Argument Writing

Rhetoric and Rhetorical Situations

Understanding and being able to analyze rhetorical situations can help contribute to strong,
audience-focused, and organized writing. The resource below explains in more detail how to analyze
rhetorical situations.

Understanding Rhetoric

Writing instructors and many other professionals who study language use the phrase “rhetorical situation.” This
term refers to any set of circumstances that involves at least one person using some sort of communication to
modify the perspective of at least one other person. But many people are unfamiliar with the word “rhetoric.”
For many people, “rhetoric” may imply speech that is simply persuasive. For others, “rhetoric” may imply
something more negative like “trickery” or even “lying.” So to appreciate the benefits of understanding what

rhetorical situations are, we must first have a more complete understanding of what rhetoric itself is.

In brief, “rhetoric” is any communication used to modify the perspectives of others. But this is a
very broad definition that calls for more explanation.

A Review of Rhetoric: From “Persuasion” to “Identification”

The ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle strongly influenced how people have traditionally viewed rhetoric.
Aristotle defined rhetoric as “an ability, in each particular case, to see the available means of persuasion”
(Aristotle Rhetoric 1.1.2, Kennedy 37). Since then, Aristotle’s definition of rhetoric has been reduced in many
situations to mean simply “persuasion.” At its best, this simplification of rhetoric has led to a long tradition of
people associating rhetoric with politicians, lawyers, or other occupations noted for persuasive
speaking. At its worst, the simplification of rhetoric has led people to assume that rhetoric is merely something

that manipulative people use to get what they want (usually regardless of moral or ethical concerns).

However, over the last century or so, the academic definition and use of “rhetoric” has evolved to include any
situation in which people consciously communicate with each other. In brief, individual people tend to perceive
and understand just about everything differently from one another (this difference varies to a lesser or greater
degree depending on the situation, of course). This expanded perception has led a humber of more
contemporary rhetorical philosophers to suggest that rhetoric deals with more than just persuasion. Instead of
just persuasion, rhetoric is the set of methods people use to identify with each other—to encourage each other
to understand things from one another’s perspectives (see Burke 25). From interpersonal relationships to
international peace treaties, the capacity to understand or modify another’s perspective is one of
the most vital abilities that humans have. Hence, understanding rhetoric in terms of “identification”

helps us better communicate and evaluate all such situations.
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Developing Strong Thesis Statements
The thesis statement or main claim must be debatable

An argumentative or persuasive piece of writing must begin with a debatable thesis or claim. In other words,
the thesis must be something that people could reasonably have differing opinions on. If your thesis is

something that is generally agreed upon or accepted as fact then there is no reason to try to persuade people.
Example of a non-debatable thesis statement:
Pollution is bad for the environment.

This thesis statement is not debatable. First, the word pollution means that something is bad or negative in
some way. Further, all studies agree that pollution is a problem; they simply disagree on the impact it will have

or the scope of the problem. No one could reasonably argue that pollution is good.
Example of a debatable thesis statement:
At least 25 percent of the federal budget should be spent on limiting pollution.

This is an example of a debatable thesis because reasonable people could disagree with it. Some people might
think that this is how we should spend the nation's money. Others might feel that we should be spending more
money on education. Still others could argue that corporations, not the government, should be paying to limit

pollution.
Another example of a debatable thesis statement:

America's anti-pollution efforts should focus on privately owned cars.
In this example there is also room for disagreement between rational individuals. Some citizens might think

focusing on recycling programs rather than private automobiles is the most effective strategy.

The thesis needs to be narrow
Although the scope of your paper might seem overwhelming at the start, generally the narrower the thesis the
more effective your argument will be. Your thesis or claim must be supported by evidence. The broader your

claim is, the more evidence you will need to convince readers that your position is right.
Example of a thesis that is too broad:

Drug use 1s detrimental to society.

There are several reasons this statement is too broad to argue. First, what is included in the category "drugs"?
Is the author talking about illegal drug use, recreational drug use (which might include alcohol and cigarettes),
or all uses of medication in general? Second, in what ways are drugs detrimental? Is drug use causing deaths
(and is the author equating deaths from overdoses and deaths from drug related violence)? Is drug use
changing the moral climate or causing the economy to decline? Finally, what does the author mean by
"society"? Is the author referring only to America or to the global population? Does the author make any
distinction between the effects on children and adults? There are just too many questions that the claim leaves
open. The author could not cover all of the topics listed above, yet the generality of the claim leaves all of these

possibilities open to debate.



Example of a narrow or focused thesis:
Illegal drug use is detrimental because it encourages gang violence.

In this example the topic of drugs has been narrowed down to illegal drugs and the detriment has been

narrowed down to gang violence. This is a much more manageable topic.

We could narrow each debatable thesis from the previous examples in the following way:

Narrowed debatable thesis 1:

At least 25 percent of the federal budget should be spent on helping upgrade business to clean
technologies, researching renewable energy sources, and planting more trees in order to

control or eliminate pollution.

This thesis narrows the scope of the argument by specifying not just the amount of money used but also how

the money could actually help to control pollution.

Narrowed debatable thesis 2:

America's anti-pollution efforts should focus on privately owned cars because it would allow

most citizens to contribute to national efforts and care about the outcome.

This thesis narrows the scope of the argument by specifying not just what the focus of a national anti-pollution
campaign should be but also why this is the appropriate focus.

Qualifiers such as "typically," "generally," "usually," or "on average" also help to limit the scope of your claim by

allowing for the almost inevitable exception to the rule.

Types of claims

Claims typically fall into one of four categories. Thinking about how you want to approach your
topic, in other words what type of claim you want to make, is one way to focus your thesis on one
particular aspect of you broader topic.

Claims of fact or definition: These claims argue about what the definition of something is or whether
something is a settled fact. Example:

What some people refer to as global warming is actually nothing more than normal, long-term

cycles of climate change.
Claims of cause and effect: These claims argue that one person, thing, or event caused another thing or
event to occur. Example:

The popularity of SUV's in America has caused pollution to increase.

Claims about value: These are claims made of what something is worth, whether we value it or not, how we



would rate or categorize something. Example:

Global warming is the most pressing challenge facing the world today.

Claims about solutions or policies: These are claims that argue for or against a certain solution or policy
approach to a problem. Example:

Instead of drilling for oil in Alaska we should be focusing on ways to reduce oil consumption,

such as researching renewable energy sources.

Which type of claim is right for your argument? Which type of thesis or claim you use for your argument
will depend on your position and knowledge of the topic, your audience, and the context of your paper. You
might want to think about where you imagine your audience to be on this topic and pinpoint where you think
the biggest difference in viewpoints might be. Even if you start with one type of claim you probably will be using
several within the paper. Regardless of the type of claim you choose to utilize it is key to identify the
controversy or debate you are addressing and to define your position early on in the paper.

Using Research and Evidence
What type of evidence should I use?

There are two types of evidence.

First hand research is research you have conducted yourself such as interviews, experiments, surveys, or
personal experience and anecdotes.

Second hand research is research you are getting from various texts that has been supplied and compiled by
others such as books, periodicals, and Web sites.

Regardless of what type of sources you use, they must be credible. In other words, your sources must be
reliable, accurate, and trustworthy.

How do I know if a source is credible?

You can ask the following questions to determine if a source is credible.

Who is the author? Credible sources are written by authors respected in their fields of study. Responsible,
credible authors will cite their sources so that you can check the accuracy of and support for what they've

written. (This is also a good way to find more sources for your own research.)

How recent is the source? The choice to seek recent sources depends on your topic. While sources on the
American Civil War may be decades old and still contain accurate information, sources on information

technologies, or other areas that are experiencing rapid changes, need to be much more current.

What is the author's purpose? When deciding which sources to use, you should take the purpose or point of
view of the author into consideration. Is the author presenting a neutral, objective view of a topic? Or is the
author advocating one specific view of a topic? Who is funding the research or writing of this source? A source
written from a particular point of view may be credible; however, you need to be careful that your sources don't

limit your coverage of a topic to one side of a debate.

What type of sources does your audience value? If you are writing for a professional or academic
audience, they may value peer-reviewed journals as the most credible sources of information. If you are writing
for a group of residents in your hometown, they might be more comfortable with mainstream sources, such

as Time or Newsweek. A younger audience may be more accepting of information found on the Internet than an

older audience might be.



Be especially careful when evaluating Internet sources! Never use Web sites where an author cannot be
determined, unless the site is associated with a reputable institution such as a respected university, a credible
media outlet, government program or department, or well-known non-governmental organizations. Beware of
using sites like Wikipedia, which are collaboratively developed by users. Because anyone can add or change

content, the validity of information on such sites may not meet the standards for academic research.

Organizing Your Argument)
How can I effectively present my argument?

Use an organizational structure that arranges the argument in a way that will make sense to the reader.
The Toulmin Method of logic is a common and easy to use formula for organizing an argument.

The basic format for the Toulmin Method is as follows.

Claim: The overall thesis the writer will argue for.
Data: Evidence gathered to support the claim.

Warrant (also referred to as a bridge): Explanation of why or how the data supports the claim, the

underlying assumption that connects your data to your claim.

Backing (also referred to as the foundation): Additional logic or reasoning that may be necessary to

support the warrant.
Counterclaim: A claim that negates or disagrees with the thesis/claim.
Rebuttal: Evidence that negates or disagrees with the counterclaim.

Including a well-thought-out warrant or bridge is essential to writing a good argumentative essay or paper. If
you present data to your audience without explaining how it supports your thesis you readers may not make a

connection between the two or they may draw different conclusions.

Don't avoid the opposing side of an argument. Instead, include the opposing side as a counterclaim. Find out
what the other side is saying and respond to it within your own argument. This is important so that the
audience is not swayed by weak, but unrefuted, arguments. Including counterclaims allows you to find common
ground with more of your readers. It also makes you look more credible because you appear to be
knowledgeable about the entirety of the debate rather than just being biased or uniformed. You may want to

include several counterclaims to show that you have thoroughly researched the topic.

Example:

Claim: Hybrid cars are an effective strategy to fight pollution.

Datal: Driving a private car is a typical citizen's most air polluting activity.

Warrant 1: Because cars are the largest source of private, as opposed to industry produced,
air pollution switching to hybrid cars should have an impact on fighting pollution.

Data 2: Each vehicle produced is going to stay on the road for roughly 12 to 15 years.

Warrant 2: Cars generally have a long lifespan, meaning that a decision to switch to a hybrid



car will make a long-term impact on pollution levels.

Data 3: Hybrid cars combine a gasoline engine with a battery-powered electric motor.

Warrant 3: This combination of technologies means that less pollution is produced. According
to ineedtoknow.org "the hybrid engine of the Prius, made by Toyota, produces 90 percent fewer
harmful emissions than a comparable gasoline engine."

Counterclaim: Instead of focusing on cars, which still encourages a culture of driving even if
it cuts down on pollution, the nation should focus on building and encouraging use of mass
transit systems.

Rebuttal: While mass transit is an environmentally sound idea that should be encouraged, it is
not feasible in many rural and suburban areas, or for people who must commute to work; thus

hybrid cars are a better solution for much of the nation's population.

Using Rhetorical Strategies for Persuasion

There are three types of rhetorical appeals, or persuasive strategies, used in arguments to support
claims and respond to opposing arguments. A good argument will generally use a combination of all
three appeals to make its case.

Logos

Logos or the appeal to reason relies on logic or reason. Logos often depends on the use of inductive or
deductive reasoning.

Inductive reasoning takes a specific representative case or facts and then draws generalizations or
conclusions from them. Inductive reasoning must be based on a sufficient amount of reliable evidence. In other
words, the facts you draw on must fairly represent the larger situation or population. Example:

Fair trade agreements have raised the quality of life for coffee producers, so fair trade

agreements could be used to help other farmers as well.

In this example the specific case of fair trade agreements with coffee producers is being used as the starting
point for the claim. Because these agreements have worked the author concludes that it could work for other
farmers as well.

Deductive reasoning begins with a generalization and then applies it to a specific case. The generalization you
start with must have been based on a sufficient amount of reliable evidence. Example:

Genetically modified seeds have caused poverty, hunger, and a decline in bio-diversity
everywhere they have been introduced, so there is no reason the same thing will not occur when

genetically modified corn seeds are introduced in Mexico.

In this example the author starts with a large claim, that genetically modified seeds have been problematic
everywhere, and from this draws the more localized or specific conclusion that Mexico will be affected in the
same way.



Ethos

Ethos or the ethical appeal is based on the character, credibility, or reliability of the writer. There are many
ways to establish good character and credibility as an author:

e Use only credible, reliable sources to build your argument and cite those sources properly.
e Respect the reader by stating the opposing position accurately.

e Establish common ground with your audience. Most of the time, this can be done by acknowledging
values and beliefs shared by those on both sides of the argument.

e If appropriate for the assignment, disclose why you are interested in this topic or what personal
experiences you have had with the topic.

e Organize your argument in a logical, easy to follow manner. You can use the Toulmin method of logic or
a simple pattern such as chronological order, most general to most detailed example, earliest to most
recent example, etc.

e Proofread the argument. Too many careless grammar mistakes cast doubt on your character as a writer.

Pathos

Pathos, or emotional appeal, appeals to an audience's needs, values, and emotional sensibilities.

Only use an emotional appeal if it truly supports the claim you are making, not as a way to distract from the
real issues of debate. An argument should never use emotion to misrepresent the topic or frighten people.

Logical Fallacies

Fallacies are common errors in reasoning that will undermine the logic of your argument. Fallacies can be
either illegitimate arguments or irrelevant points, and are often identified because they lack evidence that
supports their claim. Avoid these common fallacies in your own arguments and watch for them in the
arguments of others.

Slippery Slope: This is a conclusion based on the premise that if A happens, then eventually through a series
of small steps, through B, C,..., X, Y, Z will happen, too, basically equating A and Z. So, if we don't want Z to
occur, A must not be allowed to occur either. Example:

If we ban Hummers because they are bad for the environment eventually the government will ban

all cars, so we should not ban Hummers.

In this example, the author is equating banning Hummers with banning all cars, which is not the same thing.

Hasty Generalization: This is a conclusion based on insufficient or biased evidence. In other words, you are
rushing to a conclusion before you have all the relevant facts. Example:

Even though it's only the first day, I can tell this is going to be a boring course.

In this example, the author is basing his evaluation of the entire course on only the first day, which is
notoriously boring and full of housekeeping tasks for most courses. To make a fair and reasonable evaluation
the author must attend not one but several classes, and possibly even examine the textbook, talk to the
professor, or talk to others who have previously finished the course in order to have sufficient evidence to base
a conclusion on.

Post hoc ergo propter hoc: This is a conclusion that assumes that if 'A’' occurred after 'B' then 'B' must have
caused 'A.' Example:



I drank bottled water and now I am sick, so the water must have made me sick.

In this example, the author assumes that if one event chronologically follows another the first event must have
caused the second. But the illness could have been caused by the burrito the night before, a flu bug that had
been working on the body for days, or a chemical spill across campus. There is no reason, without more
evidence, to assume the water caused the person to be sick.

Genetic Fallacy: This conclusion is based on an argument that the origins of a person, idea, institute, or theory
determine its character, nature, or worth. Example:

The Volkswagen Beetle 1is an evil car because it was originally designed by Hitler's army.

In this example the author is equating the character of a car with the character of the people who built the car.
However, the two are not inherently related.

Begging the Claim: The conclusion that the writer should prove is validated within the claim. Example:

Filthy and polluting coal should be banned.

Arguing that coal pollutes the earth and thus should be banned would be logical. But the very conclusion that
should be proved, that coal causes enough pollution to warrant banning its use, is already assumed in the claim
by referring to it as "filthy and polluting."

Circular Argument: This restates the argument rather than actually proving it. Example:

George Bush is a good communicator because he speaks effectively.

In this example, the conclusion that Bush is a "good communicator" and the evidence used to prove it "he
speaks effectively" are basically the same idea. Specific evidence such as using everyday language, breaking
down complex problems, or illustrating his points with humorous stories would be needed to prove either half of
the sentence.

Either/or: This is a conclusion that oversimplifies the argument by reducing it to only two sides or choices.
Example:

We can either stop using cars or destroy the earth.

In this example, the two choices are presented as the only options, yet the author ignores a range of choices in
between such as developing cleaner technology, car-sharing systems for necessities and emergencies, or better
community planning to discourage daily driving.

Ad hominem: This is an attack on the character of a person rather than his or her opinions or arguments.
Example:

Green Peace's strategies aren't effective because they are all dirty, lazy hippies.

In this example, the author doesn't even name particular strategies Green Peace has suggested, much less
evaluate those strategies on their merits. Instead, the author attacks the characters of the individuals in the
group.

Ad populum: This is an emotional appeal that speaks to positive (such as patriotism, religion, democracy) or
negative (such as terrorism or fascism) concepts rather than the real issue at hand. Example:

If you were a true American you would support the rights of people to choose whatever vehicle

they want.

In this example, the author equates being a "true American," a concept that people want to be associated with,



particularly in a time of war, with allowing people to buy any vehicle they want even though there is no inherent
connection between the two.

Red Herring: This is a diversionary tactic that avoids the key issues, often by avoiding opposing arguments
rather than addressing them. Example:

The level of mercury in seafood may be unsafe, but what will fishers do to support their

families?

In this example, the author switches the discussion away from the safety of the food and talks instead about an
economic issue, the livelihood of those catching fish. While one issue may affect the other it does not mean we
should ignore possible safety issues because of possible economic consequences to a few individuals.

Straw Man: This move oversimplifies an opponent's viewpoint and then attacks that hollow argument.

People who don't support the proposed state minimum wage increase hate the poor.

In this example, the author attributes the worst possible motive to an opponent's position. In reality, however,
the opposition probably has more complex and sympathetic arguments to support their point. By not addressing
those arguments, the author is not treating the opposition with respect or refuting their position.

Moral Equivalence: This fallacy compares minor misdeeds with major atrocities.

That parking attendant who gave me a ticket is as bad as Hitler.

In this example, the author is comparing the relatively harmless actions of a person doing their job with the
horrific actions of Hitler. This comparison is unfair and inaccurate.
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