PHIL 2505     

WRITING AN ARGUMENT

Step 1: Identify the issue.   It should be something about which reasonable people can reasonably disagree.  Keep in mind that argument is defined by its purpose – your aim is to persuade. 

Step 2:  Formulate a thesis or position on the issue.    Make sure that you can state your conclusion clearly.  Make sure that you know what the main supports for your conclusion are.   Rank them in order of significance or strength.   Think about which ones might require sub-arguments to support them.

Step 3: Consider your audience members.  Who are they?   What do they need to know about the subject?  If the subject is specialized, can they be expected to understand the jargon?  Are they likely to be friendly or antagonistic towards your position?  What combination of appeals (logos, pathos, ethos) might be most effective?

Step 4: Consider the opposing arguments.   Discuss them openly and fairly.   If necessary, concede the strength of an opposing view.   Where possible, develop strong counterarguments that answer any objections you have introduced.    Don’t leave the opposition looking too strong.

Step 5: Present your argument in an organized fashion.   One way of organizing is to begin with the least forceful arguments and end on your strongest note.   You might also begin with a leading question which states the issue, present your arguments as answers to the question and end with your conclusion.

(I have used this handout for so long that I no longer remember where I got it from (or, indeed, if I wrote it myself).

