English 10 Honors
Argumentation 101

Like any piece of good writing, a persuasive essay or speech has a purpose.  Remember that the purpose of an argument is to persuade your audience, not to make yourself feel good.  The following are some basic elements of effective argumentation.

1. Clarify your assumptions.   All arguments are built on assumptions; make sure you clarify them.  For example, if you are arguing that abortion in the first trimester is wrong because it constitutes taking of a life, you need to clarify that you consider a first trimester fetus to be life, and you should provide reasons for this.  Be sure to clarify any assumptions that may be controversial.  
2. Be concrete and concise.  Effective arguments are generally direct and to the point.  Rambling arguments lose your audience along the way.
3. Avoid loaded language.  Language that mocks your opponents, is inflammatory, or uses a sarcastic tone is only stroking your own ego.  Winning over someone who disagrees with you is more like seduction than confrontation.  Get your audience to nod their head in agreement; lead them down your path.  Avoid implying they’re stupid for believing something different.

4. Argument from Example
a. Use more than one example.  If you’re arguing that women’s rights are won only after a struggle, you need to give more than one historical example (e.g. the right to vote).
b. Use representative examples.  Don’t use “exceptions to the rule.”
5. Argument by Analogy
Analogies are highly effective but rarely can stand alone because there are always differences between the two situations which the opposition could point out.  For example, you take your car in for regular service; therefore, you should do the same with your body (to your doctor).  Arguments for the legalization of marijuana often make the analogy to alcohol.  
6. Arguments from Authority
This effective tactic is often used in advertising:  “Four out of five dentists recommend Trident sugarless gum.”  Be sure to cite your sources.  Establish the credibility of your sources, both expertise and impartiality.
7. Arguments Using Cause/Effect
The most common error in cause/effect arguments is assuming that a correlation indicates a causal relationship.  Sometimes it’s just coincidence.  Sometimes it’s something else.  For example, students involved in extracurricular activities have a higher GPA.  This may show a causal relationship:  extracurricular activities cause a higher GPA (keeps students focused and out of trouble).  Or it could just be that the type of student who chooses to be involved in extracurricular activities is also the type of student who puts effort into academics.  

8. Avoid lapses in common logic.
One of the most common errors in logic is the non-sequitur (“does not follow”).  Keep your skeptic’s hat on when evaluating others’ arguments and/or proofreading your own arguments.  See the example of the Congressman and the Koran which we will review in class.
(adapted from A Rulebook of Arguments by Anthony Weston.
