CHAPTER 1

Understanding Argument

A conversation overheard in the school cafeteria:

“Hey, how come you didn’t order the meat loaf special? It's pretty good
today.”

“Well, I read this book about vegetarianism, and I've decided fo give up meat.
The book says meat’s unhealthy and vegetarians live longer.”

“Don’t be silly. Americans eat lots of meat, and we're living longer and
longer.”

“Listen, this book tells how rmuch healthier the Danes were during World War
I because they couldn’t get meat.”

“T don't belleve it. A lot of these health books are written by quacks. It's pretty
dumb to change your diet after reading one book.”

These people are having what most of us would call an argument, one
that sounds dangerously close to a quarrel, There are, however, significant
differences between the colloquial meaning of argument as a quarrel and
its definition as a process of reasoning and advancing proof, although
even the exchange reported above exhibits some of the characteristics of
formal argument. The kinds of arguments we deal with in this text are not
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quarrels. They often resemble ordinary discourse about controversial is-
sues. You may, for example, overhear a conversation like this one:

“This morming while I was trying to eat breakfust I heard an announcer de-
scribing the execution of that guy in Texas who raped and murdered a
teenaged couple, They gave him an injection, and it took him ten minutes
to die. I almost lost my breakfast listening to it.”

"Well, he deserved it. He didn’t show much pity for his victims, did he?”

“Okay, but no matter what he did, capital punishment is teally awfil, bar-
baric. It's murder, even if the state does it.”

“No, I'd call it justice. I don’t know what else we can do to show how we feel
about a cruel, pointless murder of innocent people. The punishment ought
te be as terrible as we can make it.”

Each speaker is defending a value judgment about an issue that tests ideas
of good and evil, right and wrong, and that cannot be decided by facts.

In anothes kind of argument the speaker or writer proposes a solution
for a specific problem. Two men, both under twenty, are engaged in a
conversation.

“I'm going to be broke this week after I pay my car insurance. T don’t think
it's fair for males under twenty to pay such high rates. I'm a good driver,
much better than my older sister. Why not consider driving experience in-
stead of age or sex?”

“But I always thought that guys our age had the most accidents. How do you
know that driving experience is the right standard to apply?”

“Well, I read a report by the Highway Commission that said it's really driving
experience that counts. So I think it's unfair for us to be discriminated

against. The law’s behind the times. They ought to change the insurance
laws,”

In this case someone advocates a policy that appears to fulfill a desirable
goal—making it impossible to discriminate against drivers just because
they are young and male. Objections arise that the arguer must attempt
to answer,

In these three dialogues, as well as in all the other arguments you will
read in this book, human beings are engaged in explaining and defend-
ing their own actions and beliefs and opposing those of others. They do
this for at least two reasons: to justify what they do and think both to
themselves and to their opponents and, in the process, to solve problems
and make decisions, especially those dependent on a consensus among
conflicting views.

Unlike the examples cited so far, the arguments you will read and
write will not usually take the form of dialogues, but arguments are im-
plicit dialogues. Even when our audience is unknown, we write to pet-
suade the unconvinced, to acquaint them with good reasons for changing
their minds. As one definition has it, “Argumentation is the art of influ-
encing others, through the medium- of reasoned discourse, to believe or
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act as we wish them to believe or act.”! This process is inherently dra-
matic; a good argument can create the kinds of tensions generated at
sporting events. Who will win? What are the factors that enable a winner
to emerge? One of the most popular and enduring situations on televi-
sion is the courtroom debate, in which two lawyers (one, the defense at-
torney, the hero, unusually knowledgeable and persuasive; the other, the
proseciting attorney, bumbling and corrupt) confront each other before
an audience of judge and jury that must render a heart-stopping verdict,
Tensions are high because a life is in the balance. In the classroom the
stakes are neither so intimidating nor so melodramatic, but even here a
well-conducted argument can throw off sparks.

Of course, not all arguments end in clear victories for one side or an-
other. Nor should they. In a democratic society of competing interests
and values, a compromise between two or more exfreme points of view
may be the only viable solution to a vexing problem. Although formal de-
bates under the auspices of a debating society, such as take place on many
college campuses, usually end in winners and losers, real-life problems,
both public and private, are often resolved through negotiation. Court-
room battles may result in compromise, and the law itself allows for ex-
emptions and extenuating circumstances. Elsewhere in this book we
speak of the importance of tradeoffs in social and political transactions,
giving up one thing in return for another,

Keep in mind, however, that some compromises will not be morally
defensible. In searching for a middle ground, the thoughtful arguer must
determine that the consequences of a negotiated solution will contribute
to the common good, not merely advance personal interests, (In Chap-
ter 9 you will find a detailed guide for writing arguments in which you
look for common ground.)

Most of the arguments in this book will deal with matters of public
controversy, an area traditionally associated with the study of argument.
As the word public suggests, these matters concern us as members of a
community. “They are,” according to one rhetorician, “the problems of
war and peace, race and creed, poverty, wealth, and population, of
democracy and communism. . . . Specific issutes arise on which we must
take decision from time to time. One day it is Suez, another Cuba. One
week it is the Congo, another it is the plight of the American farmer or
the railroads. . . . On these subjects the experts as well as the many take
sides.”? Today the issues are different from the issues that writers con-
fronted more than twenty years ago. Today we are concerned about
terrorism, the environment, privacy, and medical ethics, to name only a
few.

1. M. O'Neill, C. Laycock, and R. L. Scale, Argumerlation and Debate (New York:
Macmillan, 1925), p. 1.

2Karl R. Wallace, “Toward a Rationale for Teachers of Writing and Speaking,” English
Journal, September 1961, p. 386.
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Clearly, if all of us agreed about everything, if harmony prevailed
everywhere, the need for argument would disappear. But given what we
know about the restless, seeking, contentious nature of human beings
and their conflicting interests, we should not be surprised that many con-
troversial questions, some of them as old as human civilization itself, will
not be settled nor will they vanish despite the energy we devote to set-
tling them. Unresolved, they are submerged for a while and then reap-
pear, sometimes in another form, sometimes virtually unchanged. Capital
punishment is one such stubborn problem; abortion is another. Never-
theless, we value the argumentative process because it is indispensable to
the preservation of a free society. In Areopagitica, his great defense of free
speech, John Milton, the seventeenth-century poet, wrote, “I cannot
praise a fugitive and cloistered virtue, unexercised and unbreathed, that
never sallies out and sees her adversary.” How can we know the truth, he
asked, unless there is a “free and open encounter” between all ideas?

“Give me liberty to know, to utter, and to argue freely according to con-
science, above all liberties.”

Perhaps the question has already occurred to you: Why study argument?
Since you've engaged in some form of the argumentative process all your
life, is there anything to be learned that experience hasn’t taught you? We
think there is. If you've ever felt frustration in trying to decide what is
wrong with an argument, either your own or someone else’s, you might
have wondered if there were rules to help in the analysis. If you've ever
been dissatisfied with your attempt to prove a case, you might have won-
dered how good arguers, the ones who succeed in persuading people,
construct their cases. Good arguers do, in fact, know and follow rules.

Studying and practicing these rules can provide you with some of the

satne skills.

You will find yourself using these skills in a variety of situations, not
only in arguing important public issues. You will use them, for example,
in your academic career. Whatever your major field of study—the hu-
manities, the social sciences, the physical sciences, business—you will be
required to defend views about materials you have read and studied.

HUMANITIES Why have some of the greatest novels resisted transla-
tion into great films?

SOCi,.AL SCIENCE What is the evidence that upward social mobility
continues to be a positive force in American life?

PHYSICAL SCIENCE What will happen to the wotld climate as the
amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere increases?
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BUSINESS Are the new tax laws beneficial or disadvantageous to the
real estate investor?

For all these assignments, different as they may be, you would use the
same kinds of analysis, research techniques, and evaluation. The conven-
tions or rules for reporting results might differ from one field of study to
another, but for the most part the rules for defining terms, evaluating
evidence, and arriving at conclusions cross disciplinary lines. Many
employers, not surprisingly, are aware of this. One sheriff in Arizona ad-
vertised for an assistant with a degree in philosophy. He had discovered,
he said, that the methods used by philosophers to solve problems were re-
markably similar to the methods used in law enforcement.

Whether or not you are interested in serving as a.sheriff’s assistant,
vou will encounter situations in the workplace that call for the same an-
alytical and argumentative skills employed by philosophers and law en-
forcement personnel. Almost everywhere—in the smallest businesses as
well as the largest corporations—a worker who can articulate his or her
views clearly and forcefully has an important advantage in gaining access
to positions of greater interest and challenge. Even when they are pri-
marily informative, the memorandums, reports, instructions, questions,
and explanations that issue from offices and factories obey the rules of ar-
gumentative discourse.

You may not anticipate doing the kind of writing or speaking at your
job that you will practice in your academic work. It is probably true that
in some careers, writing constitutes a negligible part of a person’s duties.
But outside the office, the studio, and the salesroom, you will be called on
to exhibit argumentative skills as a citizen, as a member of a community,
and as a consumer of leisure. In these capacities you can contribute to de-
cision making if you are knowledgeable and prepared. By writing or
speaking to the appropriate authorities, you can argue for a change in the
meal ticket plan at your school or the release of pornographic films at the
neighborhood theater or against a change in automobile insurance rates.
Most of us are painfully aware of opportunities we lost because we were
uncertain of how to proceed, even in matters that affected us deeply.

A course in argumentation offers another invaluable dividend: It can
help you to cope with the bewildering confusion of voices in the world
around you. It can give you tools for distinguishing between what is true
and what is false, what is valid and what is invalid, in the claims of politi-
clans, promoters of causes, newscasters, advertisers, salespeople, teachers,
parents and siblings, employers and employees, neighbors, friends, and
lovers, any of whom may be engaged at some time in attempting to per-
suade you to accept a belief or adopt a course of action. It can even offer
strategies for arguing with yourself about a personal dilemma.

So far we have treated argument as an essentially pragmatic activity
that benefits the individual. But choosing argument over force or evasion
has clear moral benefits for society as well. We can, in fact, defend the



study of argumentation for the same reasons that we defend universal ed-
ucation despite its high cost and sometimes controversial results. In a
democracy, widespread literacy ultimately benefits all members of society,
not only those who are the immediate beneficiaries of education, because
only an informed citizenry can make responsible choices. One distin-
guished writer explains that “democracy depends on a citizenry that can
reason for themselves, on men who know whether a case has been
proved, or at least made probable.”?

It is not too much to say that argument is a civilizing influence, the
very basis of democratic order. In repressive regimes, coercion, which may
express itself in a number of reprehensible forms— censorship, imprison-
ment, exile, torture, or execution—is a favored means of removing op-
position to establishment “truth.” In free societies, argument and debate
remain the preeminent means of arriving at consensus.

Of course, rational discourse in a democracy can and does break
down. Confrontations with police at abortion clinics, shouting and heck-
ling at a meeting to prevent a speaker from being heard, student protests
against university policies—such actions have become common in recent
years. The demands of the demonstrators are often passionately and sin-
cerely held, and the protesteis sometimes succeed through force or in-
timidation in influencing policy changes. When this happens, however,
we cannot be sure that the changes are justified. History and experience
teach us that reason, to a far greater degree than other methods of per-
suasion, ultimately determines the rightness or wrongness of our actions.

A piece of folk wisdom sums up the superiority of reasoned argument
as a vehicle of persuasion: “A man convinced against his will is of the
same opinion still.” Those who accept a position after engaging in a dia-
logue offering good reasons on both sides will think and act with greater
willingness and conviction than those who have been coerced or denied
the privilege of participating in the decision,

It we agree that studying argumentation provides important critical tools,
one last question remains: Why write? Isn't it possible to learn the rules
by reading and talking about the qualities of good and bad arguments?
Not quite. All writers, both experienced and inexperienced, will probably
confess that looking at what they have written, even after long thought,
can produce a startled disclaimer: But that isn't what I meant to say! They

¥Wayne C. Booth, “Boring from Within: The Art of the ¥reshman Essay,” adapted
from a speech delivered to the Illinois Council of College Teachers of English in May
1963. :

know that more analysis and more hard thinking are in order. Writers are
also aware that words on paper have an authority and a permanency that
invite more than casual deliberation. It is one thing to make an assertion,
to express an idea or a strong feeling in conversation, and perhaps even
to deny it later; it is quite another to write out an extended defense of
your own position or an attack on someone else’s that will be read and
perhaps criticized by people unsympathetic to your views.

Students are often told that they must become better thinkers if they
are to become better writers. 1t works the other way, too. In the effort to
produce a clear and convincing argument, a writer matures as a thinker
and a critic. The very process of writing calls for skills that make us better
thinkers. Writing argumentative essays tests and enlarges important men-
tal skills—developing and organizing ideas, evaluating evidence, observ-
ing logical consistency, expressing ourselves clearly and economically—
that we need to exercise all our lives in our various social roles, whether
or not we continue to write after college.

One definition of argument, emphasizing audience, has been given ear-
lier: “Argumentation is the art of influencing others, through the medium
of reasoned discourse, to believe or act as we wish them to believe or act.”
A distinction is sometimes made between argument and persuasion. Ar-
gument, according to most authorities, gives primary importance to log-
ical appeals. Persuasion introduces the element of ethical and emotional
appeals. The difference is one of emphasis. In real-life arguments about
social policy, the distinction is hard to measure. In this book we use the
term argument to represent forms of discourse that attempt to persuade
readers or listeners to accept a claim, whether acceptance is based on log-
ical or on emotional appeals or, as is usually the case, on both. The fol-
lowing brief definition includes other elements: An argument is a statement
or statements offering support for a claim.

An argument is composed of at least three parts: the claim, the sup-
port, and the warrant.?

The claim (also called a proposition) answers the question “What are you
trying to prove?” It may appear as the thesis statement of your essay,

4Some of the terms and analyses used in this text are adapted from Stephen
Toulmin’s The Uses of Argument (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1958).
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although in some arguments it may not be stated directly. There are three
principal kinds of claim (discussed more fully in Chapter 4): claims of
fact, of value, and of policy. (The three dialogues at the beginning of this
chapter represent these three kinds of claim respectively.) Claims of fact
assert that a condition has existed, exists, or will exist and are based on
facts or data that the audience will accept as being objectively verifiable:

The present cocaine epidemnic is not unique. From 1885 to the 1920s,
cocaine was as widely used as it is today.

Horse racing is the most dangerous sport.

California will experience colder, stormier weather for the next ten
years.

All these claims must be supported by data. Although the last ex-
ample is an inference or an educated guess about the future, a reader will
probably find the prediction credible if the data seem authoritative.

Claims of value attempt to prove that some things are more or less de-
sirable than others. They express approval or disapproval of standards of
taste and morality. Advertisements and reviews of cultural events are one
common source of value claims, but such claims emerge whenever people
argue about what is good or bad, beautiful or ugly.

The opera Tannhiuser provides a splendid viewing as well as listening
experience.

Football is one of the most dehumanizing experiences a person can

face. —Dave Meggyesy

Ending a patient’s life intentionally is absolutely forbidden on moral
grounds. — Presidential Commission on Medical Ethics, 1983

Claims of policy assert that specific policies should be instituted as so-

lutions to problems. The expression should, must, or ought to usually ap-
pears in the statement.

Prisons should be abolished because they are crime-manufacturing
COnCerns.

OUI: ﬁrst step must be to immediately establish and advertise drastic
policies designed to bring our own population under control.

—Paul Ehrlich, biologist
The New York City Board of Education should make sure that qualified

women appear on any new list of candidates for Chancellor of
Education.

Policy claims cail for analysis of both fact and value. (A full discussion of
claims follows in Chapter 4.)

Support consists of the materials used by the arguer to convince an audi-
ence that his or her claim is sound. These materials include evidence and
motivational appeals. The evidence or data consist of facts, statistics, and
testimony from experts. The motivational appeals are the ones that the
arguer makes to the values and attitudes of the audience to win support
for the claim, The word motivational points out that these appeals are the
reasons that move an audience to accept a belief or adopt a course of ac-
tion. For example, in his argument advocating population control, the
claim of which is presented above, Paul Ehrlich first offered statistical ev-
idence fo prove the magnitude of the population explosion. But he also
made a strong appeal to the generosity of his audience to persuade them
to sacrifice their own immediate interests to those of future generations.
(See Chapter 5 for detailed discussion of support.)

@ The Warrant

Certain assumptions underlie all the claims we make. In argument, the
term warrant is used for such an assumption, a belief or principle that is
taken for granted. It may be stated or unstated. If the arguer believes that
the audience shares his assumption, he may feel it unnecessary to express
it. But if he thinks that the audience is doubtful or hostile, he may decide
o state the assumption to emphasize its importance or argue for its va-
lidity. The warrant, stated or not, allows the reader to make the same con-
nection between the support and the claim that the author does.

This is how the warrant works. In the dialogue beginning this chap-
ter, one speaker made the claim that vegetarianism was more healthful
than a diet containing meat. As support he offered the evidence that the
authors of a book he had read recommended vegetarianism for greater
health and longer life, He did not state his warrant—that the authors of
the book were trustworthy guides to theories of healthful diet. [n outline
form the argument looks like this:

CLAIM: Adoption of a vegetarian diet leads to healthier and
longer life.

SUPPORT:  The authors of Becoming a Vegetarian Family say so.

WARRANT:  The authors of Becoming a Vegetarian Family are reliable
sources of information on diet.

A writer or speaker may also need to offer support for the warrant. In
the case cited above, the second speaker is reluctant to accept the un-
stated warrant, suggesting that the authors may be quacks. The first
speaker will need to provide support for the assumption that the authors
are trustworthy, perhaps by introducing proof of their credentials in
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science and medicine. Notice that although the second Speaker accepts
the evidence, he cannot agree that the claim has been proved uniess he
also accepts the warrant. If he fails to accept the warrant—that is, if he
refuses to believe that the authors are credible sources of information
about diet—then the evidence cannot support the claim.

The following example demonstrates how a different kind of warrant,
based on values, can also lead an audience to accept a claim.

CLAIM; Laws making marijuana illegal should be repealed.

SUPPORT:  People should have the right to use any substance they
wish.

WARRANT:  No laws should prevent citizens from exercising their
rights.

Support for repeal of the marijuana laws often consists of medical ev-
idence that marijuana is harmless. Here, however, the arguer contends
that an important ethical principle is at work: Nothing should prevent
people from exercising their rights, including the right to use any sub-
stance, no matter how harmful, Let us suppose that the reader agrees with
the supporting statement, that individuals should have the right to use
any substance. But to accept the claim, the reader must also agree with
the principle expressed in the warrant—that government should not in-
terfere with the individual’s right. He or she can then agree that laws mak-
ing marijuana illegal should be repealed. Notice that this warrant, like all
warrants, certifies that the relationship between the support and the
claim is sound.

One more important characteristic of the warrant deserves mention.
In many cases, the warrant is a more general statement of belief than the
claim. It can, therefore, support many claims, not only the one in a par-
ticular argument. For example, the warrant you have just read —“No laws
should prevent citizens from exercising their rights”-—is a broad assump-
tion or belief that we take for granted and that can underlie claims about
many other practices in American society. (For more on warrants, see
Chapter 6.)

All arguments are composed with an audience in mind. We have already -
pointed out that an argument is an implicit dialogue or exchange, Often
the writer of an argument about a public issue is responding to another
wiiter or speaker who has made a claim that needs to be supported or op-
posed. In writing your own arguments, you should assume that thereisa
reader who may not agree with you. Throughout this book, we will con-

tinue to refer to ways of reaching such a reader. i

Speechmakers are usually better informed than writers about their au-
dience. Some writers, however, are familiar with the specific persons or
groups who will read their arguments; advertising copywriters are a con-
spicuous example. They discover their audiences through sophisticated
polling and marketing techniques and direct their messages to a well-
targeted group of prospective buyers. Other professionals may be required
to submit reports to persuade a specific and clearly defined audience of
certain beliefs or courses of action: An engineer may be asked by an en-
vironmental interest group to defend his plans for the building of a
sewage treatment plant; or a town planner may be called on to tell the
town couiicil why she believes that rent control may not work; or a sales
manager may find it necessary to explain to his superior why a new prod-
uct should be launched in the Midwest rather than the South.

In such cases the writer asks some or all of the following questions
about the audience:

Why has this audience requested this report? What do they want to get
out of it? '

How much do they already know about the subject?
Are they divided or agreed on the subject?

What is their emotional involvement with the issues?

Providing abundant evidence and making logical connections be-
tween the parts of an argument may not be enough to win agreement
from an audience. In fact, success in convincing an audience is almost
always inseparable from the writer’s credibility or the audience’s belief in
the writer’s trustworthiness. Aristotle, the Greek philosopher who wrote a
treatise on argument that has influenced its study and practice for more
than two thousand years, considered credibility—what he called ethios—
the most important element in the arguer’s ability to persuade the audi-
ence to accept his or her claim.

Aristotle named “intelligence, character, and goodwill” as the attri-
butes that produce credibility. Today we might describe these qualities
somewhat differently, but the criteria for judging a writer’s credibility re-
main essentially the same. First, the writer must convince the audience
that he is knowledgeable, that he is as well informed as possible about the
subject. Second, he must persuade his audience that he is not only truth-
ful in the presentation of his evidence but also morally upright and de-
pendable. Third, he must show that, as an arguer with good intentions,
he has considered the interests and needs of others as well as his own.

As an example in which the credibility of the arguer is at stake, con-
sider a wealthy Sierra Club member who lives on ten acres of a magnifi-
cent oceanside estate and who appears before a community planning
board to argue against future development of the area. His claim is that
more building will destroy the delicate ecological balance of the area. The
board, acting in the interests of all the citizens of the community, will ask
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themselves: Has the arguer proved that his information about environ-
mental impact is complete and accurate? Has he demonstrated that he
sincerely desires to preserve the wilderness, not merely his own privacy
and space? And has he also made clear that he has considered the needs
and desires of those who might want to live in a housing development by
the ocean? If the answers to all these questions are yes, then the board
will hear the arguer with respect, and the arguer will have begun to es-
tablish his credibility.

A reputation for intelligence, character, and goodwill is not often
won overnight, And it can be lost more quickly than it is won. Once a
writer or speaker has betrayed an audience’s belief in her character or
judgment, she may find it difficult to persuade an audience to accept sub-
sequent claims, no matter how sound her data and reasoning are. “We
give no credit to a liar,” said Roman statesman Cicero, “even when he
speaks the truth.”

Political life is full of examples of lost and squandered credibility.
After it was discovered that President Lyndon Johnson had deceived the
American public about U.S. conduct in the Vietnam War, he could not re-
gain his popularity. After President Gerald Ford pardoned former Presi-
dent Richard Nixon for his complicity in the cover up of the bugging and
burglary of the Democratic National Committee headquarters at the Wa-
tergate office complex, Ford was no longer a serious candidate for reelec-
tion. After proof that President Clinton had lied to a grand jury and the
public about his sexual relationship with a young White House intern,
public approval of his political record remained high, but approval of his
moral character declined and threatened to diminish his influence.

We can see the practical consequences when an audience realizes that
an arguer has been guilty of a deception—misusing facts and authority,
suppressing evidence, distorting statistics, violating the rules of logic. But
suppose the arguer is successful in concealing his or her manipulation of
the data and can persuade an uninformed audience to take the action or
adopt the idea that he or she recommends. Even supposing that the ar-
gument promotes a “good” cause, is the arguer justified in using evasive
or misleading tactics?

The answer is no. To encourage another person to make a decision on
the basis of incomplete or dishonestly used data is profoundly unethical.
It indicates lack of respect for the rights of others—their right to know at
least as much as you do about the subject, to be allowed to judge and
compare, to disagree with you if they challenge your own interests. If the
motal implications are still not clear, try to imagine yourself not as the
perpetrator of the lie but as the victim.

There is also a danger in measuring success wholly by the degree to
which audiences accept our arguments. Both as writers and readers, we
must be able to respect the claim, or proposition, and what it tries to
demonstrate. The English philosopher Stephen Toulmin has said: “To
conclude that a proposition is true, it is not enough to know that this
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[person] or that finds it ‘credible’: the proposition itself must be worthy of
credence,”s

No matter what the subject, there are certain basic steps that a writer
can take to insure that not only the proposition, or claim, but the whole
argument, is worthy of credence. You are not yet an expert in many of the
subjects you will deal with in assignments, although you are knowl-
edgeable about many other things, including your cultural and social ac-
tivities. But there are several ways in which you can develop confidence
by your discussion of tepics derived from academic disciplines, such
as political science, psychology, economics, sociology, and art, on
which most assignments will be based. The following steps that every
writer of argumentative texts should follow will be the basis for Chap-
ters 3 to 8.

Defining Key Terms

Many of the controversial questions you will read or write about are
primarily arguments of definition. Such terms as abortion, pornography,
racism, poverty, freedom of speech, and lerrorism must be defined before use-
ful solutions to the problems they represent can be formulated. Even if
the primary purpose of your essay is not definition, you can successfully
communicate with an audience only if that audience understands how
you are using key terms.

s T - U S
i Choosing on Appropriofe

o

It must be clear to the individual or group that constitutes your audience
what change in thought or what action you hope to achieve by present-
ing your case. If you are seeking a change in your audience’s thinking on
a subject, you will have a much greater chance of accomplishing your
goal if you consider the audience’s current thinking on the subject and
are realistic about the extent to which you might hope to change that
thinking. If there is something you want your audience to do, that action
must be realistically within the power of that audience.

You must submit evidence of careful research, demonstrating that you
have been conscientious in finding the best authorities, giving credit, and
attempting to arrive at the truth.

SAn Examination of the Place of Reason in Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University

" Press, 1964), p. 71.




You must consider the warrant or assumption on which your argument is
based. A warrant need not be expressed if it is so widely accepted that you
can assume any reasonable audience will not need proof of its validity.
You must be prepared to defend any other warrant.

Understanding the ways in which inductive and deductive reasoning
processes work can help you to determine the truth and validity of your
arguments, as well as other arguments, and to identify and correct faulty
reasoning.

Another important resource is the careful use of language, not only to de-
fine terms and express personal style but also to reflect clarity of thought,
to avoid the clichés and outworn slogans that frequently substitute for
fresh ideas, and to avoid word choices that would make your audience
unwilling to consider your ideas.

Now let us turn to one of the most famous arguments in American
history and examine its elements. '

(51
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The Declaration of Independence
THOMAS JEFFERSON

g\%) /@é! J}’ hen in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one
¥ ¥ people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them
with another, and to assume among the Powers of the earth, the separate
and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and Natures God entitle
them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they
should declare the causes which impel them to the separation.

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal,
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights,
that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.

That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men,
deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.

Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826) served as governor of Virginia, minister to France, sec-
retary of state, vice president under John Adams, and president from 1801 to 1809,

That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of
these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to in-
stitute a new Government laying its foundation on such principles and
organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to
effect their Safety and Happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Gov-
ernments long established should not be changed for light and transient
causes; and accordingly all experience hath shown that mankind are
more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right them-
selves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustormed. But when a
long train of abuses and usurpations pursuing invariably the same Object
evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their
right, it is their duty, to throw off such government, and to provide new
Guards for their future security.

Such has been the patient sufferance of these Colonies; and such is
now the necessity which constrains them to alter their former Systems of
Government. The history of the present King of Great Britain is a history
of repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the estab-
lishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States. To prove this, let Pacts
be submitted to a candid world.

He has refused his Assent to Laws, the most wholesome and necessary
for the public good.

He has forbidden his Governors to pass Laws of immediate and press-
ing importance, unless suspended in their operation till his Assent should
be obtained; and when so suspended, he has utterly neglected to attend
to them.

He has refused to pass other Laws for the accommodation of large dis-
tricts of people, unless those people would relinquish the right of Repre-
sentation in the Legislature, a right inestimable to them and formidable
to tyrants only.

He has called together legislative bodles at places unusual, un-
comfortable, and distant from the depository of their Public Records,
for the sole purpose of fatiguing them into compliance with his
Imeasures.

: He has dissolved Representative Houses repeatedly, for opposing with
~ manly firmness his invasions on the rights of the people.

. He has refused for a long time, after such dissolutions, to cause others
- to be elected; 'Whereby the Legislative Powers, incapable of Annihilation,
" have returned to the People at large for their exercise; the State remain-
. ing in the mean time exposed to all the danger of invasion from without,
+and convulsions within.

: He has endeavored to prevent the population of these States; for that
- purpose obstructing the Laws of Naturalization of Foreigners; refusing to
~ pass others to encourage their migration hither, and raising the condi-
: tions of new Appropriations of Lands.

= He has obstructed the Administration of Justice, by refusing his
-_33 Assent to Laws for establishing Judiciary Powers.
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He has made Judges dependent on his Will alone, for the tenure of
their offices, and the amount and payment of their salaries.

He has erected a multitude of New Offices, and sent hither swarms of
Officers to harass our People, and eat out their substance.

He has kept among us, in time of peace, Standing Armies without the
consent of our Legislature.

He has affected to render the Military independent of and superior to
the Civil Power.

He has combined with others to subject us to jurisdictions foreign to
our constitution, and unacknowledged by our laws; giving his Assent to
their acts of pretended Legislation:

For quartering large bodies of armed troops among us:

For protecting them, by a mock Trial, from Punishment for any Mur-
ders which they should commit on the Inhabitants of these States:

For cutting off our Trade with all parts of the world:

For imposing Taxes on us without our Consent:

For depriving us in many cases, of the benefits of Trial by Jury:

For transporting us beyond Seas to be tried for pretended offenses:

For abolishing the free System of English Laws in a Neighbouring
Province, establishing therein an Arbitrary government, and enlarging its
boundaries so as to render it at once an example and fit instrument for
introducing the same absolute rule into these Colonies:

For taking away our Charters, abolishing our most valuable Laws, and
altering fundamentally the Forms of our Governments:

For suspending our own legislatures, and declaring themselves in-
vested with Power to legislate for us in all cases whatsoever.

He has abdicated Government here, by declaring us out of his Pro-
tection and waging War against us.

He has plundered our seas, ravaged our Coasts, burnt our towns and
destroyed the Lives of our people.

He Is at this time transporting large Armies of foreign Mercenaries to
compleat the works of death, desolation and tyranny, already begun with
circumstances of Cruelty & perfidy scarcely paralleled in the most bar-
barous ages, and totally unworthy the Head of a civilized nation.

He has constrained our fellow Citizens taken Captive on the high
Seas to bear Arms against their Country, to become the executioners of
their friends and Brethren, or to fall themselves by their Hands.

He has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and has endeav-
ored to bring on the inhabitants of our frontiers, the merciless Indian Sav-
ages, whose known rule of warfare is an undistinguished destruction of all
ages, sexes, and conditions.

In every stage of these Oppressions We Have Petitioned for Redress in

L the most humble terms. Our repeated petitions have been answered only

by repeated injury. A Prince, whose character is thus marked by every act

o - which may define a Tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free People.
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Not have We been wanting in attention to our British brethren. We
have warned them from time to time of attempts by their legislature to
extend an unwarrantable jurisdiction over us, We have reminded them of
the circumstances of our emigration and settlement here. We have ap-
pealed to their native justice and magnanimity and we have conjured
them by the ties of our common kindred to disavow these usurpations,
which would inevitably interrupt our connections and correspondence.
They too have been deaf to the voice of justice and of consanguinity. We
must, therefore, acquiesce in the necessity, which denounces our Separa-
tion, and hold them, as we hold the rest of mankind, Enemies in War, in
Peace Friends.

We, therefore, the Representatives of the United States of America, in
General Congress, Assembled, appealing to the Supreme Judge of the
world for the rectitude of our intentions, do, in the Name, and by Au-
thority of the good People of these Colonies, solemnly publish and de-
clare, That these United Colonies are, and of Right ought to be, Free and
Independent States; that they are Absolved from all Allegiance to the
British Crown, and that all political connection between them and the
State of Great Britain, is and ought to be totally dissolved; and that as Free
and Independent States, they have full power to levy War, conclude
Peace, contract Alliances, establish Commerce, and to do all other Acts
and Things which Independent States may of right do. And for the sup-
port of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of Divine
Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our lives, our Fortunes and
our sacred Honor.

The Declaration of Independence is addressed to several audiences: to the
American colonists; to the British people; to the British Parliament; to the
British king, George Iil; and to humanity or a universal audience. Not all
the American colonists wete convinced by Jefferson’s argument. Large
numbers remained loyal to the king and for various reasons opposed an
independent nation. In the next-to-the-last paragraph, Jefferson refers to
previous addtesses to the British people. Not surprisingly, most of the
British citizenry as well as the king also rejected the claims of the Decla-

‘ration. But the universal audience, the decent opinion of humanity,

found Jefferson’s argument overwhelmingly persuasive. Many of the lib-
eral reform movements of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were
inspired by the Declaration. In basing his claim on universal principles of
justice and equality, Jefferson was certainly aware that he was addressing
future generations.

Definition: Several significant terms are not defined. Modern readers will
ask for further definition of “all men are created equal,” “Life, Liberty and

35
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the pursuit of Happiness,” “Laws of Nature and Nature’s God,” among
others. We must assume that the failure to explain these terms more
strictly was deliberate, in part because Jefferson thought that his readers
would understand the references-for example, to the eighteenth-
century belief in freedom as the birthright of all human beings —and in
part because he wished the terms to be understood as universal principles
of justice, applicable in all struggles, not merely those of the colonies
against the king of England. But a failure to narrow the terms of argument
can have unpredictable consequences. In later years the Declaration of In-
dependence would be used to justify other tebellions, including the se-
cession of the South from the Union in 1861.

Claim: What is Jefferson trying to prove? The American colonies are justi-
fied in declaring their independence from British rule. Jefferson and his fellow
signers might have issued a simple statement such as appears in the last
paragraph, announcing the freedom and independence of these United
Colonies. Instead, however, they chose to justify their right to do so.

Support: What does Jefferson have to go on? The Declaration of Inde-
pendence bases its claim on two kinds of support: factual evidence and mo-
tivational appeals or appeals to the values of the audience.

FACTUAL EVIDENCE: Jefferson presents a long list of specific acts of
tyranny by George III, beginning with “He has refused his Assent to Laws,
the most wholesome and necessary for the public good.” This list consti-
tutes more than half the text. Notice how Jefferson introduces these
grievances: “The history of the present King of Great Britain is a history
of repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the estab-
lishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States. To prove this, let Facts
be submitted to a candid world” (italics for emphasis added). Jefferson
hopes that a recital of these specific acts will convince an honest audience
that the United Colonies have indeed been the victims of an intolerable
tyranny.

APPEAL TO VALUES: Jefferson also invokes the moral values underiying
the formation of a democratic state. These values are referred to through-
out. In the second and third paragraphs he speaks of equality, “Life,
Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness,” “Just powers,” “consent of the gov-
erned,” and in the fourth paragraph, safety. In the last paragraph he refers
to freedom and independence. Jefferson believes that the people who
read his appeal will, or should, share these fundamental values. Audience
acceptance of these values constitutes the most important part of the sup-
port. Some historians have called the specific acts of oppression cited by
Jefferson trivial, inconsequential, or distorted. Clearly, however, Jefferson
felt that the list of specific grievances was vital to definition of the ab-
- stract terms in which values are always expressed.

Warrant: How does Jefferson get from support to claim? People have a
right to revolution to free themselves from oppression. This warrant is explicit:
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“But when a long train of abuses and usurpations pursuing invariably the
same Object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism,
it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such government, and to pro-
vide new Guards for their future security,” Some members of Jefferson’s
audience, especially those whom he accuses of oppressive acts, will reject
the principle that any subject people have earned the right to revolt: But
Jefferson believes that the decent opinion of mankind will accept this as-
sumption. Many of his readers will also be aware that the warrant is
supported by seventeenth-century political philosophy, which defines
government as a social compact between the government and the
governed.

If Jetferson’s readers do, in fact, accept the warrant and if they also be-
lieve in the accuracy of the factual evidence and share his moral values,
then they will conclude that his claim has been proved—that jefferson
has justified the right of the colonles to separate themselves from Great
Britain.

Logic: As alogical pattern of argument, the Declaration of Independence
is largely deductive. Deduction usually consists of certain broad general
statements which we know or believe to be true and which lead us to
other statements that follow from the ones already laid down. The Dec-
laration begins with such general statements, summarizing a philosophy
of government based on the equality of men, the inalienable rights de-
rived from the Creator, and the powers of the governed. These statements
ate held to be “self-evident” —that is, not needing proof—and if we ac-
cept them, then it follows that a revolution is necessary to remove the op-
pressors and secure the safety and happiness to which the governed are
entitled, The particular grievances against the king are proof that the king
has oppressed the colonies, but they are not the basis for revelution.

The fact that Jefferson emphasized the universal principles underly-
ing the right of revolution meant that the Declaration of Independence
could appeal to all people everywhere, whether or not they had suffered
the particular grievances in Jefferson’s list,

Language: Although some stylistic conventions of eighteenth-century
writing would not be observed today, Jefferson’s clear, elegant, formal
prose— “a surprising mixture of simplicity and majesty,” in the words of
one writer —remains a masterpiece of English prose and persuades us that
we are reading an important document. Several devices are worth noting:

1. Parallelism, or balance of sentence construction, gives hoth empha-
sis and rhythm to the statements in the introduction (first four
paragraphs) and the list of grievances.

2. Diction (choice of words) supports and underlines the meaning:

nouns that have positive connotations—safety, happiness, prudence,
right, duty, Supreme Judge, justice; verbs and verbals that suggest
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Clatim — the proposition that the author or writer is trying to prove. The claim
may appear as the fhesis statement of an essay but may be implied rather
than stated directly.

° Claims of fact assert that a condition has existed, exists, or will exist and
are based on facts or data that the audience will accept as being objec-
tively verifiable. e

* Claims of volue attempt to prove that some things are more or less desir-
able than others; they express approval or disapproval of standards of
taste and morality. : R RAT

® Claims of policy assert that specific plans or courses of dcﬁ'c.r_; should be.

instituted as solutions to problerms.

Support — the moterials used by the arguer to convirice an audiencé fhat his
or her claim is sound; those materials include evidence and mofivational

appeals.

Warrant — an inference or assumption; a belief or prifciple that is faken for

granted in an argument.

negative actions (taken by the king) —refused, forbidden, dissolved,
obstructed, plundered, depriving, abolishing,

- The fone suggests reason and patience on the part of the author or
authors (especially paras. 5, 33, and 34).

. Classify each of the following as a claim of fact,' value, or policy.

a. Congress should endorse the right-to-life amendment.

b. Solar power can supply 20 percent of the energy needs now satisfied

by fossil and nuclear power,
¢. Homosexuals should have the same job rights as heterosexuals.
d. Rapists should be treated as mentally ill rather than depraved.
€. Whale hunting should be banned by international law.
f

- Violence on television produces violent behavior in children who

watch more than four hours a day.

g. Both creationism and evolutionary theory should be taught in the

public schools,

h. Mentally defective men and women should be sterilized or otherwise

prevented from producing children.

. History will pronounce Reggie Jackson a greater all-around baseball

player than Joe DiMaggio.

- Bilingual instruction should not be permitted in the public schools.

. Some forms of cancer are caused by a virus,

. Dogs are smarter than horses.

. Curfews for teenagers will reduce the abuse of alcohol and drugs,

. The federal government should impose a drinking age of twenty-one.
. The United States should proceed with unilateral disarmament.

. Security precautions at airports are out of proportion to the dangers of

terrorism.

- Bodybuilding cannot be defined as a sport; it is a form of exhibi-

ticnism.

2. Choose one of the more controversial claims in the previous list and ex-

plain the reasons it is controversial. Would it be difficult or impossible to
support? Are the warrants unacceptable to many people? Try to go as
deeply as you can, exploring, if possible, systems of belief, traditions, so-
cietal customs. You may confine your discussion to personal experience
with the problem in your community or group. If there has been a
change over the years in the public attitude toward the claim, offer what
you think may be an explanation for the change.

3. Report on an argument you have heard recently. Identify the parts of that

argument—claim, support, warrant— as they are defined in this chapter.
What were the strengths and weaknesses in the argument you heard?

4. Discuss an occasion when a controversy arose that the epponents could

not settle. Describe the problem, and tell why you think the disagree-
ment was not settled.

3. In the following excerpt a student expresses his feelings about standard

grading —that is, grading by letter or number on a scale that applies to a
whole group.

You go to school to learn, not to earn grades. To be educated, that's
what they tell you. “He’s educated, he graduated magna cum laude.”
What makes 2 magna cum laude man so much better than a man
that graduates with a C? They are both still educated, aren’t they? No
one has a right to call someone less educated because they got a C
nstead of an A. Let’s take both men and put them in front of a car.
Each car has something wrong with it. Each man must fix his broken
car, Our C man goes right to work while our magna cum laude man
hasn't got the slightest idea where to begin. Who's more educated
now?

Compare the preceding passage to the following one, wiitten on the
same subject by a student. Analyze the two pieces using the terminology
introduced in this chapter and applied above to the Declaration of
Independence.

Grades are the play money in a university Monopoly game. As long
as the tokens are offered, the temptation will be largely irresistible to
play for them. Students are so busy taking notes, doing tests, and




24 criapTER 1 - UNDERETANDING ARG UMENT

gejcting tokens that they have forgotien to ask: Of what worth is all
this? Or perhaps they ask and the grade is their answer.

One certainly learns something in the passive lecture-note-read-note-
test process: how to do it all more efficiently next time (in the hope
of eventually owning Boardwalk and Park Place), As Marshall
McLuhan has said, we learn what we do. In this process most stu-
dents come to view learning as studying and remembering what
other people have learned, They assume that knowledge is logicaily
and for practical reasons divided up into discrete pieces called “disci-
plir'les‘” and that the highest knowledge is achieved by specializing in
a discipline. By getting good grades in a ot of disciplines they con-
clude they have learned a lot, They have indeed, and it is too bad 6

®Roy E. Terry in “Does Standard G

rading Encourage Excessive Competiti 7"
Change, September 1974, p. 45, # petttiveness

CHAPTER 2

‘Responding to Argument

Most of us learn how to read, to listen, to write—and, with the increased
use of computer technology, to view—arguments by attending criti-
cally to the arguments of those who have already mastered the impor-
tant elements as well as those who have not. As we acquire skill in
analyzing arguments, we learn to uncover the clues that reveal meaning
and to become sensitive to the kinds of claims and support, language
and visuals that experienced writers use in persuading their audiences.
Listening, too, is a skill often underrated but increasingly important in an
era when the spoken voice can be transmitted worldwide with astonish-
ing speed. In becoming more expert listeners, we can engage in dis-
cussions with a wide and varied audience and gain proficiency in
distinguishing between responsible and irresponsible speech. In becom-
ing more expert users and viewers of electronic texts, we become part of
a worldwide conversation that would have been inconceivable until
recently.

A full response to any argument means more than understanding the
message. It also means evaluating, deciding whether the message is suc-
cessful and then determining how it succeeds or fails in persuading us. In
making these judgments about the written, oral, and visual arguments of
others, we learn how to deliver our own. We try to avoid what we perceive
to be flaws in another’s arguments, and we adapt the strategies that pro-
duce clear, honest, forceful arguments.
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Critical reading is essential for mastery of most college subjects, but its
importance for reading and writing about argument, where meaning is
often complex and multilayered, cannot be overestimated. Reading argu-
ments critically requires you to at least temporarily suspend notions of
absolute “right” and “wrong” and to intellectually inhabit grey areas that
do not allow for simple “yes” and “no” answers. Of course, even in these
areas, significant decisions about such things as ethics, values, politics,
and the law must be made, and in studying argument you shouldn’t fall
into the trap of simple relativism: the idea that all answers to a given
problem are equally correct at all times. We must make decisions about
arguments with the understanding that reasonable people can disagree
on the validity of ideas. Read or listen to others’ arguments carefully and
consider how their ideas can contribute to or complicate your own. Also
recognize that what appears to be a final solution will always be open to
further negotiation as new participants, new historical circumstances,
and new ideologies become involved in the debate.

The ability to read arguments critically is essential to advanced aca-
demic work—even in science and math —since it requires the debate of
multifaceted issues rather than the memorization of facts. Just as impor-
tant, learning to read arguments critically helps you develop the ability to
write effective arguments, a process valued at the university, in the pro-
fessional world, and in public life.

The first step in the critical reading process is comprehension —under-
standing what an author is trying to prove. Comprehending academic ar-
guments can be difficult, because they are often complex and often
challenge accepted notions. Academic writing also sometimes assumes
that readers already have a great deal of knowledge about a subject, and
can require further research for comprehension.

Reading a text on its own terms means reading rhetorically. Imagine
the initial context the author was writing in, the problem the author was
trytng to deal with, the author’s ideal audience: Who would respond most
favorably to the author’s words and why? What values and ideals are
shared by the author and the audience most likely to agree with the ar-
gument? How do these values and ideals help make sense of the content?

GENERAL READING STRATEGIES
Whether reading to comprehend or fo evaluate any text, do the following:

1. Take p're'r_e_'c_:din.é' activities seriously. Clearly, the more information you have
about an author and subject, the easier and more productive your reading
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will be. However, you should fearn to read in a way that allows you to dis-
cover not just meaning in the text itself but information about the author’s
point of view and background, the audience the author is writing for, and
the author’s motives and ideology. Such understanding comes from close
analysis of texts, background reading on the author or the subject {a task
made significantly easier by the Internet], and discussion with your class-
mates and instructors on the material.

2. Work hard to undersfand the kind of text you are reading. Was it published
recently® Was it written for a specific or 6 general audience? Is it o texk-
book and therefore likely to cover the basic points of an issue but not to
take o strong sfance on anything® Does it come from a journal that pub-
lishes primarily conservative or liberal writers2

3. When reading on nternet site, carefully read the Web address or URL. This
can provide clues about the author of the site {is it an individual or an or-
ganization?) and about the purpose of the Web site (for example, the do-
main suffix .com represents a business site, while .edu represents academic
institutions}, In addition, most Web material is not checked for factual ac-
curacy, so you must learn to distinguish between Web writing that repre-
sents a free-for-all of ideas and Web writing that has certain standards of
reliability, especially when dealing with new information [see the sections
on Sample Analysis of a Web Site (p. 52) and Evaluating Web Sources
(p. 407) for more information).
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The Pursuit of Whining:
Affirmative Action circa 1776
JOHN PATRICK DIGGINS

& t first glance, affirmative action appears
second glanos wil % to be consistent with America’s commit-
show the cpposite. ment to egalitarianism, which derives from the
Declaration of Independence and its ringing
pronouncement that “all men are created equal”
and are "endowed by their creator with certain
unalienable rights.” Actually affirmmative action,
as carried out, has little to do with equality and is
- 50 dependent on biology, ancestry, and history
- that it subverts the individualist spirit of the
*. Declaration.

Usuaily mean

T w e w d

John Patrick Diggins teaches history at the Graduate Center of the City University of
New York. This column appeared in the New York Tirres on September 25, 1995,



But the second part of the Declaration, which
no one remembers, may affirm affirmative action
as the politics of group opportunity.

The Declaration held rights to be equal and un-
alienable because in the state of nature, before so-
cial conventions had been formed, “Nature and
Nature’s God” (Jefferson’s phrase) gave no person
or class the authority to dominate over others.
Aristocracy became such a class, and the idea of
-~ equality was not so much an accurate description
of the human species as it was a protest against ar-
4 tificial privilege and hereditary right.

Today we have a new identity politics of enti-
tlement, and who one is depends on ethnic cate-
gories and descriptions based on either ancestry
ot sex. This retium 10 a pseudo-aristocratic politics of
privilege based on inherited rights by reason of
birth means that equality has been replaced by
diversity as the criterilon] of governmental
decisions.

Jefferson loved diversity, but he and Thomas
Paine trusted the many and suspected the few
who saw themselves entitled to preferential treat-
ment as an accident of birth. Paine was unsparing
in his critique of aristocracy as a parasitic “no-
ability.” Speaking for the colonists, many of
whom had worked their way out of conditions of
indentured servitude, he insisted that hereditary
privilege was “as absurd as an hereditary mathe-
matician, or an hereditary wise man; and as
ridiculous as an hereditary poet-laureate.”

But if America’s egalitarian critique of aristo-
crafic privilege could be in conflict with affirma-
tive action, the second part of the Declaration
may be perfectly consistent with it. Here begins
the art of protest as the Declaration turns to the
colonists’ grievances, and we are asked to listen
to a long tale of woe. Instead of admitting
that they simply had no desire to cough up taxes,
even to pay for a war that drove the French out
of North America and thus made possible a
situation where settlers were now secure
enough to demand self-government, the colon-
ists blamed King George for every outrage
conceivable.
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“He has erected . . . swarms of offices to harass
our people and eat out their substance.” Because
the King, in response to the colonists’ refusal to
pay for the cost of protection, withdrew such pro-
tection, he is charged with abdicating “his alle-
giance and protection: he has plundered our seas,
ravaged our coasts, burnt our towns, destroyed
the lives of our people.” Even Edmund Burke, the
British parliamentarian and orator who sup-
ported the colonists, saw them as almost para-
noid, “protestants” who protest so much that
they would “snuff the approach of tyranny in
every tainted breeze.”

The ultimate hypocrisy comes when Jefferson
_accuses the King of once tolerating the slave
" trade, only “he is now exciting those very people

torise up in arms among us, and to purchase their
liberty of which he has deprived them, by mur-
dering the people upon whom he has obtruded
them.” The notion that slavery was forced upon
the innocent colonists, who in turn only sought
to be free of “tyranny,” suggests the extent to
which the sentiment of the Revolution grumbles
with spurious charges.

The Declaration voiced America’s first procla-
mation of victimology. Whatever the theoretical
complexities embedded in the doctrine of equal-
ity, the Declaration demonstrated that any poli-
tics that has its own interests uppermost is best
put forward in the language of victimization and
paranoia.

The very vocabulary of the document (“ha-
rass,” “oppress,” and so on) is consistent with af-
firmative action, where white racists and male
chauvinists have replaced King George as the
specter of complaint.

Seeing themselves as sufferers to whom awful
things happen, the colonists blamed their alleged

{ oppressors and never acknowledged that they
had any responsibility for the situation in which
\ they found themselves. 7

" What then is America’s core value? Is it equal-
+/ ity and civic virtue? Or is it the struggle for power
\ that legitimizes itself in the more successful, and
. least demanding, shameless politics of whining?
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Readers sometimes fail to comprehend a text they disagree with or that is
new to them, especially in dealing with essays or books making contro-
versial, value-laden arguments. Some research even shows that readers
will sometimes remember only those parts of texts that match their
points of view.! The study of argument does not require you to accept
points of view you find morally or otherwise reprehensible, but to engage
with these views, no matter how strange or repugnant they might seem,
On your own terms.

To comprehend difficult texts you should understand that reading
and writing are linked processes, and use writing to help your reading.
This can mean writing comments in the margins of the book or essay it-
self or in a separate notebook; highlighting passages in the text that seem
particularly important; or freewriting about the author’s essential ideas
after you finish reading. For complex arguments, write down the meth-
ods the author uses to make the argument: Did the text make use of his-
torical evidence or rely on the voice of experts? Were emotional appeals
made to try to convince readers, or did the text rely on scientific or logi-
cal forms of evidence? Did the author use analogies or comparisons to
help readers understand the argument? Was some combination of these
or other strategies used? Writing down the author’s methods for argu-
mentation can make even the most complex arguments understandable.

STRATEGIES FOR COMPREHENDING ARGUMENTS

1. Skim the article or book for the main idea and overall structure. At this
stage; avoid concentrating cn details. As part of your prereading activi-
ties, try some or all of the following: . ...

a. Pay attention to the title, as it may state the purpose of the argument
in specific terms, as in “Single-Sex Education Benefits Men Too”
{p. 181). The title of the previous article, “The Pursuit of Whining”
{p. 27}, brings to mind the famous “pursuit of Happiness” phrase
from the Declaration of Independencs. The subtitle clinches the con-
nection: “Affirmative Action circa 1776.” Titles can also express the
author’s attitude toward the subject, and in the case of “The Pursuit
of Whining,” we realize that “whining,” because it has negative

 connotations, will probably be atfacked ds a means of achieving

b. Mcke a skelefon outline of the text in your mind or on paper. From
this outline and the text ifself, consider the relationship between the
beginning, middle, and end of the argument. How has the author di-
vided these sections? Are there subheadings in the body of the text?
If you are reading a book, how are the chapters broken up? What
appears fo be the logic of the author’s organization?

¢. From your overview, what is the cenfral claim or argument of the
essay? What is the main argument against the author’s central claim
and how would the author respond to it?

Remember that the central argument — also known as the thesis statement
or claim - is usually in one of the first two or three paragraphs (if it is an
essay} or in the first chapter {if it is a book). The beginning of an argu-
ment can have other purposes, however; it may describe the position that
the author will oppese, or provide background for the whole argument.

Pay attention to topic sentences. The topic sentence is usually but not al-
ways the first sentence of a paragraph. It is the general statement that
confrols the details and examples in the paragraph.

Don't overlook language signposts, especially transitional words and
phrases that tell you whether the writer wili change direction or offer sup-
port for a previous point - words and phrases like but, however, never-
theless, yef, moreover, for example, at first glance, more important, the
first reason, and so on.

When it comes to vocabulary, you can either guess the meaning of an
unfamiliar word from the confext and go on, or leok it up immediately.
The first method makes for more rapid reading and is sometimes recom-
mended by teachers, but guessing can be risky. Keep a good dictionary
handy. If a word you don't understand seems crucial to meaning, look it
up befare going on.

If you use a colored marker to highfight main points, use it sparingly.
Marking passages in color is meant to direct you to the major ideas and
reduce the necessity for rereading the whole passage when you review.
Look over the marked passages after reading and do a five-minute
freewrite to sum up the central parts of the argument.

Once you are done reading, think again about the original context the
text was written in: Why did the author write it and for whom2 Why
might an editor have published it in a book or journal and why did your
instructor assign it for you fo read?

The second step in the critical reading of arguments involves evaluation —
careful judgment of the extent to which the author has succeeded in mak-
ing a point—which can be difficult because some readers who do not

'See, for example, Patrick J. Slattery, “The Argumentative, Multiple-Source Paper: Col-
lege Students Reading, Thinking, and Writing about Multiple Points of View,” Jourral of
Teaching Writing 10, Fall/Winter 1991, 181~99.




32

Goow GREPOPENING T ARGUMENT

thoroughly engage with an author’s point of view may immediately label

an argument they disagree with as “wrong,” and some readers believe
they are incapable of evaluating the work of a published, “expert” author
because they do not feel expert enough to make such judgments.

Fvaluating arguments means moving beyond comprehending the
context the author was writing within and starting to question it, One
way to do this is to envision audiences the text was probably not written
for, by considering, for example, whether an essay written for an aca-
demic audience takes into account the world outside the university. In ad-
dition, why is the problem significant to the author? For whom would it
not be significant, and why?

When you evaluate an argument, imagine at least two kinds of audi-
ence for the text. Decide whose views would conflict most with the au-
thor’s, and why. What ideology or values underlie the point of view most
diametrically opposed to the author’s argument? Then imagine yourself
as a friend of the writer who simply wants him or her to succeed in clar-
ifying and developing the argument. You could ask what additional
methods the author should use to make the argument more effective or
how the writer could more fully address opposing points of view. Are
there any significant questions or issues the author has left unaddressed?
How could he or she build on the strengths of the argument and down-
play the weaknesses?

At this point, consider how you personally respond to the argument
presented in the text, and your own response in light of the questions
you've asked. Critically evaluating an argument means not simply read-
ing a text and agreeing or disagreeing with it, but doing serious analyti-
cal work that addresses multiple viewpeints before deciding on the
effectiveness of an argument.

STRATEGIES FOR EVALUATING ARGUMENTS

. As you reqd the urgumenf don’ t be timid qbout askmg queshons oF the fext.

- No author is infallible, and some are not alwdys clear. Disagrée with the

“author if you feel confident of the support for your view, but first read the

whole argument fo see if your questions have been answered. If not, this

may be & signal o fead the article again. Be cautious about condudmg
that the auther hasn't proved his or her point. ' -

2. Reading an c:ss:gned work is usudlly @ solltary activity, bui What Follows a
reading should be shared: Talk about the material with classmates or others
who have read it, especially those who have responded fo the text differ-
ently than yourself. Consider their points of view. You' probubly know that:
discussion of a baok or & movie sirengthens’ both your memory of details:
and your understanding of the whole. And defending or modifying your
evaluation will mean going back to the text and finding clues that you may
have overlooked. Not least, it can be fun 1o d|5cuss even somei‘hmg you
didn't enjoy. . ¥ . - S '
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3. Consider the strengths of the argument, and examine the useful methods of
argumentation, the points that are successfully made, (and those which help
the reader to better understand the argument), and what makes sense
about the author’s argument.

4. Consider the weaknesses of the argument, and locate instances of faulty
reasoning, unsupported statements, and the limitations of the author's as-
sumptions about the world (the warrants that underlie the argument).

5. Consider how effective the fitle of the reading is, and whether it accurately
sums up a critical point of the essay. Come up with an alternative title thot
would suit the reading better, and be prepared to defend this alternative
fitle.

6. Evaluate the organizational structure of the essay. The author should lead
you from idea fo idea in @ logical progression, and each section should re-
late to the ones before and after it and to the central argument in signifi-
cant ways. Determine whether the writer could have organized things more
clearly, logically, or efficiently,

7. look at how the auther follows through on the main claim, or thesis, of the
argument. The author should stick with this thesis, and not waver through-
out the text. If the thesis does waver, there could be a reason for the shift
in the argument or perhaps the author is being inconsistent. The coriclusion
should drive home the central argument.

8. Evaluate the vocabulary and style the author uses. Is it too simple or too
complicated? The vocabulary and sentence structure the author uses could
relate to the audience the author was initially writing for.

The Gettysburg Address

ABRATAM LINCOLN

T 7our score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this conti-
N nent, a new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the propo-
sition that all men are created equal.

Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation,
or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure. We are
met on a great battle-field of that war. We have come to dedicate a por-
tion of that field, as a final resting place for those who here gave their
lives that that nation might live. It is altogether fitting and proper that we
should do this.

Abraham Lincoln (1809-1865), the sixteenth president of the United States, dé]ivered

 this speech at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, on November 19, 1863.



34 SearTER G - %

But, in a larger sense, we can not dedicate—we can not consecrate—
we can not hallow—this ground, The brave men, living and dead, who
struggled here, have consecrated it, far above our poor power to add or
detract. The world will little note, nor long remember what we say here,
but it can never forget what they did here. It is for us the living, rather,
to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which they who fought here
have thus far so nobly advanced. It is rather for us to be here dedicated to
the great task remaining before us—that from these honored dead we
take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full
measure of devotion —that we here highly resolve that these dead shall
not have died in vain—that this nation, under God, shall have a new
birth of freedom —and that government of the people, by the people, for
the people, shall not perish from the earth.

The following evaluation is by Charles Adams, whose stand on the Civil
War is clear from the title of the book from which the excerpt is taken:
When in the Course of Human Events: Arguing the Case for Southern Secession
(2000). Lincoln made his famous short speech in 1863 as a memorial to
the thousands who had died at Gettysburg, but in deing so, he was also
making an argument. The text in quotation marks is from the address it-
self. The rest is Adams’s evaluation of it. As you read, consider what ar-
gument Linceln is making but also whether or not you agree with
Adams’s evaluation.

Lincoln’s Logic
CHARLES ADAMS

Linceln has become one of our national deities and a realistic examina-
tion of him is thus no longer possible. —H. L. Mencken, 1931

At the Gettysburg Cemetery

¢ incoln’s mental processes and his logic have fascinated me ever since
L.+my university days, In a class in logic, we studied his Gettysburg Ad-
dress. The analysis showed that this famous speech didn't fit the real
world. It was good poetry, perhaps, but was it good thinking? It's chiseled

Charles Adams, a leading schelar on the history of taxation, is the author of Fight,
Flight, Fraud (1982); Those Dirty Rotfen Taxes (1998); and For Good and Evil (1999). His
essay comes from When in the Course of Human Events: Arguing the Case for Southern
Cocoeeinn (2000)

in stone in the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, and it ranks in the
minds of most Americans with the Declaration of Independence and the
Constitution. This oration was given to dedicate the cemetery at Getiys-
burg, where tens of thousands of young men died in a battle that was
probably the turning point of the war. The address is reminiscent of the
funeral oration of Pericles of Athens in the fifth century s.c. But Pericles’s
oration seemed to fit the real world of his day and the virtues of Athen-
ian democracy. Lincoln’s address did not fit the world of his day. It re-
flected his logic, which was based on a number of errors and falsehoods.,
That it has survived with such reverence is one of the most bizarre aspects
of the war.

“Four Score and Seven Years Ago”

By simple arithmetic that would be 1776, when the Revolutionary War
started and the Declaration of Independence was signed. That declaration
was written with “decent respect for the opinions of mankind,” to ex-
plain the reasons for the separation of the thirteen colonies from Great
Britain. It contained no endowment of governmental power and created
no government. The government came later in 1781 with the Articles of
Confederation. The articles stated that this confederation was established
by “sovereign states,” like many of the leagues of states throughout his-
tory. To be accurate, Lincoln should have said “four score and two years
ago,” or better still, “three score and fourteen years ago.” Even the North-
ern newspapets winced. The New York World sharply criticized this histor-
ical folly. “This United States” was not created by the Declaration of
Independence but “the result of the ratification of a compact known as
the Constitution,” a compact that said nothing about equality. Others ac-

- cused Lincoln of “gross ignorance or willful misstatement.” Yet today,
© that gross ignorance is chiseled in stone as if it were some great truth like

scripture, instead of a willful misstatement.

“Our Fathers Brought Forth on This Continent, a New Nation”

. The federal compact among the former thirteen colonies, the new “sov-
: ereign states,” as expressed in the Articles of Confederation in 1781, was
" not a nation as that term was then and is normally used. That was re-
- cently explained by Carl N. Degler, professor of American history at Stan-
" ford University, in a memorial lecture given at Gettysburg College in
» 1990: “The Civil War, in short, was not a struggle to save a failed union,
~ but to create a nation that until then had not come into being.”

"

Thas Lincoln’s “new nation” really came into being by force of arms

in the war between the states. Lincoln, according to Professor Degler, had
- a lot in common with Germany’s Otto von Bismarck, who built a united
- Germany in the nineteenth century and believed that “blood and iron”
- were the main force for national policy. When it came to blood, Lincoln
- surpassed them all. The slaughter of Confederate men only matched, on
4 proportionate basis, the losses incurred by the Russians and the Ger-
mans in World War [L



In Lincoln’s first inaugural address he used the word “Union” twenty 5

times but “nation” not at all. But once the South seceded, the term began
to disappear, and by the time of the Gettysburg Address, it was the Amer-
ican “nation” that was used, and the word “Union” had disappeared com-
pletely.

Thus the call from Northern peace Democrats — “the constitution as
it is; the Union as it was” — seemns to make sense, but as Lincoln took over
control of the federal government, he soon wanted no part of it. Al-
though he tried to trace the “new nation” back to 1776, he had to ignore
history and the intention and words of the Founders, and create a new
“gospel according to Lincoin” on the American commonwealth. Lin-
coln’s new nation had no constitutional basis—no peaceful legal process.
It was created by war, by “blood and iron,” like Bismarck’s Germany, and
has survived to this day. In a sense, Lincoln did more to create America
than did the Founding Fathers. It is Lincoln who is the father of our pres-
ent country, not George Washington. Lincoln’s Gettysburg reference to
the Founders creating a new nation was not true. Just as Julius Caesar cre-
ated an imperial order out of a republic, so Lincoln created a nation out
of a compact among states, and both used their military forces to do so.

“Conceived in Liberty”

A leading man of letters in Britain during the American Revolution,
Samuel Johnson, replied to the Americans’ claims of tyranny in his book
Taxation Not Tyranny (1775). He said, “How is it that we hear the loudest
velps for liberty among the drivers of negroes?”

The British are still chiding us for the absurdity of the Declaration of
Independence. Some years ago, while I was living in a British colony, we
Americans got together on the Fourth of July for a barbecue. One of my
older English friends asked me what the celebration was all about. 1 took
the bait and told him it was to celebrate the signing of the Declaration of
Independence. He replied, “Wasn't that document kind of a farce? All
that verbiage about equality of all men and liberty when over a million
black people were in bondage for life, and their children and children’s
children?” Of course I had no answer, for the term “all men” meant all
white men. And to make matters worse, it really meant “white guys,” as
white women weren’t much befter off. What is not known is that when
Lincoln issued his Emancipation Proclamation, many of the early
women's rights groups asked, How about us too? Thus the declaration
that Lincoln refers to in his address, of four score and seven yeats ago, was
not conceived in liberty nor was it dedicated to the proposition that all
men were created equal. So much for logic and reality.

Lincoln’s logic at Gettysburg, as elsewhere, reveals a trial lawyer with
a tool of his craft—using the best logic he can muster to support his
client’s (the North's) case, however bad that case may be. It is also, of
course, the craft of a politician, Wthh may explain why so many politi-
cians are lawyers,
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“Today We Are Engaged in a Great Civil War”

Actually, it wasn't a civil war as that term was then, and is now, defined.
A civil war is a war that breaks out in a nation between opposing groups
for control of the state, for example, in Russia in 1917 with the Red
against the Whites or in China in the 1940s,

The War of Rebellion, as the war was called in the North, was really a
war for Southern independence. The Southern states had withdrawn from
the Union by democratic process —the same process they had followed to
join the Union initially. The Northern federation went to war to prevent
their secession from the Union just as Britain went to war in 1776 to pre-
vent the colonies from seceding from the British nation. It was the fun-
damentals of the Revolutionary War, eighty-five vears before. It was, if
you get down to the nuts and bolts of it, a war of conquest by the North
to destroy the Confederacy and to establish a new political leadership
over the conquered territories. Illiterate slaves were given the vote, and
the rest of the Southern society, the ruling groups, were not permitted to
vote. The poor, illiterate blacks were then told by Northern occupation
forces to vote as directed, and they did so, infuriating the conquered
people and creating a zeal for white supremacy that is only in our time
losing its grip on Southern society.

“Testing Whether That Nation . ..

That comment seems to presuppose that the South was out to conquet
the Northern federation. That is as absurd as saying that the revolting
colonies in 1776 were out to destroy the British nation. The thirteen
colonies” withdrawal from the British Empire in 1776 was the same as the
attempt of the Southern states to withdraw in 1861 from the 1789 feder-
ation. In reality, the 1789 federation was not in any danger. It would have
endured with secession. Unlike Grant, Lee was not out to conguer the
North. In reality, this logic was as absurd as the rest of Lincoln’s funeral

Can Long Endure”

“ oration.

“A Final Resting Place for Those Who Here Gave Their
Lives That That Nation Might Live”

- Again, “that nation” was not in danger of dying— that was not Southern
¢ Confederate policy and Lincoln knew it. But again, he was only being a
“good lawyer, arguing his client’s case as best he could, and with no re-
-buttal he was an easy winner.

: “And That Government of the People, by the People
* and for the People Shall Not Perish from the Earth”

- Why did Lincoln even suggest that secession by the Southern states
“'would mean that democracy would perish from the earth—in America or
‘elsewhere? That was perfect nonsense, and Lincoln knew it, but again,
" there was no one to rebut his argument.
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Lincoln’s repeated assertion that secession would amount to a 15
failure of the American experiment with democracy and liberty “just
is plain nonsense,” wrote Professor Hummel in his refreshing book
on the Civil War, Emancipating Slaves, Enslaving Free Men.> The
London Times seems to have best understood what was going on in
America with the Northern invasion to prevent secession: “If North-
erners . . . had peaceably allowed the seceders to depart, the result
might fairly have been quoted as illustrating the advantages of De-
mocracy, but when Republicans put empire above liberty, and resorted
to political oppression and war . . . It was clear that nature at Washing-
ton was precisely the same as nature at St. Petersburg. . . . Democracy
broke down. . . . when it was upheld, like any other Empire, by force of
arms.”3

By 1860 democracy was strongly entrenched throughout Western civ-
ilization, and certainly in the American states. The democratic process
had emerged decades before in Europe—in Britain, France, the Nether-
lands, Switzerland, and so on. The war in America for Southern inde-
pendence was in no way a danger to the concept of government “of the
people.” Strange as it may seem, as it turned out, it was Lincoln who was
out to destroy governments of the people in the eleven Southern states.
The declaration’s assertion that governments derive their “just powers
from the consent of the governed” was not an acceptable idea in Lin-
coln’s mind so far as the South was concerned. Like a good lawyer he ig-
nored it.

What makes Lincoln’s ending so outrageous is that he didn’t believe
in the self-determination of peoples, as British writers noted in 1861 and
a hundred years later in 1961,

Ordinances of secession had been adopted in the Southern states,
often with huge majorities. Their right to govern by consent was not ac-
ceptable to Lincoln’s thinking— that would undermine his client’s case.
Yet it was Lincoln who ended up destroying the Union as it was and sub-
stituting an all-powerful national government in which the states were
relegated to not much more than county status. There emerged the “im-
perial presidency” that is with us to this day, in which presidents can go
to war, without congressional approval, spend money without congres-
sional approval; in fact, they can rule by decree like the consuls of Rome.
In other Western democracies, this is not so. Their chief executive must
have the permission and approval of their legislature to do such things.
Thus Lincoln did more to destroy the Union than preserve it. Is not this
irony at its best?

Jeffrey Hummel, Emmancipating Slaves, Enslaving Free Men (Chicago: Open Court
1997), p. 352.
#Times editorial, September 13, 1862, p. 8,.cited in Emancipating Slaves, p. 352,

Notice the difference between the annotations a student made in re-
sponse to the following essay and those another student made earlier in
response to “The Pursuit of Whining” (p. 27). In the earlier example, the
student was making marginal notes primarily on the ideas presented in
the essay. Here the annotations focus on how the essay is written. In
other words, the student is looking at the piece from a writer’s per-
spective.

The essay is a claim of value in which, as the title suggests, the author
claims that competitive sports are destructive. In arguments about values,
the author may or may not suggest a solution to the problem caused by
the belief or behavior. If so, the solution will be implicit—that is, unex-
pressed, or undeveloped—as is the case here, and the emphasis will re-
main on support for the claim.

Keep in mind that an essay of this length can never do justice to a
complicated and highly debatable subject. It will probably lack sufficient
evidence, as this one does, to answer all the questions and objections of
readers who enjoy and approve of competitive games. What it can do is
proveke thought and initiate an intelligent discussion,

No-Win Situations

ALFIE KOHN

- learned my first game at a birthday party. You
4. remember it: X players scramble for X-minus-
one chairs each time the music stops. In every
round a child is eliminated until at the end only
one js left triumphantly seated while everyone
else is standing on the sidelines, excluded from
play, unhappy . . . losers.

This is how we learn to have a good time in
America.

This article by Alfie Kohn, author of No Contest: The Case against Competition (1986) and
The Case against Standardized Testing (2000), appeared in Worten'’s Sports and Fitness Mag-
azine (July-August 1990).
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Competition

Several vears ago I wrote a book called No Contest,
which, based on the findings of several hundred
studies, argued that competition undermines self-
esteem, poisons relationships, and holds us back
from doing our best. I was mostly interested in
the win/lose arrangement that defines our work-
places and classrooms, but I found myself nagged
by the following question: If competition is so de-
structive and counterproductive during the week,
why do we take for granted that it suddenly be-
comes benign and even desirable on the week-
end?

This is a particularly unsettling line of inquiry
for athletes or parents. Most of us, after all, as-
sume that competitive sports teach all sorts of
useful lessons and, indeed, that games by defini-
tion must produce a winner and a loser. But I've
come to believe that recreation at its best does not
requite people to try- to triumph over others.
Quite to the contrary.

Terry Orlick, a sports psychologist at the Uni-
versity of Ottawa, took a lock at musical chairs
and proposed that we keep the basic format of re-
moving chairs but change the goal; the point be-
comes to fit everyone on a diminishing number
of seats. At the end, a group of giggling children
tries to figure out how to squish onto a single
chair. Everybody plays to the end; everybody has
a good time.

Orlick and others have devised or collected
hundreds of such games for children and adults
alike. The underlying theory is simple: All games
involve achieving a goal despite the presence of
an obstacle, but nowhere is it wriiten that the ob-
stacle has to be someone else. The idea can be for
each person on the field to make a specified con-
tribution to the goal, or for all the players to reach
a certain score, ot for everyone to work with her
partners against a time limit.

Note the significance of an “opponent” be-
coming a “partner.” The entire dynamic of the
game shifts, and one’s attitude toward the other
players changes with it. Even the friendliest game
of tennis can’t help but be atfected by the game’s
inherent structure, which demands that each per-
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son try to hit the ball where the other can't get to
it. You may not be a malicious person, but to play
tennis means that you try to make the other pet-
son fail.

I've become convinced that not a single one of
the advantages attributed to sports actually re-
quires competition. Running, climbing, biking,
swimming, aerobics—all offer a fine workout
without any need to try to outdo someone else,
Some people point to the camaraderie that results
from teamwork, but that’s precisely the benefit of
cooperative activity, whose very essence is that
everyone on the field is working together for a
common goal. By contrast, the distinguishing
feature of team competition is that a given player
works with and is encouraged to feel warmly to-
ward only half of those present. Worse, a we-
versus-they dynamic is set up, which George
Orwell orice called “war minus the shooting.”

The dependence on sports to provide a sense of
accomplishment or to test one’s wits is similarly
misplaced. One can aim instead at an objective
stanndard (How far did [ throw? How many miles
did we cover?}. or attempt to do better than last
week, Such individual and group striving—like
cooperative games—provides satisfaction and
challenge without competition.

If large numbers of people insist that we can’t
do without win/lose activities, the first question
to ask is whether they’'ve ever tasted the alterna-
tive. When Orlick taught a group of children non-
competitive games, two-thirds of the boys and all
of the girls preferred them to the kind that require
opponents. If our culture’s idea of fun requites
beating someone else, it may just be because we
don't know any other way.

It may also be because we overlook the
psychological costs of competition. Most people
lose in most competitive encounters, and it’s ob-
vious why that causes self-doubt. But even win-
ning doesn’t build character. It just lets us gloat
temporarily. Studies have shown that feelings of
self-worth become dependent on external sources
of evaluation as a result of competition. Your
value is defined by what you've done and who
you've beaten. The whole affair soon becomes a
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vicious circle: The more you compete, the more
you need to compete to feel good about yourself,
It's like drinking salt water when you're thirsty.
This process is bad enough for us; it's a disaster for
our children.

While this is going on, competition is having
an equally toxic effect on our relationships. By
definition, not everyone can win a contest. That
means that each child inevitably comes to regard
others as obstacles to his or her own success.
Competition leads children to envy winners, to
dismiss losers (there’s no nastier epithet in our
language than “loser!”), and to be suspicious of
just about everyone. Competition makes it diffi-
cult to regard others as potential friends or collab-
orators; even if you're not my rival today, you
could be tomorrow.

This is not to say that competitors will always
detest one another. But trying to outdo someone
is not conducive to trust—indeed it would be ir-
rational to trust a person who gains from your
failure. At best, competition leads one o look at
others through narrowed eyes; at worst, it invites
outright aggression.

Changing the Structure of Sports

But no matter how many bad feelings erupt dur-
ing competition, we have a marvelous talent for
blaming the individuals rather than focusing on
the structure of the game itself; a structire that
makes my success dépend on your failure. Cheat-
ing may just represent the logical conclusion of
this arrangement rather than an aberration. And
sportsmanship is nothing more than an artificial
way to try to limit the damage of competition. If
we weren't set against each other on the court or
the track, we wouldn’t need to keep urging people
to be good sports; they might well be working
with each other in the first place.

As radical or surprising as it may sound, the
problem isn’t just that we compete the wrong
way or that we push winning on our children too
early. The problem is competition itself. What we
need to be teaching our daughters and sons is
that it's possible to have a good time—a better
time —without turning the playing field into a
battlefield.

The pattern of organization in this essay is primarily a defense of the main
idea— that competitive sports are psychologically unhealthy. But because
the author knows that competitive sports are hugely popular, not only in
the United States but in many other parts of the world, he must also try
to refirte the opposing view— that competition is rewarding and enjoyable.

. In doing so, Kohn fails to make clear distinctions between competitive
: sports for children, who may find it difficult to accept defeat, and for
7 adults, who understand the consequences of any competitive game and
“ are psychologically equipped to deal with them. Readers may therefore
" share Kohn's misgivings about competition for children but doubt that
. his criteria apply equally to adults.

The claim, expressed as the thesis statement of the essay, appears at the

© end of patagraph 4: “recreation at its best does not require people to try
* to triumph over others. Quite to the contrary.” The three-patagraph in-
~troduction recounts a relevant personal experience as well as the reasons
* that prompted Kohn to write his essay. Because we are all interested in
- stories, the recital of a personal experience is a popular device for intro-
- ducing almost any subject (see “The Childswap Society,” p. 343).

The rest of the essay, until the last two paragraphs, is devoted to sum-

: marizing the benefits of cooperative play and the disadvantages of com-
" petitive sport. The emphasis is overwhelmingly on the disadvantages as
" stated in the third paragraph: “competition undermines seli-esteem, poi-
 sons relationships, and holds us back from doing our best,” This is the
. warrant, the assumption that underlies the claim. In fact, here Kohn is re-
: ferring to a larger study that he wrote about competition in workplaces
© and classrooms. We must accept this broad generalization, which applies
- to many human activities, before we can agree that the claim about com-
" petition in sports is valid.

Kohn relies for support on examples from common experience

- and on the work of Terry Onlick, a sports psychologist. The examples
- from experience ate ones that most of us will recognize. Here we are in
© a position to judge for ourselves, without the mediation of an ex-
- pert, whether the influence of competition in sports is as hurtful as
. Kohn insists, Orlick’s research suggests a solution— adaptations of fa-

miliar games that will provide enjoyment but avoid competition. On
the other hand, the results from studies by one psychologist whose work

- we aren’t able to verify and the mention of “studies” in paragraph 3 with-
- out further attribution are probably not encugh to answer all the argu-
. ments in favor of competition. Critics may also ask if KXohn has offered

support for one of his contentions—that competition “holds us back
from doing our best” (para. 3). (Support for this may appear in one of
Kohn's books.)

The last two paragraphs sum wup his argument that “The problem is

- competition itselt” (pata. 15)—the structure of the game rather than the
" people who play. Notice that this summary does not merely repeat the
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main idea. Like many thoughtful summaries, it also offers a new idea
about good sportsmanship that confirms his conclusion.

The language is clear and direct, Kohn's article, which appeared in a
women’s sports magazine, is meant for the educated general reader, not
the expert, This is also the audience for whom most student papers are
written. But the written essay need not be unduly formal. Kohn uses con-
tractions and the personal pronouns “I” and “you” to establish a conver-
sational context. One of the particular strengths of his style is the skillful
use of transitional expressions, words like “this” and “also” and clauses
like “This is not to say that” and “Note the significance of” to make con-
nections between paragraphs and new ideas.

The tone is temperate despite the author’s strong feelings about the
subject. Other authors, supporting the same argument, have used lan-
guage that borders on the abusive about coaches and trainers of children’s
games. But a less inflammatory voice is far more effective with an audi-
ence that may be neutral or antagonistic.

You will find it helpful to look back over the essay to see how the ex-
amples we’ve cited and others work to fulfill the writer's purpose.

Of course, not all public arguments are written. Oral arguments on radio
and television now enjoy widespread popularity and influence. In fact,
their proliferation means that we listen far more than we talk, read, or
write, Today the art of listening has become an indispensable tool for
learning about the world we live in. One informed critic predicts that the
dissemination of information and opinions through the electronic media
will “enable more and more Americans to participate directly in making
the laws and policies by which they are governed.”*

Because we are interested primarily in drguments about public
issues —those that involve democratic decision making—we will not be
concerned with the afternoon television talk shows that are largely de-
voted to personal problems. (Occasionally, however, Oprah introduces
topics of broad social significance.) More relevant to the kinds of written
arguments you will read and write about in this course are the television
and radio shows that also examine social and political problems. The
most intelligent and responsible programs usually consist of a panel of
experts—politicians, journalists, scholars—led by a neutral moderator
(or one who, at least, allows guests to express their views). Some of these
programs are decades old; others are more recent— Meet the Press, Face the

*Lawrence K. Grossman, The Electronic Republic: Reshaping Democracy in the Informa-
tion Age (New York: Viking, 1995). :
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Nation, Firing Line, The McLaughlin Group, The NewsHour with Jim Lehrer.
An outstanding radio show, Talk of the Nation on National Public Radio,
invites listeners, who are generally informed and articulate, to call in and
ask questions of, or comment on remarks made by, experts on the topic
of the day.

Several enormously popular radio talk shows are hosted by people
with strong, sometimes extreme ideological positions. They may use of-
fensive language and insult their listeners in a crude form of theater.
Among the most influential shows are those of Don Imus and Howard
Stern. In addition, elections and political crises bring speeches and de-
bates on radio and television by representatives of a variety of views.
Some are long and formal, written texts that are simply read aloud, but

others are short and impromptu.

Whatever the merits or shortcomings of individual programs, signif-

“icant general differences exist between arguments on radio and television

and arguments in the print media. These differences include the degree
of organization and development and the risk of personal attacks.

First (excluding for the moment the long, prepared speeches), contri-
butions to a panel discussion must be delivered in fragments, usually no
longer than a single paragraph, weakened by time constraints, interrup-
tions, overlapping speech, memory gaps, and real or feigned displays of
derision, impatience, and disbelief by critical panelists, Even on the best
programs, the result is a lack of both coherence — or connections between
ideas—and solid evidence that requires development. Too often we are
treated to conclusions with little indication of how they were arrived at.

The following brief passage appeared in a newspaper review of “Re-
solved: The flat tax is better than the income tax,” a debate on Firing Line
by an impressive array of experts. 1t illustrates some of the difficulties that

accomparny programs attempting to capture the truth of a complicated
" issue on television or radio.

“It is absolately true,” says a proponent. “It is factually untrue,” coun-
ters an opponent, “It’s factually correct,” responds a proponent. “I did
my math right,” says a proponent. “You didn’t do your math right,”
says an opponent. At one point in a discussion of interest income, one
of the experts says, “Oh, excuse me, [ think T got it backward.”

No wonder the television critic called the exchange “disjointed and

at times perplexing.”s

In the sensational talk shows the participants rely on personal expe-

| rience and vivid anecdotes, which may not be sufficiently typical to prove
_anything.

Second, listeners and viewers of all spoken arguments are in danger

of evaluating them according to criteria that are largely absent from

*Walter Goodman, “The Joys of the Flat Tax, Excluding the Equations,” New TYork

- Times, December 21, 1995, sec. C, p. 14.



