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Preface

tudents are often asked to study arguments apart from any social context,

and when they take courses in argumentative writing, they are often pre-
sented with an anthology of written arguments lined up like zoo animals re-
moved from their native habitats. These anthologized arguments are usually so
far removed from their social contexts that they no longer have any connection
to the real world, and students aren’t given the chance to see that arguments are
all around them. De-contextualized arguments can be studied like zoological
specimens, their elements dissected, their structures analyzed, but rarely can they
be brought to life, and so students studying them do not learn that arguing and
arguments are vitally important to us as social beings. Arguing in Communities
is an attempt to take students where arguments live, so to speak, to the com-
munities where we live and argue every day. My hope for the book is that it will
help students to see argument as a positive part of life, that it will help to im-
prove the quality of our arguments, and with luck, that it will help to improve
communities in the process.

My central premise in the text is that arguing productively is an important
part of living healthfully in any community and among other communities.
Without effective arguing, communities have difficulty making decisions, com-
ing to consensus, living with and negotiating difference, and simply getting
things done. Negotiating difference, though, is the key, because difference is a
given of human life, of every community. It’s usually when arguing breaks down
in the face of difference that people resort to some sort of force to accomplish
their goals, whether it’s through raised voices, physical violence, or legal action.
The better able we are to argue effectively about our differences within our own
communities and across community lines, the better chance we have at living
more peaceful, productive, and satisfying lives.




Introduction

- Il around us, we find arguments. In simple terms, an argument is a state-
ment, called a claim, supported by other statements called reasons and as-
sumptions. The claim is the statement under dispute. It is the focus of the argu-
ment, a proposition about which at least some people would disagree. But not
all disagreements are arguments. Some arguments are constructive and some are
destructive. In the media, arguments are often represented as shouting matches
between emotional participants. You may even have experienced such argu-
ments. When people become involved in a heated debate with others, where all
they do is contradict one another, they often come away from the experience
frustrated and angry and no closer to resolving the conflict that caused the dis-
agreement in the first place. These kinds of arguments are typically destructive.
In many cases, such disagreements aren’t really arguments. Merely setting forth
an opinion or making a claim isn’t arguing. Neither is contradicting or disagree-
ing with someone. To argue is to justify or support with reasons what you claim
to be true. Reasons are statements that lend credibility and support to the claim,
which is disputed. Like reasons, assumptions are also statements that support an
argument, but assumptions are often unstated or implied—assumed to be true.
Assumptions are often general principles, definitions, and values that help read-
ers make the connection between the reasons and the claim; they fill in the gaps
in reasoning.

= 1 WHAT MAKES AN ARGUMENT GOOD?

Not all arguments are good arguments. Not all claims are based on good
reasons. Some argue to win at any cost, even if winning involves manipulation,
deception, or aggression. There are books that will tell you how to “win every
argument” or “sell anything.” These books teach you how to get your way
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Xxiv INTRODUCTION

through intimidation, name-calling, distortion, and deception. But people usu-
ally don’t need training to argue this way. Just turn on any daytime television talk
show, or listen to talk radio. Watch political debates. In these contests, tl'lc can-
didates rarely address the issues raised by their opponents. Instced, they just try
to “get their message out” or make their opponents look foohsh; Often they
don’t even answer the questions posed by the mod'crator: They’re too busy
responding to the last question or answering a question that was never asked.
Often, public debate descends into calling names, the way children do on the
playground. t

But arguments don’t have to be this way. Good arguments are constructive.
They clarify your position as they persuade. In fact, the word argument itself
comes from the Latin word for “silver” and literally means to make an idea clear,
just as you can see your reflection clearly in polished silver. Because of its social
nature, arguing well can bring people together, resolve conflict, and help us
work collaboratively. When we argue, we argue with others. When we persuade,
we are persuading someone. Arguing doesn’t have to be combative. We don’t nec-
essarily have to argue against someone. And we don’t always have to win by de-
feating someone else, by having our opinion prevail over another’s. Often we ar-
gue along with others, to sort out our differences and to find good reasons for
believing the way we do, perhaps even producing some new or better ideas in
the process. Arguing well involves critical thinking, the process of analyzing and
evaluating ideas in the pursuit of truth. College provides students an excellent
opportunity to develop this ability to think critically. In college, you can clarify
your own ideas by testing them against the ideas of others and by working
together with other students to improve your skills in arguing well. These skills
will help you learn how to learn, and they provide the foundation for a solid
education.

According to the traditional definition, arguing is primarily a verbal activity.
In other words, whether they are delivered orally or written down, arguments
use words. As a verbal activity, arguments reveal themselves through language.
Many of the arguments you encounter in your college experience will be verbal
arguments. Speeches, lectures, newspaper and magazine articles, scholarly es-
says, technical reports, reviews, and books are all verbal arguments. But even ver-
bal arguments often have a visual dimension. Although arguing is mainly a ver-
bal activity, arguments may also rely on nonverbal elements, such as gestures and
facial expressions (when we are speaking to each other) or symbolic and visual
elements of print documents (such as images or document design). These visual
clements contribute to the effectiveness of the verbal argument.

. Whether we realize it or not, visual arguments are everywhere around us: T-
shirts, !aumpcr stickers, billboards, company logos, signs, symbols, television ads,
magazine ads. This includes even the way in which we dress, how we interact
with othcr§, how we speak, and what we drive. We constantly make claims on
others’ beliefs—sometimes without being fully aware that we are doing so. We
receive thousands of messages every day advancing some claim; often these
claims are not stated. For example, look at all the messages people have on their
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clothes. In addition to brand names and logos, they may have images or actual
verbal messages that make some kind of implied argument.

Because they don’t rely as much on language, visual arguments are usually
implicit and more highly compact than verbal arguments. This allows you to re-
spond to these arguments without necessarily articulating the claims and rea-
sons. For example, if you are on a dark street and someone threatens you with a
knife, you face a situation that demands a response. You may not realize it, but
you are part of an argument. You probably wouldn’t take the time at that mo-
ment to try to translate that argument into language, but you could easily do so.
This person’s body language is saying, “Give me what I want or I will harm you
with this knife.” That’s a simple claim supported by a reason. Implicit in this ar-
gument are also the assumptions that you don’t want to be harmed, that you
have something this person wants, and that this is a credible threat. Your poten-
tial attacker can communicate all of this without using a single word. In addition
to being implicit, visual arguments also make an impression or argue a claim in
a very short time or very small space. An ad designer might have only 15 seconds
of television time, one page of a magazine, a 1-by-8-inch Internet banner, or a
small space on a T-shirt, mug, or pen. The need for immediacy and the lack of
space or time are reasons people might choose to make a visual argument rather
than a verbal argument.

Technology has made visual arguments an increasingly important part of
our lives. Television, video, and film are primarily visual media, and even tradi-
tional print media, such as newspapers and magazines and books, are using more
and more visual content. Recent advances in the development of the Internet
and multimedia technology bring the visual and verbal together in ways other
media cannot. These media provide not only a new channel for receiving in-
formation but also a way for millions of people to publish and disseminate
information.

Whether verbal or visual, you will find arguments everywhere around you.
We are involved in arguing all the time: It is part of using language and sym-
bols and part of being human. Arguments make up the fabric of the communi-
ties in which we live, the groups that we identify with because of our shared lan-
guage, beliefs, values, activities, and interests. And if you are to be a successful
member of these communities, particularly the college community, you need to
understand how to argue well and how to respond effectively with arguments of
your own.

as THE ROLE OF ARGUING
IN RESPONDING TO DIFFERENCE

As noted earlier, arguments are everywhere, and they are an important part
of the life of a community. Why is this so? Even though members of a commu-
nity have much in common—that which defines them as a group—there is also
much that divides them. Although humans are genetically similar, no two people
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have experienced the world in exactly the same way. Each person is umq;lc, and
because of our unique physical makeup and social baclfgfound, cach one of us will
see things in a slightly different way. Our language divides us as well. L?.nguagc
makes understanding and community possible. Language allqws usto bu,ﬂd com-
mon beliefs and values, but it can also create misunderstanding, confusion, and
division. The problem of difference within a community is co!n'pounded l?y t!'lc
fact that most of us belong to a number of different communities, each with its
own language, rules, beliefs, and values. If individuals within the same commu-
nity can misunderstand or disagree with each other, imagine the potcr'lt.lal for dis-
agreement that exists between those belonging to different communities.

Our diversity ensures that within any community, there will be disagreement
and differences of opinion. Our differences can lead to conflict—even among in-
dividuals or communities that have much in common. Because of our differ-
ences, some conflict within a community is inevitable.

One way communities respond to conflict is by using force: punishing, si-
lencing, or expelling members of the community who disagree or dissent. This
force may be exerted by powerful members of the community, by vote of the ma-
jority, through the power of law, through military or physical strength, or
through subtle pressure from peers to conform or risk ridicule and alienation.
Individuals who dissent or disagree may choose either to fall in line, to accept
the punishment and continue to dissent, or to withdraw from the community.
Most communities acknowledge what they consider to be legitimate uses of
force; however, the use of force, if taken to an extreme, can result in the kind of
totalitarian intolerance that led to the Holocaust in Germany and Poland, the
“killing fields” of Cambodia, and “ethnic cleansing” in Bosnia.

Another way to respond to difference is through tolerance—learning to live
with and accept the difference of others. Members of a community can “agree
to disagree” as long as they can accept the consequences of leaving the dis-
agreement unresolved. For instance, people who work together may disagree
about political, religious, or moral issues, but they will probably set these aside
when they come to work—at least they will if they want to get any work done.
Most communities tolerate a certain amount of difference; however, when taken
to an extreme, accepting difference of every kind can lead to anarchy, apathy, in-
ertia, and the dissolution of the community.

The strength of arguing in responding to difference is that arguing well
seeks to bring about change, but without force. Threats of force may cause

people to change, but they may do so grudgingly, resenting those who have

thr.ca}tened thcm: Arguing, on the other hand, may cause people to change their
opinions and actions willingly. Ideally,

2 . arguing is a decision-making process that
invo hxjfcs everyone concerned in a forum of free and open debate, each present-
ing his or.hcr opinion in good faith, each willing to abide by the consensus or
compromise that results from negotiation. Arguing in this manner resolves di-
css.cntially agreeable to all,
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protects the rights of those who disagree with the majority opinion: to build
consensus, but allow individualism. Of course, this kind of arguing is an ideal
that is rarely realized, but perhaps many more conflicts could be resolved peace-
fully if community members understood more about arguing effectively. If we
are ever to coexist and survive as humans, we must learn to live together rea-
sonably, accepting some of our differences and negotiating others. It may be the
best hope for humanity.

m = WHAT IS CONTEXT?

Students often study arguments removed from any social context. Students
taking a course in argumentative writing are often presented with an anthology
of written arguments lined up like zoo animals removed from their native habi-
tat. Consequently, many students fail to realize that arguments are all around
them. They fail to realize that arguments make up an important part of how they
live, work, and study every day.

Whenever we are engaged with ideas and reasons, we are arguing. Whenever
someone else makes a claim on our opinions, beliefs, and values, we are arguing.
But placing arguments in context includes more than simply identifying who is
engaged in arguing—the speakers and listeners or readers and writers. The con-
text for arguing also includes the time, place, and circumstances of arguing.
When you understand the complete context for an argument, you will be better
able to make sense of the argument and respond effectively.

Writing that matters, including arguing, responds to the needs of actual
people in real situations. When you argue, you are part of a conversation made
up of the members of a community who care about the issue you are discussing.
Others may respond to your argument, inviting you to reply to their response.
Writing teachers often refer to the interaction between writers and readers in a
particular context as a “rhetorical situation.”

Rbetoricis the art of persuasion, really the art of arguing effectively for a par-
ticular audience, occasion, and purpose.' A rhetorical situation is one that calls
for the use of persuasion—it’s a situation in which an argument would be an ap-
propriate response. Of course, because arguments are everywhere, rhetorical sit-
uations are all around us, too. Whenever true arguing occurs, it happens within
the context of a rhetorical situation. Figure 1 identifies the primary parts of the
rhetorical situation: the writer, the reader, and the issue.

1Some teachers may make a distinction between argument and persuasion, or they may sce
argument as just one type of persuasion. The distinction they make is primarily between ex-
plicit, verbal arguments and implicit, visual arguments. Or they may be limiting argument to
“logic.” In this more limited view, argument is “rational” and persuasion is “irrational.” In this
text, I will use argument and persuasion interchangeably because I am arguing that every mes-
sage, whether verbal or visual, is an argument: Arguing and seeking to persuade are the same
activity.
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