to find out whether that which is claimed 
is true” (Smokrović 2015: 229).134 

134 The underlying truth theory consistent with such a view is, at least, realism in 
truth-value, possibly in ontology too. Realism in truth value being the view according 
to which statements have objective truth value independently of our mind, language 
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on the other hand, a process can be called argumentative if and only 
if the participants are driven by curiosity and truly interest in determin-
ing the truth, e.g. if P is true or not (and it holds for any P in question) 
truth-seeking is one of the most relevant features and ”behind […] prac-
tical goals, there is a more fundamental one. it is the epistemic goal of 
acquiring knowledge” (Smokrović, ibidem)

it might seem natural to combine these two traits in a theory: the focus 
on determining the truth and, in addition, the interest in having those in-
volved in a aP curious and genuinely and exclusively interested in deter-
mining the truth.  

This certainly would be the optimal option. The potential problem 
consists in Smokrović’s request that it is to be the only acceptable when 
determining what an aP is and what it consists of. namely, at this point 
someone might ask what justifies Smokrović’s insistence on demanding for 
both the addresser and the addressee (i.e. everyone involved in a aP) to be 
driven by and only by curiosity as the central motivating epistemic virtue.   

if i find a counterexample to someone’s argument, how and why is my 
motivation in the context of the argumentation and truth determining 
process relevant? my seeking for counterexamples could be done out of 
boredom, or ego-feeding desire/need or could be based on my intrinsic 
truth-seeking motivation: whatever might be the case, it is not clear how  
any of the cases can influence the importance or role of my counterexam-
ple within the discussion or my interlocutor’s argument.135 of course, if 
interested in the phycological aspect or the epistemic modi within an argu-
mentation process, it is clearly relevant to investigate on the possible mo-
tivations and/or mental states of the interlocutors. But, if the core aspect 
is the search for the truth (of a proposition or set of propositions/theory) 
than what motivates a single interlocutor might be irrelevant. in the same 
way in which, e.g. we generally have no interest in the intrinsic motivation 
of our doctor (could it be the money he gets, the fame he wishes to obtain 
or his genuine interest in our health) as long as the doctor’s diagnosis is 
correct and the suggested cure help us recover: after all, why should or 
would his intrinsic motivation be of any importance in the context of his 

or conventions. They are true or false independently of out capacity to determine their 
truth value. For more details about the differentiation between the two see (trobok 
2006: 17-47).
135 i confine myself to the cases in which the interlocutor is, as a matter of fact, inter-
ested in determining if p is true (without any intrinsic curiosity being the motivational 
force). it is, as Smokrović himself mentions (Smokrović, 2015, p. 225), possible that the 
interlocutor has no genuine interest in knowing if p is true while, e.g. trying to convince 
the interlocutor or the audience that p is true and hence win the argument - i don’t 
think such cases are of some relevance in this discussion though.
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successfully determining the diagnosis and helping us to recover? obvi-
ously, the ideal situation is one in which our doctor is both successful and 
intrinsically interested in our health, but to sy that just such doctors are the 
one included in the definition of the term might be too limited. Should we 
demand not to consider as (”true”) doctors or ”real cure” all those prac-
titioners not intrinsically motivated in helping people, independently of 
their related great success in doing so? That is hardly the case. Doing oth-
erwise might get the argument to start smelling of the ”no true Scotsman” 
logical fallacy: once we demand that our doctors are intrinsically curious 
and sincerely interested in the heath of their patients in order to say they 
are doctors,  doctors by definition give the correct diagnosis and their cure 
is helpful; one might reply that a person can be greedy and still give the 
true diagnosis and right cure, in which case the answer would be that such 
a person cannot be seen as a true doctor.

When Smokrović is discussing the difference between believing and ar-
guing, he also argues that the sufficient condition for being rationally war-
ranted for begin arguing for p is holding p defensible (Smokrović 2017: 90):

What i want to stress is that holding p defensible is sufficient for being 
rationally warranted to start arguing for p. it is normative not in the 
sense that one should argue for p but that it is epistemically permissible 
to start arguing for p. (p.89) 

technically, many argumentations start out of pure hypothesising or by 
applying the reductio od absurdum rule of inference. Hence, we might start 
defending p while hoping to arrive at the contradiction and hence prove 
not p. or, it is possible to start defending p while hoping to arrive at the 
contradiction (e.g. Saccheri136 believing in and hoping to show that there 
could not be any non-euclidean geometry and to prove the Parallel Pos-
tulate of Euclid while presupposing and trying to argue for the opposite)

one of the tenets of Smokrović’s theory is the idea that ”the argumenta-
tive process naturally guides participants to extend their knowledge given 
that a) reasoning has a biological function to work optimally in argumen-
tation, and b) that the very argumentative process is structured so that it op-
timally supports participants ’epistemic curiosity to acknowledge whether 
a proposition P (the object of discussion) is true” (Smokrović 2015: 224). 
Such a view hence implies that the argumentative process is to lead to the 
extension of knowledge. Such a definition of argumentative process im-
plicitly invokes the absent of fallibilism. Just by adding the additional con-
dition that no mistakes occurs with that process, it follows that the argu-

136 in his Saccheri, Girolamo, 1733, Euclides ab Omni Naevo Vindicatus (Euclid Cleared 
of Every Flaw). interestingly enough, Saccheri was actually wrong.



Majda Trobok

238

mentative process is or, better, might be knowledge-extending. it sounds 
like a common-sense addition, obviously that in case of errors, there can-
not be any extension of knowledge. it has, however, to be stated explicitly 
otherwise many of processes that would otherwise fall under Smokrović’ 
definition would fail to lead to knowledge extension. one can be honestly 
curios about knowing if p is true, while making several mistakes during 
the process: inferential mistakes along the way that neither the address-
er nor the addressee are aware of. Such a process is not one of extended 
knowledge, even though all the conditions of the aP narrow definition 
are formally fulfilled: the willingness of the participants to know the truth, 
their genuine curiosity and intellectual camaraderie within such process. 
nevertheless, none of those factors can, per se, prevent them from making 
mistakes. inferential mistakes might not happen often, yet they are pos-
sible and they happen. Hence, even if we narrow the definition of aP as 
Smokrović proposes, it does generally not follow that aP is an extending 
knowledge-process. 

in practice, the interlocutors curiosity need not to be neither a neces-
sary nor a sufficient condition for an aP to be knowledge-extensive. 

i hope the points underlined in this paper as potentially problematic or 
in need of further discussion will spur a new, interesting argumentation 
with Smokrović. i certainly look forward to finding out what his replies are.
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