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Arguments take many different shapes and serve different purposes. We
argue about the past: Was it ethical to drop an atomic bomb on Hiroshima to
end World War II? We argue about the future: Should we eliminate the Elec-
toral College used for selecting U.S. presidents? And we argue about the pre-
sent: Is the United States spending itself into bankruptcy? Of course, we also
debate about things local and personal all the time: Is there any better candy
than an M&M? Making a claim and supporting it with reasons or evidence
seems to be a natural process. But it is not one to take for granted, especially
when you’re asked to prepare a formal argument in school or on a job. In
these circumstances, you’ll want to know how to present your case effec-
tively and memorably. This chapter offers some general advice about mak-
ing such formal arguments.

18a Making a Claim

Arguments can open with questions or claims. They’ll begin with questions
when the point of your project is to explore new ideas or report new infor-
mation, or, perhaps, when you want to express uncertainty about the con-
clusions you intend to offer. They’ll begin with claims when you already
know what you want to say and you intend to offer convincing reasons for
others to share your beliefs.

1 Explore a question. Many arguments develop from problems that
puzzle researchers. Scientists studying fossil remains to determine whether
dinosaurs evolved from birds would begin with different questions than
would political pollsters surveying African American parents to measure the
level of support for school vouchers. Their research methods would be very
different too. But what they would have in common is the desire to discover
new information.

To get from a question to an actual argument, you’ll need to do research
and gather evidence. Would the citizens in your town support a proposal to
build a light-rail system to improve public transportation? You couldn’t
answer that question authoritatively until after you’ve done considerable
footwork. That work might involve surveying public opinion, conducting
interviews, doing systematic observation (of traffic problems, for example),
and reading what’s already been written on the subject. Your preliminary
research might then lead you to a hypothesis, that is, a statement the truth
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of which you want to test: People will support a light-rail system if it is
designed to connect already existing commercial and entertainment hubs. You
could then go on to explore this idea in more detail and to present the evi-
dence that supports it. To review, you’ve gone from question to investiga-
tion, to hypothesis, to argument.

2 Begin with a claim. Many arguments begin with writers already
knowing the positions they want to promote: they hold opinions they believe
they can support with good reasons and convincing evidence. Such argu-
ments open with what logician Stephen Toulmin calls claims—statements
that writers want other people to support as well. For example,

The United States should continue to deploy a missile defense.

Taxes should be imposed on fatty or unhealthy foods.

But claims alone aren’t enough; they have to be supported by reasons. The
reasons you offer in support of a claim can make or break your case,
depending on the audience you hope to persuade. Compare how the fol-
lowing claim-plus-reason statements might be supported, and to whom each
one might be directed:

The United States should deploy a missile defense because it is threat-
ened by a growing number of nations with nuclear weapons.

The United States should deploy a missile defense because the project
would benefit languishing defense industries in California and other
states.

Taxes should be imposed on fatty or unhealthy foods because we need
new streams of revenue to support our public schools.

Taxes should be imposed on fatty or unhealthy foods because too many
Americans are suffering from obesity.

As an argument develops, the claim-plus-reason statement will usually
need to be modified and changed using qualifiers (words such as some, usu-
ally, often, probably), as well as additional specifications and exceptions:

Unless the spread of nuclear weapons can be stopped, the United
States should deploy a limited missile defense because major coastal
cities might soon be threatened by hostile nations with nuclear-
tipped ICBMs.

As you can see, the qualified claim is more complicated than the original. It
also puts reasonable limits on what you have to prove.

You will certainly want any claim you make in an argument to raise a sig-
nificant issue. There’s no point in arguing a thesis that is self-evident, trivial,
or unverifiable. Some claims are simply hackneyed—people have read so
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many arguments on subjects such as the following that they don’t expect to
learn anything new from one more:

Marijuana should be legalized because hemp would be an important
agricultural product.

Capital punishment should be abolished because it is cruel.

Capital punishment should be retained because it deters crime.

Euthanasia is murder.

Many arguments will open with a paragraph that leads to a claim stated in
a thesis statement. This is a formula common in academic arguments. Follow-
ing, for example, is the first draft of such a paragraph in a paper arguing for
vegan diets. (For the final version, see the sample MLA paper in Section 27c.)

While the environmental movement has not yet succeeded in putting
an end to global ecological problems like deforestation, climate change,
and land, water, and air pollution, it has certainly been effective in raising
public awareness and spreading its message. Today more than ever,
Americans are talking about how they can lead more Earth-friendly
lifestyles: by riding bicycles to work, reusing grocery bags, and purchasing
a variety of eco-friendly products (which now range from hybrid vehicles
to hemp shoes). Despite all the talk of “green living,” however, few people
stop to consider the environmental impact of their diets—if they did,
they might strongly consider going vegan. By saving water, land, and
energy, a vegan diet helps fight major environmental problems and
so should at least be considered as “on the table” for discussion for
any people who consider themselves environmentalists.

—Corey Bobco

But not all arguments follow this formula. In some cases, it may take several
paragraphs just to provide all the background information necessary to pre-
sent a thesis. Or the actual claim in a paper might not appear until nearly
the end of the argument because a writer wants readers to follow the
processes of thought that lead up to a conclusion. You’ll also encounter
arguments, both written and visual, in which the claim is implicit, never
actually stated anywhere in the piece, but still quite obvious. Consider how
many commercials operate this way, presenting you with words and images
that make you consider a product, but do not actually say “buy it.”

18b Presenting Evidence

When engaged in authentic argument over an issue about which reasonable
people can disagree, you have an obligation to find the best evidence you
can and to present it completely, honestly, and intelligently. The point of an
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Figure 18.1 The cover of this student humor magazine doesn’t state a thesis, but
the image makes an obvious claim about student life on a college campus. Put
that claim into words and compare your version to what classmates come up
with. The cover is from Texas Travesty, October 2002.

Taking Control

Support your claims

When drafting a topic sentence for an argument, you’ll usually begin with a
claim (see Section 4b). But you can’t stop there. You also need to offer rea-
sons for supporting the claim either on paper or in your mind as you
develop your case. So after writing down a claim, attach words to it such as
because or so and then finish your sentence: We shouldn’t allow officials of
the federal government to run corporations because . . . . Or if you make a
proposal, follow it with by or if: We should improve service in the medical
industry by . . .; We can improve high school science education if. . . . When
you add such words to your claims, you will quickly discover where the
hard work in making a convincing argument begins.

argument in college or in any civic forum—such as a newspaper, a journal,
a town meeting, or other public venue—is as much to enlighten people as
to convince them. Furnished with reliable evidence, they should then be
able to make an informed choice.
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1 Learn to identify reliable sources of information. In writing
arguments, you can draw information from a wide variety of sources (books,
journals, magazines, newspapers) or generate information on your own
through interviews, surveys, polls, and other types of fieldwork. Thanks to
technology and the Internet, your resources these days are limited only by
your imagination and the time you have to develop support for an argument.

However, not all sources are equally reliable and few sources are unbiased.
So you need to have a healthy skepticism about any materials you use in sup-
porting an argument. Even publications as respected as the New York Times
have run into problems with the credibility of their stories and reporters.
Does this mean that you cannot trust any sources? Of course not. You simply
have to read critically and widely as you gather material from all sides and
perspectives. If you make an argument based on only a narrow and unrepre-
sentative slice of the available evidence, critical readers will quickly discern
this and point out what you have missed. Knowing how to find and evaluate
evidence is so crucial that we devote separate chapters to each of these topics:
Chapter 22, “Finding Information,” and Chapter 23, “Evaluating Sources.”
You’ll also need to know how to quote and document sources reliably—this
enables readers to follow up on your claims. Again, we offer a full chapter on
“Using Sources Responsibly” (Chapter 24) to help you do a competent job.

2 Provide evidence for all your claims. For the arguments you
make in college, you should routinely back up any significant claim with an
example, illustration, fact, or statistic. Here’s Corey Bobco, writing in favor
of vegan diets, offering evidence for a sweeping claim (in boldface) about
the land use costs of animal and plant-based food products.

Raising livestock requires far more land than raising vegetables.
The Vegan Society’s “Land” page refers to a 2002 study by scientists try-
ing to determine the ecological “footprint” left by a typical diet in an
industrialized country (Gerbens-Leenes, Nonhebel, and Ivens 55). As
Table 1 below illustrates, the land requirements for meat drastically sur-
pass those for plant-based foods. Beef production requires 20.9 square
meters per kilogram yielded, pork 8.9, eggs 3.5, and milk 1.2. On the
other hand, fruits and vegetables (the staples of a vegan diet) require,
respectively, only .3 and .2 square meters per kilo of food yielded (53)—
a tiny fraction compared to the massive demands of animal products.
Again, the obvious explanation for the differences is simply because live-
stock require significant amounts of grain or forage land to build pro-
tein: 21 kilograms of grain yields only one kilo of beef (Pimentel and
Pimentel 69). According to one article in the livestock trade journal
Feedstuffs, adult cows are maintained with about 25 pounds per day of
dry grain (Linn et al. 12). Such masses of feed lead Robbins to point out
that American livestock eat over “80% of the corn we grow, and over
95% of the oats,” while the meat produced carries less than a fifth of the
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original grain’s nutritional value (351). Ironically, more individuals eat-
ing more vegetables in place of meats requires less cropland and less water
for irrigation, in order to feed the same number of people.

––“Vegan Diet: The Missing Lesson in Environmental Education”

The exception to the requirement of offering evidence for factual claims
would be when statements verge on common knowledge, that is, what an
educated person in your target audience can be assumed to know. Writing to
a college audience, you could safely assume that most of them are familiar
with the significance of the Declaration of Independence. But if you made a
claim about the authorship of the Declaration—for instance, that it was not
written by Thomas Jefferson alone—you would likely have to explain your
factual claim and provide a citation.

3 Look for powerful evidence. Memorable details are often what
make an argument both persuasive and worthy of note. You want to find
evidence that makes your claim or issue seem significant. Consider how
these opening paragraphs from an article in the Chronicle of Higher Educa-
tion use statistics to make readers interested in the argument to follow:

Sometimes, a single statistic tells a historic story. One of my favorites is
that last year [2002] women were awarded 57 percent of all bachelor’s
degrees. In 1960, a not-so-distant past, their share was 35 percent. By
1980, the recipients were equally matched by sex.

What no one foresaw was that women’s presence on campuses
would continue to grow. In the 2002 processions, for every 100 women
there were only 75 men. The U.S. Department of Education estimates
there will be even fewer men this year, not only in percentage terms but
also in absolute numbers.

—Andrew Hacker, “How the B.A. Gap Widens the Chasm 
Between Men and Women,” June 20, 2003

You may also need to consider how to display evidence memorably.
Indeed, what a document looks like can be part of its argumentative strat-
egy. For example, if you go out of your way in your paper to make difficult
numbers comprehensible, you will win over many readers. Fortunately,
technology now makes it easy to create charts, graphs, tables, and figures
that help readers visualize information or place numbers into clear relation-
ships (see Section 19b). You can also sometimes use images as evidence.

18c Finding Logical Arguments

Facts, illustrations, testimony from experts, and other kinds of hard evi-
dence are essential to making arguments, but you’ll still need logic to tie
your ideas together persuasively. Logic shows how particular claims are
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bound by general principles or premises. These connections are important.
If you argue that the Patriot Act should be revised because it endangers our free-
dom, you’d certainly have to provide evidence of such a threat—or at least its
imminent possibility. But underlying the argument is the unstated premise
that political freedom is worth defending or that we should oppose whatever
might threaten our liberty. Such underlying and connecting principles are
what logician Steven Toulmin calls warrants. Warrants explain why your
claim and reasons can make sense for a particular audience. Here’s a warrant
stated at the very beginning of an argument directed at educators reading
the Chronicle of Higher Education:

As a matter of principle, every student deserves the opportunity to
pursue his or her educational goals. But every year, thousands of highly
qualified students can’t afford to attend college and fulfill their dreams
because higher-education institutions are setting their tuitions too high.

—Harold P. McKeon, “Controlling the Price of College,” July 11, 2003
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Figure 18.2 Gallup is among the oldest and most renowned polling
organizations in the United States, surveying public opinion on a variety of
political and social topics. Visit the Gallup Poll Web site and examine several of
the polls of public opinion. Explain which poll results you find most reliable
and/or important on a given day and why.
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It’s rare to see a premise stated quite so baldly and immediately, but the
claim certainly makes its author’s assumptions clear.

You needn’t worry about warrants too much when your arguments are fairly
straightforward: Don’t drink and drive; you might kill someone. But then, you
aren’t likely to debate such self-evident claims in college or in public forums.
The logic of your positions becomes more crucial when the issues being argued
are complex, controversial, and, perhaps, unfamiliar. For instance, long-term
debates over affirmative action have been stirred by the different and not obvi-
ously compatible premises held by those on at least two sides of the issue.
Those who valued diversity could accept an argument such as the following:
Affirmative action should be practiced in college admissions to ensure a student
body representative of the overall population. Those who championed equal treat-
ment under the law as an overriding principle would be moved by a different
claim: Affirmative action should not be permitted in college admissions because it
treats people of different races differently. The real challenge, of course, might be
to find a logical argument that reconciles the values of diversity and equality.

The premises of many arguments are tied to specific situations. But we
can also point to more general lines of argument that you might try when
looking for good reasons to support your positions. The following strategies
of argument draw upon common values—admittedly, quite often contra-
dictory—that move people to consider ideas.

1 Argue for the greater good; argue for the lesser evil. More
often than not, readers will see merit on both sides of a hot issue. When
that’s so, you may want your proposals to be perceived as the greater good or
the lesser evil, especially when presenting research that argues for or against
controversial projects—building nuclear waste dumps or experimenting
with human cloning. Arguments about the greater and the lesser good often
hold the potential for compromise. You may discover a way of presenting a
win-win situation simply by admitting the merit of alternative positions.
Each side gives a little, ultimately to gain a great deal.

2 Argue from fairness and equality. Perhaps the most dependable
line of argument in America today is the appeal to fairness. This argument is
hard to challenge because it invokes a key concept of democratic government:
equal treatment under law. In almost any situation, if your research shows that
people have been treated unfairly—or that they have been excluded from
privileges others have enjoyed—you will find supporters for your case. The
Supreme Court has based many decisions on this premise, from those that
desegregated American schools to more recent ones involving gay rights.

3 Argue for the long-term good; argue for the short-term
good. When the issue or idea you are supporting or proposing will have
slow or deferred benefits, urge readers to appreciate the “big picture”—to
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think about their children rather than themselves. A long-term benefit can
almost always be portrayed as more serious, more substantial, or more judi-
cious than an immediate one. On the other hand, your evidence may sup-
port immediate action and commitment. In such a case, you might stress
the “critical” status of the current situation and carefully list factors contribut-
ing to an imminent crisis. For instance, can an endangered species survive
even a short delay in the rehabilitation of its environment?

4 Argue for the benefit of greater numbers; argue the spe-
cial case. When your research suggests a course of action that would help
a majority of people, you can plead for the common good. It is somewhat
harder to argue the case of a smaller group against the interests of the gen-
eral public. The key, in that case, is to ask individual members of the major-
ity to imagine themselves in the position of those in the minority.

5 Argue from self-interest; argue against self-interest. Unless
readers understand their stake in a case, they aren’t likely to act. So explain
exactly how they might benefit from your argument and its consequences;
be as specific as possible, and cite real advantages when you can. Quite
often, however, writers have to urge readers to look beyond self-interest—
to rethink their positions and to act for the good of their families, posterity,
the nation, or the world community.

6 Argue from the consensus of experts; argue against the
consensus of experts. When your research can show that major
authorities in a field support your position, you should have a strong case.
However, there is no reason to be dismayed when your research puts you at
odds with most experts in a given field. Those experts may be defending
claims that are ripe for revision. After all, experts in a field often have a stake
in maintaining the status quo, and they will resist change. That resistance is
worth pointing out, especially when you have hard data to back up your
claims.

7 Argue from precedent; argue against precedent. Precedents
are particularly important in legal arguments, where lawyers and judges rou-
tinely look to previous decisions to determine how a new case ought to be
decided. If something has been done in the past and has been accepted as
either legal or traditional, it becomes a defense for similar actions in the pre-
sent. When the precedents of a given case weigh against your argument, you
need information to suggest that they might be outdated or that they do not
apply in the current situation. Look for differences between the previous sit-
uation and the current one, either in the people involved or in the numbers,
the time, or the historical circumstances.
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Closely related to arguments by precedent are analogies. Arguments by
analogy work by associating one person, idea, or circumstance with another
that may be even more familiar to the audience. Describing a political can-
didate as “another Lincoln,” suggests that he or she shares the qualities of
the distinguished sixteenth president; branding a military action as “another
Vietnam” ties it to an action that is routinely compared to a quagmire. For
more on such arguments see Section 18f-5 on faulty analogies.

8 Argue from feasibility. It’s important to show that any proposal
you might argue for is workable, not a pie-in-the-sky idea. And the burden
of proof is on you, so gather the figures, furnish the plans, and provide
examples of comparable projects undertaken elsewhere. Of course, your
research may suggest just the opposite—that the project can’t be managed
or is based on wildly implausible economic projections. If so, change it.

9 Extend the argument: where does the argument lead? Be
sure that readers appreciate the implications of your argument. If your find-
ings suggest that a small problem now may only get worse, explain why and
how. Similarly, if your work uncovers problems in a particular course of
action, describe its consequences and make readers understand what can
occur if the proposal is enacted. If necessary, construct a worst-case scenario
to show what might reasonably happen if current trends go unchecked.
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Taking Control

Develop strong arguments

This long section should help you come up with arguments when you have
a position to support, but don’t quite know how to do it. Most writers have
a few lines of argument in mind when they approach a subject, usually
ideas and evidence they have picked up in their reading. But you can miss
good arguments that way. So, when developing a claim, use the nine sub-
heads in this section to stimulate your thinking. Can you argue for the
greater good? Does your claim support a principle of fairness? Does your
claim require immediate action? Does precedent stand on your side of a
claim? You may be surprised by how many arguments you can generate.
Then choose those you think will work best with your intended audience.

18d Structuring an Argument

Arguments can be organized in many ways. Plato used the dialogue as a
device for presenting Socrates’s ideas. Scientists write conventional lab reports
to report their findings. Advertisers may use charts or tables to compare one
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product with another. But it was more than two thousand years ago that
Aristotle offered what must be the simplest formula for arguments: any claim
should be followed by its proof. He saw the usefulness, too, of introductions
and conclusions. Remembering this simple formula can help you structure
many kinds of arguments. Here’s how it might look in an academic paper:

Introduction: Statement of Claim

Reason #1 + supporting evidence

Reason #2 + supporting evidence . . .

Conclusion

Quite often, though, you’ll need to deal with the objections that others may
raise to your argument. (See Section 18e-3.) It usually makes sense to deal
with such matters early in your work so that you conclude with your own
strongest arguments. The structure of an argument incorporating some
objections or rebuttals might look like the following:

Introduction: Statement of Claim

Reason #1 + supporting evidence

—Deal with objections

Reason #2 + supporting evidence

—Deal with objections

Reason #3 + supporting evidence . . .

Conclusion

Useful as Aristotle’s formula may be, arguments often take more complex
and irregular forms, depending on their aims. Again, though we cannot
outline every type of argument, we can anticipate fundamental questions
that some arguments address and the corresponding structures you might
employ to respond to such situations. There are five such key questions,
leading to five basic forms of argument:

What happened? (arguments of fact)

What is its nature? (arguments of definition)

What is its quality? (arguments of evaluation)

What is its cause? (causal arguments)

What should we do about it? (proposals)

We briefly discuss each of these kinds of arguments in this section.

1 Make an argument of fact. Arguments of fact answer some of
those questions routinely posed in journalism classes, especially who, what,
where, and when. (How and why are answered in other sections that follow.)
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The point of such an argument is to determine the evidence that something
indeed is the case or did happen. Such an argument might begin with a fac-
tual claim followed by the supporting evidence:

Introduction: Factual claim

Supporting evidence

Supporting evidence . . .

Conclusion

The structure is deceptively simple but it may ultimately involve many
kinds of arguments. For instance, an official investigation of the breakup of
the Space Shuttle Columbia had to begin with an inquiry into precisely
what happened as the spacecraft reentered the atmosphere on February 1,
2003—at least, as much as could be ascertained from available hard evidence.
Once the facts of the disaster were established, then questions of cause could
be examined.

2 Make an argument of definition. Some of the most contentious
arguments of our time involve arguments of definition. When the argument
is actually over the meaning of a term, the elements of a definition may be
key. How do we define “life” or “property” or “race”? Such definitions some-
times follow a traditional genus/species structure: “property is a legal con-
cept that. . . .” It is also possible to define terms in other ways, by compo-
nents, characteristics, behavior, and so on.

A common kind of argument of definition involves determining whether
someone or something fits within a given definition: Is President Obama a
liberal or a socialist? Is sharing music files on the Internet theft? Is Pluto a
planet? Here’s what the formula for such an inquiry might look like:

Introduction: Definitional claim

Establishment of the definition

Necessary elements of the definition

Match between elements and object under scrutiny

Conclusion

3 Make an argument of evaluation. Perhaps because they are so
easy to make, writers can be quicker to offer an evaluative claim than to sup-
port it. Here’s journalist Ron Rosenbaum expressing his aversion to the
music of rock singer and composer Billy Joel:

Why does his music make my skin crawl in a way that other bad music
doesn’t? Why is it that so many of us feel it is possible to say Billy Joel
is—well—just bad, a blight upon pop music, a plague upon the air-
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waves more contagious than West Nile virus, a dire threat to the peace-
fulness of any given elevator ride, not rock ’n’ roll but schlock ’n’ roll?

—Ron Rosenbaum, “The Worst Pop Singer Ever,” 
Slate, January 23, 2009

As with any argument, the relationship between claim and proof in an
evaluation is crucial. But there’s a third element in evaluation arguments usu-
ally called criteria of evaluation. These criteria, often controversial, are the
standards by which we measure the value, quality, excellence, success, and
failure of whatever we are evaluating. Obviously, criteria will vary according
to what we are examining. You wouldn’t judge pizzas and pop stars by the
same standards. Rosenbaum, for instance, should not merely attack Billy
Joel. He has to explain the reasons for his judgment. And he does:

I think I’ve identified the qualities in B.J.’s work that distinguish his
badness from other kinds of badness: It exhibits unearned contempt.
Both a self-righteous contempt for others and the self-approbation and
self-congratulation that is contempt’s backside, so to speak. Most fre-
quently a contempt for the supposed phoniness or inauthenticity of
other people as opposed to the rock-solid authenticity of our
B[illy].J[oel].

If readers are likely to agree that a capable songwriter should not demonstrate
self-righteous contempt for others, self-approbation, or self-congratulation,
then all Rosenbaum needs to do is demonstrate a match between these crite-
ria and Billy Joel’s work. But people do not always agree about criteria, and
so, sometimes, the most interesting part of an argument of evaluation is the
writer’s explanation and defense of his or her standards.

Introduction: Claim of evaluation

Establishment/defense of criteria of evaluation

Match between criteria and the subject under scrutiny

Evidence of that match

Conclusion

You can find interesting examples of evaluation arguments in book, movie,
and restaurant reviews, in editorials, in sports columns—just about any-
where in the public media.

4 Make a causal argument. Causal arguments try to explain why
things happen. Such explorations can move from effects to causes or from
causes to effects. The issue of global warming provides examples of argu-
ments that work both ways: a writer might explore how various planetary or
human-made forces working together might change the global climate, or
could point out how global warming itself will change life on the planet.
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Sometimes causal arguments try to distinguish false causes from true ones.
As such, they can examine unconvincing explanations for a phenomenon in
order to dismiss them, and then offer a more plausible cause for an event.

Introduction: Causal claim: what is causing X?

Cause #1 (dismissed)

Cause #2 (dismissed)

Cause #3 . . .

Evidence to support Cause #3

Conclusion

5 Make a proposal argument. Proposal arguments represent
attempts to solve problems. Quite often, teams or committees write these
complex arguments, following formal structures or templates that move
from problem to solution.

Introduction: The problem

Previous attempts to solve it

Why previous attempts failed

New solution

—Advantages of the new solution

—Feasibility

—Implementation

Conclusion

You can get a feel for proposal arguments from this single paragraph from
an essay by a congressional representative who believes that the cost of
attending college is rising too quickly:

That is why . . . I will be introducing the Affordability in Higher Educa-
tion Act of 2003. My legislation will hold higher-education institutions
accountable for their expenses with the goal of making sure that all qual-
ified students can attend. The proposal includes a new college-affordability
demonstration program and legislation that would help students
transfer credits between institutions. But the centerpiece is the “college-
affordability index,” which will serve as a standard measure to determine
if colleges are raising their tuition and fees beyond reasonable rates.

—Howard P. McKeon, “Controlling the Price of College,”
Chronicle of Higher Education, July 11, 2003

Sounds good, but will it work—or just add more yards of bureaucratic
red tape to academic administration? A proposal argument should try to
resolve such questions of feasibility and implementation.
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18e Arguing Fairly

If you are a critical reader, you will find many examples of arguments based
on weak, suspect, or manipulative strategies. You can avoid such errors in
your own arguments simply by respecting the intelligence of your readers
and assuming good faith on the part of those with whom you might disagree.

1 Handle information honestly. It may be tempting to construct
an argument by using only sources that favor your position or to cite infor-
mation selectively—leaving out data or trends or incidents that don’t sup-
port your case. In the long run, such an argument won’t go down well with
well-informed readers. They’ll ask just the sorts of questions about your
claims and supporting evidence that may undermine your work:

• Are the claims supported by evidence from reliable and authoritative
sources?

• Are the claims supported by evidence from a variety of sources?
• Has evidence been fairly—not selectively—reported?
• Is the evidence presented sufficient to support the claims?
• Has evidence been accurately documented?

You should be able to answer yes to every question.

2 Quote fairly from your sources. Citing authorities is a powerful
way of supporting an argument. But you must quote responsibly and fairly,
presenting the words of a source just as the author intended them, so far as
you can tell. You shouldn’t trim or embellish a quotation to make it agree with
your positions. Nor should you quote those who disagree with you unfairly,
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Figure 18.3 Fears of
offending people can
sometimes stifle public
argument, a sentiment
expressed in this cartoon
(and argument) from the
Chronicle of Higher
Education, July 11, 2003.
What argument exactly
might the cartoon be
making?
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leaving out words or sentences that might affect the meaning. For example,
critics of Barack Obama complained that the President had spoken ill of the
United States on foreign soil when he delivered the following lines in a
speech in France:

In America, there is a failure to appreciate Europe’s leading role in the
world. Instead of celebrating your dynamic union and seeking 
to partner with you to meet common challenges, there have been times
where America has shown arrogance and been dismissive, even derisive.

What they omitted were the President’s critical comments about Europe that
followed immediately, and thus they distorted the full context of his remarks:

But in Europe, there is an anti-Americanism that is at once casual, but
can also be insidious. Instead of recognizing the good that America so
often does in the world, there have been times where Europeans choose
to blame America for much of what is bad. On both sides of the
Atlantic, these attitudes have become all too common.

—April 4, 2009

3 Anticipate objections. When you anticipate an audience’s objec-
tions to an argument you intend to make, you show respect for them as crit-
ical thinkers and save yourself trouble later. When you ignore obvious
objections, you may seem naive, uninformed, and vulnerable to rebuttal. A
writer for Brigham Young University’s online newspaper makes the point
quite well in his column:

I’m left to wonder how often—when our blood pressure begins to rise
and our cheeks flush a little at expressions of opinion that seem to clash
irreconcilably with our own—do we try to truly understand where our
nemeses are coming from. . . .

Despite the Supreme Court’s recent ruling, I don’t believe for a sec-
ond affirmative action does anyone any favors. But I’ll also tell you in
the very same breath supporters of affirmative action are trying to
accomplish something wonderful. They’re just a little misguided in
their approach.

—Chris Seifert, “Hold Up: Hillary Isn’t the Devil’s Advocate,”
Brigham Young University NewsNet, July 1, 2003

When writing about issues that raise conflict, try to appeal to the greater
good rather than sound as if you care only about special interests. When you
must acknowledge an objection, consider the following strategies:

• Acknowledge the merit of a fair objection—you will seem reasonable.
• Put the objection in context. Explain why it does or does not affect

your main point.
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• Offer evidence to counter the objection.
• Examine whether the objection is consistent with other points made by

opponents.
• Build upon the objection, suggesting how it may actually strengthen

your point.

4 Argue civilly. Always respect the values and expectations of your
audience. To do that, you need to know what potential readers might care
about. Are their hopes, fears, needs, and priorities the same as yours?

Are your intended readers people from different cultures? If so, they’re
likely to hold culturally specific values. Many cultures treasure good manners
and respect for authority; Americans, though, often cheer for the rebel who
speaks out. Understand such differences and make appropriate adjustments.

Will audience members have strong feelings about local issues? Suppose
you want to propose a garbage-to-energy incinerator for your community.
You’ll meet angry opposition unless you anticipate the objections of people
who could become its next-door neighbors while you enjoy its benefits from
many miles away.

Sometimes a person’s individual values can conflict with each other.
For example, most people recognize both the need for strong business
profits and the importance of a clean environment. How can you make an
argument that supports either side of the case? You may be able to resolve
such messy contradictions simply by acknowledging them and arguing for
compromise.

5 Be credible. Be certain that the way you present yourself in your
project—your ethos—is respectable and trustworthy. People are more likely
to listen to what you have to say if you seem believable, knowledgeable,
thoughtful, and fair. If you treat your readers as informed equals who are
open to rational persuasion, they’ll be more likely to listen sympathetically.
You won’t persuade people if you make them angry.

To this end, you’ll want to use polite and inclusive language. Slurs,
name-calling, and negative stereotyping may impress a small audience that
already shares your feelings. But the wider audience of people you don’t
know will probably think of you as simplistic and small-minded if you use
such terms as bleeding-heart liberal or right-wing nut case in an argument.

You’ll also want to be sure that your language is directed at your actual
audience, not above them or below them. You want readers to identify with
you, and they won’t do that if you are either too technical for them to
understand or too simplistic to be taken seriously.

6 Use emotional appeals sparingly. Just as your credibility or
personal ethos plays a role in making an argument work, your ability to
generate emotions—or pathos—appropriate to your subject can also play a
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part. In many academic and public forums, overtly emotional arguments
don’t work well. They are perceived as sentimental or manipulative. So you
need to deal with emotions carefully, understanding that many arguments
can generate feelings such as anger, fear, sympathy, envy, or jealousy. You can
arouse such feelings with just a few barbed phrases or a dramatic narrative.

Consider the power of calls to patriotism in many political arguments,
for example, or how easy it is to pit students against administrators or
politicians against ordinary citizens simply by contrasting their power.
There is a role for feelings in arguments, but an emotion should not be
evoked as a substitute for reasonable claims or a preponderance of evi-
dence. Rather, emotions should complement a case supported by good rea-
sons and solid evidence.

18f Avoiding Fallacies of Argument
Some tactics of persuasion have been branded as fallacies because they
undermine the goal of serious arguments—to make people better informed
and thus better able to make reasoned choices. When a flashy print ad
promises you romance on a Caribbean beach just for buying the right
deodorant, you should suspect that something illogical is going on. Simi-
larly, you should look for problems in arguments that rely on tactics
described in this section.

1 Avoid ad hominem attacks. To take an argument ad hominem
(“to the man”) means to attack the person making a claim rather than the
argument itself. Such character assassination certainly can work, and name-
calling and personal abuse are facts of life in many political environments,
but critical readers will see right through the tactic and brand it as the fallacy
it is. An argument, idea, or proposal should be offered on its own merits. If
you find yourself calling those with whom you disagree names (greedy
corporate lawyers, unwashed anticapitalist idiots ), or accusing them of faults
unrelated to the issue under discussion, you are guilty of the ad hominem
fallacy. It’s a tempting blunder, especially when your dander is up, as
columnist Ralph Peters’s probably was when he wrote in defense of an Italian
Prime Minister under attack from German politicians:

Apart from the fact that Italy, the home of grace and beauty, doesn’t
need any more loud, fat krauts polluting its environment, there’s an
even more important matter involved: Prime Minister Silvio Berlus-
coni doesn’t take any crap from Eurocrats and the self-righteous sons
and daughters of the SS.

—Ralph Peters, “Let ‘Em Eat Wurst,” New York Post Online, 
July 13, 2003
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You can see easily enough why such language is over the top and offensive,
but notice, too, that it does not advance any argument. It just makes more
people angry and undermines the credibility of the writer.

Of course, character flaws are not always side issues. A chronic gambler
might not have much credibility talking about moral discipline, nor would
a womanizing politician be taken seriously as a champion of the rights of
women. In these cases it would be appropriate to point out such hypocrisy.
But, in general, you should avoid making an issue of the character or behav-
ior of those with whom you take issue. Assume good faith on their part and
hope they assume the same of you.

Related to ad hominem arguments are many appeals based on attacks or
threats, designed to generate fears among readers or listeners. When we fall
prey to attacks on people or groups, we can also be made to fear anyone
with even casual ties to them—the fallacy of guilt by association. And in
an era marked by terrorism and lawsuits, it is also easy to use veiled threats
as a way of provoking action: almost any situation can be fallaciously charac-
terized as rife with potential danger, from riding subways to taking prescription
medicines to using child safety seats improperly.

2 Don’t make hasty generalizations. We are all guilty of this
fallacy at one time or another, especially in our personal dealings. One bad
experience with a retailer, restaurant, or institution may sour us on it for
good—even to the extent that we badmouth it to others. In such cases, we
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Figure 18.4
“Life is short . . .
wear trashbags.”
A campus humor
magazine pokes
fun at the
questionable logic
beneath many
advertisements
aimed at young
people. What is
the claim,
reason, and
warrant offered
in this parody?
(From Texas Travesty,
November 2002.)
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take a single piece of data and generalize from it much too broadly. Draw-
ing inferences from limited data in this way is dangerously illogical—the kind
of thinking that can lead to stereotyping when we apply it to groups of people.

It is important, then, when drawing inferences from evidence to under-
stand any limits on the data. In a poll, for example, the sample surveyed
must be large enough to represent the studied population. Individuals must
be chosen at random so that every member of the population has a compa-
rable opportunity of being queried, and the sample must be selected in such
a way that it represents the population fairly on the issue being studied. For
example, if you survey a group of sophomore women at your school in a
poll dealing with gender attitudes, you could report the results as reflecting
the opinions of sophomore women only, not sophomores in general (if the
student population included men), nor women in general. Unless you
gather sufficient data with great care, you are in danger of making hasty
generalizations.

This principle applies to other kinds of research as well. If you base your
conclusions in a research paper on material gathered from just a limited
number of books and articles or if you select research materials that reflect
your own prejudices, the conclusions you draw won’t convince a critical
reader.

3 Show care in making causal connections. Whenever you are
blamed for something you didn’t do, you gain a little insight into faulty
causality. The fallacy involves attributing an event or phenomenon to a
force that didn’t cause it: for example, believing that seeing an albino squir-
rel on the way to your next test will earn you an “A.” In many cases, the
faulty connection is made simply because one event follows another: you
got an “A” the last time you spotted an albino squirrel on your way to an
exam. Here’s an even more extraordinary example of faulty causality, involv-
ing the Madden NFL video game:

Shaun Alexander became the latest player to fall victim to the so-called
Madden Curse a week ago. After playing seven seasons without miss-
ing a game, Alexander was injured last week against the New York
Giants only a few months after he posed for the cover of Electronic
Arts’ Madden NFL 07 video game. Alexander joined Michael Vick,
Donovan McNabb, Marshall Faulk and Daunte Culpepper as players
who have followed up cover photographs on the most popular sports
video game on earth with a prolonged stretch on the injury report that
same season.

Other cover stars in Madden have suffered tremendous dropoffs in
production (Dorsey Levens), made inexplicable career decisions (Barry
Sanders retiring) and continued to do ridiculous dances that resemble
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Elaine from Seinfeld (Ray Lewis). All of these coincidences have con-
spired to create the sports jinx dubbed “the Madden Curse.”

—Clay Travis, “ClayNation: Madden Curse doesn’t really 
exist – yet,” Spin on Sports, October 2, 2006

Today, controversies over global warming embody many of the potential
pitfalls of causal reasoning. Everything from SUVs to flatulent cows are
blamed (rightly or wrongly) for changes in the weather, while global warm-
ing itself is seen as causing phenomena as different as drought and depres-
sion. The problem is that thousands of factors influence the climate of the
world, interacting in ways difficult to measure and assess. Yet pundits will
often seize on just such ambiguities and complexities in the data to advance
their own political agendas.

Sometimes writers simply fail to see causal connections, or they inter-
pret them oddly. In August 2000, the New York Times writer Fox Butter-
field wrote with dismay that the number of people in U.S. prisons was still
rising, despite a marked decrease in crime rates. He attributed the rise to
unfair sentencing. But his critics pointed out that crime rates were probably
dropping because of the increased prison population.

Problems understanding causality or simply the complications of life
lead to other related fallacies. Writers are guilty of the either/or fallacy when
they try to reduce a complicated situation to just two choices. It’s tempting
to take a complicated issue like education or global warming and make it
seem manageable by offering stark choices: either we create national stan-
dards for public schools or our educational system will fail. But
oversimplification is a fallacy too, and a very popular one that assumes
audiences are too stupid to make informed choices.

4 Question slippery slope arguments. Of course, well-supported
causal arguments make perfect sense on their own: if we do X, then Y might
happen. But such arguments become examples of the slippery slope fallacy
when they are pushed too hard: if we do X, then Y might happen, and then Z,
and then a hundred other horrible things. You can see why such arguments are
called slippery slopes: the writer predicts that an avalanche of dire conse-
quences might follow from a single choice, event, or action. Senator Rick San-
torum was accused of a slippery slope argument when he suggested the fol-
lowing in anticipation of a Supreme Court decision reviewing sodomy laws:

If the Supreme Court says that you have the right to consensual [gay]
sex within your home, then you have the right to bigamy, you have the
right to polygamy, you have the right to incest, you have the right to
adultery. You have the right to anything.

—Senator Rick Santorum, April 21, 2003
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Similarly, you might imagine someone arguing that if Habitat for
Humanity builds one or two low-income homes in a middle-class neighbor-
hood, real estate prices will fall, yards will deteriorate, families will move
out, tax revenue will decline, and the local schools will lose their high rat-
ings. This person’s intention would be to scare someone into questioning or
fearing that first step because of all that might follow. Yet many of those
alleged consequences would be based on unsupported speculation.

5 Avoid faulty or false analogies. Analogies are useful ways of
making arguments because they help readers to understand one idea by
comparing it to another. Representative Joe Barton of Texas once succinctly
described the NCAA football Bowl Championship Series this way: “It’s like
Communism — you can’t fix it.” Or, here, writer Dinesh D’Souza uses sev-
eral related analogies (boldfaced) to amplify the importance of opportunity
in the American way of life:

In most countries in the world, your fate and your identity are handed
to you; in America, you determine them for yourself. America is a
country where you get to write the script of your own life. Your life
is like a blank sheet of paper, and you are the artist. This notion of
being the architect of your own destiny is the incredibly powerful
idea that is behind the worldwide appeal of America.

—Dinesh D’Souza, “10 Great Things: What to Love about the
United States,” National Review Online, July 2, 2003

Analogies become fragile when the comparisons made are sweeping,
uninformed, or potentially misleading. Some might suggest that Represen-
tative Marcy Kaptur crossed the line into faulty analogy in offering the fol-
lowing argument, as reported in the Toledo Blade:

“When America ‘cast off monarchical Britain’ in 1776, it involved the
help of many religious people who had fled repression in other countries,”
the 11-term Toledo congressman said. “Among the nontraditional American
revolutionaries were the Green Mountain Boys, a patriot militia organized
in 1770 in Bennington, Vt., to confront British forces,” she said.

“One could say that Osama bin Laden and these non-nation-
state fighters with religious purpose are very similar to those kind
of atypical revolutionaries that helped to cast off the British
crown,” Miss Kaptur said.

—David Yonke, “Threat of War Spurs U.S. Soul-Searching,” 
Toledo Blade, March 1, 2003

Kaptur complained subsequently that her analogy between American revo-
lutionaries and the head of the al Qaeda terrorist organization was taken out
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of context by other media. In any case, her risky analogy certainly did more
to sensationalize her overall point than to support it.

6 Don’t beg the question. This fallacy is also sometimes called
circular reasoning because it involves a writer taking for truth precisely the
claim that needs to be proved. In effect, the disputed claim becomes a part
of the evidence. A student who protests that she shouldn’t have gotten a “C”
on a paper because she’s an “A” student is begging the question. She assumes
that she should get an “A” because she has done so in the past, but the work
on the paper that earned a “C” now argues otherwise.

The claim in a circular argument may, in fact, be true on other grounds,
but it gains no authority when it becomes part of circular thinking. When
Chicago Cubs manager Dusty Baker was accused of racism for his remarks
about the varying ability of lighter- and darker-skinned athletes to play in
the heat, Tony Bernazard, a representative of the player’s union, defended
Baker this way:

“It’s somebody’s opinion,” Bernazard said. “I don’t think anybody can
accuse Dusty Baker of being a racist because Dusty Baker is not a racist.”

—Chuck Johnson, “Baker Stands by Heat Comments” 
USA Today, July 7, 2003

Baker may not be a racist, but simply offering that assertion as the reason he
is not a racist doesn’t make an argument.

Begging the question is not the only fallacy based on bad reasoning. We
can be persuaded to do things just because others have been won over; this
is the bandwagon effect that plays a role in advertising and politics. It’s
cool to buy an iPod or vote for Jones because, well, it’s cool. Just as bad is
the appeal to authority that, in effect, suggests we should agree to a claim
or buy a product because it has been endorsed by someone well-known or
famous, whatever their expertise might be. Would you take medical advice
from a film star or pop singer? Why then take their political ruminations
seriously?

18g An Annotated Argument

Lauren Schultz wrote the paper excerpted here in response to a class assign-
ment that asked her to argue a position on an issue she felt strongly about.
Her paper is documented using MLA style. (See Chapter 27.) As you read,
assess how effectively she articulates and supports her position.
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Lauren Schultz

Professor Ruszkiewicz

Rhetoric 368C

18 March 2006

Native American Mascots: Time to Go

For over fifty years, the Native American (Native) community

in the United States has fought against the use of sports mascots

demeaning to its people. Professional teams that currently have

Native mascots include the Washington Redskins, Atlanta Braves,

Kansas City Chiefs, and Cleveland Indians. College teams with

Native mascots include the Florida State University Seminoles and

the University of Illinois Fighting Illini. In October 1991, Native

rights activists formed the National Coalition on Racism in Sports

and Media in reaction against such mascots. The issue heated up

again in August 2005, when the National College Athletic

Association (NCAA) published a ruling that will bar college teams

from using “hostile and demeaning” mascots in postseason bowl

games beginning this year--a ruling that specifically mentioned

twelve schools, including Florida State and Illinois (“NCAA Bans”).

Officials at Florida State are fighting the ruling, and many sports

fans nationwide see the push to get rid of the mascots as

misguided. Many non-Native Americans (non-Natives) consider

such mascots as well-meaning portrayals of Native culture,

focusing on positive values such as honor and bravery. However,

such non-Native perspectives are often superficial and insensitive.

In fact, the misuse of Native imagery in sports mascots is racially

offensive because it promotes stereotypes of Native peoples,

dehumanizes them, and falsely defines Native cultures. These

mascots should be retired by all sports teams, professional,

college, and high school alike.

Native mascots such as the Cleveland Indians’ Chief Wahoo

depict Natives stereotypically and disrespectfully. (See fig. 1.) In

“The Form of Native Stereotyping,” Native opinion leaders claim that 

Term “Native”
defined in a
special sense
for the paper.

The claim for
the argument,
stated with
three
supporting
reasons.

The first
reason to
oppose the
mascots,
focusing on
stereotypes.
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Fig. 1 Cleveland Indians mascot Chief Wahoo from The Cleveland

Indians Official Site; Web; 19 Jan. 2006.

45% of “anti-Indian sentiment is due to such media stereotypes. The

recurring features of these mascots include red skin, scant dress,

adornments (feathers, makeup), and weaponry (arrows, hatchets).”

Collectively, the features of the Native stereotype reflect the

demeaning seventeenth-century term “noble savage,” coined by

British poet John Dryden. Despite the modifier “noble,” the term

“savage” implies inferiority. Native mascots present non-Native

cultures as primitive. Modern Native rights activists such as 

Dr. Cornel Pewewardy of the University of Kansas claim that such

stereotypes are not only insulting but harmful because they damage

the self-identity, self-concept, and self-esteem of Native peoples.

Indian mascots also possess the power to dehumanize Native

Americans. Their exaggerated features strip away the uniqueness

and civility of individual people and underscore the relationship

of non-Native oppressor to Native victim. In “The Harm of Native

Stereotyping,” Dr. David P. Rider suggests that Native mascots are

especially dehumanizing because “negative images and

attitudes” serve to assuage the guilt of the white majority while

“[justifying] further exploitation.”

It is true that some mascots focus on the tribal image of the

Native warrior, a highly respected figure. The mascot of the

Florida State Seminoles depicts a Native warrior in profile who

appears with closed eyes and mouth open, as if in mid-chant, thick

stripes of paint on his cheeks and nose. (See fig. 2.)

Citation of 
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mascots,
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dehumani-
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This
paragraph
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Similar Native mascots are also common in American high

schools, where values such as honor, good sportsmanship, and

pride surround the image. For example, Mirabeau B. Lamar High

School in Houston, Texas, my alma mater, proudly supports its

“Redskin” mascot. Even the Cleveland Indians’ brick-red, toothy

Chief Wahoo may possess an honorable origin. The name

“Indians” supposedly honors player Louis Sockalexis of the

Penobscot tribe, the first major league Native player. Sockalexis

played from 1897 to 1899 for the former Cleveland Spiders, and

Cleveland fans selected the new name “Indians” by a newspaper

vote in his honor. However, CNN Sports Illustrated suggests that

owner Charles W. Somers may have influenced the results of the

vote. Still, it is at least arguable that certain mascots depict the

positive attributes of Natives, thus promoting an appreciation for

the unity and strength of Native culture.

Yet even if that is so, Native people are still being trivialized

for the sake of sporting events. In an article for Educators Resources,

Dr. Cornel Pewewardy states that the manipulation of any aspect

of a culture by an outsider is the ultimate “power and control” that

one ethnic group can assert over another. When the predominantly

non-Native sports industry presents its distorted images of

Natives, it is exerting power over the Native identity. In addition,

because foreign cultures cannot understand the full meaning of

Native culture, they often make a mockery of deeply meaningful

ceremonies, traditions, and dress. Non-Natives who claim to honor 

Fig. 2 The Florida State University Seminoles mascot from Florida

State University Athletics Official Site; Web; 19 Jan. 2006.
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Natives through any mascot, crude or not, distort years of tradition

and beauty that are inaccessible to outsiders.

Because stereotypes harm and dehumanize Native culture, the

presence of Native mascots in United States sports is ultimately

racially and culturally offensive. In addition, the continuing

resistance of schools, the sports industry, and fans to retiring these

derogatory mascots shows disrespect for the wishes of Natives. The

Civil Rights Movement of the 1970s provided a forum for Natives to

voice their disapproval of “Indian” mascots. Yet even when Natives

openly spoke out against them, they have been largely ignored. (See

fig. 3.)

According to Washington Post columnist Courtland Milloy, the

continued insistence by major sports organizations that it is not

harmful to use Native mascots is best characterized as a delusion:

“To them, making a mascot out of a people that were nearly

exterminated on their homeland is the ultimate show of respect.”

This lack of response has led Native groups in recent years to file

lawsuits against professional baseball franchises and university

teams under the 1974 Civil Rights Act. Fear of such lawsuits may

have helped to bring about the NCAA’s controversial ruling. But

even this ruling is a small victory—it applies only to postseason

games and only to college teams. In most settings, the mascots still

endure. Perhaps Barbara Munson of the Oneida Nation best

describes the ethical situation: unintentional harm becomes

intentional when people discover their errors and continue in their

behavior nevertheless.

Fig. 3 Protestor Sonny Hensley holds an anti-mascot button at a 2003

powwow sponsored by Ohio Center for Native American Affairs.
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