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To Students: Introduction

You may not know it, but you debate all the time. A debate is simply a discussion in which two or more people 
present their arguments for a particular view and critique each other’s views. If you have strong opinions about 
certain issues (and who doesn’t?), and if you try to convince other people of your opinion (and who hasn’t?), you 

are very likely engaging in a debate. You may debate your family members over dinner or debate your friends on 
Facebook. You may debate your classmates informally during class discussion or debate other students formally in a 
setting like a debate tournament. 

Debates can happen every day, at any time, and in any place. When they are handled well, debates can be very 
enjoyable, and the people involved learn a great deal. On the other hand, when debates are handled poorly, they can 
be an exercise in frustration in which people talk quite a lot but learn very little. I want your debate experience to 
resemble the former rather than the latter kind of debate. That is why I have written Everyday Debate & Discussion.

In Everyday Debate & Discussion, you will learn to develop good arguments by using good logic and the resources 
available in your own thinking, as well as in the world around you. You will learn how to appeal to people’s emotions 
in the proper way and to strengthen your credibility with other people through methods such as the effective use 
of humor and thoughtful quotes. You will also learn how to critique the opposing view in a debate and develop 
good skills for organizing your own arguments. In addition to all of this, you will learn how to use these skills in 
both informal as well as formal debate settings so that whenever you find yourself debating, be it over tea or in a 
tournament, you will have the tools you need to be an effective debater. 

Welcome to Everyday Debate & Discussion ! 
Let’s get going.

Note: To ensure that the links provided in Everyday Debate & Discussion are correct and current, we have moved all 
of the URLs from the printed book to a page on the Classical Academic Press website. Therefore, throughout the text, 
rather than including URLs, we have noted the links like this: (chapter number-link number, e.g., 1-1). When you 
come across one of these notations in the text, simply go to ClassicalAcademicPress.com/
EverydayDebate and you’ll find the links listed by chapter. For instance, in the Read 
and Consider exercise of the Learning from the Masters section of chapter 2, you’ll see 
following: “Read the full dialogue of Euthyphro (Link 2-1).” This indicates that you should 
go to ClassicalAcademicPress.com/EverydayDebate and click on Link 2-1 under chapter 2.

vii
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1Chapter 1 | 
Welcome to Debate! An Introduction and Overview

All men by nature desire knowledge.
—Aristotle1 

Introduction
What would you do if you were having a conversation with a friend and realized that you completely 

disagreed with her point of view? What if your friend wanted to debate you about this issue? Would 
you welcome such a challenge as an adventure, or would you shrink from it as a threat? All human 
beings have a fight-or-flight response that kicks in when we face any kind of danger or challenge. 
Unfortunately, when it comes to debate and disagreement, the “flight” response often kicks in rather 
than the “fight” response. Usually, this is because people don’t really understand the nature of debate 
or disagreement. They automatically assume that it is a hostile, combative activity. Other times people 
avoid debates because they are afraid of being overwhelmed by the force of another person’s arguments. 
They are not sure how to respond effectively, or how to craft powerful arguments themselves. More 
commonly, people view debate either as an extremely intellectual activity in which only university 
professors engage, or as the attention-seeking self-service often found in political or presidential 
“debates.” To many people, these debates seem especially rancorous and interminable. Therefore, they 
decide that while such an activity might be fine for those who make a living by being intellectual, it isn’t 
necessary or helpful for the normal, everyday person.

If you are one who feels fearful about—or even disgusted by—debate or disagreement, I hope that 
this book changes your mind, giving you debating confidence and opening your eyes to the benefit of 
debate, disagreement, and discussion in your day-to-day life. While it is true that some people conduct 
themselves in such a way as to make their debates disagreeable and unprofitable, participating in 
debates and discussions conducted in a thoughtful and civil manner can be one of the most rewarding 
experiences in life. Who knows? By the end of this book, you may find yourself jumping willingly into 
the debating fray and experiencing quite a few successes along the way.

Whether or not you decide to participate in formal debate, such as in a debate club, or in the kind 
of informal debate that you might experience in a coffee shop or around your dining room table with 
your family, this book presents you with tools for success along each step of debate. Furthermore, you 
will learn techniques that will help you develop a debater’s mind, which is an invaluable asset for your 
everyday life. Even if you choose not to debate on a regular basis, developing a debater’s mind will help 
you think more critically about the world around you, enabling you to understand others’ viewpoints 
better, and to cut through all of the facts and words to find the truth or error in people’s arguments. 
If you are already curious and excited about debate, this book gives you empowering information. In 

1.  Susan Ratcliffe, ed., Oxford Dictionary of Quotations by Subject, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 266.
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addition, this book will supply some suggestions about 
finding or starting a formal debate club. 

Definition
Before we proceed any further, it is wise to make sure 

that we have a clear definition of the term “debate.” 
Its first definition can seem intimidating. After all, the 
word “debate”2 comes from the Latin word battuere, 
which itself means “to beat.” However, after looking at 
several possible definitions of debate, this etymology may 
become a little less intimidating.

One definition of debate is “to turn over in one’s 
mind.”3 It is important to realize that a person can debate 
with herself. She might do this by first considering 
several different possible answers, ideas, or strategies for a 
plan she is considering; then contemplating the strengths 
and weaknesses of each option; and finally choosing what 
she believes is the correct answer. In this case, it is as if 
she were “beating” her thoughts into the proper form, 
working out kinks and inconsistencies (similar to a metal 
worker beating a piece of metal into the correct shape) in 
order to arrive at the best possible answer.

Another common definition of debate is “to contend in 
words” or “to discuss a question by considering opposed 
arguments.”4 This second definition presents a picture of 
debate that people commonly think of when they hear 
the word “debate”: two people verbally wrestling over the 
opposing sides of a topic in order, hopefully, to determine 
which side is correct. (Of course, it is true that a person 
might debate merely to win or to prove himself correct, 
rather than to seek the truth.) However, in the best sense 
of this definition of the word “debate,” people are also 
“beating” their own and one another’s logic into proper 
shape, hammering it out, finding weaknesses and flaws, 
in order to achieve the best argument. Note that this 
type of debate can take place anywhere—in a home, in a 
restaurant, on a street corner, or in an auditorium.

A third type of debate is a formal debate between two 
people or teams. This debate is regulated by a certain 
set of procedures or guidelines established ahead of 

2. Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary, s.v. “debate.”
3. Ibid.
4. Ibid.

time.5 Webster’s further defines this type of debate as 
a “series of formal spoken arguments for and against a 
definite proposition.”6 If you are unfamiliar with the 
word “proposition,” it is, simply, a statement that can be 
proven true or false. When people debate, they argue for 
or against a statement (proposition) that can be proven 
true or false, right or wrong, good or bad.

As you can see from these definitions, debate can 
be both formal and informal. A formal debate can be 
defined as one that takes place before a judge or judges, 
and follows a set of rules. People might participate in 
this type of debate in a classroom or as a part of a debate 
team. Formal debates usually have a very specific kind 
of format. For example, one common form of debate is 
organized in the following manner:7

First Speaker—Affirmative Team (5 minutes)

First Speaker—Negative Team (5 minutes)

Second Speaker—Affirmative Team (5 minutes)

Second Speaker—Negative Team (5 minutes)

Rebuttal Speaker—Affirmative Team (3 minutes)

Rebuttal Speaker—Negative Team (3 minutes)

As you can see, this is a highly regulated debate 
format with a specific speaking order and time allotment 
for each part of the debate. There are several other 
common formal debate formats that you will examine 
later. People engage in these structured debates in the 
classroom or in a formal debate club. The presidential 
debates that occur before elections are also formalized 
debates. Some people love this type of debating contest. 
If you are one of them, there is information in this book 
that will help you start, join, or prepare for this type of 
debating organization. Formal debate can be excellent 
training in thinking and speaking, and it is a great way 
to explore important topics.

However, even if you never participate in a formal 
debate, this book is helpful for you because every human 

5.  J. Scott Wunn, “Debate,” in World Book Encyclopedia (Chicago: 
World Book, 2011), 63–65.

6.  Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary, s.v. “debate.”
7.  Kate Shuster and John Meany, Speak Out! Debate and Public 

Speaking in the Middle Grades (New York: International Debate 
Education Association, 2005), 48.
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being participates in informal debates regularly in life, 
whether we realize it or not. Informal debate happens 
all the time. In this type of debate, two people discuss an 
idea to figure out truth or a plan or simply to entertain 
themselves intellectually. There is rarely any kind of 
deliberative body or previously established rules in an 
informal debate. Friends debate and discuss whether the 
latest movie is worth watching. Families debate whether 
they should get a cat or a dog, or even a pet at all. As 
you continue reading this book, you will notice that 
there can be similarities between debate and discussion. 
Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary defines the 
word “discussion” as “an investigation by reasoning or 
argumentation.”8 Another way to think of discussion 
is as “a discourse or conversation between two people 
in which a specific problem or idea is explored.” When 
people discuss an issue, they identify a problem they 
want to explore, and they discuss various views and 
methods for addressing and solving the problem. It is 
important to note that when people discuss something, 
they can be on the same side of an issue. For instance, 
two parents from a school may discuss how they can 
best raise money for their children’s end-of-the-year 
field trip. Or they may discuss how they can handle a 
problem with bullying in their children’s class. These two 
parents could agree, essentially, on the general methods 
for raising money or dealing with bullies. However, they 
could discuss several different options, and consider the 
various strengths and weaknesses of each option. The 
parents might not adopt opposing sides in an argument, 
but they still could debate the correct choice among 
several possible “competing” choices. 

As a different example, if these same two parents 
were debating about fund-raising—say, at a meeting 
of a parent-teacher group—the process would look a 
little different. In this case, these two parents could 
believe in two different methods of fund-raising. One 
might believe in children going door-to-door, selling 
candy bars. The other parent might believe in holding 
a schoolwide event, such as a silent auction. In this 
scenario, one parent would present her idea of the 
children selling candy bars, and she would likely discuss 
the strengths of this plan. Then the other parent would 
speak, critiquing the idea of selling candy, and then 

8. Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary, s.v. “discussion.”

proposing a plan for a schoolwide silent auction instead, 
discussing the strengths of her idea. After she’d speak, 
the other parent would have the chance to critique the 
auction idea as well. As you can see, in this scenario 
the parents disagree about the means and methods 
for obtaining an objective. They are debating the best 
method for raising funds. In order to do this, each must 
present her ideas for what she believes is best, as well as 
critique the opposing idea. Be assured that the skills that 
you learn from this book will help you with all forms of 
debate, discussion, and disagreement.
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Why Debate?
Although you are now familiar with what debate is and 

with its different definitions, you may still wonder why 
anyone would really want to debate. After all, debating 
takes time, preparation, and energy. Wouldn’t it just be 
easier to live and let live, as the saying goes? Furthermore, 
a lot of people feel nervous about debating or disagreeing 
with others, especially people who hold strongly opposing 
views. We often feel nervous or frightened when we have 
conflict with other people. Remember the fight-or-flight 
reflex mentioned at the beginning of this chapter? When 
we are in situations of emotional or physical danger, human 
beings have a natural tendency to gear up to fight or to 
get away as fast as we can. Some people love a good fight, 
while others want to flee tense situations. Believe it or not, 
learning debate skills can help you in these emotionally 
tense situations when you find that you disagree with 
someone (and we all have those times in life). These skills 
can be very helpful because they can teach you how to 
prove your point, critique the opposing point, or search for 
further truth without getting too emotionally involved in 
the process, and without hurling insults.

It is safe to say that since humans first had different 
ideas about things they have had debates. Why have 
we always felt the need to share our views, discuss the 
relative merits and problems of our respective views, all 
in an attempt to discover a right answer? Philosophers, 
sociologists, lawyers, politicians, psychologists, theologians, 
and others who study humans and their motivations, 
ideas, and behaviors all agree that humans have always 
pondered the big questions of the universe: What is the 
nature of this world I live in? What’s my purpose in life? 
Why is there suffering in the world? How can we fix the 
suffering? How can I find happiness?

Everyone thinks about these issues, but we may think 
about them in slightly different manners. For instance, 
when a teenage girl wonders, “What college will be 
the best place for me to pursue learning more about 
philosophy?” or “What summer job should I take?” she is 
asking questions about the pursuit of happiness. A college 
student may wonder, “What are the causes of poverty 
and inequality in my city?” and this could prompt her to 
major in sociology or social work. When she asks such a 
question, she is pondering questions about her purpose in 
life and the means for achieving happiness and peace. A 

father asks himself, “How can I raise my children to have 
a positive impact on their world?” or “How can I care 
for the earth responsibly so that I can give my children 
a clean, safe world in which to live?” Another adult may 
look around her neighborhood and ask, “Why has crime 
increased in my neighborhood over the past few years? 
What can I do to stop it?” or “How can I show kindness 
and compassion to my neighbor who is suffering from 
mental illness?” As you can see, these questions are aimed 
at personal happiness, purpose in life, and the question of 
suffering in the world.

Many people ask these big questions about things 
that immediately pertain to their lives, their families, 
and their neighborhoods. This is natural, as these will 
always be the most important things in a person’s life. 
However, at some point most people begin to ask these 
questions as they pertain to society and the world at 
large. For instance, people ask questions such as, “How 
can we help developing nations overcome major health 
issues such as the AIDS pandemic?” or “Should America 
be the police of the world?” Today, many people ask 
questions such as, “How far should science be allowed to 
go in its manipulation of human genes?” or “Is abortion 
ever permissible?” or “To what extent is human behavior 
negatively impacting our environment?” Although not all 
people will become professional scientists, philosophers, 
and politicians whose job it is to answer such questions, 
it is valuable for all of us to learn to debate important 
issues, because they eventually affect all of us through the 
influence of laws, education, our neighborhoods, and the 
people we know. It is important to realize that whenever 
we pursue and discuss questions such as those mentioned 
previously, we are being politicians and philosophers. That 
is, we are people who are searching for truth and wisdom, 
people who are concerned with the welfare of our families, 
friends, and nation.

As you learn the skills of everyday debate, you will 
engage in a process that will positively impact your life, 
as well as the lives of those around you. Before we jump 
into learning these skills, it is important for you to gain 
perspective on the role debate and discussion has played 
throughout world history, and especially in your own 
country. The following chapters will help you better 
understand the significance of discussion and debate, as 
well as the role it plays in shaping culture and society, 
and it will help you understand why debate is such a 
worthwhile pursuit. 
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Review Exercises
List

Give three possible definitions of the word “debate.”

1.  ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

2.  ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

3.  ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Explain
1. Explain how a person could express the etymology of debate (from the Latin word battuere, “to beat”) in a 

positive light (i.e., not as just “beating” one’s opponent). 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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2. Explain the difference between formal and informal debate. Make sure you explain where each kind of debate 
is likely to take place.

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Define and Relate
What is definition of the word “discussion”? How is discussion related to debate? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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Everyday Debate
List

Think back over the last couple of weeks or months of your life. List three controversial topics that you have heard 
people discussing or debating. They can be small or large. They can be in day-to-day life or on TV. They can also be 
topics that pertain just to your family or the culture at large. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Develop
Pick one of the topics you mentioned in the “Everyday Debate” section that your class could debate without 

much research. Now, sum up that topic in a proposition (i.e., a statement that can be proven true or false). For 
instance, if you wanted to debate the topic of capital punishment, you could write the following proposition: “Capital 
punishment is inhumane and ought to be prohibited by the federal government.” Once you choose a topic, your 
teacher will divide the class into two teams. One side is the affirmative side, which means that team will argue for 
the proposition. The other side is the negative side, which means that they will argue against the proposition. (The 
affirmative and negative sides are discussed further in chapter 5.) It’s OK to be on a side that doesn’t necessarily reflect 
your actual belief (i.e., you may personally agree with the proposition but actually end up on the negative side for the 
purpose of the class debate). It’s good practice to argue against a proposition you believe, or to argue for a proposition 
you do not believe; this exercise helps you learn how to examine topics from all sides.
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Once the class has been divided into teams, make sure that everyone on your team has at least one argument 
that she can make for or against the proposition. Everyone should have a key point that supports or critiques the 
proposition, and each person should also have some facts that develop that point. Each argument doesn’t have to be 
long—a few sentences will suffice. 

In addition, think of the potential arguments that the other side may bring against you and how you could 
counteract those arguments. There are several basic ways to disprove (or rebut) an argument: prove it is based on faulty 
information; prove it is a misinterpretation of the information; or prove that the reasoning behind the argument is 
faulty. Don’t worry if you aren’t sure how to go about rebutting an argument right now. Just keep these points in mind. 
Once you have spent some time talking through this with your team, your teacher will tell you how to debate.

Learning from the Masters
Discuss

The Great Debaters, starring Denzel Washington, is a movie that is based on a true story and details the 
adventures of the first African American debate team to debate with Harvard College.9 Watch the movie and answer 
the following questions:

1. What role did debate play in the lives of the main characters in this movie?

2. What skills did these students need in their debates?

3. What are some things that the debate coach did to improve their debate abilities?

4. In what ways were the main characters on the debate team especially effective debaters?

5. In what way did these students effect change in their world through debate?

9. Todd Black, et al, The Great Debaters, directed by Denzel Washington (2007; New York: Weinstein Co., 2008), DVD.
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Why Debate?

Dare to know! Have the courage to  
use your own reason!

—Immanuel Kant1

Introduction
If you have any doubt about how powerful debate and discussion can be, all you have to do is look 

at history to see how they have radically changed, and often improved, our world and culture. Most of 
the major breakthroughs, discoveries, and decisions in history have happened because of debate and 
discussion. Sometimes the format was formal debate that took place in universities, parliament, congress, 
or before church councils. Other times this important historical debate was much more informal, 
having taken place between friends as they debated science or theology, as they learned from each other’s 
thoughts and discoveries. Sometimes it took place in people’s letters or in books they wrote in response 
to previous ideas. When we debate and discuss ideas with others, even if it can be tense at times, we 
often come away with a clearer understanding of the topic at hand.

Definition
We can say that history is the history of dialectic. The word “dialectic” comes from the Greek word 

dialektikos, which means “conversational.”2 Dialectic is “a discussion and reasoning by dialogue as a method 
of intellectual investigation . . . the techniques of exposing false beliefs and eliciting truth . . . investigation 
of eternal ideas.”3 You will notice that dialectic is closely related and connected to debate. In fact, debate 
always involves dialectic, for debate is nothing more than a formal, organized conversation that allows the 
intellectual exploration of a topic for the purpose of discovering truth and error in thinking. People have 
used dialectic and debate throughout history. That is, through discussion and debate, they have discovered 
new ideas and truths through exposing false beliefs and eliciting true ideas. It is important to note that 
historically, the practical and philosophical always intertwine. Both are necessary and often inform each 
other. We must have a reason and foundation for doing what we do—this is our philosophy; yet philosophy 
should always work practically in the world. On one hand, why think about some practical matter if it 
has no ultimate or eternal significance? On the other hand, if we have a philosophical theory but it doesn’t 
appear to make sense in the world, how useful is it? A quick overview of history demonstrates how people 
have debated and discussed the practical and philosophical in order to figure out the best way to live. 

1.  Susan Ratcliffe, ed., Oxford Dictionary of Quotations by Subject, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 267.
2.  J.T. Pring, The Pocket Oxford Greek Dictionary (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 49.
3.  Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary, s.v. “dialectic.”
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The Ancient Greeks
Socrates once said, “This is an experience which is 

characteristic of a philosopher, this wondering: this is 
where philosophy begins and nowhere else.”4 Socrates 
argued that philosophy springs from wonder, and the 
same thing can also be said of debate. People have 
always wondered about the criterion for truth in all 
areas of life, such as science, philosophy, theology, and 
politics. This has led to significant debates that have 
profoundly affected the way we view our world and the 
decisions we make because of these views. The ancient 
Greeks were some of the people who first took debatable 
issues seriously. For instance, the Greeks were fascinated 
about how the world worked and debated the nature 
of it. One of the first questions the ancient Greeks 
debated was, which substance constitutes the world? 
One early Greek philosopher, Thales, posited that the 

basic substance of all matter was water, 
while another one, Empedocles, proposed 
that all matter was composed of four 
basic elements: earth, water, fire, or air.5 
Still another philosopher, Democritus, 

stated that all substance must 
be composed of small particles 
that we cannot see: atoms. In 

fact, the word “atom” comes 
from the Greek word meaning 

“too small to cut.”6 As you can see, 
this idea later influenced our scientific 

views about matter.

Of course, people have always wondered about 
the world around them, but they have also wondered 

about a world beyond the one they see. Throughout 
history, people have always asked questions such as: 
Is there anything beyond this life? Are there moral 
laws of the universe that tell us what to do? What 
is the good? Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, very 

well-known Greek philosophers, often discussed or 
debated about ideas such as these. Plato (429–347 BC) 
was a student of Socrates and wrote down Socrates’s 

4.  Plato, Theaetetus, in Plato: Complete Works, ed. John M. Cooper 
(Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Co., 1997), 155d. 

5.  Bryan Magee, The Story of Philosophy (New York: Dorling 
Kindersley, 2001), 13, 17. 

6. Ibid., 13–14.

theories—in fact, the only way we know any of Socrates’s 
ideas is through Plato, because Socrates didn’t record 
anything in writing.7 Socrates loved to walk around 
Athens to discuss and debate ideas with people, including 
what morality is; what the good is; and whether it is 
better to stay in your country and protest injustice, 
though it may lead to your death, or to flee from your 
country to preserve your life (this was a choice Socrates 
actually had to make at the end of his life). 

Socrates was devoted to finding the truth of these 
matters, and he often upset the people he was talking 
with by exposing the error of their views on these 
matters. He actually made some people so angry by his 
questions and teaching methods that he was eventually 
executed on the charge of corrupting the youth of 
Athens and teaching them to worship different gods 
than the established gods of Athens.8 Socrates’s student, 
Plato, carried on his teacher’s pursuit of knowledge. 
One of Plato’s most important philosophical ideas was 
something he called the forms. Plato was interested in 
how we can make sense out of a world that is constantly 
changing, and in many of his dialogues, Plato suggests 
that it is only through the forms that we are able to make 
sense out of a world that changes all the time. The forms 
are perfect and eternal, nontemporal, nonspatial, perfect 
patterns or essences that act like standards to help us 
make sense of the particular things in the world.9 This is 
a philosophical idea Plato worked on a lot throughout 
his dialogues. He was also very interested in the nature of 
virtues such as justice and courage and piety.  

7.  Marcus G. Singer, “Philosophy,” in World Book Encyclopedia 
(Chicago: World Book, 1992), 386.

8.  Magee, Story of Philosophy, 24.
9.  Allen Silverman, “Plato’s Middle Period Metaphysics and 

Epistemology,” in Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, July 14, 
2014, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/plato-metaphysics/#3.
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It is sometimes difficult to distinguish between what Socrates believed and what Plato believed. Socrates 
was Plato’s teacher, but Socrates never actually wrote anything down, so a great deal of what we know about 

Socrates’s philosophy comes from Plato’s dialogues. In almost all of the dialogues Plato wrote, Socrates is 
the main character, and Socrates discusses a wide variety of ethical and moral issues with his interlocutors. 
It is important to note that Plato never appears in his own dialogues. The absence of Plato as the main 
character of the dialogues can sometimes make it difficult for us to determine which of the views Socrates 
seems to advocate in the dialogues are Socrates’s views and which ones are Plato’s views. One way that some 
philosophers have tried to solve this problem is by dividing Plato’s dialogues into early, middle, and later 
dialogues and by arguing that while the views Socrates promotes in the early dialogues are actually his own 
views, Socrates increasingly becomes a mouthpiece for Plato’s own views in many of the middle and later 
dialogues. So, some philosophers argue that early dialogues such as Plato’s Crito, Euthyphro, and Gorgias are 
dialogues in which the views that Socrates proposes are actually his own views. These philosophers will also 
argue that in the middle dialogues such as Plato’s Phaedo, Republic, and later dialogues such as Theaetetus 
and Parmenides, Plato uses Socrates to express his own views. No matter what view people hold about 
the distinction between Plato and Socrates’s views, it is certainly true that Plato cared a great deal about 
philosophical ideas such as the forms and nature of justice.10

10.  Richard Kraut, “Plato,” in Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, September 11, 2013, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/plato/.

Aristotle (384–322 BC),11 a student of Plato, 
followed in their tradition and solidified the passion 
of Greek philosophy for seeking knowledge and truth 
and the meaning of existence. One of the things he was 
most interested in was the ultimate cause of things. 
He wrote about and discussed this idea a great deal in 
books such as Metaphysics.12 

All this is pretty heady stuff, but people from this time 
period also wondered about what to do from a practical 
standpoint. For instance, one of their practical concerns 
pertained to the purpose of government. Aristotle wrote 
a book called Nicomachean Ethics in which he argued 
that the purpose of government is to help people find 
happiness by pursuing a life of virtue.13 Another Greek 
statesman, Demosthenes, used his oratorical and debating 
skills to speak against King Philip of Macedonia, a nearby 
king whom Demosthenes believed was a threat to Athens. 
Although Demosthenes’s philipics (“speeches against” 
Philip) are orations rather than debates with another 
person, there is no doubt that they grew out of discussions 
he had with others about whether Philip truly posed a 
threat to Athens. Unfortunately, Demosthenes was not as 

11.  Christopher Shields, “Aristotle,” in Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy, July 29, 2015, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/
aristotle/.

12.  Singer, “Philosophy,” 386.
13.  Magee, Story of Philosophy, 38.

persuasive of the Athenians as he would have liked, and 
Athens was later conquered by Philip of Macedonia’s son, 
Alexander the Great.14 

The Ancient Romans
The Romans, whose empire was highly influenced 

by the Greeks and who became the most powerful 
people in the world, were a very practical people, intent 
on conquering Europe and establishing the Roman 
Empire. They were known for their vibrant political and 
oratorical life, and most of the famous debates during the 
Roman Empire were about political issues. For example, 
the famous orator Cicero delivered some of his most 
well-known speeches against Catiline, a fellow Roman, 
concerning whether Catiline had plotted to overthrown 
the Roman government.15 Catiline was a Roman from 
a wealthy family, but by being greedy, ruthless, and 
corrupt, he ruined his reputation with many of the 
leaders and wealthy men of Rome. Catiline wanted to 
be a powerful ruler of Rome, but because of his bad 
reputation, many people were not willing to vote him 
into high government offices. Therefore, he hatched a 

14.  Donald Kagan, “Demosthenes,” in World Book Encyclopedia 
(Chicago: World Book, 1992), 131.

15.  Joseph R. Tebben, “Cicero,” in World Book Encyclopedia (Chicago: 
World Book, 1992), 552.
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plot with some other malcontent Romans to lead a revolt 
and seize control of the Roman government by force. 
Cicero, who rightfully held a Roman consulship, the 
highest office of Rome, discovered Catiline’s conspiracy 
and exposed it to the senate. Given that it took four 
speeches for Cicero to convince the senate of Catiline’s 
guilt, this was probably an issue of great debate in the 
senate.16 

Later on, another famous Roman named Julius Caesar 
became a hero and lifelong emperor of Rome. Although 
there was no publicized debate, we can be sure that many 
men in the senate debated whether Caesar was a threat to 
Rome’s liberty and tradition as a republic. We know this 
because, as history tells us, a group of men—including 
Caesar’s best friend Brutus—conspired and successfully 
murdered Caesar. Following Caesar’s death, the emperor’s 
supporters were able to defeat his enemies and continue 
his legacy, building a successful career for themselves, 
ostensibly by quelling people’s fears about Caesar’s power.17 
In Shakespeare’s famous play Julius Caesar, Mark Antony, 
Caesar’s friend and heir, delivered a eulogy for Caesar right 
after Brutus gave a speech explaining why he had killed 
Caesar, though he loved him.18 Although Shakespeare 
does not present Brutus and Antony’s speeches as formal 
debates, Mark Antony’s speech is a clear rebuttal (or 
refutation) of Brutus’s purported reasons for killing Caesar. 
In a later chapter you will examine this debate. Throughout 
history, many debates occurred that either soothed angry 
crowds or whipped them into frenzied rage.

Debate over the Centuries
Some Greek and Roman philosophers, such as the 

Stoics and Epicureans, debated the best way to achieve 
a happy life. The Stoics argued that happiness came 

16.  Lilian Hines and Ruth B. Howard, Our Latin Heritage, Book III 
(New York: Harcourt, Brace, and World, 1967), 118–119.

17.  Suetonius, “The Lives of the Twelve Caesars: Volume I: Julius 
Augustus. Tiberius. Gaius, Caligula,” in Loeb Classical Library, ed. 
by Jeffrey Henderson (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1913), 113; www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/6400. See also Plutarch, 
“The Parallel Lives,” in Loeb Classical Library, ed. by Jeffrey 
Henderson (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1913), 
597–599. 

18.  William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar (New York: Dover 
Publications, 1991), act 3, scene 2.

from accepting one’s fate and maintaining tranquility 
of emotion. The Epicureans, however, argued that the 
best way to have a happy life was to pursue the pleasure 
that comes from simple, healthy food, and fellowship 
with good friends.19 During the Middle Ages, after 
Rome fell, philosophers became increasingly concerned 
with theological debates. For example, when people 
began to discover ancient teaching and literature (e.g., 
works by Plato and Aristotle), people debated whether 
ancient Greek teachings and Christian teachings were 
compatible. Philosopher Saint Thomas Aquinas believed 
they were, and, in fact, he used ancient Greek philosophy 
to try to prove the existence of God.20 

Often throughout history, major debates developed 
because of significant developments in knowledge 
and learning. For example, during the Renaissance 
(1400–1600), which was a transitional period between 
the Middle Ages and modern times, many people began 
developing ideas and theories that were hotly contested. 
For instance, as knowledge and learning began to flourish 
more in the Renaissance, people began to place more 
emphasis on human knowledge and theories, rather than 
church doctrine. Furthermore, during the Protestant 
Reformation (1517 is often considered the starting date 
of the Reformation),21 people began to question the 
supremacy of the Catholic Church and started to debate 
ideas that would have been considered indisputable only 
a century before. As these conflicts continued, many 
people began to see religion and science as enemies, 
locked in an eternal struggle with one another. Some 
argued that religion should always be favored over 
scientific and human views. Others believed that science 
should always be favored over religious views. Still others 
believed that science and religion were compatible, 
and that supposed contradictions were due to people 
incorrectly interpreting either religion or science. For 
example, in 1542 Copernicus wrote a book claiming 
that the sun was the center of the universe, which 
contradicted the previously held geocentric (or earth-
centered) theory of the universe.22 For years, this was 
fiercely debated, and many scientists who held this view 

19.  Magee, Story of Philosophy, 44–46.
20.  Ibid., 58–59.
21.  Lewis W. Spitz, “Reformation,” in World Book Encyclopedia 

(Chicago: World Book, 1992), 197.
22.  Magee, Story of Philosophy, 64.
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depended upon their discussing and debating the most 
effective way of governing themselves and the people 
and resources of their colonies. As the colonies became 
more established, and as they began to question the 
benevolence of Mother England, debate took on an 
even more significant role. Many people believed that 
England was treating the colonists in an unfair, ill-
informed, unlawful manner, and that this behavior 
might eventually jeopardize the well-being and survival 
of the colonies and their colonists. These people began 
to argue for independence from Britain. Others argued 
that Britain was their lawful ruler, and that to declare 
separation was foolhardy and, perhaps, even suicidal.

Because of the great emotion that went into the 
debate, and the significant consequences hanging on 
the outcome of it, this debate produced some of the 
finest thinking and oration in history. Because America 
has been such a grand experiment in democracy and 
participation of the people in government, our history 
is marked by numerous monumental debates. For 
instance, we have had significant public debates about 

were persecuted and threatened with imprisonment, and 
even execution. However, the Church later decided that 
it was interpreting Scripture incorrectly on this issue, and 
the geocentric and heliocentric (or sun-centered theory 
of the universe) debate ended. 

As the world moved into the 1600s, people attempted 
to apply scientific thinking and reason to all areas of 
life. At this time, one area of life people began to debate 
more frequently was the role of government in people’s 
lives. That is, they began to ask, “What is the best way 
for the government to rule the country?” For many years, 
countries had been ruled by absolute monarchs who, 
supposedly, had inherited their right to rule from God 
and who ruled their respective countries with absolute 
power. However, people began to question whether 
this type of government was legitimate. For example, 
in 1690 in a book titled Second Treatise of Government, 
a man named John Locke challenged the notion of 
monarchical absolutism when he theorized that all 
people have inherent rights, and that they contract with 
the government to help protect these rights and provide 
social stability.23 Furthermore, Locke posited that if a 
government becomes destructive of these rights, the 
people have a right to abolish their government and 
establish a new one.24 These ideas, discussions, and 
debates were quite revolutionary. Suddenly, the reality 
of government in the world and the nature of authority 
were up for debate. Although many people were 
influenced by this thinking, others continued to hold to 
a much more traditional view of the government’s power.

As you have probably figured out, one of the most 
profound results of this debate about government was 
the American Declaration of Independence (1776) that 
came out of the American Revolution and ultimately 
resulted in the formation of the United States. It 
is important to notice that, from its inception as a 
loose collection of colonies, debate has always been 
an important part of the United States because, since 
the colonies had to rule themselves given their great 
distance from Britain, they had to make many decisions 
about their own self-governance and about the way 
they wanted to run their towns. In fact, their survival 

23.  Stephen A. Erickson, “John Locke,” in World Book Encyclopedia 
(Chicago: World Book, 1992), 417.

24.  Magee, Story of Philosophy, 107.
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social issues, including whether capital punishment 
should be legal, whether interrogation techniques such as 
waterboarding are appropriate for Americans to use on 
suspected terrorists, and whether scientific endeavors such 
as human cloning and stem cell research is permissible. 

Debate, in some ways, has become even more 
important today because, due to our advances in science 
and technology, the consequences of our actions can 
be so much more drastic. When we engage in debate 
effectively, it is a powerful tool because we can positively 
affect each other’s actions. Because we are all limited by 
personal biases, prejudices, and blind spots, discussing 
things together helps us think more clearly. 

And now we come to you. You must realize that you 
are becoming a part of, and helping with, the creation 
of history. Right now, your concerns probably revolve 
mainly around issues directly related to you, rather 
than some of the big topics we have mentioned in this 
chapter. However, realize that the discussions and debates 
you have today—whether they are about which movie 
you plan to see, how you should spend your money, or 
which topic to write about in your history report—can 
be significant, if you let them. Have you ever heard of 
the saying “Rome wasn’t built in a day”? This saying 
means, in essence, that it takes time to build complex 
things. Excellent debating is a complex skill. When 
learning a complex skill, it is perfectly reasonable to start 
with simple practice activities before moving to more 
complicated ones. As you learn the skills in this book 
and begin applying them to simple debates such as the 
ones mentioned previously, you will find that not only 
do you approach these issues more thoughtfully, but also 
your improved thinking skills lead you to larger, more 
significant issues. 

the issues of slavery, the right of the South to secede 
from the North, civil rights, women’s right to vote, 
and the rights of workers. Political debate still remains 
an important part of our country today. After all, if 
America is truly a democracy and our government 
leaders rule at our behest, then the people of the 
United States need to debate issues so that we can make 
informed choices about how our leaders should govern 
us. Unfortunately, many people believe that American 
political debate has become increasingly rancorous 
and illogical and that it does little good to the people 
involved with or listening to the debate. In addition, 
many other people feel that the American people as a 
whole have lost interest in debating these crucial issues 
that define who we are as a nation.

Debate has certainly played a critical role in the 
development of America as a great, innovative nation. 
However, as we look at how other countries have 
changed and developed through time, it is clear that 
debate over philosophical, political, and practical 
issues has only increased, rather than decreased, over 
the years. In the 1800s, the world saw the rise of such 
earth-shattering theories as Darwin’s theory of evolution 
and Karl Marx’s political theories.25 As these new ideas 
became more mainstream, people debated them fiercely. 
For example, people debated whether new scientific 
theories contradicted religious teachings, and whether 
the theory of communism (which people attributed to 
Marx) addressed the problems of society more adequately 
than its rival economic system, capitalism. For years, 
communism and capitalism were locked in an intense, 
and sometimes violent, debate. 

Debate Today
As world wars and rapidly changing technology have 

continued to revolutionize the world, philosophers and 
social theorists posit new ways of thinking about the 
world and new belief systems, many of which became 
significant topics of debate. These debates are still going 
on today. We still debate over religious and scientific 
issues. We debate over politics and the government’s role 
in people’s lives. We continue to debate life’s purpose, 
and what the goals of our lives should be. We debate 

25.  Singer, “Philosophy,” 389.
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Review Exercises
Explain

In this chapter, we have looked at how history has been marked by the way people have debated and discussed 
important ideas. In fact, much progress in philosophy, government, and science has occurred because of these debates. 
Below are some of the major time periods of history, as well as key figures who were involved with great debates or 
discussions during this time. For each period, name the major accomplishment of the figure (or group) listed and also 
briefly explain the major debate he (or it) was involved with.  

1. Ancient Greece:

Thales:  _____________________________________________________________________________

Empedocles:  _________________________________________________________________________

Democritus:  _________________________________________________________________________

Debate:  _____________________________________________________________________________

Socrates:  ____________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

Plato:  ______________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

Aristotle:  ____________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

Debate:  _____________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  
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2. Ancient Rome:

Stoics:  ______________________________________________________________________________

  ________________________________________________________________________________

Epicureans:  __________________________________________________________________________

  ________________________________________________________________________________

Debate:  _____________________________________________________________________________

  ________________________________________________________________________________

3. Middle Ages:

Aquinas:  ____________________________________________________________________________

  ________________________________________________________________________________

Debate:  _____________________________________________________________________________

  ________________________________________________________________________________

4. Renaissance/Reformation/Scientific Revolution:

Copernicus:  _________________________________________________________________________

  ________________________________________________________________________________

John Locke:  _________________________________________________________________________

  ________________________________________________________________________________

Debate:  _____________________________________________________________________________

  ________________________________________________________________________________

5. Colonial United States:

Debate:  _____________________________________________________________________________

  ________________________________________________________________________________
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6. Modern Times:

Karl Marx:  __________________________________________________________________________

  ________________________________________________________________________________

Charles Darwin:  ______________________________________________________________________

  ________________________________________________________________________________

Debate:  _____________________________________________________________________________

  ________________________________________________________________________________

Everyday Debate
Develop

There is a lot of debate in our culture right now about the importance of saving energy. Consider this debate 
resolution: “Resolved: People should ride their bikes more than they drive cars.” Take a few minutes to develop at least 
one argument for and against this resolution. Later, you will receive specific instruction to learn how to develop an 
argument. Right now, just do the best you can. To help yourself develop an argument, think about the answers to the 
following questions:
• What do you believe about this resolution?
• Why do you believe that? (This is your evidence for your belief.)
• How does your evidence support your belief?

Learning from the Masters 
Read and Consider

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, one of the masters of debate and thoughtful dialogue was Socrates. To see how 
he cleverly used questions and dialogue to probe his opponents’ ideas and undermine weaknesses in their reasoning, 
read the Socratic dialogue Euthyphro and answer the following questions. 

To give you some background knowledge on this dialogue, you should know, as we implied in this chapter, that 
Socrates was eventually put on trial, and later executed, for corrupting the youth of Athens. The dialogue Euthyphro 
actually takes place while Socrates is waiting to be called to trial. In this dialogue, he encounters a young man, 
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Euthyphro, who is prosecuting his father for murder. Upon questioning Euthyphro, Socrates discovers that a slave 
belonging to Euthyphro’s father cut another slave’s throat. Euthyphro’s father was so angry with the slave that he 
bound him hand and foot, and threw him into a ditch until he could discover what the law would do with him. While 
the father was seeking this out, however, the slave died from cold and hunger.

Therefore, Euthyphro decided that he would prosecute his own father for murder. Upon even further questioning, 
Socrates finds out that Euthyphro is overly confident in himself and his own judgment. Euthyphro believes his 
intelligence level is quite a cut above average, especially in matters pertaining to justice and the will of the gods. This 
was just the kind of person with whom Socrates enjoys discussing matters: someone who is not wise but believes he is. 
Through clever questioning, Socrates shows Euthyphro that he holds contradictory beliefs.

Read the full dialogue of Euthyphro (Link 2-1). Then answer the questions that follow.

1. What contradictory belief does Euthyphro hold concerning what piety is? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

2. How does Socrates show Euthyphro that the belief he holds is contradictory? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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For what should a man live, if not for  
the pleasures of Discourse?

—Plato1

Debate: Logic or Rhetoric?
What skill or skills are crucial for someone who wants to be an effective debater? Is it logic? Is it fine 

speech? Is it the ability to make people laugh? Is it the ability to rattle off a litany of facts at the drop of a 
hat? No doubt, the ability to connect with and catch the attention of your audience is crucial. However, 
it is also crucial that people are logical and sensible when they speak; otherwise, they will have serious 
trouble convincing their audience. In other words, in order to be a good debater, you must speak well, 
but you must also certainly think before you speak. Those of you who have already studied logic or 
rhetoric may wonder how debate fits into these subjects. It is safe to say that debate is a very interesting 
hybrid of logic and rhetoric, and it takes both skills to be an effective debater. To make sure we are all on 
the same page about what we mean when we use the terms “logic” and “rhetoric,” let’s take a look at a 
brief definition of these words (a more detailed definition and explanation will be presented later).

“Logic” can be defined as the art and science of reasoning.2 Logic helps us analyze our thoughts. In 
a sense, developing your logical skills allows you to dissect and operate on your thoughts; that is, it lets 
you identify both the good and bad and then get rid of what is unhelpful and illogical in your thinking. 

Additionally, debate is more than logic. That is, it requires more than an ability to identify good 
arguments and bad arguments. It also requires skills in rhetoric. Rhetoric is the art and science of 
public speaking. In other words, there are rules and formulas you can follow to craft effective speeches 
and debates—this is the science of rhetoric. However, there is an artistic side to public speaking as well. 
This artistic side requires a speaker to read his audience, connect with the people, and word his speech 
in such a manner that it meets them where they are. Good rhetoricians often possess a collection of 
jokes, sayings, stories (these are called copia), and speaking devices (or rhetorical devices). Later you will 
learn more about these rhetorical devices, which allow you to add personality, humor, and beauty to a 
speech in just the right way that resonates with the audience. In fact, in this chapter, you will start a new 
activity in the “Review Exercises” section called “Building Copiousness,” which will teach you to do just 
this: It will help you cultivate a collection of sayings, jokes, and stories that you can use to connect with 
your audience and enliven your speech while expressing your unique personality.

1.  Susan Ratcliffe, ed., Oxford Dictionary of Quotations by Subject, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 98.
2.  Aaron Larsen, Joelle Hodge, and Christopher Perrin, The Art of Argument (Camp Hill, PA: Classical Academic Press, 

2003–2007), 227.
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An Illustration from Presidential 
Debates

The 2008–2009 presidential debates of John McCain 
and Barack Obama, and vice-presidential candidates 
Sarah Palin and Joe Biden, aptly illustrate the dual 
logical and rhetorical nature of debate. Both presidential 
and vice-presidential candidates had to know key facts 
and statistics. For instance, because the state of the 
economy was such a significant concern during this 
presidential election, news reporters, debate moderators, 
and even debate audience members (e.g., in the “town 
hall” debate between Obama and McCain) asked very 
specific questions and expected precise answers. The 
press generally panned Palin after several interviews 
she had with journalist Katie Couric because she could 
not give strong, definitive answers to questions Couric 
asked about important legal decisions, economic 
concerns, or recent books she had read.3 And, in fact, 
on several occasions, Palin’s thinking appeared very 
muddled on the issues. On the other hand, presidential 
candidate Obama was generally highly praised for his 
academic, knowledgeable presentation, and this seemed 
to demonstrate that although Americans certainly like 
to be entertained, they also place a high value on good 
logic and knowledge, especially when demonstrated by 
presidential candidates.4 

Nevertheless, although logic and argument content 
was very important in this debate, it was not enough. 
For example, Obama was sometimes criticized for 
appearing too aloof with his audience and not showing 
his emotions.5 In addition, he repeatedly smiled and 

3.  See, for example, Katharine Q. Seelye, “McCain and Palin’s 
Interview with Couric” (blog), New York Times, September 28, 
2008, http://thecaucus.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/09/29/mccain-
and-palins-interview-with-couric/comment-page-28/?_r=2. 

4.  See, for example, “Obama-McCain Presidential Debate Reaction: 
HuffPost Bloggers Weigh In” (blog), Huffington Post, originally 
posted October 27, 2008, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/
huffingtonpost/presidential-debate-react_b_129793.html; 
Madeleine Albright, “A Breakthrough Night for Obama” (blog) 
Huffington Post, originally posted October 27, 2008, http://www.
huffingtonpost.com/madeleine-albright/a-breakthrough-night-
for_b_129786.html. 

5.  See, for example, Paul Reiser, “Obama Underwhelms, McCain 
Patronizes” (blog), Huffington Post, originally posted October 

shook his head, some thought with condescension, when 
McCain said something he found objectionable. These 
small actions offended and alienated some viewers. In 
addition, after the first debate, Senator McCain was 
heavily criticized for his facial expressions looking mean 
or angry.6 Interestingly, he noticeably smiled more 
frequently in the ensuing debates, and both candidates 
went out of their way to show that they could relate to 
the common person. Obama talked about his humble 
upbringing as the son of a poor, single woman who 
had, at least at one time, subsisted on food stamps. 
McCain used the phrase “my friends” to connect with 
the audience and frequently evoked folksy images of “Joe 
the Plumber,” a common working man who became a 
symbol of the American people.7 

These actions demonstrated that both candidates were 
aware that facts, statistics, and logic were not enough. 
Though these emotional elements of both candidates’ 
speeches were effective at times, at other times they 
appeared to be contrived, and sometimes they actually 
backfired. For instance, after a while, many people felt that 
the “Joe the Plumber” card had been played too heavily, 
and some comedians, for example those on the television 
show Saturday Night Live, satirized “Joe the Plumber” as 
being McCain’s imaginary friend who lived under his bed 
with Simon the unicorn.8 This shows that while emotional 
connection can be very important, it can also fail if viewers 
perceive it as being overdone or insincere. 

Putting Your Best Face Forward
A look at another historical presidential debate will 

demonstrate that appearance and connecting with the 
audience can be just as important as logic in debates. 

27, 2008, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/paul-reiser/obama-
underwhelms-mccain_b_129818.html.

6.  See, for example, Chris Durang, “Barak Did Great, McCain Okay 
But Angry” (blog), Huffington Post, originally posted October 27, 
2008, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/chris-durang/barack-did-
great-mccain-o_b_129802.html.

7.  See, for example, Jackson Williams, “Joe the Plumber Meets 
Sarah the Energy Expert” (blog), Huffington Post, originally posted 
February 28, 2009, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/jackson-
williams/joe-the-plumber-meets-sar_b_135312.html.

8.  Lynn Sweet, “‘Saturday Night Live’ Third Debate Special” (blog) 
Chicago Sun-Times, October 17, 2008, http://blogs.suntimes.com/
sweet/2008/10/saturday_night_live_third_deba.html.
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The problem of an emphasis on content over appearance 
or style is aptly illustrated by the 1960 debate between 
Richard Nixon and John F. Kennedy, which was the 
first televised debate ever in the history of America. 
Historians generally agree that Nixon had the stronger 
arguments, and that, had the debate been broadcast by 
radio, Nixon would have won the debate.9 However, 
several aspects of Nixon’s presentation, appearance, 
and style (or lack thereof ) did not sit favorably with 
his audience. Nixon had been ill and was exhausted 
on the night of the debate. As a result, his face had 
a haggard, gray pallor. In addition, he refused any 
makeup for the camera, believing it was unnecessary 
and showy. Kennedy, on the other hand, had a fresh, tan 
appearance, and—possibly because he was more aware 
of the importance of TV aesthetics—he accepted the 
makeup, which, on TV, increased his healthful, vigorous 
appearance. Needless to say, after watching the televised 
debates, people who had formerly been strong supporters 
of Nixon wondered if he was physically capable of 
handling the job, while Kennedy, who previously had 
been considered too young and inexperienced for the 
job, rose significantly in people’s estimation.10 While it 
is true that most of us will never run for political office 
or participate in a televised debate, we should realize 
that everyone who hopes to persuade someone else 
(and we all do at one time or another)—whether in 
an informal discussion or a formal debate—must 
learn the art of tailoring speeches, words, and ideas 
to an audience. You may be among those who feel 
that this is disingenuous (not completely honest or 
sincere), and perhaps even pride yourself on “telling it 
like it is.” Although honesty, accuracy, and sincerity are 
of the utmost importance in any debate, it is important 
to realize that there are many different ways of saying 
the same truth. The wise debater considers how she can 
best arrange and communicate the facts and the truth so 
that her opponent and audience will best comprehend 
and be most receptive to them. After all, debate and 
discussion are not about winning, proving intelligence, 
or crushing the opponent. The true purpose of debate 
and discussion is the pursuit of truth and understanding. 

 9.  Erika Tyner Allen, “The Kennedy-Nixon Presidential Debates, 
1960,” Museum of Broadcast Communication, http://www.
museum.tv/eotvsection.php?entrycode=kennedy-nixon.

 10.  Ibid.

If you keep this core function of debate in mind, it will 
help you realize that while strong logic and a good grasp 
of the facts are essential to effective debate, you must also 
consider how to build bridges to your audience and, yes, 
even your opponent so that you can best understand and 
communicate to one another. 

It is important to note that while logic, rhetoric, and 
debate can all be done with sincerity, integrity, skill, 
and concern for audience members, they also can be 
done in a deceitful or manipulative manner, or with a 
complete disregard for audience members or opponents. 
Unfortunately, people engaging in logic, rhetoric, and 
debate with this approach have given debate a bad name. 
For instance, in the 2008 election, both McCain and 
Obama promised to run a different kind of presidential 
election—one in which they refused to stoop to name-
calling and backstabbing. Unfortunately, the camps of 
both of these candidates eventually used dirty tactics 
and, at times, it appeared both candidates were dragged 
into these dirty battles. In addition, one has to watch 
only a few political commercials during any senatorial 
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or legislative campaign to see that, sadly, much political 
public rhetoric and debate consists of name-calling and 
mudslinging. 

Another less than ideal approach is when people 
engage in debates that, while free from mudslinging, 
are filled with academic minutia and language that is 
incomprehensible to the common person. Sometimes 
academic debates can seem to be a contest in out-
footnoting the opponent or using the biggest, most 
incomprehensible and obscure vocabulary words. 
Neither of these approaches to debate is helpful. The 
former makes cynics out of its audience; the latter 
bores, frustrates, and belittles the audience. It is 
important to note that debate (and, therefore, logic 
and rhetoric) can and should be an honest, intelligible, 
and interesting activity.  In conclusion, let’s refer to the 
title of this chapter—it is called “Debate: The Janus-
Faced Discipline.” Janus was the Roman god of doors 
and gates. He is typically represented as having two 
faces11 looking in opposite directions. Debate has been 
referred to as “the Janus-faced discipline” here because 
it is an activity that requires you to look both inward 
and outward simultaneously. You must first look inward 

11.  Micha F. Lindemans, “Janus,” in Encyclopedia Mythica, modified 
August 28, 1999, www.pantheon.org/articles/j/janus.html. 

to make sure your thoughts and reasoning are correct. 
However, you must also look outward—that is, to your 
opponent and your audience. Certainly, both of these 
activities should be done with honesty, integrity, and care 
for your opponent and audience. As you read this book, 
you will learn skills that will help you debate effectively 
with yourself, with another person, or with a group of 
people. First, you’ll learn how to think like a debater, 
which is a skill that is beneficial to everyone. Next, you’ll 
learn how to research and develop arguments so you can 
support your views and critique your opponent’s views. 
Lastly, you will learn the format of a formal debate—this 
way, if you choose to participate in such an activity, you 
will understand and be prepared for each step of the 
process. As you learn these steps, you will become well 
prepared to engage in everyday debate!

Review Exercises
Define

Give an appropriate definition for each of the following words:

Logic:  ______________________________________________________________________________

Rhetoric:  ____________________________________________________________________________

Explain
Explain why debate could be called the Janus-faced discipline. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Building Copiousness
Consider

From now on, you will see this new section in the review exercises of each chapter: “Building Copiousness.” The 
technique of building copiousness dates back to ancient rhetoric. The word copious means “many.” Ancient rhetoricians 
memorized many quotes and stories on general themes such as love and hate, justice and injustice, bravery and 
cowardice, freedom and slavery. This was called copiousness because it helped them build mental storehouses of many 
quotes and stories they could use on the spot to elaborate, enrich, and beautify any speech they gave. You might 
actually remember an example of this from the movie The Great Debaters (see chapter 1). In one of the beginning 
scenes of the movie, the debate coach Melvin Tolson holds debate tryouts. In this scene, he calls Henry Lowe to step 
into what he calls “the hot spot.” Then, Professor Tolson gives Henry a topic, and Henry has to come up with a quote 
from literature on this topic. When he does this, Henry calls on the copiousness he had built up from reading and 
absorbing so much great literature. 

Now, you may be a person who just readily absorbs everything you read and can often call a quote or story to 
memory on the spot. You might even have a photographic memory. However, it is not necessary to remember 
everything you read to build copiousness. Instead, one method of accomplishing this is to memorize fifteen to twenty 
quotes or stories on common topics such as those the ancient rhetoricians memorized—love, hate, freedom, slavery, 
goodness, or evil. It is wise to memorize these quotes or stories on general topics, rather than narrow ones such as 
baseball or monarchs of England. You can probably see why. The more general your quote is, the more likely you will 
be able to easily apply it to a variety of speeches in a variety of settings.

In each chapter’s “Building Copiousness” section, you will be provided with a quote or story on a general topic. 
In order to help yourself memorize the quote, read it several times. Make sure you understand what it is saying, and 
make sure you ask someone for clarification if you don’t understand it. Think about the logical parts of the quote or 
story. When you believe you have the basic quote or story memorized, practice reciting it out loud with a friend or 
family member. Don’t worry if you don’t get it completely right the first time. Try to quote it as accurately as you can. 
Then study it a bit more. Practice writing it a few times and saying it to someone again. Remember the author’s name 
(if there is one). Eventually, you will be able to say the quote almost perfectly, especially if you keep reviewing it each 
chapter, which you will be asked to do. Here is your first quote for building copiousness:

“Love is free; it is not practiced as a way of achieving other ends.” —Pope Benedict XVI12

12. Ratcliffe, Oxford Dictionary of Quotations, 292.
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Everyday Debate
Consider

Consider the quote that you are memorizing in the “Building Copiousness” section of this chapter: 

“Love is free; it is not practiced as a way of achieving other ends.” —Pope Benedict XVI

On the one hand, this seems true. Love is a beautiful thing and one of the most prized possessions in our world. 
Think of the stories, movies, and songs written in the name of love. On the other hand, people have done some 
pretty horrible things in the name of love. You can probably think of some examples. In some terrible cases, it seems 
that people use love just to achieve their goals. Some people argue, in fact, that this is all love ever is—just cleverly 
disguised selfishness. Therefore, this quote certainly seems debatable.

Take a few minutes to develop at least one argument for this quote and at least one argument against it. To develop 
an argument, first decide what you believe about this quote. Do you believe it is true? Do you believe it is false? 
Now ask yourself, Why do I believe what I do? You must have some reason for believing what you do—based on your 
personal experiences, others’ experiences, information you have read, movies you’ve watched, and so forth. Figure out 
the reason why you believe what you do. Once you figure that out, ask yourself how this experience proves your point. 
For example, if your experiences have taught you that this quote is indeed true, then explain what those experiences 
were and how they prove this quote. 

Once you have figured out why you believe what you believe, your next job is to figure out why the opposition 
believes what it believes. Go through the same process. Ask yourself, Why might somebody believe the opposite position 
to what I believe? Once you figure out what in the world (literally) might make them think that, ask yourself what it is 
about those experiences that could make people with an opposing view believe as they do. 

Listen
Now that you have developed your arguments, share them with three other people in your class and then listen 

to their arguments. When you are finished, choose which of your classmates’ arguments was the strongest, in your 
opinion, and summarize it on a piece of paper. In addition, explain why you believe it was the strongest.

Learning from the Masters
Observe

Watch a clip of the 1960 debate between John F. Kennedy and Richard Nixon (Link 3-1). On a piece of paper, 
list what you believe are the strengths and weaknesses of each speaker. Which speaker do you believe is more effective 
overall? Why?
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Actio sequitur esse. 
(Translation: Action follows essence.)1

An unexamined life is not worth living.
—Socrates2

In 1984 a popular film called The Karate Kid came out in theaters.3 In this movie, the main character, 
high school student Daniel, decides he wants to study karate seriously. Enter Mr. Miyagi, the local karate 
expert. Miyagi tells Daniel that he will teach him karate, and Daniel visits his house soon after, eager 
to begin lessons. Much to Daniel’s chagrin, instead of teaching him karate, Miyagi sets him to work. 
He tells Daniel to wax his cars, using very particular hand patterns Miyagi shows Daniel by moving his 
hand in a circular pattern one way. “Wax on,” he would say. Then he would move his hand in a circular 
pattern the other way: “Wax off.” Next, Miyagi tells Daniel to paint the fence. Once again, Miyagi 
makes him paint it with very specific hand motions—all the way up, flicking his wrist, and then all the 
way down, flicking his wrist. While Daniel does all this work, Miyagi sits around trimming his Bonsai 
trees and catching flies with chopsticks! As you can imagine, Daniel ultimately becomes so disgusted 
that he almost quits, but just as he is about to walk away, Miyagi tells Daniel to “wax on” (i.e., make 
the particular repetitive movement Daniel had been using to wash the car). When Daniel does this, Mr. 
Miyagi throws a punch, and Daniel is able to block it. Then, Miyagi tells Daniel to “paint the fence.”  
When Daniel does this motion, Miyagi throws another punch and, again, Daniel is able to block it. 
Daniel suddenly realizes that, through doing his chores as he had been instructed, martial arts have been 
ingrained into his mind and muscles so effectively that he can now perform these skills automatically 
and effortlessly.4

The Karate Kid is certainly not a movie about debate, but it makes a good point in these scenes 
that we can apply to debate. Whenever you are learning a new skill, you must first build a strong 
foundation by understanding, practicing, and assimilating the basic components of that skill. If you 
don’t master the basic components, you may learn some fancy tricks, but you won’t be able to progress 
to any level of proficiency. In other words, as the Latin quote states at the beginning of the chapter, 
“action follows essence,” or, put another way: What you do flows out of who you are. Let’s relate this to 
debate. It may seem obvious, but it needs to be stated anyhow: The first step to being a good debater is 
learning to think like a debater. For instance, it would be easy to learn some famous philosophic quotes 

1. Richard Foster, “Spiritual Formation Agenda,” Christianity Today 53, no. 1 (2009): 29.
2.  Louis P. Pojman, Classics of Philosophy: Volume I: Ancient and Medieval (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 39.
3.  You might be familiar with the latest version of The Karate Kid, which came out in 2010. This movie was based on the 

original film by the same name, which was released in 1984. In the original, the teacher is Mr. Miyagi (rather than Mr. Han), 
and the student is Daniel (rather than Dre). 

4.  See John G. Avildsen, et al., The Karate Kid, directed by John G. Avildsen (1984; Culver City, CA: Columbia Pictures, 
2005), DVD.
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Any athletic endeavor—basketball, dancing, acting—
involves the constant use of muscle memory. When 

the right action or motion becomes so deep-rooted, 
so practiced, and so habitual that the body acts 
without conscious intentionality, we call this the use 
of muscle memory. What’s in your debating muscle 
memory? We all have habits—ways of thinking, 
ways of speaking—that we’ve developed in our lives, 
consciously or unconsciously. Think back on the most 
recent debates, discussions, or arguments you’ve 
had. What patterns do you fall into? Are these helpful, 
or even good? Many people say “like” or “um” when 
they don’t know what to say, using these words like 
a pause for breath but making the impression that 
they’re not sure what they’re about to say. Making a 
conscious effort to take a breath, instead of filling the 
void with sound unnecessarily, can help counteract 
these habits. Spend some time reflecting, and then 
make an inventory, or list: What are your habits? Are 
they useful or counterproductive? What can you do to 
sharpen or stop them?

and stock logical arguments that could impress your 
audience, much like clever magic tricks. Of course, these 
tricks can be helpful, and we will certainly learn some of 
these later. However, it is important that you first learn 
how a good debater thinks, as well as the skills that allow 
her to construct good arguments and refute poor ones. 
In other words, you should strive to become a debater 
internally so that proper debating actions will flow out of 
you naturally. In the next couple of chapters, you will be 
introduced to these important skills—don’t worry, you 
won’t have to wax any cars or paint any fences! 

The Marks of Good Thinking
The foundational skill for successful debate is effective, 

clear thinking. But even though humans are constantly 
thinking, not all of it is clear and effective. Countless lists 
of successful thinkers’ characteristics have been made, 
most of which disagree with each other. But nearly all 
agree that skilled thinkers (a) are critical, (b) are logical, 
(c) are careful and accurate, (d) are civil without selling 
out (i.e., are open-minded), and (e) listen carefully and 
ask great questions.

Effective Thinkers Are Critical
The first characteristic of effective thinkers is that they 

are critical. At first, this may sound like a bad thing. 
After all, aren’t critical people really negative? It is true 
that a critical person can be negative. However, critical 
thinking does not necessarily entail negativity. A closer 
look at the definition of the word “critical” will help to 
illustrate this point. 

The entry for the word “critical” in Webster’s Ninth 
New Collegiate Dictionary states that the word comes 
from the Latin word criticus, which means “able to make 
judgments,” or “to separate or decide.” Notice that 
nothing in these definitions indicates that a critical person 
must be negative. The definitions do require, however, 
that a critical person must carefully consider, judge, and 
weigh evidence and arguments. In fact, Lewis Vaughn, 
author of the book The Power of Critical Thinking, defined 
the term “critical thinking” as “the systematic evaluation 
or formulation of beliefs, or statements, by rational 
standards.”5 So what do these definitions tell you about 
what you must be like in order to become a good debater? 
The best thing for you to do is to be an active, rather than 
a passive, thinker. This means that when you hear a claim 
of evidence or an argument, you need to actively evaluate 
whether it is a strong argument, rather than just accepting 
it as true, even if it sounds good or persuasive. 

As odd as it may seem, many people go through their 
lives without doing this at all. That is, many people live 
day to day just accepting claims and believing arguments 
handed to them by their friends, by advertising, by 
themselves, and by authority figures. It is fair to admit 
that sometimes it is necessary to simply accept certain 
things. After all, if your mother says, “Please go get the 
groceries—they’re in the backseat of the car,” it is neither 
necessary nor wise, for that matter, to stop and deliberate 
over whether the groceries are, in fact, metaphysically 
and truly in the backseat of the car, or whether your 
mother has the fundamental authority to tell you to 
get the groceries. You must accept some things as true, 
or you will be perpetually paralyzed by indecision and 
inaction (or you will get grounded). 

5.  Lewis Vaughn, The Power of Critical Thinking: Effective Reasoning 
about Ordinary and Extraordinary Claims, 2nd ed. (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2008), 4.
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What makes a source reliable or unreliable? Basic 
factors to consider are authority, bias, and 

corroboration. Does the source have established 
authority? An authoritative source will have 
experience, knowledge, or credentials relevant to the 
issue at hand. Reading scholarly books about bear 
attacks (knowledge), serving a summer internship 
with the US Forest Service in Yosemite National Park 
(experience), and receiving a master’s or doctorate 
degree with a concentration in forestry or ursine 
biology (credentials) would give a source authority to 
speak reliably about bears. Sources who lack one or 
more of those qualities become more suspect. Also 
be wary of sources whose authority is not relevant 
to the issue at hand—a star quarterback is probably 
not a reliable spokesman for the quality of a car 
dealership, for instance. (In logic, we call this error of 
appealing to an illegitimate authority the ipse dixit 
fallacy. The phrase ipse dixit is a Latin phrase which 
means “he said it himself.”) Does the source have 
bias—that is, prejudice or self-interest—that makes 
her potentially unreliable? A politician who accepts 
money from an organic farming lobbying group might 
not be the most trustworthy voice on certain farming 
issues. By the same token, a politician who accepts 
money from an oil lobbying group might not be the 
most trustworthy voice on certain issues regarding 
the impact of oil drilling on the environment. 
Corroboration is also a critical factor. Can you find 
only one source that suggests a certain conclusion, 
for instance, that certain farming or drilling practices 
are bad or good? Has a source been consistently 
right, or wrong, about similar issues in the past? 
Taking into account both possible bias and whether 
corroborating evidence exists can help determine 
whether an authority is a good authority or not.

Furthermore, a wise person understands that, in 
many cases, authority figures are in their respective 
positions because they possess wisdom, insight, and 
knowledge that we do not have, often gained through 
sensible living or years of experience. It would be silly 
to ignore the advice of our betters. Although accepting 
some things without questioning them is necessary for 
living, uncritical acceptance can become a problem 
when we do not consider the source of the argument, 
and when we fail to recognize the difference between 
reliable and unreliable sources. It also becomes a problem 
when we cannot tell the difference between arguments 
that bear the ring of truth and those that are patently 
manipulative, factually confused, shallow, or nonsensical. 
Therefore, the first characteristic of an effective thinker 
is that she listens to arguments and weighs their 
effectiveness and legitimacy.

Effective Thinkers Are Logical
After reading about this first characteristic of effective 

thinking, you may be wondering, Well, how do I tell if an 
argument is effective or not? That is a great question, and 
it leads us to our second characteristic. Effective thinkers 
are critical, but they are also logical. When skilled thinkers 
use logic well, it means that they have logical and sound 
thinking patterns. That is, whenever a skilled thinker 
makes an argument, he supports his conclusion (what 
he believes) with sufficient and convincing premises (his 
evidence). At a basic level, effective thinking is simple: 
Make sure that your premises support your conclusions. 
However, learning to do this well is a little more 
complicated, so there are several chapters in this book 
dedicated to teaching you how to support your conclusion 
with effective premises. This chapter provides an overview 
of the two basic types of logic you will use or encounter in 
everyday debate: inductive and deductive logic. 

The first type of logic, inductive logic, is the most 
common type of logic you will experience in everyday 
discussions with people, and even in most formal 
debates. Simply put, when a person argues inductively, 
he makes reasonable generalizations based on a pattern 
of examples. For example, if someone wants to argue 
that crime will decrease if handguns are outlawed in the 
United States, an argument he will likely use is one based 

on examples of countries that have outlawed handguns 
and have experienced a decrease in crime. That is, he may 
find examples of a dozen or so countries in which crime 
decreased once handguns were outlawed. Furthermore, 
from his research he may discover a handful of countries 
in which handguns are legal and crime is high. Based 
on the pattern of these examples, he could generalize 
that making handguns illegal decreases crime, and 
therefore handguns should be made illegal in the United 
States in order to decrease crime. As another example, 
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someone might want to argue that talking or texting 
on the phone while driving  should be made illegal in 
the United States. In her research, someone could come 
across studies that suggest that phones are involved in 
a large percentage of car crashes. She might also come 
across research and testimonials suggesting that texting 
while driving inevitably distracts drivers and weakens 
driver response time. The person researching this may 
generalize, from dozens of testimonials and research 
studies, that talking on the phone or texting while 
driving is too dangerous and should be made illegal. 

Whenever you hear people presenting a variety of 
statistics or examples, or quotes from authority figures, 
or testimonies from people in order to support a 
conclusion, that person is using inductive logic because 
he is making a generalization from various examples 
in order to support his conclusion. It is important to 
note that inductive arguments can never be 100 percent 
accurate because they are based on generalizations. 
Even one set of a thousand examples proving one 
point can be countered by another set of a thousand 
examples proving the opposite. However, even though 
you cannot construct an inductive argument that is 100 
percent guaranteed, you can construct one that is very 
strong and reasonable.

Deductive logic is the second type of logic. 
When a person uses deductive logic, she begins with 
statements that are already generally accepted as true.6 
Then, she uses these statements to proceed to new 
truths. That is, she uncovers what can be learned, or 
inferred, from previously existing truths. In some ways, 
deductive logic is mathematical because it is extremely 
straightforward and black-and-white in nature. 
For example, let’s say someone was contemplating 
democracies and the duties of citizens in a democracy. 

She might make the following argument: 

A democracy is an entity that thrives 
only through an informed citizenry.

America is a democracy.

Therefore, America is an entity that 
thrives only through an informed 

citizenry.

As you can see, the first two statements (these 
are the premises) are  truths—foundational 

beliefs that are accepted as given. That is, everyone 
(or almost everyone) would have no difficulty 

accepting these statements as true. Furthermore, these 
premises imply the conclusion. In other words, if 
these premises are true (which these happen to be), 
the argument is structured in such a way that the 
conclusion naturally follows, and it cannot be denied. 
It is important to note that sometimes when a person 

6.  When you make a deductive argument, the more widely 
accepted your premises are, the more convincing your 
argument will be.
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and conclusion must be clear and unambiguous. Just 
as you will learn how to construct a strong inductive 
argument in coming chapters, you will also learn how to 
construct valid deductive arguments.

Effective Thinkers Are Careful  
and Accurate 

As you read about logical thinking in the previous 
paragraphs, you probably realized that arguments are 
only as good as the grounds upon which they are based. 
For example, someone could structure a very thorough, 
fact-filled argument; however, if his facts are wrong, the 
argument will, ultimately, be ineffective. Therefore, the 
third characteristic of effective thinking is careful research 
and accuracy. When you research for a debate, either by 
constructing arguments from your own understanding 
or by researching other information, you must carefully 
check sources and examples, as well as examine a wide 
variety of sources, examples, and views pertaining to 
an issue. Furthermore, you must make sure that your 
report of the facts is clear and accurate. Many a debater 
has weakened his argument by reporting inaccurate 
information or failing to consider another important and 
obvious aspect of the debate. Why would someone be 
so careless? It is likely because careful research takes time 
and is not as glamorous as some of the other parts of the 
debate process.

Many people are drawn initially to debate because 
verbally sparring with people can be perceived as fun 
and can evoke an adrenaline rush, especially if you win. 
However, to be truly effective in debate, you must read 
a lot of information and carefully analyze numerous 
arguments. This requires a great deal of thinking, 
which, to be honest, can be mentally exhausting. 
Although debating can be enjoyable, there are parts 
of preparing for debate that are just plain hard work. 
However, compare it to any other skill. If you want 
to be an excellent basketball player or swimmer, you 
must constantly do drills in which you run or swim 
far beyond the point of enjoyment to increase your 
endurance. If you want to be a good pianist, you must 
spend endless hours doing scales to increase the agility 
of your fingers. If you want to be a confident speaker of 

uses deductive logic, he builds a deductive argument on 
statements that are not a priori statements—he could 
build an argument in which the conclusion follows the 
premises; however, the arguer may need to demonstrate 
that his premises are true. For example, consider the 
following deductive argument:

All actions that deprive humans of dignity are 
morally wrong.

Capital punishment deprives humans of dignity.

Therefore, capital punishment is morally wrong.

Note that this is a deductive argument because the 
conclusion is implied by the premises. However, the 
premises are not necessarily a priori truths. That is, 
these premises are not ones that everyone automatically 
accepts as true. Some might argue that the first premise 
is false. For example, they could argue that a murderer 
has forfeited his right to be treated with dignity. Some 
people might argue that the second premise is false. They 
could argue that some forms of capital punishment (e.g., 
lethal injection) treat convicted criminals with dignity 
while restoring justice. Therefore, sometimes when a 
person makes a deductive argument, it is necessary for 
him to prove that his premises are strong claims.

 It is important to observe that deductive logic is 
often used with inductive logic. Furthermore, deductive 
arguments are often linked together to form a more 
complex argument. For example, let’s go back to the 
deductive argument about democracy.

A democracy is an entity that thrives only 
through an informed citizenry.

America is a democracy.

Therefore, America is an entity that thrives 
only through an informed citizenry.

Let’s say that someone used this argument as a part 
of a debate discussing the importance of education and 
the best type of educational system. She might begin her 
whole argument with this deductive argument, and then 
she might present statistics or quotes from authorities 
to argue for the best type of education. In order for a 
deductive argument to be correct (valid), it must be 
structured correctly, the premises must be accepted a 
priori or proven true, and all of the terms in the premises 
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Is the truth, which can so often trouble us, jeopardize 
our happiness, or strip away what makes the world 

familiar, worth knowing? Many stories and accounts 
have explored this question. Consider Sophocles’s 
famous tragedies about Oedipus, who persistently 
ignored truths he didn’t like, until he came face to 
face with a horrible truth about who his parents 
were, and who he really was, that nearly crushed him. 
Socrates, the famous Greek philosopher, pursued the 
truth so relentlessly that it eventually led to his being 
sentenced to death by his fellow Athenians. Sometime 
pursuing the truth is painful. Most people would 
rather pursue the truth, although it brings pain, rather 
than live a life of comfortable deception. 

Spanish or Latin, you must devote hours to memorizing 
and absorbing grammar and vocabulary. Anyone who 
has practiced these skills or others like them knows that 
while these activities may not be enjoyable in themselves, 
they certainly increase the ease and enjoyment with 
which someone can play a sport or an instrument, 
or speak fluently in a foreign language. Therefore, as 
you practice debate and spend hours researching and 
thinking, know that this is a drill that will increase your 
confidence and satisfaction in debating itself.

In addition, it is important to realize that we often 
like to think we are right, and we naturally gravitate 
toward evidence that supports our current beliefs. This 
is because discovering our beliefs and changing them 
can be uncomfortable and inconvenient. For example, 
let’s say that Nadine, a college freshman, likes to skip 
class a lot and goof off with her friends, who skip class 
a lot, too. One night, Nadine gets in a discussion with 
her roommate, Caris, about skipping class. Caris makes 
some strong arguments against this habit. However, as 
Nadine listens, she starts to feel ashamed about all of 
the time she has wasted skipping class and goofing off. 
Furthermore, she doesn’t really know what she’ll do if she 
starts attending class regularly. It sounds pretty boring 
to her. After all, it appears that everyone who attends 
class regularly, such as Caris, are constantly studying, and 
that sounds like a drag to Nadine. Furthermore, Nadine 
thinks all of her friends who skip class with her are fun. 
She truly likes them and would miss them if she didn’t 
skip class and hang out with them. She worries about 

what they would think of her if she started attending 
class all the time.

As you can see, if Nadine isn’t careful, it’s going to 
be pretty easy for her to talk herself out of believing 
Caris’s arguments; after all, changing her habits would 
be difficult and even uncomfortable. The point is that all 
of us have some bad habits and inaccurate, or blatantly 
wrong, beliefs, just as Nadine is struggling with in this 
example. Some of our habits and beliefs are easy to 
change, but others are truly difficult, and changing them 
would force us to give up long-cherished convictions or 
activities. Too often, we ignore arguments that require 
us to alter our ideas or habits. It is incredibly important 
for you to realize and fully comprehend this tendency 
if you plan on becoming a good thinker. You will need 
to be willing to seek and accept the truth, even if it is 
uncomfortable for you to do so.

Effective Thinkers Are Civil 
without Selling Out

The fourth characteristic of an effective thinker is that 
he is civil without selling out. Another way of saying this 
is that effective thinkers are open-minded. Sometimes 
people speak disparagingly of being open-minded, saying 
warnings such as, “Don’t be so open-minded that your 
brain falls out!” Please understand that when this text 
uses the term “open-minded,” it does not mean that 
you are willing to agree equally with all viewpoints. This 
would be silly to recommend, especially if the viewpoints 
are mutually exclusive. For example, the statements 
“Extraterrestrial intelligence exists” and “Extraterrestrial 
intelligence does not exist” cannot both be true, and it 
would be ridiculous to say that someone is open-minded 
about this matter only if he agrees with both positions. 
No, this is not the meaning of open-mindedness. Pliny 
the Elder once said, “No man is wise at all times.”7 This 
quote might help us understand why it is important to 
be open-minded. When we are open-minded, we realize 
that because we are finite humans, we are necessarily 
limited in our understanding and knowledge. This means 

7.  Susan Ratcliffe, ed., Oxford Dictionary of Quotations by 
Subject, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 510.
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Who are the people with whom your debates 
quickly turn into arguments or insults? Is it with 

your parents, siblings, or certain friends? It may be 
helpful to make a list of the people with whom, or the 
topics about which, discussions tend to deteriorate. 
Not every debate will, or should, end with hugs and 
happiness. But a thoughtful and respected debater 
will always have a worthy end goal in mind. Often, 
debates sour when the end goal is inappropriate (e.g., 
“Win at all costs!” “Make this person believe I’m right!” 
“Impress the cute bystander who is listening!”), or 
inappropriate to that particular conversation. As you 
begin to debate, develop the habit of reflecting: What 
is my goal? Even in formal debates, in which winning 
is an expected and stated goal, extra motivations 
might creep in to poison the debate, or even limit 
your own effectiveness as a debater.

he was discussing the matter with would present his 
opinion. Then Socrates would ask him a series of 
questions to demonstrate the contradictory nature of 
his beliefs. However, all the while, Socrates modeled 
the search for truth in his discussion with people. He 
often claimed that he did not know the answer to his 
questions and that he was looking for the answer just 
as much as the other person or people in the discussion 
were. Furthermore, at times people would question his 
hypotheses and, rather than getting defensive or angry 
at their questioning, he would patiently work through 
the inferences and conclusion of his own hypotheses in 
order to see if they were truly logical. Socrates is a model 
of how we can be open-minded without accepting every 
claim as equally valid. We need to place the pursuit of 
truth as our utmost aim in every discussion. Then, if 
we believe our opponent’s claim is invalid or incorrect, 
we need to kindly challenge him through self-revealing 
questions or through the careful construction of correct 

arguments and facts. Furthermore, we must be open to 
the notion that we, ourselves, could be wrong. And we 
must be willing to examine the logic and validity of our 
own beliefs, and be willing to correct them if they are 
incorrect or illogical. 

There is another important thing you should consider 
about the pursuit of truth. Debate works best when the 
pursuit of truth is not only your goal but also is the goal 

that sometimes when we are convinced we are right, 
we are actually wrong, or we are missing important 
information on a subject. An open-minded person 
realizes that she could always be wrong about a subject. 
Therefore, she listens to opposing opinions, considers the 
evidence presented, and then decides whether to accept 
or reject part or all of the opinion being presented. Often 
by listening to others’ ideas and opinions, we come to 
see how our ideas are limited, simplistic, or one-sided. 
Someone who can listen to an opposing argument, 
weighing his strongly held opinions in light of new 
evidence, is an open-minded person.

Socrates may serve as a model as to how we can be open-
minded without accepting every notion as equally true. 
As we have already discussed, Socrates was known for his 
relentless pursuit of truth. Early in his life, he visited the 
Oracle of Delphi with a friend, and the Oracle told him 
that there was no one wiser than he was. Socrates did not 
believe this was true. Therefore, he went around to all of 
the people who considered themselves wise, or who other 
people considered to be wise, to discover if they truly were. 
Through a series of questions, Socrates often discovered 
that they weren’t wise, and he felt obliged to tell them—
which, as you can imagine, they did not appreciate! 

At this point, you may be thinking that, on second 
thought, maybe Socrates isn’t the best model to follow. 
After all, habitually pointing out people’s stupidity 
is not the way to win friends or influence people. 
Certainly, Socrates was mischievous, and when a person 
with whom he was discussing a matter was obviously 
ignorant, Socrates loved to point out his absurdity 
(as you have already seen from Euthyphro, which was 
discussed in chapter 2). However, reviewing Socrates’s 
mode of discussion can be very enlightening. In a 
famous dialogue (which was recorded by Plato), he 
said, “I tell you that no greater good can happen to 
a man than to discuss human excellence every day 
and the other matters about which you have heard 
me arguing and examining myself and others . . . an 
unexamined life is not worth living.”8

In his dialogues with people, Socrates would regularly 
pose questions such as the following: What is pious 
(good)? Can virtue be taught? What is justice? Whoever 

8. Pojman, Classics of Philosophy, 39.
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Consider this infamous anonymous quote: “Never 
argue with an idiot. He will drag you down to his 

level and beat you with experience.” As the word 
“idiot” may be too harsh and inaccurate a term for 
most people with whom you’ll discuss issues, simply 
remember this: Some debates aren’t worth having. 

An easy tip for breaking this self-focused habit, as 
well as demonstrating your sincerity as a listener, 

is to simply wait two seconds (the time of a breath) 
after someone has finished talking before speaking 
up yourself. Though it might seem artificial or 
disingenuous at first to be counting out in your head 
the time until you get to talk, you may be surprised at 
how quickly this becomes a habit. This process allows 
you to listen first and not rush to speak your point 
without first processing and considering what the 
other person just said.

that a good thinker would need to listen carefully. After 
all, how can you debate if you are not listening to your 
opponent? However, consider this question: How many 
times have you been in a conversation in which you felt 
that the other person was only thinking about what she 
would say next, rather than actually listening to what you 
were saying? How many times have you failed to listen to 
a person in a conversation and instead focused on what 
you were going to say next? If you are like most people, 
you will realize that people have done this to you a lot in 
conversations—but you have done it to them, too. It is 
one of the most common pitfalls that trap people when 
they debate and discuss issues with which they disagree. 

Why do we have such a problem listening to others? 
Listening can be difficult because it requires focus, 
patience, and humility. When you sincerely listen to 
another person, you must block out all of the other 
activities and stimuli going on around you, even if they 
seem more interesting than the person you are listening 
to. This takes practice. Buddhist monks used to practice 
this skill by sitting and staring at an orange for hours. 
The goal was for them to notice everything about that 
orange, as well as all the things about oranges they had 
never noticed before. As you can imagine, such activities 
certainly helped to improve the monks’ focus. It is safe 
to say that with television, video games, millions of radio 
channels, and constant traffic noise in today’s culture, 
we don’t get a lot of practice in focus and concentration. 
It isn’t being suggested that you go and meditate on 
an orange for several hours this weekend (although 
you might learn a few things from such an activity). 
Merely noting your tendency to wander mentally—
acknowledging your distractions—can help you focus 
more. It is also important to realize that listening requires 

of your opponent. You can probably imagine why. If you 
are debating and discussing in order to pursue truth, but 
your opponent only desires to win, you will likely become 
frustrated because your opponent may be a poor listener, 
and she may engage in insults and  attacks (i.e., attacking 
you rather than the argument) rather than analyzing 
the merits of your argument. Sometimes, when your 
opponent is in this frame of mind, the best thing you 
can do is avoid debate altogether (of course, you would 
only do this in an informal debate setting). However, if 
you feel as though you can participate in the argument 
without being insulted, you might be able to use Socratic 
questioning to help your opponent recognize her faulty 
thinking. In fact, careful, pointed questioning is one of 
the most effective argument techniques you can use with 
bombastic (i.e., highly opinionated and argumentative) 
people, for they often love to air their opinions—
even ones that aren’t supported well—and they often 
eventually talk themselves into a corner. Perhaps this is 
the motivation behind the famous biblical proverb, “Even 
fools are thought wise if they keep silent, and discerning if 
they hold their tongues.”9 Of course, if you are in a formal 
debate, the debate must continue regardless of your 
opponent’s motivations. However, the ability to recognize 
your opponent’s motives in a formal debate setting will 
help you better strategize your responses.

Effective Thinkers Listen Carefully 
and Ask Great Questions

All of this talk of pursuing the truth and being civil 
to your opponent leads us to the final quality of effective 
thinkers: They listen well and ask great questions. It is 
true that, technically, these are really two qualities, not 
just one—but these principles go hand in hand. Let’s 
examine the skills of listening first. It may seem obvious 

9. Proverbs 17:28 (NIV).
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need to (a) be critical, (b) be logical, (c) be careful and 
accurate, (d) be civil without selling out (i.e., be open-
minded), and (e) listen carefully and ask great questions. 
Furthermore, like Socrates, you must be civil, and you 
must place the discovery of truth over the desire to trump 
your opponent. Be aware of your opponent’s motivations 
as well. In an informal discussion (e.g., in a coffee shop), 
you may decide to disengage with a person who has the 
wrong motives for debate, or you may decide to use 
Socratic discussion. In a formal debate, you will need 
to continue the debate regardless of your opponent’s 
demeanor. However, detecting your opponent’s attitude 
can help you better strategize your responses. If you 
cultivate these mental habits and approach debates with 
appropriate Socratic civility, you will be well on your way 
to becoming an effective debater. 

patience. To be honest, sometimes the person we are 
listening to is, frankly, downright boring—but keep in 
mind that you can be boring, too. It takes patience and 
humility to realize that you can learn something from 
even the most seemingly uninteresting person. 

The more you listen, the better you can ask questions. 
During a discussion, it is sometimes tempting to do all 
the talking. We love to hear our own opinions, after all. 
However, it can be more effective to ask people questions 
rather than to make constant statements during a debate. 
This is because when you ask people questions about their 
arguments, you make them do most of the work. They then 
have to explain why they believe what they do, and in this 
process they often expose the faults in their own arguments. 
In addition, many times when people go through this 
process, they ultimately realize their mistakes and decide to 
change their minds. This process gives them the opportunity 
to catch their own errors and possibly save face. So how do 
you question people in a debate? Here are some of the most 
common ways you can question a person’s argument: 

1. Ask them to clarify definitions.10 

2. Ask them to state the origin of info or source.11 
In this way, you probe the rationale, reasons, 
and evidence behind a person’s arguments.12

3. Ask them about the implications and 
consequences of their arguments.13

4. Ask them about opposing thoughts and 
objections.14 When you do this, you are 
probing how they reconcile their viewpoints 
and perspectives with opposing viewpoints 
and perspectives—or if they’ve considered 
alternatives at all.

In conclusion, if you want to be a good debater, 
you must begin to think like a debater. To do this, you 

10.  David Straker, “Refuting Arguments,” Changingminds.org, May 
21, 2005, http: changingminds.org/disciplines/argument/making 
argument/refuting_argument.htm.

11.  Richard Paul and Linda Elder, The Thinker’s Guide to the Art of 
Socratic Reasoning (Dillon Beach, CA: Foundation for Critical 
Thinking, 2006), 13.

12.  Straker, “Refuting Arguments,” Changingminds.org.
13.  Paul and Elder, Thinker’s Guide, 13.
14.  Ibid.
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Review Exercises
List

List five characteristics of effective thinkers.

a.  _________________________________________________________________________________

2.  _________________________________________________________________________________

3.  _________________________________________________________________________________

4.  _________________________________________________________________________________

5.  _________________________________________________________________________________

Explain
Explain who Socrates was and what it means to approach a debate with Socratic openness. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Building Copiousness
Review

Review the quote about love from last week and then memorize the quote below. (Eventually you will incorporate 
these quotes into your debates.)

Practice
Practice saying the quote to someone in your class, or practice writing it down on paper.
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Memorize 
Memorize your new quote:

A truth that’s told with bad intent 
Beats all the lies you can invent.

 —William Blake15

Everyday Debate
Debate

In the past decade, cell phones have become a fixture of everyday life. Everywhere you go, you see and hear people 
talking on cell phones, whether they are walking down the street, riding in an elevator, visiting the restroom (good grief!), 
or watching a movie. One everyday debate you might frequently hear is about whether people should talk on their cell 
phone while they are driving a car. This is the topic we will examine in this chapter’s “Everyday Debate” exercise.

In the last chapter you practiced constructing an argument on each side of an issue, and you practiced developing 
this argument by asking yourself why you believed what you did about that issue, and why other people might take 
an opposing stance to the issue. Here is a technique that will give you a bit of a formula to use to develop arguments: 
the Toulmin model. Debaters frequently use this model when they develop their arguments. It was developed by 
philosopher Stephen Toulmin in 1958, and it provides a layout of the basic components of an argument.16 When 
Toulmin first developed this argument technique, he looked at four parts of an argument: claim, evidence, warrant, 
and reservations. It’s important to note that this is a general look at how a basic argument might work. There are other 
elements of argumentation not included in this model that we will discuss later, and a more complex argument will 
include other elements, but this is a good tool to use to get started. 

Let’s look at each of the four parts of an argument in reference to the cell phone topic: whether talking on cell 
phones while driving a car is a good idea. Your claim is what you believe about this issue, that is, whether you believe 
it is a good or bad idea. Your evidence is the reason why you believe what you do. Your warrant is how this piece of 
evidence gets you to your conclusion. In other words, why has that piece of evidence led you to this conclusion? Your 
reservation would be any concerns you have or possible instances in which your evidence might not hold up. Try 
developing an argument about talking on cell phones while driving by answering the following questions:

a. Claim: Do you believe that it is acceptable to talk on a cell phone while driving a car? Yes or no?
b. Evidence: What is one specific reason that you believe this?
c. Warrant: How did this evidence lead you to believe your conclusion?
d. Reservations: Can you think of any weaknesses to this evidence or any times when your chain of reasoning 

might not apply? (There is almost always at least one potential weakness to a piece of evidence or at least 
one time it might not apply. The better you get at spotting this, the better debater you will become.) 

15. Ratcliffe, Oxford Dictionary of Quotations, 486.
16.  Robert Trapp, The Database Book: A Must-Have Guide for Successful Debate, 3rd ed. (New York: International Debate Education Association, 

2004), 10–11.
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Consider
Now that you have used the Toulmin model to develop an argument for what you believe, pretend that you believe 

the opposite side and answer the same questions, pretending that you completely believe the opposite point of view. 
Now, if you utterly and completely reject the opposing viewpoint, you may be tempted to provide illogical, patently 
ridiculous answers to the questions. However, you need to realize that any major controversial issues in society will 
have two legitimate viewpoints, and that logical, intelligent people will be found as supporters on either side of a given 
issue. That is why it is an actual controversy. If one side was totally stupid, there would be no controversy. Therefore, 
you need to train yourself to see the logic and intelligence of the opposing arguments even if, ultimately, you disagree 
with the arguments. In this way you are entertaining an idea without accepting it. So, just for a minute, pretend that 
you believe the opposing arguments and go back and answer the preceding questions from this viewpoint.

Provide an argument against talking on cell Phones while driving:
1. Claim: Do you believe that it is acceptable to talk on a cell phone while driving a vehicle? Yes or no? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

2. Evidence: What is one specific reason that you believe this? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

3. Warrant: How did this evidence lead you to believe your conclusion? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

4. Reservations: Can you think of any weaknesses to this evidence or any times when your chain of reasoning 
might not apply? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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Provide an argument for talking on cell Phones while driving:
1. Claim: Do you believe that it is acceptable to talk on a cell phone while driving a vehicle? Yes or no? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

2. Evidence: What is one specific reason that you believe this? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

3. Warrant: How did this evidence lead you to believe your conclusion? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

4. Reservations: Can you think of any weaknesses to this evidence or any times when your chain of reasoning 
might not apply? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

Just as you did in the last chapter, share your best arguments with three people in your class and then listen to their 
arguments. Choose the argument that you believe is the strongest. Write a summary of the chosen argument and 
explain why you think it is the strongest. 

Learning from the Masters
Read and Consider

Read the Apology, Plato’s account of the speech given by Socrates.17 In one of the previous chapters, you read 
Euthyphro to learn about questioning from Socrates, the master of questions. Learning the art of questioning is 
especially important because, in many cases, the mark of a good debater is that he can ask pointed questions that 
expose the weakness in other people’s arguments. 

17.  Plato, Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, Phaedo: the Death Scene, trans. F. J. Church (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1948); see also Plato, 
Apology, trans. Benjamin Jowett, http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/apology.html for the text online.
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Read the Apology and then answer the following questions:

1. What did the Oracle at Delphi reveal to Socrates? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

2. How did Socrates go about trying to prove the Delphic Oracle wrong? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

3. Why did Socrates’s attempts to prove the oracle wrong anger some of his fellow citizens? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

4. What were the two charges brought against Socrates? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

5. When Socrates was found guilty, he made a joke about what his sentence should be. What did he say his 
sentence should be, and why did he say it should be that? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

6. Why, according to Socrates, could he not stop himself from doing what he was doing? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  
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It belongs to all people to know themselves  
and to think rightly.

—Heraclitus1

Informal Debate in Day-to-Day Life
Isabel and Andrew are twins. Their parents have gone to a sociology presentation at the local 

university, and they have given Andrew and Isabel money to rent a movie and order pizza. As the 
siblings are attempting to figure out what movie to watch, the following conversation ensues:

Andrew: I really want to see that new Rambo movie. Stallone is amazing. He’s way older than Dad, and 
he can still kick some major . . .

Isabel: Oh, for Pete’s sake! I am not watching a Rambo movie! It’s nothing but plotless violence and 
ridiculous fight scenes. Why do boys watch such stupid movies?

Andrew: Don’t be such a girl! You probably want to watch some incomprehensible foreign film in which 
mysterious strangers fall in love but are too stupid to actually talk to each other, so they spend 
the whole movie crying, writing in their journals, and sending lawn ornaments on imaginary 
adventures around the world. I’d rather watch paint dry!

Isabel: Why do you have to be so melodramatic and ridiculous all the time?

As you can see, Andrew and Isabel’s “debate” is rather aimless and ineffective right now because it 
is too full of emotion and stereotypes, and while they are supposed to be discussing what movie they 
should get, they instead are arguing about everything else under the sun, such as whether boys watch 
stupid movies, or whether movies involving crying and traveling lawn ornaments are worthwhile, or 
whether Andrew is melodramatic and ridiculous all the time. As you can imagine, this will not be a 
very productive conversation because none of these issues really pertains to the heart of the matter: 
what movie should the siblings watch together. What Andrew and Isabel need is a good, clear topic or 
idea that focuses their attention on something they can actually debate. For instance, imagine if they 
approached the movie debate this way:

Andrew: Isabel, we’re not going to get anywhere if we keep arguing about stupid things.

Isabel: I agree. OK, let’s figure out a fair system for selecting a movie.

Andrew: That sounds like a good idea. What kind of system did you have in mind?

1.  Patricia Curd, ed., Richard D. McKirahan, trans., A Presocratics Reader: Selected Fragments and Testimonia (Indianapolis, IN: 
Hackett Publishing, 1995), 33.
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Establishing a Proposition
Establishing a clear proposition in a formal debate is 

much easier because the proposition is usually established 
by an outside party such as a teacher, a judge, or a debate 
committee. If you’ll recall, the concept of a proposition 
was introduced in chapter 1. A proposition is a factual 
statement that can be proven true or false. It is a carefully 
worded statement that makes clear the positions of both 
the affirmative and negative sides. In formal debates, 
people often express the proposition in a manner such as 
the following: “Resolved: Global warming is correlated to 
human activity and is a threat to humanity,” or “Resolved: 
Growing a garden is essential for optimal health.” The 
word “resolved” indicates what the people involved in 
the debate have decided to argue for or against. It does 
not mean that both people agree with the proposition. 
It simply means that this proposition is the focus of 
the debate. The resolution is the proposition that two 
people or teams will argue in a debate. Once people 
have established the proposition for a debate, one side 
develops arguments in support of the proposition—this is 
the affirmative side. The other side develops arguments 
against this proposition—this is the negative side. 

Now that you understand the importance of 
establishing a proposition as the focus of a debate, let me 
introduce you to two other teenagers, Christy and Josh, 
who are involved in a formal debate. Christy and Josh live 
in Lexington, Kentucky, and attend Xavier Academy.2 
They have joined an after-school extracurricular debate 
team, and their teacher, Mr. Bennet, wants the team 
members to do several in-class debates with classmates 
in preparation for the actual debate. Christy and Josh 
are scheduled to debate each other, and their topic is 
capital punishment, or the death penalty. Mr. Bennet has 
informed Christy and Josh that they must decide from 
which angle they wish to approach their topic, and he also 
wants them to present a clear proposition by the end of 
the next class period. In addition, he wants Christy and 
Josh to decide who will take the affirmative side and who 
will take the negative side. The following is a discussion 
Christy and Josh have as they were trying to focus their 
capital punishment debate and establish a proposition:

2.  Xavier Academy is the name of a fictitious school that I have 
created for the purposes of this book.

Isabel: I propose we take turns choosing movies. So, one 
of us chooses the movie this time, then the other 
person gets to choose the movie next time.

Andrew: That sounds pretty fair, but I have one 
counterproposal. Could we both agree, when it’s 
our turn to pick, to avoid choosing a kind of movie 
that the other person hates? To make this easier, 
how about we each get to veto one type of movie 
from the get-go.

Isabel: That makes sense. Let me guess . . . no crying, 
journal-writing foreign films for you, right?

Andrew: And no brainless, fight-filled flicks for you.

Isabel: All right. Should we flip a coin to see who picks 
first?

Andrew: Nope, you can pick first, since you’re being 
such a good sport.

Isabel: Aww . . . what a pal! OK, let’s watch . . . a 
somewhat thoughtful fight flick.

Andrew: Now you’re talking!

This debate or discussion is certainly informal. 
Andrew and Isabel are not presenting their arguments 
before any type of judge or deliberative body. They are 
simply debating and discussing between the two of them 
the best way to choose a movie that they will both enjoy 
watching. Nevertheless, even though this is an informal 
debate, it is still crucial for them to pick a tangible, 
specific topic they can discuss. As you can see from the 
argument, Isabel provided this focus by suggesting they 
discuss a system that would allow them to select a movie 
fairly. Once they agreed upon this as the focus of their 
conversation, their discussion was much more effective 
and profitable. In an informal debate, people rarely say, 
“The topic we will be discussing is . . .” Instead, people 
will often clarify the topic at hand by prefacing with 
a statement such as, “The main point is,” “What we’re 
really trying to decide is,” or “The important thing here is 
. . .” Because an informal debate is loose and organic by 
nature, people involved in this kind of debate may spend 
more time talking about other issues that are unrelated to 
the main topic. However, at some point they must clarify 
what it is they are really talking about, or they will make 
little progress in discovering truth.
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The philosopher Aristotle addressed this issue in his idea of stasis theory. This is an ancient rhetoric strategy that 
uses four questions to help a speaker develop a clear understanding of his or her topic. The questions pertain 

to conjecture, definition, quality, and policy. The questions are “Did he do it?” (conjecture); “What did he do?” 
(definition); “Was it just/expedient?” (quality); and “Is this the right venue for this issue?” (policy).3 

Debates can fail to go anywhere not just because debaters disagree, but because they don’t even agree about the 
thing they’re disagreeing over! The purpose of stasis theory is to identify the point about which two parties can 
agree to disagree. In order to discern the real issue at hand, Aristotle introduced four questions. The question of 
conjecture deals with a thing’s existence. The question of definition deals with what the thing is that exists. The 
question of quality deals with what kind of a thing it is. And the question of policy deals with what should be done. 
On a basic level, we can use stasis theory to zero in on the disagreement. 

As an example, using the four questions in order to process and approach a topic, let’s see how Andrew and Isabel 
may tackle a debate of capital punishment: Would they agree that capital punishment exists (conjecture)? (Yes.) 
Would they agree on how to define it? (Most likely, though this may take some thought and effort.) Would they agree 
on the quality of capital punishment? (Probably not—and now they can start examining which specific qualities 
they would disagree). Lastly, would they agree that the issue of capital punishment is a matter of policy and that 
certain actions concerning it should be taken by lawmakers?  (Yes, but they would think that different actions 
should be taken by lawmakers regarding capital punishment). 

Stasis theory can also be used to think through an issue on a deeper level to see more sides and come up with more 
arguments about the topic. Conjecture prompts asking the following: Is capital punishment a new or an old practice? 
Do more communities today practice capital punishment than in centuries before? In what communities—countries, 
states, cities—is it currently practiced? Definition helps a debater explore what is defined as capital punishment: Is it 
different from the killing of a criminal or political enemy in a time of conflict? Are there forms of punishment that are 
too brutal, or too gentle, to qualify as capital punishment? Quality encourages the following inquiries: Is it expedient in 
deterring crime? Is it just in satisfying the victims, or society? Is it a civilized practice? Lastly, policy pushes the debater 
to ask the practical questions about what should be done: Should capital punishment be outlawed or allowed? 
Should it be regulated by the federal government or by individual states?

3.  Gideon O. Burton, Silva Rhetoricae, s.v. “stasis,” Brigham Young University, page last updated February 26, 2007, http://rhetoric.byu.edu/. 

Josh: Well, Christy, what do you think we should debate 
about capital punishment?

Christy: That’s a good question. I’ve heard people pose 
the question about whether capital punishment is 
ethical—you know, it kind of seems like repaying 
evil with evil.

Josh: Yeah, I’ve heard that idea before, too. I’ve also 
heard people argue about whether it’s actually 
effective—for example, if it has any effect on crime 
at all. Some people say it reduces crime, and others 
say it actually increases the crime rate.

Christy: Hmmm. That might be interesting to study. 
Couldn’t we focus on both?

Josh: Well, this first debate can only last fifteen minutes. 
It seems as though it might be hard to address both 
issues sufficiently in that time.

Christy: That’s true. Boy, I’m not sure which one to 
debate.

As you can see, Josh and Christy are less emotional 
and more logical than Andrew and Isabel were during 
their first discussion, but they have an added element of 
a time restriction that Andrew and Isabel did not have 
with their debate. That is, Josh and Christy must defend 
their respective sides and rebut the opponent’s views in 
only fifteen minutes, whereas Andrew and Isabel could 
discuss what movie they were going to rent as long 
as they wanted to discuss it. It is especially important 
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for Josh and Christy to zero in on the exact topic they 
want to debate so that they don’t waste time exploring a 
number of different tangentially related subjects instead 
of fully exploring and supporting one main issue related 
to the topic of capital punishment. Christy and Josh have 
already hinted at several ideas that could be formed into 
propositions, but in their discussion they were asking 
questions and considering different options, rather than 
wording things strictly in propositional format. Here are 
a few potential options for different propositions they 
could debate in relation to capital punishment: 

Resolved: Capital punishment should  
be abolished. 

Resolved: Capital punishment is a just  
and ethical response to murder.

Resolved: Capital punishment deters 
(discourages) crime.

Note that all of these propositions are statements that 
can be proven true or false, and they serve the purpose of 
focusing the discussion.

We have stated that a proposition is a declarative 
statement that can be proven true or false. While this 
definition is fairly clear, it can be helpful to understand 
what something is by looking at some things that it is 
not. Therefore, it may be helpful to know what kinds 
of statements are not propositions. We have already 
examined a few of them. For instance, in Andrew and 
Isabel’s debate, the question “Why do boys watch 
such stupid movies?” is not a proposition. Statements 
of preferences (either explicit or implicit), such as 
Andrew’s “I really want to see that new Rambo movie” 
statement, are not propositions. Also, commands, 
such as Andrew’s demand of “Don’t be such a girl!” to 
Isabel, are not propositions. Of course, as you may have 
already surmised, such statements can eventually lead 
people to a good proposition or may contain an implied 
proposition—but these statements, in and of themselves, 
are not adequate focuses for debates. The only legitimate 
proposition is a statement that can be proven true or 
false. This proposition will be directly stated in a formal 
debate; it may only be implied in an informal debate.

Clarifying the Terms
Not only is it crucial to distill your topic into a 

proposition and to establish the affirmative and negative 
sides, it is also important for you to make sure that 
the terms in the proposition that you are debating are 
clear and common to all involved in the discussion. We 
have a tendency to assume that everyone understands 
words in the same way that we do. For example, when 
I was growing up, my family regularly used the word 
skeejogged to describe an object that was crooked. Later 
as an adult, after I was married, I referred to a picture 
hanging crookedly on the wall as skeejogged. My husband 
looked at me in total confusion, and I soon learned that 
skeejogged was not a part of everyone’s vocabulary. Unless 
you are debating someone from a different country, it 
isn’t likely that you will be using terms that are totally 
unfamiliar to the both of you. However, in debate, it can 
be common for people to use vague or unclear words, or 
terms that might be defined in more than one (different) 
way by different people. For example, Isabel and Andrew 
eventually decided to rent “a somewhat thoughtful fight 
flick.” As you can imagine, it will be important for both 
Isabel and Andrew to define exactly what they mean by 
this to prevent further misunderstanding and conflict. 
The phrase “somewhat thoughtful” is vague and leaves a 
lot of room for interpretation. This means that Andrew 
could interpret this phrase very differently from Isabel. 

By the same token, consider Josh and Christy’s debate 
over capital punishment. For example, Josh decides he 
wants to argue that, in his words, “capital punishment 
is a horrible action.” As you can probably imagine, the 
term “horrible action” is unhelpful for debate. After all, 
what does Josh mean by the word “horrible”—that it is 
violent, cruel, unethical, and/or frightening? Unless he 
clarifies exactly what he means by this, he will not be able 
to have a successful debate. As you can see, the best way 
to make sure that your debate statement is clear is to use 
specific words and to avoid vague terms (e.g., bad, good, 
horrible, nice, helpful).

Eventually, Andrew and Isabel clarified what they 
both meant by “a somewhat thoughtful fight flick.” They 
decided to rent an action movie that not only had a strong 
plot and strong character development, but also contained 
some fighting and martial art scenes that were necessary 



43

Chapter 5 | Deciding to Debate

Such terms as “bad,” “good,” “horrible,” “nice,” and 
“helpful” express a moral or a value judgment 

that might be thought of as opinion, but that’s not 
what makes them poor word choices in propositions. 
Rather, it’s that each of these words is the conclusion 
of an unspoken argument. A thing is only “bad” if it 
has some characteristic of “badness,” such as “unjust” 
in reference to a moral statement, or “bitterness” 
in a value statement about taste. Rushing to call 
something bad skips past important steps—agreeing 
whether the thing in question really is unjust or bitter 
(i.e., Toulmin model’s evidence), and whether that 
characteristic or evidence qualifies (i.e., Toulmin 
model’s warrant) the thing as bad.

Review Exercises
Define

Define each of the following words. 

1. Proposition:

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

2. Resolution:  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

3. Affirmative Side: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

4. Negative Side: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

for the development of the story. Christy and Josh also 
finalized their decision: They chose to debate about capital 
punishment and settled on this resolution: “Resolved: 
Capital punishment is ethical, and it deters crime.” 
Christy decided to argue for the affirmative side of this 
statement, and Josh decided to argue for the negative side.

Once people in an informal or formal debate have 
established precisely what they are debating, they are in 
a much better position to gather arguments to support 
their position and to critique the other position. To 
do this, it is helpful for people to know that there are 
three main types of arguments, all of which are very 
helpful in a debate or discussion: arguments from logos 
(reason), arguments from pathos (emotion or passion), 
and arguments from ethos (character). In the upcoming 
chapters, you will examine the basic structure of a 
debate, as well as the places a person can look to gather 
information. In addition, you will examine how to use 
logos, ethos, and pathos to support an argument.
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List
List three types of statements that are not propositions:

1.  ____________________________________________________________________________________

2.  ____________________________________________________________________________________

3.  ____________________________________________________________________________________

Explain
Explain why it is so important to carefully define the terms in an argument. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Practicing Clarifying Propositions
Clarify

Now you will learn a little more about Isabel and Andrew. Isabel and Andrew are fifteen-year-old twins. For 
most of their lives, they have lived in various Central and South American countries, most recently Bolivia, because 
their parents were English teachers abroad. Recently, their family has settled in Lexington, Kentucky, and they 
now attend Xavier Academy, the same school that Josh and Christy attend. Andrew and Isabel’s parents have just 
informed them that the family will be settling down in one place, and so they can now get a pet, which they have 
desired to do for years. There is one catch, however: Isabel desperately wants a cat, and Andrew really wants a dog. 
Their parents have told them that, since they will be the primary caretakers of their pet, they must discuss and 
debate the matter themselves and present a joint proposal together on their desired type of pet. Furthermore, at this 
time, their parents have said that they only can have one pet; it is not an option to get both a cat and a dog—they 
must choose one or the other. Isabel and Andrew have been thinking hard about how they can persuade each other 
to adopt their preferred pet but, as you will read in the following conversation, they let their emotions interfere 
with the discussion. Read their conversation and then answer the following questions:

Isabel: I don’t like dogs. They’re too rambunctious and destructive.
Andrew: Don’t be ridiculous, Isabel. Dogs are awesome! You can take them hunting and fishing. They can guard your 

house. Cats are stupid and boring.
Isabel: Cats are not stupid! You don’t really think that! When we lived in Bolivia, you loved Mr. and Mrs. Portales’s 

cat! You petted it all the time! Why are you so against cats all of a sudden? 
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Andrew: I’m not against cats. I just love dogs more. Wait . . . we’re doing it again, aren’t we? We’re arguing in a circle.
Isabel: Good point. We need to figure out a clear point to discuss.

Discuss
What statements in this argument are not propositions? 

Discuss
Which statements are propositions but are probably too broad, narrow, or irrelevant to serve as the focus of the debate?

Change
Andrew and Isabel are trying to decide which pet they should get. Turn this topic into a proposition that they can 

actually argue or discuss. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Consider
What term might be unclear in the proposition you just proposed? What word(s) could you substitute for this term 

to improve your proposition and make it less vague?

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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Building Copiousness
Review

Review your old quotes.

Practice
Practice saying the quotes to someone in your class, or practice writing them down on paper.

Memorize 
Memorize your new quote:

Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.

—Martin Luther King Jr.4

Everyday Debate
Develop

In the “Building Copiousness” section, you memorized the quote from Martin Luther King Jr., “Injustice anywhere 
is a threat to justice everywhere.” In addition, in the last chapter, you practiced developing arguments using the 
Toulmin model. Use this model to develop arguments for and against this statement. Then, once again, share your 
arguments with three of your classmates. 

Possible arguments for this statement:

When we allow injustice to occur in other places and to other people, we set a precedent that could allow this 
injustice to return to us.

If we don’t help others who suffer injustice, they won’t help us.

Injustice, like disease, feeds off of itself and grows stronger the longer it is allowed to flourish.

Possible arguments against this statement:

There are many injustices that never spread to other people.

Some people bring injustice upon themselves and it stops with them.

Some injustice is a part of life and does not necessarily spread to other places.

4. Susan Ratcliffe, ed., Oxford Dictionary of Quotations by Subject, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 265.
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Learning from the Masters
Observe

Because the 2008 presidential race was such a historic race, political debates that went on during this time are great 
examples to watch and discuss. Watch a presidential debate between Senator McCain and the then-Senator Obama 
(Link 5-1).

Evaluate
Jot down the strengths and weaknesses of each speaker. Be ready to explain what you perceive to be strengths 

and weaknesses. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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The Big Debate: Gun Control
Develop

Throughout this book, you will continue to explore two ongoing debates: Andrew and Isabel’s pet debate, and Josh 
and Christy’s capital punishment debate. As you watch how they develop arguments for their respective sides, you will 
have a chance to go through the same processes to develop arguments for a big debate that you will have at the end of 
this book: gun control. This is an extremely contentious issue in our culture today. 

Take a few minutes to list several different resolutions people could debate related to gun control:

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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If we cannot end now our differences, at least 
we can help make the world safe for diversity.

—John F. Kennedy1

Structure of a Debate
By now you are probably gaining a strong sense of the difference between formal and informal 

debate. Before diving into your next lesson, review the main differences between the two types of debate: 
Informal debate is a debate that can take place anywhere—in your home, at work, in the car, in a coffee 
shop, or while eating lunch with your friends. It is usually free-flowing. That is, with informal debate, 
people take turns talking about their opinions. They might all talk a fairly equal amount, or one person 
could dominate the conversation more than the other person, or people, in the conversation. There is 
no time limit on an informal debate, and in most cases no judge is involved. Alternatively, formal debate 
is a structured event that could take place on the news, in a classroom, at a public event (e.g., college 
colloquium, church gathering), or at a national debate tournament. A formal debate can follow many 
different formats, but it typically has a specific order in which speakers talk, and speakers customarily 
have a time limit. Because formal debates are more structured than informal debates, it may be helpful 
for you to learn about the structure of formal debates first and then examine how you can apply this 
knowledge to informal debates.

There are many different formal debate structures that people have developed throughout history 
and in different countries. Furthermore, there are various common debate structures depending on 
whether you are in middle school, high school, or college. However, regardless of which structure 
you use, there are some universal elements to almost every debate—specifically, the affirmative and 
negative presentations, and the affirmative and negative rebuttals. (The affirmative presentation is 
the time in a debate when the affirmative side presents the arguments in favor of the resolution; the 
negative presentation is when the negative side presents the arguments against the resolution. The 
rebuttal is when both the affirmative and negative sides critique each other’s arguments.) For instance, a 
conventional order for a basic debate might be formatted as follows:

Affirmative arguments

Negative arguments

Affirmative rebuttals

Negative rebuttals 2

1.  Susan Ratcliffe, Oxford Dictionary of Quotations by Subject, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 436.
2.  Kate Shuster and John Meany, Speak Out! Debate and Public Speaking in the Middle Grades (New York: International Debate 

Education Association, 2005), 48.
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A critical aspect of arguing your point well is the 
issue of the burden of proof. A burden of proof 

means that one particular side in a debate has the 
responsibility to prove something in order to succeed. 
The other side in such a debate has the advantage of 
representing the status quo, or the way things are. 
For example, in the American legal system, defendants 
accused of crimes are presumed innocent until proven 
guilty. Therefore, the prosecution bears the burden 
of proving the defendant’s guilt—which, if not done, 
results in a decision for the defendant. In everyday 
informal debates, arguing for a position not commonly 
held typically bears the burden of proof. If Josh argues 
that the Tooth Fairy exists and is especially fond 
of front teeth, it is on him to prove this uncommon 
claim. (It is important to recognize that, informally, the 
person who is responsible for assuming the burden 
of proof depends on the community in which the 
argument takes place. If Christy argues that the Tooth 
Fairy does not exist with a group of five-year-olds at 
a typical American preschool, then she might bear 
the burden of proof.) Beyond the ever-present need 
to offer proof for the claims you make, in competitive 
debates—regardless of the side you take—any special 
burden of proof given to one side or the other will be 
specified by its particular rules.

 Different debate structures allot different time 
lengths to each of these segments. It’s fairly common 
for the affirmative and negative argument section to run 
approximately six to eight minutes, and for the rebuttal 
session to last from three to five minutes. If the debate 
format contains a cross-examination time, it is common 
for this to last about two to four minutes. However, 
note that there are no set, written-in-stone rules for 
debate. It is the people who organize the specific debate 
who set the rules for the format and the time length of 
the segments. Therefore, if you are engaged in a formal 
debate, you should find out the particular format and 
time length in advance. 

Checking In on Christy and Josh
Let’s take a look at what debaters Christy and Josh 

will do in each part of their debate to help you better 
understand what takes place at each stage. They begin 
with the affirmative and negative presentation. Since 
Christy is the affirmative side, she goes first. That is, 
in the first segment of the debate, she will present her 
arguments that affirm the debate resolution: Capital 
punishment is ethical, and it deters crime. All of her 
arguments, therefore, should either prove why capital 
punishment is ethical, or they should show that it does 
deter crime. Josh is the negative side, which means he 
denies the resolution. He will be arguing that capital 
punishment is not ethical, and it does not deter crime. 

As Christy and Josh investigate this topic, they will 
likely learn a lot about each other’s positions, and if they 
do their research well, they will not only gain knowledge 
of each other’s main arguments, but also glean 
information that critiques or disproves those arguments. 
Critiquing the arguments of the opposition is certainly 
a very important side of debate; however, it is often 
better to save this critique for the rebuttal rather than for 
the segment in which a person argues for his side. This 
is because your case will be stronger if you spend your 
argument time explaining why your position is true than 
it would be if you spend your time arguing why your 
opponent’s position is false. For example, if two people 
were arguing about the existence of God, it would be 
odd if the person arguing for God’s existence failed to 
explain why she believed God exists and, instead, spent 

One thing that you should know is that while some 
debate structures follow this basic pattern, other debate 
formats add a second round of affirmative and negative 
arguments, and a second round of affirmative and 
negative rebuttals. (The rebuttal is the time when you 
refute your opponent’s argument by showing flaws in 
his research or reasoning.) In addition, some debate 
structures add another segment to the debate: cross-
examination, which is when both the affirmative and 
negative sides ask each other questions to clarify points 
and expose weaknesses in the opposition’s arguments. 
Mr. Bennet, coach of our debaters Christy and Josh, 
decides that they should have a cross-examination round 
in their debate. Therefore, Christy and Josh need to 
prepare for an argument session, a cross-examination 
session, and a rebuttal session. These are the most 
common elements of any debate format. Occasionally, 
a particular debate organization may change the names 
of these elements or combine elements; however, during 
any debate, speakers usually present their views and 
then have some time when the other side (or audience 
members) can challenge those views.



51

Chapter 6 | Overview of a Debate

A common mistake in these debates is to assume 
that a flaw in your opponent’s argument (or lack of 

presented evidence that is contrary to yours) proves 
that your own argument is inherently correct. This 
is a fallacy called argumentum ad ignorantiam, or 
“appeal to ignorance.” For instance, if Isabel claims 
that cats are superior pets to dogs because Andrew 
(or anyone else) has failed to present satisfactory 
evidence otherwise, she relies on ignorance, or lack 
of knowledge, as her argument rather than positively 
presenting satisfactory arguments or evidence of her 
own for the proposition.

all of her time showing why arguments against God’s 
existence are poor arguments. This would make it appear 
that she actually didn’t have any good arguments to 
support her case and was, therefore, arguing by tearing 
down the opposition.

Checking In on Isabel and Andrew
As another example, consider Isabel and Andrew’s 

family pet debate. Andrew and Isabel ultimately decide 
to argue the following proposition: Cats are a more 
practical pet for our family than dogs. Isabel will argue 
the affirmative side, and Andrew will argue the negative 
side. It would be counterproductive if Isabel decides 
to spend most of her time arguing why dogs are not 
the most practical pet, rather than proving why cats 
are the most practical pet. By the same token, Andrew 
should spend most of his time developing arguments 
that show dogs are practical pets, rather than why cats 
aren’t practical pets. Whether you are arguing for the 
affirmative or negative side, spend your presentation time 
arguing why your case is true, rather than arguing why 
the opponent’s case is false.

Cross-Examination
Now that we have seen how Andrew and Isabel are 

doing on their debate, let’s check on Josh and Christy’s 
progress. After Josh and Christy present their main 
arguments, they will have a cross-examination round. 
The purpose of a cross-examination round is twofold. 
First, you want to ask about any arguments or parts of 
the speech that you didn’t hear (or understand) clearly. 
After all, your rebuttal will be based on the opposition’s 
arguments. Therefore, it is crucial that you know exactly 
what those arguments are, or you will not be able to 
rebut them. Clarification is one purpose of the cross-
examination segment of the debate. The second purpose 
is exposure of weaknesses in the opposition’s arguments. 
You can use questions skillfully to point out unsupported 
claims, weak evidence, or errors in reasoning. You will 
learn how to do this later. Right now, just keep in mind 
that the purpose of cross-examination is to clarify the 
opponent’s arguments in your mind and then undermine 
them by exposing weaknesses through questions.

You can probably imagine that in order to cross-
examine your opponent well, you need to be able to 
remember what they said. In order to do this, it is wise 
for you to take notes on your opponent’s arguments 
during their presentation. Many people who participate 
in formal debates call this flowing an argument. When 
you flow an opponent’s argument, you create a brief 
outline of his key claims and the evidence he uses to 
support these claims.3 As you can imagine, flowing a 
person’s arguments can highlight weaknesses in evidence 
or reasoning (you will learn how to spot these weaknesses 
later). It is interesting to note that sometimes a person’s 
argument can sound great on the surface, but when you 
flow it, you find that the actual evidence supporting the 
claim is weak and insubstantial. Therefore, whenever 
you are listening to an opponent’s arguments in a formal 
debate, always flow the argument, for this will help you 
cross-examine or rebut the argument more effectively. It 
is unlikely that you would flow an informal debate (such 
as one that occurs in a coffee shop or at a dinner table) 
by writing down the arguments, but it is certainly good 
to keep track of them mentally by listening for the claim 
your opponent is making and remembering the points of 
evidence she uses to support the claim.

3.  Ralph Janikowsky (upper school principal, teacher, and debate 
coach at Rockbridge Academy, Millersville, MD), in discussion 
with the author, summer 2009; Clint Jones, PhD (director of 
debate at Transylvania University, Lexington, KY), in discussion 
with the author, fall 2013.
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Rebuttal
The last segment of the debate is the rebuttal. The 

word rebuttal means “to drive or beat back.”4 This 
presents a pretty accurate picture of the purpose of 
rebuttals. In the rebuttal segment of a debate, your goal 
is to beat back the opponent’s arguments by showing 
flaws in his research or reasoning, or by presenting 
counterevidence that trumps (i.e., is stronger than) his 
evidence. As you can already see, there is certainly an 
element of impromptu—that is, on-the-spot, off-the-
top-of-your-head—thinking and speaking in debate. The 
rebuttal sessions are always impromptu; after all, you 
don’t always know what arguments your opposition will 
bring against you and therefore you cannot prepare your 
exact response in advance. You must be ready to respond 
to a range of different arguments.

4. Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary, s.v. “rebuttal.”

Although the rebuttal session always has an element 
of surprise, it is not as wide-open as it may seem, and 
there are several ways that you can prepare for it. First, 
the most important thing to realize is that, for any 
particular topic you will debate, there will be five or six 
incredibly common arguments that people regularly 
make in favor of the topic, and five or six common 
arguments people frequently make against it. For 
example, here are some of the most routine arguments 
for capital punishment: Capital punishment is just; 
capital punishment deters crime; capital punishment 
has been used widely throughout history and in all 
civilizations; most ethical and religious systems allow 
some form of capital punishment; most people are in 
favor of capital punishment for at least some crimes. 
Here are some of the most common arguments people 
use who argue against capital punishment: Capital 
punishment is inhumane; most progressive civilizations 
have abolished capital punishment; capital punishment 
increases crime through the brutalization effect; capital 
punishment is unjust because it targets the poor and 
disadvantaged. If you read several basic, introductory 
articles or encyclopedia entries about your topic, you 
will see a handful of arguments pop up consistently. 
(You will learn more about basic research strategies later.) 
In this way, although you do not know exactly which 
argument(s) your opposition will make, you can gain 
a relatively clear idea of the ones she is likely to make, 
and you can prepare a general critique of these types of 
arguments. In chapter twenty-three, you will learn about 
the most common ways you can critique arguments. 

Furthermore, if you do your research well, you will 
notice familiar ways that people critique or disprove the 
arguments on either side of a topic. This is beneficial 
for you because, in one sense, people have already done 
the rebuttal work for you. In other words, they have 
constructed good arguments against the opposition. 
All you have to do is become familiar with the usual 
ways people disprove the opposing side of the topic. 
Be sure to do your own thinking as well, rather than 
just relying on everyone else’s thinking all of the time. 
This is where logic comes in. In some of the following 
chapters, you will learn not only how to construct solid 
logical arguments but also how to detect and prevent 
the most common argument pitfalls (logical fallacies) 
that people make when they argue and debate. If you do 
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amazing! I think we should go somewhere in the 
United States. After all, we’ve lived abroad so much 
that we haven’t actually seen a lot of interesting 
places right here in this country. I think we should 
go to Alaska. I hear it’s unbelievably beautiful!

Isabel: Alaska would be cool, but I’ve always wanted to 
go to Washington, DC, and that would definitely 
be a learning experience. I’d like to learn more 
about our government. 

Dad: (hears car horn honking loudly outside) Is that for 
one of you? I didn’t know you were going out 
tonight.

Andrew: No, that’s one of our neighbor Jeff’s friends. He 
does that all the time. I don’t know why he can’t 
just walk to the door. 

Isabel: Maybe he’s been eating extra helpings of 
chocolate–peanut butter ice cream. 

Andrew: Very funny, Isabel. Going to a famous city 
would be fun. DC would be cool, but if we were 
going to go to a big city, I’d rather go to Portland, 
Oregon. There’s really interesting culture there. 
There are also great historic sites, including Fort 
Vancouver. I’ve always wanted to see that. Plus, 
there’s beautiful countryside to explore not too far 
from the city. That way, you get the best of both 
worlds. 

Isabel: But Oregon is so far away. I’m concerned that it 
would be exhausting just getting there. 

Mom: Well, we wouldn’t have to drive. There is an 
excellent public transit system, so we could walk, 
take the bus, or even ride the MAX light rail. Plus, 
if we tire of the city, we could head out to the 
country, as Andrew mentioned. I think Oregon 
would be a wonderful choice!

Isabel: Yeah, I suppose it would be. It does have a little 
bit of something for everyone. 

Dad: Oregon it is! That sounds like a fun vacation.

Note that with this informal debate, at times the 
argumentation, cross-examination, and rebuttal sessions 
tended to overlap. That is, one person shared an idea, 
and then another person asked a question or critiqued 
the idea. For example, Isabel first argued for going on 

your research, become familiar with the key opposing 
arguments, and have a basic understanding of logic, 
you will readily find ways to rebut your oppositions’ 
arguments. Rebuttal is a matter of sound research, 
sensible listening skills, and careful, logical thinking.

Cross-Examination and Rebuttal in 
Informal Debates

As noted at the beginning of the chapter, informal 
debates are, generally speaking, loosely organized, and 
their format is largely directed by the interests and 
personalities of the people involved, as well as by the 
environment in which the informal debate is occurring. 
Imagine that Andrew and Isabel are eating dinner with 
their mom and dad, and the family has a debate about 
where they should go on their next family vacation. Here 
is how their conversation might develop:

Dad: Kids, your mom and I have some good news. We 
have some extra money in the family budget this 
year, and we think it would be good to go on a 
special family vacation this summer. After all, in 
only a few years, you will be graduating from high 
school and going to college, and it will be a lot 
harder to go on family vacations together. Your 
mom and I had some ideas about where we could 
go, but we were wondering if you had any ideas.

Isabel: I would love to go back to Bolivia. I really miss 
all my friends there. It would be great to see them 
again.

Andrew: But Isabel, that wouldn’t feel like a real vacation 
because we lived there. It would kind of be like 
going home. I miss my friends, too, but I think we 
should go on a vacation to a place we’ve never been 
before—you know, broaden our horizons, learn 
new things!

Mom: Did you have any places in mind, Andrew? By the 
way, Andrew and Isabel, we have cookies and ice 
cream for dessert. Would you care for any?

Isabel: I’d love a cookie.

Andrew: I’ll have ice cream—and if it’s that chocolate–
peanut butter stuff, I want loads! That stuff’s 
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incorporate some of the formal debate elements and 
strategies they’ve learned. The siblings will certainly 
present arguments, ask each other questions, and rebut 
each other’s arguments. However, these specific elements 
of their discussion will likely overlap rather than being 
formal, distinct sections in their discussion, and the 
debate will probably continue over several days. The 
point is, when you want to have an effective informal 
debate that thoroughly explores an idea, the people 
involved should both present arguments and critique 
opposing arguments—the main difference is that the way 
they do this will be looser and more unstructured than it 
would be in a formal debate. 

Debate formats definitely vary, depending on the 
type of debate and the people who are organizing it. 
Nevertheless, it is common for every formal debate to 
have, at the least, the following elements: affirmative 
arguments, negative arguments, and affirmative and 
negative rebuttals. Many formal debates also include 
a cross-examination segment. Informal debates often 
have these elements as well, but they take a more fluid 
form and regularly overlap. Now that you have an idea 
of how a debate is structured, you will spend some time 
in the next chapter examining how to gather research 
for your topic.

a vacation to Bolivia, but then Andrew rebutted this 
by pointing out that it wouldn’t truly feel like a real 
vacation. Andrew’s mom then asked him if he had any 
specific vacation ideas, and Andrew proposed Alaska. The 
informal debate continued in this manner—someone 
would make an argument for one vacation spot, and 
then another person would critique that idea and present 
a counteridea. This informal debate is a great example of 
a very natural, free-flowing debate. It was interrupted by 
jokes, commentary about dessert, and a loudly honking 
car horn. In addition, this debate was very short, but it 
easily could have lasted for several days if Andrew, Isabel, 
and their parents had not been able to reach a consensus. 

You can imagine that most informal debates will 
proceed like this. For example, let’s say that two people 
are debating the existence of God in a coffee shop. One 
person may talk more than another. They might spend 
most of their time discussing just one argument for or 
against the existence of God, or they could possibly cover 
a variety of arguments. Furthermore, the discussion 
could be interrupted by one or both of the people in 
the debate placing food orders, purchasing coffee refills, 
or answering their cell phones. Consider Andrew and 
Isabel’s informal cat and dog debate. Both Andrew 
and Isabel were on a debate team in their last school 
in Bolivia, so even though their debate is an informal 
one, in this ongoing pet debate they will still intuitively 

Review Exercises
Define

Give an appropriate definition for each of the following terms:

1. Affirmative presentation: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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2. Negative presentation: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

3. Rebuttal: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

4. Cross-examination: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

5. Flowing an argument: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Discuss
Why should you use your presentation time to make your arguments?
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Building Copiousness
Review 

Review your old quotes. 

Practice 
Practice saying the quotes to someone in your class, or practice writing them down on paper.

Memorize
Memorize your new quote:

It is better that ten guilty persons escape than one innocent suffer.

—William Blackstone5 

Everyday Debate
Develop

Develop arguments for and against this quote (resolution):

A corrupt government will not endure. 

—Shelly Johnson

Rebuttal and Counterexample
Once you develop your arguments, tell your best argument for each side of the argument to your partner and 

then listen to your partner’s arguments. Once you both have shared arguments for and against this quote, take a few 
minutes to contemplate ways to rebut each argument. One of the most common methods used to accomplish this is to 
think of a counterexample. For instance, let’s say your neighbor argues that a corrupt government cannot last because 
eventually the people in the kingdom will rebel. Can you provide a counterexample of a corrupt government  whose 
citizens did not rebel? If your partner argues that rulers of corrupt governments often hold great power over their 
subjects through fear and intimidation, think of a counterexample of a ruler of a corrupt government who seemed very 
powerful and ruled through intimidation but was eventually overthrown or assassinated.

5. Ratcliffe, Oxford Dictionary of Quotations by Subject, 265.
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Learning from the Masters 
Observe

One of the most debated topics of history and our times is the existence of God. A famous debate between 
philosopher Daniel Dennett and writer and cultural critic Dinesh D’Souza took place over this specific topic. The 
resolution that Dennett and D’Souza debated is this: Religion is a man-made invention. Watch the first part of 
this debate in which Dennett presents his arguments (Link 6-1), and then discuss the strengths and weaknesses of 
Dennett’s presentation.

The Big Debate: Gun Control
List

1. To help you prepare for the gun control debate, first read Wikipedia’s “Gun Control” entry.6 From what you 
find in the entry, list at least two arguments for gun control, and two against it. 

Provide arguments for gun control: 
a.  _________________________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________________________

b.  _________________________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________________________

6.  Wikipedia, s.v. “Overview of Gun Laws by Nation,” last modified April 2, 2014, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gun_control.
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Provide arguments against gun control:
a.  _________________________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________________________

b.  _________________________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________________________

2. In addition, list four Internet sources on gun control or gun-related issues that you find at the end of the 
Wikipedia article (in the “External Links” section). 

a.  _________________________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________________________

b.  _________________________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________________________

c.  _________________________________________________________________________________  

 _________________________________________________________________________________

d.  _________________________________________________________________________________  

 _________________________________________________________________________________
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Truth, like a torch, the more  
it’s shook it shines.

—William Hamilton1

Beginning Research
Once you know your debate topic, your debate format, and the particular side of the topic for which 

you will argue (affirmative or negative), it’s time to start gathering your arguments. In the last chapter, 
you learned that to do well in a debate, you should gain familiarity not only with arguments that 
support your side but also with arguments that support the opposition’s side. After all, if you don’t know 
what these arguments are, you cannot critique them. Therefore, you need to conduct your research in a 
way that ensures you develop a well-rounded understanding of both sides of the arguments. For some 
people, researching can be an overwhelming task. After all, whenever you use a search engine to find 
information about a term on the computer, you come up with—literally—thousands of entries. How 
do you know which ones are helpful or worthwhile? When you go to the library, sometimes it is difficult 
to know the quickest way to find the resources you need and how to best organize them once found. In 
this chapter, you will learn helpful strategies for locating sources, finding arguments in these sources, and 
organizing this information once it is obtained. 

First, note that you will save yourself a lot of hassle if you follow this simple principle at the 
beginning of your research: Read a little to find out what you need to read in-depth. Remember that when 
you are debating (and when you are doing any kind of persuasive research, for that matter), one of 
your primary goals is to gain familiarity with the key arguments on both sides of the issue. However, 
if you know nothing about the topic of the debate, you wouldn’t even know what these arguments 
are, on either side of the issue, in order to research them. In this situation, it would be difficult, if not 
impossible, to know which books or articles would provide the information needed to understand both 
sides of the issue. Therefore, when beginning your research, it is ideal to first locate and read a short 
article that summarizes these key arguments for you.

Tracking Down Sources
Now I’m going to tell you something that may surprise you: Wikipedia is often a great place to 

find this type of article. Don’t get me wrong—I am not telling you that Wikipedia is a great source 
to cite in your paper. In fact, generally speaking, you should never cite Wikipedia as a source in your 
research arguments because Wikipedia is not considered a credible or authoritative source. Wikipedia 
is not carefully scrutinized and edited by a trained editorial team in the same manner as is done for 

1.  Susan Ratcliffe, Oxford Dictionary of Quotations by Subject, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 487.
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Each article has a brief introduction, and then it has 
an outline that gives an overview. Once she and Josh 
had looked at this outline, Christy said, “I think the 
first part will be useful. I must get a better idea of how 
capital punishment has been used through history, and 
how it is used today.”

“Yeah,” Josh answered, “but we are just focusing 
on capital punishment in the United States, so we 
probably don’t need to read all of that stuff about 
capital punishment in Iran and Somalia. Oh, and I 
think that the ‘Controversy and Debate’ section will 
be valuable. This is probably where we can read brief 
explanations of both sides of the issue, which Mr. 
Bennet told us we should do.”

Christy responded, “I also think we should look at 
what all of the different religions think about capital 
punishment, because one of the aspects of capital 
punishment we are examining is whether it is ethical. So 
that would likely be good to read.”

As you read through the Wikipedia article for your topic, 
you will notice the second helpful feature of Wikipedia 
articles. Most Wikipedia articles contain words or phrases 
that are in blue type (shown as underlined below), rather 
than the standard black, which signals a link to other 
Wikipedia articles that can provide an overview of the key 
topics on each side. For instance, when Josh and Christy 
reached the part of the article entitled “Controversy and 
Debate,” they read the following summary: 

Advocates of the death penalty argue that 
it deters crime, is a good tool for police 
and prosecutors (in plea bargaining for 

example), makes sure that convicted 
criminals do not offend again and is a just 
penalty for atrocious crimes such as child 
murders, serial killers or torture murderers. 
Opponents of capital punishment argue that 
not all people affected by murder desire a 
death penalty, that execution discriminates 

against minorities and the poor, and that it 
encourages a “culture of violence” and that it 
violates human rights.2

2.  Wikipedia, s.v. “Capital Punishment,” last modified 
November 5, 2015, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Capital_
punishment#Controversy_and_debate.

published works such as scholarly periodical articles, 
books, or regular encyclopedia articles. There are no 
identifiable persons who are accountable for the accuracy 
of the information presented on Wikipedia. Therefore, 
while many Wikipedia articles may be accurate and 
informative, it is possible for some to contain significant 
factual error. By and large, teachers and professors 
consider Wikipedia to be an unreliable source for 
information. Notice that I am not advocating that you 
use it as a legitimate source. Instead, I am advocating 
that you use it to find legitimate sources. 

There are two reasons why it is usually a good idea to 
read a Wikipedia article to help you find out what you 
should further read to research your topic: First, many 
Wikipedia articles, especially those on important cultural 
issues, significant people, or major events, have a great deal 
of information organized in a user-friendly manner (this 
is the Internet, after all—people use it to find information 
quickly). Mr. Bennet, Josh and Christy’s debate coach, 
encouraged both students to read Wikipedia’s “Capital 
Punishment” entry to gain the big picture of their topic. 
Josh and Christy found an introduction to the basic topic 
of capital punishment at the beginning of the entry, and 

then they saw a box (the “Contents” 
box) that contained the outline of 

the whole article, including all of 
the subjects contained within it. 

Most Wikipedia articles are 
organized in the same way. 
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They were excited about finding this because it gave 
them a clear, succinct overview of the arguments on both 
sides. Plus, there were a few links (words in blue type) to 
other Wikipedia articles they could read. The benefit of 
Wikipedia articles is that if you are doing research on any 
controversial topic, Wikipedia will likely have an article 
that offers a decent overview of the topic in general, a 
succinct summary of the views on both sides, and further 
articles or books to read that can give you background 
information on both sides of the argument. 

As we found in chapter 6, there is a further benefit to 
Wikipedia—at the end of almost every Wikipedia article, 
there is a heading called “External Sources,” which is a 
listing of other sources available, often locatable on the 
Internet, about this topic. Usually, many of the sources 
listed in this section are good, legitimate sources (you 
will learn more about how to determine this later in this 
chapter), and there are often links you can click to go 
straight to them. Although you will still need to double-
check the legitimacy of these Web sources, normally they 
are valid ones that you can cite in your research.

The great thing about the “External Sources” section 
of a Wikipedia article is that it provides an at-a-glance list 
of some of the most informative, topic-specific Internet 
sources available. For example, at the end of the article 
on capital punishment, Josh and Christy found two very 
helpful lists (with links) of external sources: those in 
favor of capital punishment and those against it. Each 
list had about ten sources and saved these two researchers 
hours of wading through myriad Internet sources. The 
following is a sample of what was listed: 

Opposing
• World Coalition Against the Death Penalty
• Death Watch International: International anti-death 

penalty campaign group
• Campaign to End the Death Penalty
• Anti-Death Penalty Information: includes a monthly 

watchlist of upcoming executions and death penalty 
statistics for the United States. 

• The Death Penalty Information Center: Statistical 
information and studies 

• Amnesty International—Abolish the death penalty 
Campaign: Human Rights organisation 

In favor
• The REAL Death Penalty in the US: A Review
• Studies showing the death penalty saves lives
• Criminal Justice Legal Foundation
• Keep life without parole and death penalty intact
• Why the death penalty is needed
• Pro Death Penalty.com3 

As you can see, these external sources will be 
advantageous for Josh and Christy in developing their 
arguments, and you also will certainly want to check 
Wikipedia’s external source listings for your topic. 

You may be asking the following question: What if 
my topic doesn’t have a Wikipedia article on it? The simple 
answer is this: Use an encyclopedia. You may already 
have an encyclopedia set in your home. If you don’t have 
a current encyclopedia, however, the local library will 
have several sets—and the librarians there will be able to 
assist you with finding reference books and encyclopedias 
for your research. Your best bet is to find and read 
an article about your debate topic in one of these 
encyclopedias to get a general overview of the subject 
matter. As an example, Isabel and Andrew could not 
find a Wikipedia article on pets because their Internet 
was down, but they were able to locate an article in their 
World Book Encyclopedia at home. Right at the beginning 
of this article, they read the following paragraph:

The kind of home you live in, and where you 
live, have much to do with the kind of pet you 
choose. Dogs, cats, birds, and fish are easy to 
care for in almost any kind of home. Before 
choosing a dog as a pet, you should consider 
the size of both your home and the dog.

For example, a collie needs a large home 
with a big yard for exercise. If you live in 
an apartment, you should be sure pets are 
allowed. Then choose a small dog, such as a 
cocker spaniel. A small dog can get most of 
its exercise by playing around the house, and 
needs only short walks outside for fresh air. 

Cats do not depend on their masters as much 
as dogs do. Many persons prefer them for 

3. Wikipedia, s.v. “Capital Punishment.”
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this reason. They are quieter and gentler than 
dogs. But they, too, need outdoor exercise. On 
pleasant days, a cat can run around in a yard. 
Cats should always be brought inside at night.4 

Although Isabel and Andrew already had this basic 
idea about pets, this summary was beneficial in helping 
them think through the advantages and disadvantages of 
owning a cat or a dog. Furthermore, the article also gave 
information about choosing a pet, training a pet, and 
taking care of a pet, which encouraged them to consider 
the different aspects of owning a pet. 

In addition, at the end of the encyclopedia article, 
Andrew and Isabel found a list of other articles related to 
pets, and they found two articles specific to cats and dogs, 
as well as recommended books, both basic and complex. 
One great aspect of encyclopedia articles is that, like 
Wikipedia, at the end they often include a list of related 
articles or books for further reading on the topic. When 
you research topics for your debates, be sure to read these 
related sources to broaden your understanding of your 
topics. Andrew and Isabel decided to go to their local 
library and see if they could find any of the sources listed 
to conduct a little more research on this issue. 

Head to the Library!
Like Andrew and Isabel, you will want to take your 

recommended reading list to the library to do some 
research. (You will find out more on how to tackle library 
research below.) Having this list on hand will make your 
search much easier. For instance, when Christy and 
Josh were researching their topic in their World Book 
Encyclopedia at home, they found two books listed at the 
end of the entry that sounded intriguing. They wrote the 
titles down and decided to look for them on their trip to 
the local public library. While reading both a Wikipedia 
article and a basic encyclopedia entry on your topic is 
a great start, reading several basic articles and subject-
specific books about your topic will give you an even 
deeper comprehension of, and better familiarity with, 
the topics on each side of the issue. In addition, you will 
find that your local library may have online catalogues 

4.  Maxwell Riddle, “Pets,” World Book Encyclopedia (Chicago: World 
Book, 1992), 319.

or interlibrary loan systems that allow you to find books 
that are not at your library but are available at others. 
Interlibrary loan can be an invaluable tool for allowing 
you find the exact books you need for your research.  

Now you have accomplished the first research step: 
You have conducted enough preliminary research to 
know what you now need to research more extensively. 
At this point in the process, you should have a fairly 
clear idea of the key arguments on each side of your 
topic. This doesn’t mean that you know how to explain, 
or give evidence supporting, the arguments. However, 
you know what the basic arguments are about. This will 
assist you in further research. Additionally, you have 
likely discovered several key terms related to your debate. 
For example, as Christy and Josh read basic articles 
about capital punishment, the following words kept 
popping up in their research: “deterrence,” “retribution,” 
“brutalization,” “discrimination,” “innocent victims,” 
and “right to life.” When you begin to recognize familiar 
terms that recur in your initial basic reading, keep these 
terms in mind. These are terms that are related to specific 
arguments on either side. 

When you grasp some of the basic arguments and 
terms of your topic, you are in an excellent position 
to move to the next step of research: looking for more 
books, articles, and Internet sources to grow your 
comprehension of the arguments. 

One of the best places to go for this next phase of 
research is, of course, the library. In your debate, you 
will need to be both familiar with arguments that 
other people have made about a topic and able to form 
your own arguments. You will learn to craft your own 
arguments in the following chapters, but right now your 
focus is honing your research skills to find what other 
people have said about the arguments. If you have never 
been to your local library before, ask a librarian to help 
you get started. Librarians are happy to help people 
find books or articles. In fact, if you call ahead, many 
librarians will gladly give you a tour of the different 
print resources, as well as show you methods for finding 
information, such as the library catalog, searchable 
databases, and other tools for finding helpful magazine 
articles. Librarians want the library to be utilized well, so 
don’t be afraid to ask questions! 
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General, basic overview sources

More detailed, focused sources

Focused, specific,  
complex sources

The Research Pyramid 
For most students, finding books is the easy part; 

knowing which ones to use is the hard part. Here are a 
few tips to help you find books that will work well for 
you in your debate: First, think of the research-gathering 
process in terms of a pyramid. The base of your pyramid 
is very wide. The base of your research should be wide, 
too—this means you should try to find a lot of books 
to give you a general, basic overview of your topic. This 
is similar to what you did when you read the Wikipedia 
or encyclopedia articles. You read a broad overview of 
your topic in order to help you grasp its foundational 
elements. This is what you want to do with your books, 
and because books contain more information, they will 
help you fill in the foundation of your research pyramid 
a little more. The more you learn, generally, about your 
topic, the stronger your foundation will be. You can 
then narrow your research to more detailed, focused 
sources. As you continue to fill in the foundation of 
your research pyramid, you can finally move to focused, 
specific, complex sources, which will form the top of 
your pyramid. 

So if you need to find general books to form the 
base of your research, how do you know which books 
fit this category? There are two types of books that are 
recommended at this stage of your research. The first type 
of book is one that is written, more or less, in a debate 
format. For example, when Josh and Christy went to the 
library to look for books for their capital punishment 
debate, they ran across this book: Debating the Death 
Penalty: Should America Have Capital Punishment? The 
Experts on Both Sides Make Their Case by Hugo Bedau and 
Paul Cassel. As you can imagine, this book caught their 

attention right away because it appeared to be a book 
that could easily help them grasp the arguments on 

both sides of the topic. Because this book was so 
helpful to their case, they decided to see if there 

were any other books structured in this way. 
As they looked through the rest of the books 

that their library search brought up in the 
library catalog, they found two other books 

that appeared to be formatted like a 
debate:  Does Capital Punishment Deter 

Crime? (At Issue Series) edited by Amy 
Marcaccio Keyzer and The Death 

Each library has an organized catalog system that 
you can use to locate books and other works in its 
collection—most library catalogs are accessible online 
via a computer. Find an open computer at the library, 
which is sometimes called a search station, and locate 
the catalog, which is usually found on the library’s home 
page. To find materials related to your research, type in 
your topic theme, or key words related to your topic, 
in the search function in the catalog. You can usually 
select options to streamline your search, for example, 
limiting the search to books only, or books published 
after a certain year. If the library has books related to 
your topic, the search results will provide you with not 
only the book titles and author names, but also the call 
numbers—this is important. Call numbers are necessary 
to track down the exact books you are looking for 
quickly, because titles are organized by this numbering 
system in the book stacks. If you don’t know how to use 
call numbers to find items in the library, just ask your 
librarian. Once you successfully find a few books using 
this method, you’ll find it becomes easier to research and 
quickly locate materials at your library.
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wondering, How do I know which portions of a book 
will be most helpful? The best sections are the ones that 
are easy to understand, that interest you the most, and 
that help you gain a better understanding of the key 
arguments on both sides of the debates. 

Once you find these easiest, most interesting, and most 
informative sections, it is a good idea to spend some time 
skimming them. Skimming is a tool you can use to help 
you quickly find the information you need the most, 
and it will help you avoid spending a lot of time reading 
sources that are not helpful to your research project. 
When you skim a chapter, you move your eyes quickly 
across sentences and paragraphs, noting the key words and 
ideas in the sentence, rather than reading the sentences 
and paragraph in detail. When you skim, you are trying 
to get a quick, general idea of sentences and paragraphs, 
rather than a detailed understanding. You can also skim an 
entire chapter by looking at the section headings within a 
chapter (many books contain these headings, but not all). 
It is also often helpful to read the first and last sentences 
of paragraphs because these sentences often contain the 
main ideas of the paragraph. Remember, the purpose of 
skimming is not to remember everything in the book 
but rather to gain a quick overview of the main ideas and 
arguments of a book, chapter, or paragraph and whether 
certain kinds of information are contained there. Once 
you grasp what key ideas the author is discussing in the 
section in question, you will better know if you want to 
spend time exploring the chapter in depth. If the chapter 
contains the information you need for researching your 
topic, then you can read it more in detail. If the chapter 
does not, you can move on to another chapter.  

Another tool that can help you with skimming your 
book is the index at the back of the book. The index of a 
book is a list of key terms, names, and events that show up 
in the book and on what page they occur. An index can be 
an invaluable tool because it can help you decide quickly 
if the information you need for your research is contained 
in the book you are reading. In other words, the index is a 
tool that allows you to determine quickly if the book you 
are looking at will help you in your research.

Let’s return now to Josh and Christy and their search 
for good sources. In the book Debating the Death Penalty, 
Christy and Josh looked in the table of contents and 
found the following chapters:

Penalty and the Disadvantaged (Ideas in Conflict ) by Gary 
E. McCuen. You should be able to find a book for your 
topic that is structured in a debate format. This is the first 
type of book you should look for to fill in the foundation 
of your research pyramid because such books often present 
a basic view of the arguments on both sides of an issue. 

The second type of book that can help you round out 
the base of your research pyramid is one from the juvenile 
section, or the young adult section, on your topic. It may 
seem odd for a middle or high school student to look at 
children’s books for research. You may or may not want 
to cite a source from the juvenile section; however, bear in 
mind that a juvenile book will be an excellent resource for 
a general look at your topic, and it will help you determine 
what you need to research further. Some library systems 
allow you to easily identify juvenile books because in the 
system they have a “J” at the beginning of the call number. 
Not all libraries put a “J” at the beginning of juvenile books, 
however. Therefore, if you would like to find the juvenile 
books on your particular topic at your library, ask your 
librarian to show you how you can locate these sources. 

When Christy and Josh went to the Lexington 
Public Library and searched the database, they found 
the following book in the juvenile section: Capital 
Punishment by Paul Almonte and Theresa Desmond. This 
book was quite useful because it presented an overview 
of the evidence both for and against capital punishment. 
Furthermore, it accomplished this in a basic manner that 
children and young adults (and, therefore, adults) could 
easily understand. If you start your research by looking 
at books from the juvenile and young adult sections that 
present an overview of both sides of the debate, you will 
strengthen the base of your research pyramid. 

Finding the Useful Parts
Once you find foundational books for your topic, 

what should you do with them? Should you read the 
books in their entirety? If they are short and interesting, 
and you really want to read them, this is fine to do—but 
reading books from beginning to end just to research 
information for a debate usually isn’t necessary (and 
is usually not be the best use of your research time). 
Instead, read the table of contents to find which parts 
of these books will benefit your research. You may be 
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It may not surprise you that, in the course of a 
debate, one key aspect is agreeing on what the most 

important and relevant issues are. If, for instance, 
Christy and Josh are debating as part of a class at 
school, they might be evaluated on their grasp of what 
the judge (in this case, a teacher) considers to be the 
essential issues. However, in a more competitive or 
advanced debate format, Christy and Josh might have 
the flexibility to argue for the significance of points that 
may not seem important to an issue initially. On one 
hand, the advantage of arguing down an unforeseen 
path is that you might catch your opponent off guard 
on a subject about which they may have had little 

to determine the main points of the chapters. Based 
on those points, she was able to decide whether the 
chapters warranted further reading and research. Christy 
found that chapter 2 was a historical look at a supposed 
movement toward abolition of capital punishment in 
the world and in America, written from an abolitionist’s 
perspective. In chapter 5, she discovered excellent 
information in favor of the death penalty written from 
the point of view of a prosecutor who had worked with 
many death penalty cases. 

Upon Josh’s return, she told him, “I’m glad I looked at 
these chapters more carefully. Chapter 2 really edifies your 
side of the debate, and chapter 5 supports my side, although 
we will probably want to read each other’s chapters, too. I’m 
going to quickly scan the rest of the chapters as well, just to 
make sure that we don’t miss anything.”

After skimming the other chapters, Christy 
determined that she and Josh had already found most 
of the helpful chapters. Chapter 1 was interesting but 
was more a personal reflection on the death penalty and 
lacked the hard facts that she and Josh were looking 
for. Chapter 4 was also interesting and contained 
fascinating information, but it pertained more to capital 
punishment and race issues specifically, an area of the 
capital punishment debate that Christy and Josh could 
not consider due to the time restraints on their debate. 
Effectively utilizing the table of contents and the art of 
skimming helped Josh and Christy find the most useful 
information as quickly as possible.

Sometimes students make the mistake of assuming 
that in order to be a good researcher, you must choose the 

1  Tinkering with Death 
—Alex Kozinski

2  An Abolitionist’s Survey of the Death Penalty 
in America Today 
—Hugo Adam Bedau

3  Why the Death Penalty Is Morally 
Permissible 
—Louis P. Pojman

4  Close to Death: Reflections on Race and 
Capital Punishment in America 
—Bryan Stevenson

5  Truth and Consequences: The Penalty of Death 
—Joshua K. Marquis

6  Why the United States Will Join the Rest of the 
World in Abandoning Capital Punishment 
—Stephen B. Bright

7  In Defense of the Death Penalty 
—Paul G. Cassell

8  “I Must Act” 
—George Ryan

In looking at this table of contents, Christy and Josh 
realized that some chapters were more obviously helpful 
to them than others. Josh said, “I believe chapters 3, 6, 
and 7 are the most helpful to us in researching our debate 
because they talk about the morality of capital punishment 
and why it should or should not be abolished.”

“I agree,” Christy replied. “Those chapters definitely 
look the most helpful. But I’m curious about some of 
the other chapters, too. For instance, I can’t completely 
tell what chapters 2 and 5 are about from the titles 
alone, but I have a feeling they might contain valuable 
information. Why don’t you let me skim through them 
while you are looking for other books?”

Josh agreed, and while he ventured into the main 
book stacks, Christy sat at a table and skimmed through 
chapters 2 and 5. To do this, she read the first few 
paragraphs on the first page of each chapter, as well 
as the last couple of pages of each chapter, in order 
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How much do you need to research? Perhaps you’re 
overwhelmed by the idea of researching a topic 

extensively. Maybe you’re shocked by the idea of 
skimming through a book or article without reading 
the entire thing. In order to debate, you have to 
become a crash-course amateur expert about your 
topic. So what defines how much or how little research 
you need to do? There are no hard-and-fast rules; 
however, one important principle required to govern 
your research is respect. In other words, in determining 
how much research you should do for your debate, ask 
yourself the following question: In order to respect my 
opponents, judges, and the topic at hand, what should 
I know? 

One way you can show this respect to your opponent 
is to follow a standard that many people refer to as 
the principle of charity. If you follow the principle 
of charity, you assume that your opponent is an 
intelligent, rational, and moral person, and you 
assume that she has legitimate reasons for believing 
what she does. The principle of charity does not 
demand that you accept your opponent’s beliefs; it 
only demands that you assume she has good, though 
possibly flawed, reasons for what she believes. If you 
assume the principle of charity in your debates, you 
will be more likely to take your research seriously 
because you genuinely will want to know the reasons 
that compel your intelligent, rational opponent to 
believe what she does. This will make you a much 
better debater.

preparation or thought. On the other hand, there is 
the potential disadvantage that your opponents could 
argue, or the judge might think, that your argument 
or point made is less relevant to the debate topic. 
It is always essential in a debate to weigh what the 
most critical issues are. It is also crucial to know 
and understand who decides (or how it is decided) 
what those critical issues are. Are they established 
by common agreement, a judge, or by one’s own 
arguments? In most debates, it is usually a combination 
of these that decide the important issues. So consider 
carefully the range of ideas or topics that could be 
advantageous for you to be prepared to know and 
discuss, should the debate take an unexpected turn.

ignore the ones that do not). If the table of contents for 
a book is daunting and appears incomprehensible, move 
on to another book that looks more accessible. Keep the 
pyramid research method in mind. 

Both Josh and Christy used the pyramid method when 
they started by reading the books they found on capital 
punishment that broadly examined both sides of the 
debate. After they skimmed the most interesting chapters 
in these books, both of them found more complex and 
specific books that they decided to peruse. For example, 
Josh found the book The Wrong Men: America’s Epidemic 
of Wrongful Death Row Convictions by Stanley Cohen, 
which discussed innocent men sentenced, by accident, 
to death. Christy found the book The Death Penalty for 
Teens: A Pro/Con Issue by Nancy Day, which discussed 

thickest, most incomprehensible and boring books to do 
your research. This couldn’t be further from the truth. In 
most cases, any given topic has a wide variety of books 
available, written by a wide variety of people. Some of 
these books will be more interesting to you or written in 
such a way that is conducive to the way your brain works. 
Why not start with these books? Sometimes the reason a 
book is difficult to comprehend is because it is incredibly 
technical, and you may not have enough background 
information yet to understand all of the details in the 
book. However, if you start with less complex books, or 
books that are more suited to your personality, you will 
quickly gain a foundational knowledge of your subject, 
and then you will be in a better position to move on 
to more in-depth books later. The more you read and 
understand about a topic, the more momentum you 
build and the more easily you are able to comprehend 
complicated aspects of the subject matter.

Once you have found and skimmed basic books, you 
can move on to more complex books. Find the next 
book that looks fairly easy to grasp or understand. These 
books will be different from the basic books you have 
been reading. When you look for more complex books, 
you still want to find books that are interesting and 
comprehensible to you. However, you also want to find 
books that are a little longer than the basic books and that 
have more detailed paragraphs and chapters. Moving on 
to these more complex books will allow you to build your 
knowledge base of your subject gradually. Following the 
same process used for the basic books, look at the table of 
contents, skim, and read the chapters that help you (and 
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who has a degree related to, or who has experience 
working in a field related to, the topic about which he 
is writing. This demonstrates that he has had significant 
education, training, and/or experience pertaining to 
the subject matter about which he writes. In addition, 
in most cases a reliable author will have written several 
books or articles about the issue that have been edited 
and reviewed by other professionals. This adds an extra 
measure of expertise because the person has spent a 
significant amount of time researching and considering 
the subject matter. 

It is important to note that many websites are set up 
by groups rather than by a single person. For instance, 
as Christy and Josh researched capital punishment, they 
found a website by a group called Amnesty International, 
which publishes information and statistics about human 
rights issues. Christy and Josh also decided to research 
murder and other crime statistics and came across a 
website by the Bureau of Justice, which is funded by 
the federal government. When you find a site that 
is published by a group, rather than a government, 
it is acceptable if it is constructed by a professional 
organization that has expertise in the area you are 
researching. Amnesty International is a group whose 
expertise is in human rights issues; therefore, their 
information on capital punishment is legitimate. The 
purpose of the Bureau of Justice is to collect data on 
matters pertaining to crime and the law. Therefore, their 
information on crime is authoritative. Furthermore, 
sites set up by professional organizations or groups 
often employ someone to be responsible for editing 
or reviewing the work on the site, or they draw their 
information from professional task forces or academic 
studies that have been reviewed by editorial boards or 
task force team members. Websites set up by nonprofit 
organizations or professional groups are common and 
can be excellent resources for your research. 

It is important to realize that even if people do not 
have a degree in a subject, have not written a book 
on the topic, or do not work for an official 
organization, they can still post a helpful and 
legitimate site on an issue. For example, 
imagine a woman named Rebecca 
whose sister is murdered by a 
man who is later arrested 

the pros and cons of sentencing teenagers to death. It was 
good for Josh and Christy to read these books later in 
their research, rather than at the beginning. These books 
deal with very specific aspects of capital punishment, and 
Christy and Josh were able to understand these specific 
issues better because they had already formed an overall 
view of the issue of capital punishment. Eventually, you 
will be able to read books that are very detailed and 
complicated (these are books at the top of the pyramid) 
because you have established this groundwork. 

How to Evaluate Online Resources
Now you’ll learn more about Internet sources. One 

reason why you were instructed to utilize books first is 
that many recently published books list viable Internet 
sources at the back, or at the end of each chapter, that 
you can consult them for further information. These 
are usually some of the best Internet sources available 
on the subject. However, let’s say that you want to find 
your own Internet sources. What are the characteristics 
of suitable, credible Internet sources? A legitimate site 
is either written by a professional person or group (i.e., 
the person or group has professional expertise in the 
area in which they are writing, and/or have had work 
edited or reviewed by a professional), or constructed by a 
person who has included a list of the sources from which 
he drew the information and facts. Let’s consider why 
each of these characteristics is important for establishing 
legitimate Internet sources.

First, identify the author of the Internet site and 
ascertain whether this person or group is a professional 
with expertise in the area covered on the site. It is 
important for you to find out what qualifications the 
author of the site has to confirm the legitimacy of 
authority on the subject. After all, you and your friends 
probably have very strong opinions on a number of 
subjects, for which you could construct a website and 
about which you could write a bunch of essays or blog 
entries. However, just because someone has strong 
opinions on a subject does not mean that what she writes 
is accurate, logical, or helpful. Therefore, it is vital for 
you to know about the author of the page, and to verify 
what authority the person has to write about the matter. 
In a best-case scenario, the ideal source is an author 
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read your sources to gather information, you will need 
to take notes on information that you find to support 
your point. You can record notes on index cards, in paper 
notebooks, or on the computer. However you document 
your information, make sure you include four important 
items: (a) the title of the book (including chapter title, if 
it is an edited volume), or the article name and title of the 
periodical, or the article title of the website; (b) the author 
and/or editor name(s), or the author or organization name 
of the website; (c) the page number (or numbers) where 
you found this specific information, if available, or the 
specific web address; and (d) the publisher details—the 
publisher’s name and the year the work was published. It 
is especially important to accurately record page numbers 
for any direct quotes you may use later. It is imperative 
to follow this process to record every source you may 
use, because one way to build a strong case in debate is to 
demonstrate that your sources and the authors of those 
sources have credentials or a great deal of expertise in the 
area. It will be very hard to accomplish this if you cannot 
remember from which source you obtained a piece of 
information. It is also a good idea to photocopy or use 
your phone to snap a picture of the copyright page of the 
book you are using, as well as the pages with the passages 
you are quoting, so that you can go back later and double-
check a page number, a publication date, or a term you 
might have misspelled while taking notes.

As Christy and Josh began to take notes, they compared 
their note-taking strategies and realized that they did this 
in very different ways. Josh tended to take notes from 
one chapter or article at a time in a legal notebook. He 
would write the important information about the source 
mentioned above—the title, the author, the page number, 
and the publishing details. Alternatively, Christy liked to 
take her notes on index cards, and she preferred to use a 
system that she had been taught in ninth grade. In fact, her 
system is used by many people who write research papers. 
Whenever Christy starts taking notes from a source, she 
creates an index card for the source—she calls these master 
source cards her “bibliography cards” (a bibliography is 
a list of all of the works consulted in writing a research 
paper or book). She first assigns each bibliography card 
a number, which she writes in the top right-hand corner 
(e.g., the card for the first book is marked #1; the card for 
the second book is #2; the third book is #3, etc.). Then, she 
writes all of the bibliographic information for her source: 

and convicted for this crime. Rebecca, who does not have 
any degree or related job experience in the area of criminal 
justice or law, becomes personally invested in the issue 
of capital punishment. Her gut reaction is that this man 
should pay with his life for the murder of her sister. Yet she 
is not sure that this is a moral action to take. Therefore, 
she reads numerous books about capital punishment 
and interviews other people whose family members have 
been murdered. Rebecca then constructs a website in 
which she posts essays and information about murder and 
capital punishment. She is meticulous in her research and 
always includes the sources from which she has gained 
her information. This site can be considered legitimate 
because Rebecca has accurately cited the sources from 
which she has gleaned her information and people can 
check her information to make sure it is valid. 

It’s important to note that a website created by a 
nonprofessional, such as the example of Rebecca’s site, is 
more prone to error than a site constructed by a professional 
group or by person who has had work published about, 
or has had experience in, the subject area. This is because 
Rebecca has constructed information based on her own 
research, rather than based on formal education she has 
received or professional research she has conducted. In 
addition, it is likely that her essays are not being reviewed 
by an outside editor, whereas an author of a book or a 
professional group will have a book or website editor, 
or a person responsible for fact checking and editing 
their content. In addition, a website constructed by a 
nonprofessional person (i.e., someone who is not an expert 
or member of a particular profession, sometimes referred 
to as a layperson) such as Rebecca is only as good as its 
sources. For instance, if Rebecca cited the National Enquirer 
(a celebrity gossip magazine) as a source, this would not 
be considered an authoritative source and the legitimacy 
of her website would be in question. Therefore, while it 
can be acceptable to use sites that contain cited research by 
laypeople, it is important to note that these sites may have 
more errors than those organized by professionals, and they 
may base research on suspect sources.

Taking Good Notes
Another important skill to learn to hone your research 

skills is how to take excellent notes. As you skim and 
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to your personality and research process. For instance, 
while some people prefer to take notes on paper or index 
cards in the same manner as Josh and Christy, others like to 
take notes directly on the computer. They find this method 
easier for organizing their thoughts and ideas. Feel free 
to use a system that works best for you, but however you 
choose to take notes, make sure that you keep track of the 
source, page number, publishing details, and author.

Let’s revisit Isabel and Andrew to see how they are 
faring with their research. Isabel and Andrew agreed 
that for their debate about cats and dogs, they needed 
to explore some outside information to gain a full 
perspective of which type of pet would be best for their 
family. However, they also agreed that they didn’t have 
enough time—nor was it necessary—to do lengthy, 
intensive research at the library. Therefore, they decided 
that they would check out only a few books from the 
library. When they arrived at their local library, they 
typed “pets” into the search function in the library 
catalog. Since this is a broad topic, the search results 
brought up some off-topic titles such as How to Draw 
Dinosaurs and Other Prehistoric Animals and Alien Pets. 
However, they kept reading down the list, and they 
found these two book titles that looked promising:

The ASPCA Guide to Complete Pet Care by 
David Carroll

Encyclopedia of Pets & Pet Care: The Essential 
Family Reference Guide to Pet Breeds and Pet 
Care by David Alderton

Although Isabel and Andrew will spend more time 
building arguments about pets from internal sources 
rather than from external sources, they decided that 
checking out these books and skimming them for any 
helpful information couldn’t hurt. 

In conclusion, whenever you research a topic, start 
with basic, general sources to build a strong foundation 
first, and then work up to focused, complex sources. 
Remember to look in the back of your books to find 
legitimate Internet sources. If you desire to find your 
own Internet sources, make sure that your sources have 
an author and cited sources, and that the work is an 
article in a legitimate magazine or part of a legitimate 
research group. If your Internet source is missing two or 
more of these characteristics, then you should not use it. 

the title, the author, the publishing details, and the page 
numbers if it is a magazine or periodical article or an article 
from an encyclopedia.

Whenever Christy wants to record a quote or specific 
information from a source, she uses the following 
procedure: Using a new index card (which is separate 
from her bibliography cards), in the top right-hand corner 
of the card, she writes the number of the corresponding 
source—in other words, she writes down the number 
from the corresponding bibliography card—from which 
she obtained her findings. This way, she doesn’t have to 
duplicate the bibliographic details (e.g., author and title 
of the book) for every single quote or fact she wants to 
jot down. Then, she writes the information in the middle 
of the card (one quote or piece of information per index 
card), and directly under the quote or findings she writes 
the page number from which she got the information. If 
she writes down the information word-for-word from the 
original source, she places the information in quotation 
marks—this reminds her that the text is a direct quote, the 
citation for which will definitely require use of the page 
number if used later. Lastly, in the top left-hand corner 
of the index card, she writes a general topic heading to 
describe the note details. For example, to make her life 
easier and to help her organize her notes, Christy decided 
to use these general categories of capital punishment 
research for her note cards:

General background information

Deterrence effect—proof for

Deterrence effect—proof against

Ethics of capital punishment—for

Ethics of capital punishment—against

Since Josh and Christy’s proposition for the debate was 
“Resolved: Capital punishment is ethical, and it deters 
crime,” Christy found these topics to be very helpful in 
organizing her research. Furthermore, Christy decided to 
organize her research even further, and she color-coded her 
index cards, using different colored cards for each of the 
different categories she decided upon. This way, she could 
easily identify to which general topic a fact belonged.

It is important to note that while both Josh and 
Christy’s note-taking systems are effective strategies, you 
must develop or adopt a notation system that is best suited 
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No matter what sources you use, make sure that as you 
take notes that you write down the title, the author, the 
page numbers you get your information from, and the 
correct publishing details. 

Now that you know how to find credible research and 
arguments, you need to examine how to organize your 
research to create a solid argument, which you’ll learn in 
the following chapters.

Review Exercises
Explain

Explain what Wikipedia is and is not good for.

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Explain
Early in the chapter you read that you need to “Read a little to find out what you need to read in-depth.” Explain 

what this phrase means in the context of researching your topic. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Explain
Explain what skimming is, as well as its purpose.

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Describe
Describe two types of legitimate websites.

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Define
Define the term layperson.

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Consider
If you are consulting a website constructed by a layperson, what do you need to verify? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Practice Evaluating Website Legitimacy
List

In “The Big Debate: Gun Control” section, you will list various sources you can use in your debate. In addition 
to researching books, you will also look for Internet sources to help you in your debate. Review each of the following 
websites. In the space provided, for each site evaluate and explain whether it is a legitimate source, and give at least one 
reason for your answer. 

1. GunCite (Link 7-1)

Evaluation:  __________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

2. Just Facts: A Resource for Independent Thinkers (Link 7-2)

Evaluation:  __________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

3. The Brady Campaign to Prevent Gun Violence (Link 7-3)

Evaluation:  __________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Building Copiousness
Review 

Review your old quotes. 

Practice 
Practice saying the quotes to someone in your class, or practice writing them down on paper.

Memorize 
Memorize your new quote:

Courage is not simply one of the virtues but the form of every virtue at the testing point. —C.S. Lewis5

5. Ratcliffe, Oxford Dictionary of Quotations, 103.
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Everyday Debate
Prove

Thus far, in your “Everyday Debate” exercises, you have practiced developing simple Toulmin arguments in favor 
of, or against, a proposition. Here are the basic parts of a Toulmin model of argument: claim, evidence, warrant, and 
reservations. It is important to note that while some arguments are very simple, many arguments contain myriad 
pieces of evidence and many warrants to prove this evidence. In upcoming chapters, you will read about some of the 
most common and useful types of evidence you can harness to prove your points in your arguments, and you will learn 
how to develop these arguments. For now, here are suggestions for different types of evidence you can use in a Toulmin 
argument: (a) specific examples from history, culture, or everyday life; (b) observations about how life works; (c) 
quotes or statements from authorities, such as doctors, persons who are experts in their respective fields, experienced 
researchers, and respected authors; (d) analogies (comparing two similar ideas to draw a conclusion); and (e) religious 
or ethical teachings. In the “Everyday Debate” section for this chapter, you will need to use at least three pieces of 
evidence to prove your statement.

A common debate in our society is whether children should receive an allowance. Develop an argument for both 
sides of this proposition: 

Giving children an allowance teaches them responsibility. 

(Note that this is not an allowance based on chores; it’s just a set amount of money they get each month.) 

Here are some types of evidence you could use for both sides: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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Learning from the Masters
List

Watch the other half of the Dennett and D’Souza debate in which D’Souza gives his arguments (Link 7-4). List the 
strength and weaknesses of D’Souza’s presentation.

Observe
In addition, watch the rebuttal section of this debate so that you can get a feel for how this process of 

rebuttals works.

The Big Debate: Gun Control
List

As you know, in this section throughout the book you will be preparing for a debate on gun control. To help you 
focus your research, here is a suggested resolution for your debate:

Resolved: Gun control is ethical and will make the United States a safer place.

To help you with this debate, go to the library and look on the Internet to find at least seven sources on this topic. 
List your sources below, in order of what you think will be the most helpful (1) to the least helpful (7):

1.  ____________________________________________________________________________________

2.  ____________________________________________________________________________________

3.  ____________________________________________________________________________________

4.  ____________________________________________________________________________________

5.  ____________________________________________________________________________________

6.  ____________________________________________________________________________________

7.  ____________________________________________________________________________________
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You can’t think rationally on an empty  
stomach, and a whole lot of people can’t  

do it on a full stomach either.
—Lord Reith1

In the last chapter, you learned how to find credible books, articles, and Internet sources to help you 
develop a clear understanding of the basic information and key arguments about your topic. This is 
crucial because, obviously, you cannot start from scratch every time you need to research a subject. That 
is, you can’t do all of the research yourself. You should use and build on information that other people 
have researched, developed, and collected over the years. You must develop techniques to evaluate the 
arguments you are reading; just because someone has written an argument that is published in a book 
does not mean that the argument is automatically a valid one. Therefore, learning the use of certain 
research tools is required to help you critique the arguments you read. You need tools that aid the 
construction of your own arguments. 

After all, you will be bringing your own viewpoint to the discussion. This means that you will often 
construct new arguments based on your view of the evidence and the issue at hand. In a sense, what 
you require is a means by which you can evaluate arguments from external sources, such as the books 
and articles you read. You also will need tools to help you develop and critique arguments from internal 
sources, that is, your own personal logic and experience. In the next few chapters, you will learn tools 
and techniques for critiquing and developing arguments. You will learn how to effectively develop 
arguments from your own internal resources and critique arguments from external sources. In doing 
this, you will learn about three types of persuasion: logos, ethos, and pathos.

Inductive Arguments
The first type of argument we will be discussing is an argument from logos, or logic. You may 

remember from the overview of logic in chapter 4 that there are two main types of logic that people 
use in debates: inductive and deductive logic. In this chapter, as well as the next few chapters, you will 
focus on inductive logic. Later, you will examine deductive logic. Remember that inductive arguments 
are arguments based on generalizations. That is, when people make inductive arguments, they make 
observations from examples in life, research, and their own common sense. Based on patterns noted in 
these observations, they then make generalizations that represent general rules for how things work in 
the world. To get an idea of how inductive arguments work, read the following example of two friends 
chatting in a coffee shop:

1.  Susan Ratcliffe, Oxford Dictionary of Quotations by Subject, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 290.
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things. My niece goes to a really great school. 
She is in seventh grade, and this year she already 
has participated in science fair, has acted in a 
Shakespeare play, and has exchanged letters with a 
pen pal in Guatemala as part of her Spanish class 
curriculum. I know of other schools where kids are 
doing meaningful and thoughtful work. I think 
there are just a few bad apples in the bunch.

As you can see, both Jennifer and Karen have made 
some generalizations based on scenarios they have 
witnessed in everyday life. (Generalization is the process 
of extrapolating broad theories or ideas from consistent 
patterns we observe in life.) Jennifer observed negative 
stories in the newspaper and remembered the incident 
with her nephew, and from those observations she 
generalized that schools today must be getting worse. 
Alternatively, Karen took note of the positive influence 
of her niece’s school, and remembered other schools 
she knew of that focus on thoughtful curricula, and as 
a result she generalized that many schools were doing a 
great job, and there were only a few that were not.

One of the most common ways that we argue is 
through the process of generalization. However, it’s 
important to note that we make generalizations from 
several different sources. For instance, we generalize 
from everyday occurrences, just as Jennifer and Karen 
did in the previous dialogue. We generalize from studies 
and information provided by reputable and scientific 
organizations. We also generalize from the morality and 
ethics teachings of spiritual and philosophical leaders. 
Furthermore, we generalize from cause-and-effect 
relationships that we have observed in history and in life. 
These are just a few of the types of generalizations people 
regularly make. Because generalizations can be helpful 
to you when you construct arguments for a debate, you 
should know about a helpful tool that can help you 
discover as many of these types of arguments as possible: 
the common topics. Greek philosopher Aristotle wrote 
about the common topics, which he invented, in his 
book Rhetoric, one of the most influential books on the 
development of rhetoric.2

2.  Christof Rapp, “Aristotle’s Rhetoric,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia 
of Philosophy, February 1, 2010, Edward N. Zalta, ed., http://plato.
stanford.edu/archives/spr2010/entries/aristotle-rhetoric/.

Jennifer: (puts down a newspaper she has been reading) 
I don’t know what to think about education in 
America today. Schools seem to be getting worse 
and worse, and kids aren’t learning anything.

Karen: What makes you say that?

Jennifer: I was just reading in the newspaper about 
how this school near me had to close down 
because a majority of the kids performed so 
poorly on standardized tests. And this isn’t the 
only incident I’ve noticed like this. Last month, 
I read a newspaper article about how numerous 
businesses have to train their new employees, 
who just graduated from high school or college, 
basic math and communication skills because 
they simply did not know these fundamentals. 
Not only that, but my sister has been having 
tremendous difficulty with my nephew’s school. 
He’s in third grade and he still has problems with 
reading. My sister discovered that he doesn’t know 
all of the sounds of the letters of the alphabet 
well. When she asked his teacher about it, the 
teacher said that they no longer drill the alphabet 
into kids’ heads anymore, and instead spend a lot 
of time reading books. It just appears as though 
schools aren’t what they used to be.

Karen: I disagree. I think there are some bad schools, 
but I think many schools are doing wonderful 
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What limits are there to generalizing from personal 
experience? Assuming a general knowledge 

from an individual circumstance can be dangerous, 
especially in regard to people or people groups. 
General conclusions based on limited evidence are 
rarely justified, but making them is a typical human 
tendency. It could be tempting to assume, from 
one particularly terrible experience at a Bulgarian 
train station while on a European vacation, that 
Bulgarian people as a whole are rude—though 
clearly, the acts of one person are rarely, if ever, an 
accurate representation of an entire cultural group 
of people. If making judgments and assumptions 
are inevitable, then how can you make them more 
effective and accurate? How can you tell who or 
what individual, or action, is representative of a 
whole? There are some qualifications—a devotee to 
a certain religion will probably give you a fairer and 
more thorough account of the religion than a recent 
convert, though the devotee may not give you an 
accurate picture of the average person committed 
to that religion. By the same token, a football player 
ejected for unsportsmanlike conduct is unlikely to 
fairly or averagely represent the entire team (the 
players of which have not been kicked out). When 
you use examples, you want to aim at using an 
example that most represents the whole group it 
exemplifies. Hasty generalizations can lead one into 
unintentionally committing the straw man fallacy. 
The straw man fallacy occurs when a person draws a 
conclusion from a caricatured or otherwise distorted 
version of his opponent’s argument. When you create 
a straw man version of your opponent’s argument, 
you aren’t actually fairly addressing your opponent’s 
argument but rather creating a distorted version of 
your opponent’s argument that is ridiculous and easy 
to defeat.

Beware of Fallacies
The common topics are a list of categories for finding 

all of the available arguments for a given subject, and it 
can be extremely helpful when constructing arguments 
for debate. For each common topic, there are common 
argument pitfalls that people fall into when trying to 
make these kinds of arguments. These argument pitfalls, 
which Aristotle referred to as “argument pretenders,” are 
called fallacies. A fallacy is a commonly recognized type 
of poor argument; an error in reasoning. An argument 
is poor when the conclusion does not follow from the 
premises with strong probability. For instance, the 
premises might not actually relate to the conclusion but 
may be irrelevant and related to something else. Another 
problem that could arise with an argument that contains 
a fallacy is that the premises may not be strong enough 
or contain enough evidence to support the conclusion. 
There are several different specific problems that a 
fallacy can have. The problem that all fallacies have in 
common, though, is that the premises do not support 
the conclusion.

Therefore, if you learn the basic common topics 
and the most frequent fallacies people commit when 
constructing these arguments, you will be well on 
your way to building a solid case in any debate. The 
common topics are definition, comparison, relationship, 
circumstance, and testimony. In this book, you will learn 
a strong overview of these common topics and fallacies. 
(To learn about these fallacies and common topics in 
depth, check out Classical Academic Press’s publications 
The Argument Builder and The Art of Argument.) 

Internal or External Arguments: 
How to Choose

Before you review the common topics, it is important 
for you to understand which sources you should consult 
to build these arguments. To better understand the 
range of sources available to you, next you’ll explore 
the use of internal arguments and external arguments 
a little more, both of which are necessary in debate. 
Internal arguments are arguments that you can form 
from the knowledge and insight you possess right now. 

For example, when you are debating or discussing any 
topic, it is important to realize that you already possess 
numerous arguments at your fingertips because of your 
personal experience and/or common sense. In addition, 
people can also craft arguments from just plain logical 
deductive reasoning and rational thinking. (You will 
learn about how to construct deductive arguments in 
later chapters.) Personal experience, thoughts, opinions, 
and common sense are your internal sources, and they 
are the best place to start in any debate, though many 



78

Chapter 8 | Inductive Logic: Introducing the Common Topics

people are tempted to consult an external source first. 
The common topics will help you understand how to 
make the most of your own personal experience when 
building internal arguments. 

External arguments, in contrast, are arguments 
you construct from sources outside of yourself. For 
example, books, magazine articles, documentaries, 
credible Internet sources, and interviews with experts 
are all excellent resources in which to find external 
arguments. In the last chapter, you learned how to 
use external sources to help you find the arguments 
people have written on a topic. Not only can you 
use these arguments to build your case, you can also 
combine them with your own internal arguments 
to create new arguments. Although external sources 
you use will vary for different debates, there are three 
external sources in particular that are useful for every 
debate you encounter: a dictionary, a thesaurus, and 
a quote book. These sources are invaluable tools for 
building a good foundation for your argument, as well 
as for adding entertaining and elaborative touches. 
Luckily, in this age of the Internet, you can easily 
find affordable versions of these sources for purchase 
online. I personally recommend The Merriam-Webster 
Dictionary of Quotations, as well as The Merriam-Webster 
Dictionary and The Merriam-Webster Thesaurus. You 
can even consult both dictionary and thesaurus online 
(Link 8-1). Although there is certainly a wide array of 
dictionaries, thesauri, and books of quotations from 
which to choose, these are good foundational external 
sources that will meet many of your debating needs. 

Consider what you have learned about the common 
topics, as well as internal and external sources, thus far 
in light of Josh and Christy’s capital punishment debate 
and Isabel and Andrew’s pet debate. Both Josh and 
Christy should first consult their own experiences and 
reason so that they can make full use of their internal 
resources. For instance, they may have heard about 
capital punishment cases in their own state or other 
states from which they could draw conclusions. They 
may also be able to construct some arguments based 
on common sense. (You will examine these possible 
arguments in more detail in upcoming chapters.) 
They should spend some time mining these internal 
resources first. Because there has been so much written 

and researched concerning capital punishment, Christy 
and Josh will also have a wealth of external resources at 
their fingertips regarding this topic. For example, they 
can consult statistical studies, historical and modern 
examples of the use of capital punishment, and religious 
and ethical teachings pertaining to this issue. These are 
all external resources that will provide ample material 
from which Josh and Christy can make generalizations. 
Alternatively, as you can imagine, Isabel and Andrew 
will largely consult internal resources for their pet 
debate. Although they may read a few books to glean 
some specific information about these animals as pets, 
they will primarily form arguments from their personal 
observations about cats and dogs, and from watching 
other people’s relationships and experiences with their 
pets. They will then evaluate how these observations 
apply to their particular family situation. Informal 
debates often take this form. Both informal and formal 
debates can use external and internal resources; however, 
people involved with a formal debate make more 
extensive use of external resources than those involved in 
an informal debate. 

In conclusion, once you have established what it 
is that you are debating by forming the idea into a 
proposition, it is time to start constructing arguments. 
One of the best ways to form inductive arguments 
is with a systematic tool such as the common topics, 
which helps you to discover all of the available means of 
persuasion for a given topic. You can use the common 
topics to explore both internal and external resources. In 
the next chapter, you will look at the first common topic: 
definition. 
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Review Exercises
Define

Define each of the following words.

1. Inductive Logic  _______________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

2. Generalization:  _______________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

3. Common Topics:  ______________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

4. Internal Sources:  ______________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

5. External Sources:  ______________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  
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Practicing Generating Arguments from 
Internal Resources
Develop

Imagine that you are involved in the following debate: “Resolved: Lying is always wrong.” This is a proposition for 
which you can generate several internal arguments. Choose a side of this debate—either affirmative or negative—and 
then generate three internal arguments for your position. You do not need to create a full Toulmin argument. A one-
sentence argument claim will suffice for this exercise. After you generate your three arguments from internal sources, 
list two external sources you could consult to further develop arguments.

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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Building Copiousness
Review 

Review your old quotes. 

Practice 
Practice saying the quotes to someone in your class, or practice writing them down on paper.

Memorize 
Memorize your new quote:

Courage is the knowledge of what is and is not to be feared. —Nicias3

Everyday Debate
Consider

As discussed in previous chapters, Andrew and Isabel are still debating about which pet they should get. Although 
this is an informal debate between the twins, both of them have had experience on a debate team when they lived in 
Bolivia, and so they decided to focus their debate on the following proposition: “Resolved: A cat is the most practical 
pet for our family at this time.” As you may have already guessed based on their earlier dialogues, Isabel is arguing the 
affirmative, and Andrew is arguing the negative. After they decided on the focus of their informal debate, these siblings 
had a casual conversation to better understand each other’s points of view. Read their conversation and then answer the 
following questions:

Andrew: OK, Isabel. If we are going to present a proposal to Mom and Dad about which pet is ideal for our family, 
we might as well understand both of our perspectives. After all, that’s probably the only way we will be able to 
come to any kind of agreement. Also, I know Mom and Dad will ask us lots of hard questions to make sure we’ve 
looked at the issue from all sides. 

Isabel: You’re right, Andrew. First, tell me why you think that a dog is the most practical pet for our family, and then I 
will tell you why I think a cat is more ideal.

Andrew: I think a dog is more ideal for several reasons. You know there have been several robberies in our 
neighborhood in the past year, right? Well, I noticed that none of the people who were robbed had a dog. That’s 
because robbers don’t want to break into houses with dogs because they bark loudly and are protective. If we 
got a dog, it could help guard our house. I think robbers are less likely to rob a house when there is a potentially 
noisy dog watching over the house. Also, do you remember Joe’s dog, Samson? Joe taught him the coolest tricks. 
He even taught Samson to sing—well, howl, actually—along with the radio. A lot of my other friends who 

3.  Ratcliffe, Oxford Dictionary of Quotations, 103.
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have dogs teach them amazing stunts and actions. Dogs can be taught tricks, and since we have wanted a pet 
for so long, I think it would be a good idea to get one that we can interact with—really actively engage with the 
animal. Those are my main reasons. Now you can tell me why you think a cat is an ideal pet.

Isabel: Well, one reason I think a cat is the ideal pet for us is because our house is kind of small, and I’ve noticed 
that all of our friends who live in diminutive houses either have no pets or small pets, such as cats or goldfish. 
If we got a large dog, such as a golden retriever—which is the kind of dog that I know you want to get, by 
the way—it would probably feel very crowded in our home. Our house is small, and a big dog like a golden 
retriever needs a lot of room to move around. Making such a large dog live in a small house would be unfair to 
the dog. Also, dogs have a tendency to be messy. They can chew and tear up things, and potentially can cause 
greater messes than cats. I know many dogs, such as Joe’s dog Samson, can do neat tricks, but do you remember 
how destructive he was? He constantly dug in the trash, and he even ate part of the family’s Christmas tree one 
year. Most of my friends with dogs have similar stories about their dogs occasionally ruining something in their 
houses. Since everyone in our family is usually busy with work and school, I think we need a pet we don’t need 
to monitor as closely, or clean up after as much.

List
For both Andrew and Isabel, list two generalizations that each twin makes based on observations from everyday life.

Andrew’s generalizations: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Isabel’s generalizations: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

List
List two other sources Andrew and Isabel could consult—either external or internal—to gather more inductive 

generalizations. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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Learning from the Masters
Observe

Intelligence Squared, a public debate program started in 2006 by the Rozenkranz Foundation, gathers cultural 
leaders and intellectuals to debates issues of current public concern. Many of these debates are broadcasted on National 
Public Radio (NPR). For instance, the following are some of the topics that have been debated on Intelligence 
Squared:

Resolved: Churchill was more of a liability than an asset to the free world.

Resolved: The Catholic Church is a force for good in the world.

Resolved: Free-market capitalism is “so” twentieth century. 

Resolved: The threat to our civil liberties from an over-mighty state has been greatly exaggerated.

As you can see, these debates cover a wide range of issues. If you look at some of the past debates, you will find 
other topics such as “Resolved: Too many people go to universities”; “Resolved: Hunting with hounds should be 
banned”; and “State education is a comprehensive disaster.” Intelligence Squared will also occasionally sponsor 
humorous debates such as “Why can’t a man be more like a woman?” and “The problem with this country is the 
daily mail.” The basic format for an Intelligence Squared debate is based on affirmative and negative presentations 
followed by cross-examination/questions. Typically, there are three experts on the affirmative side and three experts 
on the negative side. One speaker on the affirmative side first presents arguments. Then, a speaker from the negative 
side presents arguments. The affirmative side presents again, followed by the negative side, until all three speakers on 
each side have presented. Each presentations lasts about six minutes. After all of the presenters on both sides have 
delivered their arguments, there will be several cross-examinations periods. During the first cross-examination period, 
the moderator of the debate generally asks the speakers questions. During the second cross-examination period, the 
audience members ask the speakers questions. In addition, sometimes there is another cross-examination time in 
which speakers on each side ask speakers on the opposing side questions. Lastly, there is usually time given at the end 
for each speaker to present closing arguments, lasting about two minutes each. There is no established rebuttal time 
in these debates; however, because speakers can respond at length to cross-examinations and because they have closing 
arguments, this often serves as a time when they can rebut points raised by the other team. 

Intelligence Squared debates are great examples to learn about the debate format. They are especially interesting 
because they allow you to compare and contrast various speakers and speaking styles. You can gain a clearer picture 
of what is effective and what is not. Further, the people who speak at these debates are often, though not always, 
authorities on the matters they address, and they are competent, strategic thinkers. Because of this, they often craft 
proficient and thorough arguments, which serve as excellent models for students learning to develop arguments. In 
addition, the cross-examination times are enlightening because the moderator and audience members ask probing and 
intelligent questions that challenge the speakers to defend their arguments. You can gain a strong sense of how to ask 
first-rate cross-examination questions from these arguments.

Next, you are going to watch one of the Intelligence Squared debates on the following proposition: “Resolved: 
America should be the world’s policeman” (Link 8-3). Begin by watching each set of two debaters—the affirmative 
and negative sides—and then discuss how they develop their arguments, and the strengths and weaknesses of their 
presentations.
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Observe and Evaluate
Watch the first affirmative presentation by Max Boot and the first negative presentation by Ellen Laipson.  

Then, answer the following questions:

1. List at least three key arguments that Max Boot makes in his presentation: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

2. What are some observed strengths and weaknesses of Boot’s argument and presentation style? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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3. List at least three key arguments that Ellen Laipson makes in her arguments: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

4. What are some observed strengths and weaknesses of Laipson’s speech? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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5. Who do you think was the better speaker, and why?

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

The Big Debate: Gun Control
List

You have started to research the issue of gun control. To get you thinking about this argument, list two arguments 
in favor of, and two arguments against, the following proposition:  “Resolved: Gun control is ethical and will make the 
United States a safer place.” These preliminary arguments should be arguments purely from internal sources—that is, 
your own logic, common sense, and experience. Use the Toulmin model of argument to develop your two arguments 
on each side. For right now, because you are examining both sides of the argument, just complete the claim, evidence, 
and warrant parts of the argument.
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‘When I use a word,’ Humpty Dumpty said in 
a rather scornful tone, ‘it means just what I 
choose it to mean—neither more nor less.’ 

—Lewis Carroll1

The first common topic you will learn about is definition. This is an explanation or illustration of 
a word, and it is the first of Aristotle’s common topics. It explores the meaning of a word in order 
to develop an argument. After you have established a proposition for a debate, one of the most 
important actions you should take to ensure your debate runs smoothly is to define the terms in 
your proposition. After all, if you and your opponent define the same key word in your proposition 
differently, then the debate will be confusing, as you would in fact be arguing two different 
propositions. This common topic provides you with some of the most common definitional devices 
for clarifying a word. Definition is useful for much more than merely clarifying the terms of a debate. 
It helps your audience grasp the big picture of, as well as the fine distinctions within, your debate 
topic. There is a wide array of definitional techniques people use when they employ the common 
topic of definition. Some of the most common methods are stipulative definitions, dictionary 
definitions, etymology, examples, synonyms and antonyms.

Stipulative Definition
You will learn about each of these techniques in more detail in this chapter. First, you’ll learn 

about the stipulative definition, which is one of the most common, useful, and important definition 
techniques that you will use in informal debates. It is important to note that when you are in an 
informal debate, your main goal is to make sure that everyone in the discussion is on the same page. For 
instance, consider the following discussion between Isabel and Andrew:

Andrew: Isabel, I know that you are going to argue that a cat is the most practical pet for our family 
right now. But just to make sure I understand you correctly, what exactly do you mean by 
“practical”?

Isabel: I mean, given our family’s busy schedule, that a cat is the easiest pet to care for and the pet that 
best matches our lifestyle.

When Isabel defined the word “practical” for Andrew, note that she did not consult a dictionary. 
Instead, she provided a definition for the word to indicate how she was using it in the debate. That 
is, she used a stipulative definition. A stipulative definition is a reasonable definition for a word that 
one or two people create on the spot—often in an informal discussion or debate—for the purpose of 

1.  Susan Ratcliffe, Oxford Dictionary of Quotations by Subject, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 517.
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Janus-Faced Discipline,” you learned that you while you 
want to gather logical arguments in formal debate, you 
should also strive to connect with, and even entertain, 
your audience. As such, in a formal debate you will 
likely use several definition techniques, all for the 
purpose of clarifying the proposition, and informing and 
entertaining the audience. It’s important to study each of 
the different kinds of definitional techniques you can use 
to accomplish these purposes.

Dictionary Definition
Next, let’s examine the other types of definitional 

techniques, as well as the sources we can use to develop 
these techniques. You may have noticed that stipulative 
definitions are created from internal resources—that is, 
from a person’s existing understanding and familiarity 
with a term. The other definition techniques must often, 
though not always, utilize external resources such as 
dictionaries or encyclopedias. One of the most common 
types of definition techniques you will use is a dictionary 
definition. A dictionary definition is just that—a 
definition that comes from the dictionary. For instance, 
for Christy and Josh’s debate, when Christy looked up 
the word “capital,” she found the following definitions: 
“punishable by death; involving execution; most serious.”2 
These definitions rounded out their notion of what capital 
punishment is. It is the most serious punishment, or the 
punishment involving execution. 

In addition to providing a quick and clear explanation 
for the key words of your debate, dictionary definitions 
also often contain another common definition technique: 
etymology. Etymology is the study of the roots and 
origins of a word. For example, many of the words in our 
English language come from Latin and French because, 
historically, Rome and France had a significant impact on 
English civilizations, and so our language absorbed many 
words or word roots from these languages. For example, 
in the dictionary entry on “capital,” Christy found that 
the word “capital” derived from, or came from, the Latin 
word caput, which means “head.” Through a little extra 
research, she discovered, as she suspected, that capital 
punishment came to be named this because, originally, 
people who received the sentence of capital punishment 

2.  Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary, s.v. “capital.”

clarifying a term. Be aware that in an informal debate, 
you will likely use the common topic of definition in 
a brief way. Usually, one or both parties will provide a 
stipulative definition for the terms in their debate so 
that they know they are using terminology in the same 
way. Put another way, this method prevents potential 
confusion regarding the meanings of the terms used in 
the debate.

Alternatively, when you are involved in a formal 
debate, such as Josh and Christy’s debate on capital 
punishment, it is far more likely that you will need to 
use several definitional techniques to provide an accurate 
definition for your word. For example, read the following 
discussion that Christy and Josh had in class:

Josh: I think we need to clarify exactly what we mean by 
capital punishment, Christy.  
 
I think I know—I mean, usually when people talk 
about capital punishment, they mean the death 
penalty. But I’m not sure if capital punishment 
differs in other states and countries. I mean, do 
all countries and states have capital punishment? 
Also, do countries and states that practice capital 
punishment carry out execution in the same 
manner, or do they execute in different ways?

Christy: Those are good questions, Josh. I also wonder 
which crimes, specifically, are considered capital 
offenses, and which are punishable by death. Is it 
all instances of murder, or only some particular 
types of murder? And are there any other crimes, 
other than murder, that are punishable by death?

As you can see, Christy and Josh have a lot to clarify 
before they can jump right into their arguments. 
Whenever you are involved in formal debate, you will 
use the common topic of definition more thoroughly 
than you would in an informal debate. This is true for 
several reasons. First, one of the purposes of a formal 
debate is to inform as well as to persuade, whereas in 
an informal debate, there is less emphasis on informing 
one another; rather, the focus is on discovering both 
sides’ viewpoints and reaching a conclusion about which 
position or argument is stronger, more logical, or more 
reasonable. In addition, there is a bit of a theatrical 
element to formal debate. In chapter 3, “Debate: The 
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were executed by having their heads chopped off—
thus, the tie-in to “head.” Josh also found a few helpful 
antonyms and synonyms for the term “capital” in a 
class thesaurus. As you probably remember, synonyms 
are words that have the same or a similar meaning to 
another word, and antonyms are words that have an 
opposite meaning to another word. Josh discovered some 
synonyms of the word capital: uppermost, most serious, 
and critical. He also found the following antonyms: 
trivial, insignificant, and minor. As you can imagine, 
using synonyms and antonyms can be valuable: If you 
are not familiar with a given term, then there is a good 
chance that you may be familiar with a word that is 
similar to, or opposite, the term. While synonyms tell us 
what a word is, antonyms can be especially helpful, since 
one common way to grasp a concept is by understanding 
what that concept is not. 

After Christy and Josh researched and shared their 
information with each other, they felt they had a solid 
start to defining capital punishment and providing a 
clear picture of it for their audience. However, although 
the dictionary definition and etymology of “capital” 
were helpful, they still needed answers for their other 
questions, including which crimes were considered 
capital offenses, which countries and states practice 
capital punishment, and what types of execution 
techniques are used in capital punishment. Although 
seemingly small details such as these can sometimes 
appear to be irrelevant, they can actually be vital to a 
debate. Remember, Josh and Christy decided to debate 
that capital punishment is both ethical and an effective 
deterrent to crime. Details, such as the specific method 
used to execute a criminal, could be a strong determining 
factor in whether the practice is considered ethical.

Examples and Illustrations
As Josh and Christy discussed these questions, 

they realized that they needed specific examples of 
countries and states that use capital punishment, as 
well as examples of kinds of crimes that warranted the 
death penalty. In addition, they recognized that they 
should find examples of the types of capital punishment 
practiced around the world. For your debates, in defining 
the terms in your propositions, the use of examples—

that is, instances or illustrations of a larger group or 
concept—is one of the best tools for clarifying terms. Of 
course, it is wise to start with dictionary definitions, but 
dictionary definitions tend to be somewhat abstract and 
“skeletal,” so to speak, while examples help to put flesh 
on the bones of the skeleton. Furthermore, dictionary 
definitions often employ abstract words, while examples 
create vivid pictures of the term under discussion. To 
find valid examples, Josh and Christy looked up capital 
punishment in a World Book Encyclopedia that Christy 
had at home. Their teacher, Mr. Bennet, had told them 
that they were allowed to use one encyclopedia as a 
source for their debate, which was recommended for 
gaining background information on their topic.

In the encyclopedia entry for capital punishment, 
Josh and Christy found several facts that answered their 
questions. They discovered that in the 1990s, thirty-six 
US states allowed some form of the death penalty, but 
capital punishment was generally restricted to murder 
and other crimes that led to murder, such as “armed 
robbery, hijacking, and kidnapping.”3 Interestingly, they 
also found that most European and Latin American 
countries, and even Canada, had outlawed capital 
punishment at some point by 19764 because they 
believed it was inhumane.5 To Christy and Josh’s surprise, 
they discovered that, according to the encyclopedia, “in 
the early 1990s, the United States was the only Western 
industrialized nation where executions still took place.”6 
They also discovered that all of the states that practiced 
capital punishment either used electrocution, the gas 
chamber, or drug injection.7 

These examples aided to clarify and create Josh 
and Christy’s shared picture of capital punishment. 
Furthermore, their research showed them that they 
needed to narrow their proposition even further. As 
a result, Christy and Josh changed their proposition 
as follows: “Capital punishment as it is practiced in 
the United States is ethical, and it is an effective crime 

3.  Franklin E. Zimring, “Capital Punishment,” World Book 
Encyclopedia (Chicago: World Book, 1992), 193.

4.  “Capital Punishment in Canada,” CBCNewsCanada, last updated 
June 7, 2010, http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/capital-punishment-
in-canada-1.795391.

5. Zimring, “Capital Punishment,” 193.
6. Ibid.
7. Ibid.
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How do you decide which definition to accept in a 
debate? As in the case of most disputes, whichever 

side is shown to be most attractive is the one that wins 
the day. Definitions that possess accuracy and clarity 
are viewed in a positive light when they correspond 
to the reality perceived by your audience. Such 
definitions make immediate and clear sense to your 
audience. Attractive definitions also might be those 
that reveal a meaningful aspect or quality of the word 
in question (e.g., when one uses etymology to define 
a word, or uses a technical definition provided by a 
particular field of study or practice), impressing your 
audience with a depth of meaning or an intriguing 
quality of the word they might not have known before. 
Unless a particular dictionary has been adopted as 
an official standard by your debate organization, 
or the word has been defined in the brief or topic, 
definitions are decided by the arguments and consent 
of the debaters. Therefore, do not allow key terms in 
a debate to be defined in a way that is unfavorable to 
your position, and be sure to take strategic advantage 
of defining words that are favorable (either to your 
position, or to your judges and fellow debaters) and 
viewed as fair and accurate.

deterrent.” They presented their new proposition to Mr. 
Bennet, who said, “Good work. I was wondering if you 
would eventually decide to narrow your statement. I 
think this is a good new proposition.”

The common topic of definition is one that people 
often use as an introductory tool to become more 
familiar with a word and its background. In a formal 
debate, it can also provide a whole picture of a topic 
for an audience. For most of the definition techniques 
you will use, you will need to consult external sources, 
such as a dictionary, a history book, or an encyclopedia 
article. By establishing this information clearly, you 
will lay a strong foundation for the rest of your debate. 
Remember—in an informal debate, you will likely 
use a stipulative definition, but you won’t commonly 
use the other definition techniques, because in an 
informal debate you don’t have the requirement of 
providing background information or entertainment 
for an audience. Definitions are obviously important, 
but, certainly, there is so much more to a debate than 
definitions. In fact, definitions aren’t even considered 
arguments; rather, they are tools for clarification (of an 
argument). In the next chapter, you will read about the 
next common topic on Aristotle’s list: comparison. As you 
will see, this common topic helps our two sets of debating 
teenagers get head starts on developing their arguments.
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Review Exercises
Define

Define each of these definition techniques:

1. Stipulative definition: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

2. Dictionary definition: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

3. Etymology: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

4. Examples: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

5. Synonyms: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

6. Antonyms: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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Discuss
Why is definition important?

Building Copiousness
Review 

Review your old quotes. 

Practice 
Practice saying the quotes to someone in your class, or practice writing them down on paper.

Memorize 
Memorize your new quote:

Cowards die many times before their deaths; 
The valiant never taste of death but once.

   —William Shakespeare8

Practicing Definitions 
Write

Later in this book, you will learn that it is quite common for debaters to define the terms in the debate at the 
beginning of a debate speech. In fact, in the exercise from chapter 8’s Learning from the Masters section, you saw Ellen 
Laipson do this when she defined the word “police” in the Intelligence Squared speech. In order to practice this skill, 
write an argument based on the quote you memorized in the Building Copiousness section—“Cowards die many 
times before their deaths; / The valiant never taste of death but once” by William Shakespeare—and make sure that as 
a part of this argument, you define the word “cowardice” using three definition techniques (e.g., dictionary definition, 
synonyms, and examples). In addition, make sure your argument, in addition to definition, follows the Toulmin model 
of argument. The following is a sample order of information for your paragraph, to help you get started:

• Introductory sentence
• Three definition techniques to define “cowardice”
• Toulmin model
• Conclusion

8. Ratcliffe, Oxford Dictionary of Quotations, 104.
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Everyday Debate
Debate

In the last chapter, you considered the following debate topic: “Resolved: Lying is always wrong.” Hold a 
minidebate for this topic using your internal arguments from the last chapter as the basis of your debate. As a part of 
your affirmative argument, include a definition of lying that uses at least three definitional techniques. Recommended 
techniques for this exercise are a dictionary definition, a synonym, and an antonym.

Learning from the Masters
Observe

Watch the next set of speeches from the Intelligence Squared debate: “Resolved: America should be the world’s 
policeman.” Then, answer the questions that follow. The next two speakers in this debate are Michael Mandelbaum 
and Matthew Parris (Link 9-1). 

List
List three of Michael Mandelbaum’s key arguments. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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Discuss
What are some strengths and weaknesses of Mandelbaum’s speech? 

List
List three of Matthew Parris’s key arguments.

Discuss
What are some strengths and weaknesses of Parris’s speech? 

Discuss
Which speaker did you think was more effective and why? 

The Big Debate: Gun Control
You are now starting to take notes in these exercises that will later help you when you debate. Therefore, make sure 

you take complete notes by recording the sources (remember to note the title, author, page number, and publisher 
details) from which you find the information for the exercises in these sections at the end of each chapter. If needed, 
review the different note-taking styles mentioned in chapter 7 and pick the style that best fits your researching habits 
and personality. 

Debate
In order to gain a clear idea of our preposition “Resolved: Gun control is ethical and will make the United States a 

safer place,” write a dictionary definition for each of the following terms: “gun,” “control,” and “ethical.” 

Gun: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Control: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Ethical: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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‘Contrariwise,’ continued Tweedledee, ‘if it 
was so, it might be; and if it were so, it would 

be: but as it isn’t, it ain’t. That’s logic.’ 
—Lewis Carroll1

Do you remember the purpose of Aristotle’s common topics? The purpose of the common topics is 
to provide a framework for creating all of the available arguments for a given topic. In the last chapter, 
you examined the common topic of definition, which, as you learned, is a foundational tool for ensuring 
that everyone understands the topic at hand. Use of this common topic also provides clear examples of 
the key terms, as well as some history and development of those terms. 

Comparison and Analogy
Before you study the next common topic, comparison, look at another conversation that Christy and 

Josh had concerning their debate: 

Christy: Well, Josh, now that we have a better picture of what capital punishment is, tell me why you 
think capital punishment isn’t just and doesn’t deter crime.

Josh: That’s a good question. I was thinking of an analogy the other day. Capital punishment is like 
screaming at someone to get him to stop screaming at you. That hardly ever works. It just breeds 
more bad feelings. That’s why most ethical systems teach that a soft answer stops anger, and a 
peaceful response conquers violence and hatred.

Christy: Hmm. I think your analogy about a person screaming at someone to get him to stop screaming 
breaks down, because when people scream at each other, it is usually out of anger and rage. I think 
authority figures can put someone to death without rage and anger; instead, they do it as a remedy 
for murder. In fact, I think capital punishment is more akin to doctors using chemotherapy or 
radiation to remove cancer. Of course, those medical treatments are severe procedures with serious 
effects, and no one would use such treatment lightly—rather, only to treat a life-threatening 
illness. In the same way, capital punishment, which should never be used lightly, is a very serious 
treatment that is necessary for eradicating the disease of violence and murder.

Josh and Christy’s dialogue about capital punishment illustrates the next common topic: comparison. 
The common topic of comparison can be used to help you draw conclusions about your topic based 
on its similarities and dissimilarities to other topics. One of the most frequently used tools for using the 
common topic of comparison is an analogy. An analogy is an argument tool that compares an abstract 
idea to a similar, simpler concept that is more common and clear. The simpler concept illustrates 

1.  Susan Ratcliffe, Oxford Dictionary of Quotations by Subject, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 290.
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False Analogy
When you are using the common topic of comparison, 

you must avoid the fallacy of false analogy. Remember, 
a fallacy is a poor argument because its premises do not 
adequately support its conclusions. When you commit 
the fallacy of false analogy, you compare two things that 
are too dissimilar—or, conversely, too similar—for any 
appropriate conclusion to be drawn. 

As an example of false analogy, consider the following 
comparison, which attempts to argue in favor of capital 
punishment: “Capital punishment is like using gasoline 
to get a stain out of your clothes. Gasoline smells awful, 
and it can be dangerous, but it technically gets the 
job done. In the same way, no one really likes capital 
punishment, but it gets the job done.” This is a weak or 
false analogy. As you may have noticed, getting stains 
out of clothing is a rather trivial matter compared to 
executing someone. It is important to remember that 
when you are using an analogy, the two items being 
compared must match each other in tone and level of 
seriousness. You don’t want to compare a serious matter 
(such as capital punishment) to a trivial matter (such 
as getting stains out of clothes). The purpose of capital 
punishment is to discourage crime or provide retribution 
(justice payment for a crime)—removing stains from 
clothes does neither of these things. Therefore, it is 
a poor comparison. Use of poor comparisons could 
undermine your credibility as a presenter, and it could 
also have an unintended (negative) comic effect. (Humor 
is good in a debate when you intend to be funny, but it 
can be detrimental if people laugh at you when you don’t 
mean for them to do so.) 

Christy’s analogy about using medical treatment 
for cancer was effective because the two items she 
was comparing—capital punishment and radiation 
treatment—were of a similar seriousness. In addition, 

although radiation differs from capital 
punishment in that it does not seek to 

provide retributive justice, it is like 
capital punishment because it attempts 
to discourage further recurrence of 

cancer, just as capital punishment 
attempts to discourage further recurrence 

of murder and other violent crimes.

the more abstract idea. For instance, note that Josh 
compared capital punishment to someone screaming at 
another person in order to get him to stop screaming. 
The point of Josh’s analogy was that two people 
screaming at each other is not an effective strategy to 
halt the act of screaming, just as killing someone to get 
people to stop killing is not an effective strategy. Christy 
disagreed, however, and said that capital punishment 
is like using chemotherapy or radiation treatment to 
eradicate cancer. Just as chemotherapy can have good 
results but should not be used lightly, so too can capital 
punishment have good results but should not be used 
lightly. The power of analogies is that they compare 
a less familiar topic (such as capital punishment) to 
a simpler, more familiar topic (such as screaming or 
chemotherapy). Analogies help people understand 
the nuances of a subject in a way that hard facts and 
explanation cannot. 
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One way to learn how to construct analogies is to 
draw a simple table. Draw two columns (vertical) 

with four rows (horizontal). Above the first row, 
label the top left column “Original” (the thing you’re 
talking about) and the top right column “Analogue” 
(the thing you’re saying the original is like, through 
analogy) as column headings. Then, fill in the first 
row with the appropriate content (left column: 
what the original thing is; right column: what the 
corresponding analogue is). In the second row, write 
the characteristic(s) that makes the original and the 
analogue similar. Then, in the final row, write the 
characteristic(s) that makes the original and analogue 
different. This way, you can check your thought 
process to ensure the analogy you craft doesn’t form a 
false analogy through either too much dissimilarity or 
too much similarity.

Original Analogue
Life Box of chocolates

(similar) One can’t know 
what will happen.

One doesn’t know what 
kind of chocolates one 
will get.

(different) Animate, 
full of totally 
unexpected and 
surprising things

Inanimate object, 
full of similar things 
(chocolates)

As another example of a false analogy, imagine if 
someone argued this way: “Capital punishment is right 
because it is like a person killing a neighborhood gang 
leader so that leader won’t kill any more people in the 
neighborhood.” This analogy is a poor analogy. If the gang 
leader is dead, of course he won’t be able to kill anyone 
else. However, preventing a murderer from murdering 
again is not the only purpose of capital punishment. It’s 
certainly true that a person can’t kill someone else if he is 
dead, but it is also true that a murderer can’t kill any more 
people if he is locked up for life. Therefore, preventing a 
murderer from further murders cannot be the only goal of 
capital punishment, for this purpose can be accomplished 
through other, less extreme measures. In reality, most 
proponents of capital punishment agree that the main 
purpose of capital punishment is to perform justice and 
to discourage others from killing. The analogy of the gang 
leader is missing any similar retributive or justice-oriented 
element. Therefore, it is not as analogous as it should be 
to be considered a good comparison. Also, this analogy of 
the gang leader is too similar to what capital punishment 
actually is. In fact, in at least some elements—killing to 
prevent further killing—it is the same thing. In other 
words, it compares killing to killing. Remember that the 
point of an analogy is to compare two different things 
(often a familiar, simple concept compared to a less 
familiar, abstract concept) so that one can shed light on 
the meaning of another.

You can also commit the fallacy of false analogy if 
the two items in your analogy are too similar. While 
Josh’s analogy of screaming to prevent further screaming 
may not be perfect, it does work because even though 
screaming at someone is not as serious as capital 
punishment, it is serious and it doesn’t trivialize capital 
punishment. If your analogy isn’t serious or if it trivializes 
the topic under discussion, it weakens your argument. 
Furthermore, Josh’s analogy is dissimilar enough that it 
sheds some light on the topic of capital punishment. In 
order to construct an ideal analogy, you should strive to 
compare two different items that share key similarities 
of seriousness and purpose, and you should use a more 
familiar concept to shed light on a less familiar one.

It is important to understand that analogies are 
primarily drawn from your own internal resources. In 
other words, when you construct analogies, you usually 

do this by thinking through what your topic is like and 
what interesting conclusions these similarities could 
imply. You can sometimes find analogies in external 
resources as well. One of the most common places to find 
these is in books or articles you are reading for your own 
research. Because analogies can be such an effective tool, 
you will likely run across one in an external resource you 
are reading, since writers and researchers regularly use and 
create analogies in their work. As long as you give proper 
credit, it is fine to use other people’s analogies, just as you 
might use a quote or fact from someone else.

You may be wondering how Isabel and Andrew have 
been getting along in their discussion about cats and 
dogs since you last read about their debate progress. 
While Andrew drove them to a basketball game, they 
had the following conversation:

Isabel: I have been thinking about what you said about 
dogs being highly interactive, Andrew, but the more 
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Another effective tool for constructing analogies 
is using parallel syntax. The term “syntax” refers 

to the arrangement of words in phrases, clauses, or 
sentences. Parallel syntax means that two phrases, 
clauses, or sentences have the same structure and 
arrangement of words. Consider the proverb “Stupid 
is as stupid does.” You can break this sentence into 
two halves that are joined together. The same word 
(“stupid”) that has the same grammatical function 
(i.e., subject noun) is located in the same position 
(in this case, as the first word) in the two parts. For 
both halves, the word that follows the subject is 
the verb that goes with the subject (i.e., “is” and 
“does,” respectively). The halves are connected by 
the conjunction “as.” By having similar syntactical 
structures, analogies with parallel syntax help 
emphasize the similarity in content. 

Similarity in how you say something can reinforce the 
concept of similarity in what you say. We could use 
this method to rephrase Isabel’s analogy a little more 
concisely (albeit in more complex sentences) in the 
following manner: “Just as Dr. Seuss’s Cat in the Hat—
though friendly, fun-loving, and well-intentioned—
ultimately causes a mess that someone else has to 
fix, so, too, can a dog—though friendly, fun-loving, 
and well-intentioned—ultimately cause a mess that 
someone else has to fix.”

I consider this, the more I think dogs are just like 
the Cat in the Hat in the Dr. Seuss story.2 You know 
how the Cat in the Hat convinced the two children 
who were home alone to let him come in and play 
on a rainy day? Remember how he meant well and 
certainly had a kind heart, but then he made a 
complete and utter disaster of their house? Well, I 
think a dog is just like this. Dogs are friendly and 
loving and interactive, I agree. But they are just like 
the Cat in the Hat from the Dr. Seuss story—they 
create huge messes and even disasters wherever they 
go; it just seems to be their nature. 

Josh: OK, Isabel. I do agree with you that dogs are 
naturally messier pets than cats. However, I think 
that comparing dogs to Dr. Seuss’s Cat in the Hat 
is a false analogy. It’s pretty clear that the Cat in 
the Hat is incurable in his state of chaos. Creating 

2.  Dr. Seuss, The Cat in the Hat (New York: Random House, 1957).

disasters is a part of his nature, after all. But this 
is different from dogs. I think dogs are more like 
little children. Young kids are bursting with energy, 
and if you don’t discipline them and set proper 
boundaries and guidelines, they can be nuisances 
and create disasters continually. If they are trained 
and disciplined, children actually can become 
pleasant, amusing, and even helpful. Dogs are 
similar in this way: Untrained, they are a disaster; 
trained, they can become a great source of pleasure.

Notice that while Isabel’s Cat in the Hat analogy may 
seem like a strange choice because it is comparing a dog 
to a cat, the Cat in the Hat is actually a unique, one-
of-a-kind creature that isn’t like a normal cat at all. Dr. 
Seuss, the author of the story, created him to be more 
like a “person” than a cat, and he is a very destructive, 
chaotic “person” indeed. Therefore, this is a good analogy 
because it compares a dog to a different animal—a 
person-like creature—and both creatures have similar, 
readily acknowledgeable, destructive tendencies. This 
analogy is effective because a dog and the Cat in the Hat 
are dissimilar enough to provide a legitimate comparison, 
but they do have similar traits that work to Isabel’s 
argumentative advantage. By the same token, Andrew’s 
analogy also works well because dogs and little children 
are different enough that one concept can shed light on 
the other, and yet they both share a common trait of 
“trainability,” which works to Andrew’s argumentative 
advantage. Both of these analogies are effective.

Developing the skill of creating solidly structured 
analogies is an invaluable tool to possess. Human beings 
respond well to specific, pictorial images. After all, one 
of the best teaching techniques a teacher can use is to 
provide a specific, vivid image of a difficult concept she 
is trying to teach. This vivid image or example becomes 
a reference point to which students can compare and 
interpret the difficult concept. This is what an analogy 
does. It provides a precise, familiar, concrete image 
that serves as a reference point to which someone can 
compare and interpret a more difficult, or less familiar, 
concept. Have you ever heard of the saying “A picture 
is worth a thousand words”? In the same way, a good 
analogy is worth a thousand words. Now that you’ve 
learned about comparison, it’s time to move on to the 
next common topic: relationship.
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Review Exercises
Define

Define the term “analogy.” 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Explain
Explain how to construct a good analogy. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Define
Define the term “false analogy.” 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Building Copiousness
Review 

Review your old quotes.

Practice 
Practice saying the quotes to someone in your class, or practice writing them down on paper.
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Memorize 
Memorize your new quote:

Love seeketh not itself to please,  
Nor for itself hath any care;  
But for another gives its ease,  
And builds a Heaven in Hell’s despair.  
    —William Blake3

Practicing Analogies
Develop

Imagine you are involved in a debate on the following issue: “Resolved: Every child should have to do daily chores.” 
Develop an effective analogy for the affirmative and negative sides of this proposition. To do this, state the two sides of 
the analogy—your point and the point to which you are comparing it. Then, explain the comparison. Finally, explain 
how the comparison and your point are alike.

Everyday Debate
Debate

In the last two chapters, you have been watching speeches on the following debate topic: “Resolved: America should 
be the world’s policeman.” So far, several speakers have compared the US policing of the world to the New York City 
police force policing their city. What are some strengths and weaknesses of this analogy?

Learning from the Masters
Observe

Watch the third set of speakers—Douglas Murray and Ian Bremmer—in the continuation of the debate: “Resolved: 
America should be the world’s policeman” (Link 10-1). Then, answer the questions that follow.

3. Ratcliffe, Oxford Dictionary of Quotations, 293.
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List
List three key arguments that Douglas Murray makes in his presentation:

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Discuss
What are some strengths and weaknesses of Murray’s speech?
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List
List three key arguments that Ian Bremmer makes in his presentation:

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Discuss
What are some strengths and weaknesses of Bremmer’s arguments?

The Big Debate: Gun Control
Develop

To continue building arguments for the gun debate, develop an analogy for each side of the debate: “Resolved: Gun 
control is ethical and will make the United States a safer place.”
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Logical consequences are the scarecrows  
of fools and the beacons of wise men.

—T.H. Huxley1

Have you ever noticed that when people are trying to decide whether they should take a certain 
action, they commonly, and immediately, think about the potential positive or negative effects of taking 
(or not taking) that action? For example, let’s say that a senior in high school is debating with himself 
about whether he should take a year off of school before he goes to college. He considers both the 
negative and positive effects this could have on him. On the one hand, he hypothesizes that delaying 
college could cause negative results, such as finishing college later than many of his friends. He also 
hypothesizes that it could cause him to work in a job he didn’t enjoy for a year. On the other hand, he 
thinks that delaying college might cause some positive results, such as earning money to pay for college 
later and gaining life experience. He reasons that it would give him a break from schoolwork for a year 
and provide time to think about what he wants to do with his life. Ultimately, the student will need to 
decide whether this decision has more positive or negative effects, and his opinions about this matter 
will strongly influence the decision.

Causal Links: Relationship 
This high school senior, though he may not realize it, is using the common topic of relationship to 

make his decision about college. When people use the common topic of relationship, they examine 
causal links between two factors (i.e., how one factor influences another). They do this to determine 
whether a certain factor has a negative or positive result. Another area where you commonly see use of 
this common topic is in academic studies—for example, doctors attempting to figure out the causes of 
certain diseases, such as cancer or diabetes. If they can find the cause of the disease, then they can try to 
eliminate the cause or help their patients to avoid or prevent it.

Consider how Josh and Christy might use the common topic of relationship for their debate. Christy 
has chosen to argue that capital punishment deters or discourages murder, while Josh is arguing that 
capital punishment either has no effect on murder or might actually encourage it. As you can see, both 
Josh and Christy are using the common topic of relationship. Over the phone one night, Josh and 
Christy discuss capital punishment using the common topic of relationship: 

Josh: It doesn’t make sense to me that capital punishment discourages murder. It seems that it could 
cause more negative emotions, which would lead to more violence. For example, let’s say someone 
named Hal was killed for murdering his neighbor. Let’s also say that Hal has a younger brother 
named Joseph. Joseph could be so traumatized by his brother’s execution that it instills in him 

1.  Susan Ratcliffe, Oxford Dictionary of Quotations by Subject, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 290.
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to nearly one-third of their previous rate.2 Alternatively, 
Josh found the following information online: A 
September 2000 New York Times survey “found that 
during the last 20 years, the homicide rate in states with 
the death penalty has been 48 to 101 percent higher than 
in states without the death penalty.”3 How can it be that 
there are statistical studies supporting opposite claims? In 
order to answer this question, first you must learn how to 
construct a solid causal argument.

Remember that when you are making a causal 
argument, generally, your goal is to prove that a factor 
(Factor X) leads to either a positive result (Result P) or 
a negative result (Result N). For example, researchers 
have thoroughly documented that excessive smoking 
leads to lung cancer. It may not happen every time, 
but the causal scenario is so common that smoking is 
now commonly accepted as a causal factor for cancer. 
In addition, researchers have also documented a causal 
correlation between consuming large amounts of 
fast food and obesity and health problems. There are 
some exceptions, however. For instance, Don Gorske 
from Wisconsin has eaten seven to eight McDonald’s 
hamburgers every day since 1972, and he maintains 
a healthy weight and has reasonable blood pressure 
and cholesterol levels.4 This, however, appears to be 
an unusual example—an anomaly (an exception 
to the rule)—which is not representative of how a 
diet high in fast food normally affects people. When 
something is anomalous, it is an atypical example 
that does not fit the existing, common pattern. When 
you are making an inductive generalization, be sure 
to generalize on a consistent pattern demonstrated 
through many examples; you should not make a 
generalization based on an anomaly. In the case of fast 
food, the connection between high consumption of 
fast food and obesity is so well documented that it is a 
generally accepted causal relationship. 

2.  Richard C. Dieter, “The Death Penalty Is Not an Effective Law 
Enforcement Tool,” in Does Capital Punishment Deter Crime? ed. 
Stephen E. Schonebaum (San Diego: Greenhaven Press, 1998), 11.

3.  Raymond Bonner and Ford Fessenden, “Absence of Executions: 
A Special Report; States With No Death Penalty Share Lower 
Homicide Rates,” New York Times, September 22, 2000, http://
www.nytimes.com/2000/09/22/us/absence-executions-special-
report-states-with-no-death-penalty-share-lower.html.

4.  See Morgan Spurlock and Steve Horowitz, Super Size Me, directed by 
Morgan Spurlock (2004; New York: Hart Sharp Video, 2004), DVD.

a hatred and fear of the government, which 
could encourage him to live a life of violence and 
crime. This may result in him causing harm to 
other people. In other words, when he sees the 
government executing people, it could desensitize 
him and teach him to value life less, which could 
lead him to commit murders. Perhaps if Hal 
had been disciplined and punished in a manner 
that reformed and rehabilitated him, instead 
of executing him, then not only would Hal be 
restored to society safely, but also his brother 
Joseph wouldn’t be affected and changed in such a 
negative manner. 

Christy: I understand what you are saying, Josh, but I 
think that when people know that killing someone 
could cause their own execution, it causes them 
to think twice about killing. In addition, this 
causes people to view life as sacred. For example, 
just imagine a world where people could kill 
others at any time without any punishment. This 
environment would lead people to think that 
human life is trivial, and it would result in more 
killing. When convicted criminals receive the 
maximum punishment for killing other people, it 
causes them and the rest of society to realize that 
human life is of utmost importance.

Using Statistics to Establish 
Relationship

Note that Josh and Christy used internal resources to 
develop their causal arguments. That is, they both used 
common sense and the common topic of relationship 
to create an argument. Because they both had good 
arguments, Josh and Christy decided that they needed 
to research capital punishment further by using external 
resources to determine whether it actually increased or 
decreased crime. Interestingly, they both found statistics 
supporting their separate arguments. A statistic is a 
numerical representation of examples. For example, 
Christy found a statistic from George E. Pataki, a former 
governor of New York. Pataki stated in 1997 that after 
New York reinstated the death penalty, murders dropped 
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Have you been able to figure out from these examples 
what constitutes a strong causal relationship? You probably 
have. In order to establish a strong causal connection, you 
need to find many examples of Factor X leading to Result 
P, or Factor X leading to Result N. The more examples you 
have that illustrate this causal relationship, the stronger the 
likelihood will be that that causal relationship is legitimate. 
Think about what is represented when you see a statistic 
about a causal relationship, such as the data found by Josh 
and Christy’s research. When you see statistics illustrating 
causal relationships, you are looking at the percentage 
of examples consulted in which this causal relationship 
was present. For instance, Christy’s study only examined 
the effect of the death penalty in New York. Josh’s study 
examined the effect of the death penalty in twelve states.5 
Josh’s study is more reliable than Christy’s because it 
includes more examples (more states) than Christy’s study 
(it was based solely in one state, New York). This doesn’t 
mean that Josh’s study proves that capital punishment is 
bad, once and for all; rather, this simply means that his 
study is stronger in this case because it is based on more 
examples. 

It is important to note that statistics can be very 
deceiving. For example, let’s say that I have three 
friends that come to my house for lunch, and we eat 
chicken salad sandwiches. Then, all three of them, as 
well as myself, get violently ill. I could create a statistic 
in which I state that 100 percent of people who eat 
chicken salad sandwiches have violent reactions. While 
this statement may be true as it specifically applies to 
lunch with my friends, it is nonetheless a distorted 
statistic. After all, I based this conclusion on my friends 
and me only, and there could be many different reasons 
to explain why we got sick. For example, perhaps the 
mayonnaise, or the chicken, in the salad was bad. Or, 
though it seems unlikely, it could be that all of us have 
developed an allergy to bread and are reacting to it. Of 
course, most statistical studies that you read are much 
more sophisticated than my silly statistic about chicken 
salad. However, sometimes these studies make similar 
mistakes that lead to distorted statistics: Namely, they use 
a small number of people (a small sample) to construct 
their statistic, or they fail to notice other causal factors. 
A sample is the number of examples considered in a 

5. Bonner and Fessenden, “Absence of Executions.”

statistic or the number of examples used to create a 
statistic. The more examples you have in a sample that 
demonstrate a certain effect, the more likely you are 
indeed observing a legitimate causal scenario. The fewer 
examples you have in a statistic, the more likely it is 
that you are not actually observing a causal scenario 
but rather just an apparent one. A small sample (the 
number of examples considered in a statistic) can lead 
to two common fallacies. They are the fallacies of hasty 
generalization and false cause. Hasty generalization 
occurs when someone bases a conclusion on too small a 
sample size, or too few examples. False cause is a fallacy 
someone commits when he reasons that because A 
happened before B, A caused B.
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For example, look at how these fallacies could 
occur in statistical studies about capital punishment. 
Let’s say that a researcher conducted a study in which 
he measured crime in a certain state after it legalized 
capital punishment. Imagine that he documented that 
homicides (murders) increased 30 percent over a three-
year period after capital punishment was legalized in 
this state. From this statistical study, it seems obvious 
that legalizing capital punishment leads to an increase in 
homicide rates. Therefore, one could easily surmise that 
capital punishment increases violence. However, if you 
think critically about this study, it should raise a few red 
flags in your mind. First, this researcher sampled just one 
state; therefore, the sample size is very small. If he had 
researched ten states and noticed a similar pattern, these 
results would be much more convincing. In this example, 
the researcher made a hasty generalization because he 
based a broad conclusion on one example—his one state 
that legalized capital punishment. While this study might 
have some force when dealing with the issue of capital 
punishment within his state (e.g., there might be unique 
factors, such as the ones addressed in the next paragraph, 
contributing to specific conditions), to apply it beyond 
that state is generalizing too hastily.

In addition, this statistic fails to demonstrate that 
capital punishment is the key cause of the increase in 
crime; after all, it is highly possible that other factors are 
involved in this crime increase. For example, it is plausible 
that the same year that capital punishment was legalized in 
the state, unemployment also increased, and the frustration 
over unemployment led to the rise in crime over the next 
three years. Or, as another possibility, perhaps the same 
year that capital punishment was legalized, a sociopath 
was paroled from prison and committed a series of violent 
murders that distorted the otherwise normal homicide 
statistics. It is important to note that social phenomena, 
such as crime rates, play a part of a larger, complex 
social system with many variable factors; therefore, it 
is important to investigate a variety of possible causal 
factors, or else your study may lack credibility. In other 
words, you may be guilty of committing false cause and 
attributing a causal relationship to factors that are only 
tangentially or coincidentally related. It would be wise, 
then, for Christy to think twice about using such a study 
to bolster her argument.

Andrew and Isabel Use 
Relationship in Discussing Pets

Now that you have a better understanding of how 
people can use the common topic of relationship in a 
formal debate, examine the following discussion that 
Isabel and Andrew had about pets:

Andrew: Isabel, I know this isn’t a formal debate or 
anything like what we did in Mr. Garcia’s class last 
year, but I think we need to do some more research. 
After all, you are pretty convinced that dogs cause 
messes and even disasters, and I’ve been arguing 
that the two are not necessarily always related. I’m 
concerned that we will just keep arguing back and 
forth unless we find some outside information to 
shed light on the issue.

Isabel: OK, that makes sense. How about we each 
interview five people with cats and five people with 
dogs about the messes their pets make. 

Andrew: That’s a lot of people, but I guess we probably 
should—I mean, if we are going to even attempt 
to have some kind of legitimate statistic. I can just 
hear Mr. Garcia saying, “Don’t commit the fallacy 
of hasty generalizations. Don’t commit the fallacy 
of false cause. Do your research!”

Isabel: Yeah—I was thinking the same thing. So, do you 
want to give it a shot?

Andrew: Sure, why not? Boy, sometimes I can’t tell 
whether taking that debate class was a blessing or a 
curse. I sure have to think a lot harder now than I 
used to before I took it. 

Isabel: I know the feeling. How about we take the 
weekend to call people and discuss this again on 
Monday?

Note that Isabel and Andrew did not use statistics in 
their informal discussion about cats and dogs. As you can 
imagine, it will certainly be difficult to find legitimate, 
scientific statistics about whether cats or dogs are more 
practical pets. It is likely that no such definitive statistics 
exist. However, Isabel and Andrew are still attempting 
to make legitimate inductive generalizations because 
they have decided to call ten of their friends (five with 
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pet bird, knocking over the cage and scattering feathers 
and bird food everywhere. Therefore, Isabel appeared to 
be justified in her claim that dogs cause more messes. 
It is important to realize that the more academic your 
study is, and the more generally you wish to apply your 
conclusion, the more examples you should consult to 
make your generalization.

In conclusion, both sets of debaters were able to use 
internal sources to generate arguments with the common 
topic of relationship. That is, they could hypothesize 
about some likely cause-and-effect relationships just 
by using their common sense. However, both pairs of 
debaters eventually decided that they needed to consult 
external sources as well. You will begin to regularly notice 
that the more in depth you research a subject, the more 
likely it is that you will need to consult both types of 
sources as well. 

cats and five with dogs) each to find out their opinions 
about how they are as pets. If this were a more formal 
scientific study or academic research, Andrew and Isabel 
would need to interview many more people to create 
a more credible and legitimate sample size. However, 
for their purposes in this informal debate, their sample 
size of ten people is adequate. In other words, Isabel 
and Andrew just want to know, in general, some of the 
experiences their friends have had with cats and dogs to 
better determine which pet choice causes more messes. 
This will be helpful for them because their friends are 
similar to them, that is, they are similar in age, interests, 
and schedules. 

Furthermore, Isabel and Andrew need help figuring 
out which pet would be best for them, personally—not 
which pet would be best for every teenager in America or 
in the world. Therefore, for their purposes, interviewing 
ten people who they know personally is adequate. By 
the way, it is probably no surprise to you that all the dog 
owners Isabel and Andrew interviewed admitted that 
though they loved their dogs, they often had to clean 
up large messes that their dogs had made. On the other 
hand, only one of the interviewed cat owners could 
remember any serious mess their cat had made—one 
girl’s cat had attacked a bird cage containing the family’s 

Review Exercises
Define

For each of the following terms, please provide a brief but complete answer. 

1. Relationship: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

2. Statistic: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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3. Sample: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

4. Anomaly: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

5. Hasty Generalization: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

6. False Cause: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Building Copiousness
Review 

Review your old quotes.

Practice 
Practice saying the quotes to someone in your class, or practice writing them down on paper.

Memorize 
Memorize your new quote:

Hope is definitely not the same thing as optimism. It is not the conviction that something will turn out 
well, but the certainty that something makes sense, regardless of how it turns out. —Václav Havel6

6. Ratcliffe, Oxford Dictionary of Quotations, 230.
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Practicing Evaluating Causal Relationships
Discuss

Learning how to determine which factor causes another can be very tricky. To practice this skill, read each of the 
following exercises, which discuss possible causal relationships. Then, answer the questions that follow.

1. Possible Causal Relationship between Playing Video Games and Violence

In a study published in early 2014 in the medical journal JAMA Pediatrics, a team of scientists “found hints 
that violent video games may set kids up to react in more hostile and violent ways,” basing their conclusions 
on two years of detailed surveying of over 3,000 boys and girls in Singapore across a variety of grade levels. 
The children who played violent video games more often were more likely to score higher on standardized 
questionnaires measuring their attitudes about violence and their own aggressive behavior, and “the more 
long-term gamers were also more likely to fantasize about hitting someone they didn’t like.”7

Perhaps even more alarming, a 2011 study by Indiana University School of Medicine suggests that the brain 
may actually be changed by playing violent video games. Twenty-eight healthy young men participated in 
the study, with half of the group playing a shooting game on a laptop at home, and the other half playing no 
games. A comparison of brain images of the two groups demonstrated “sustained changes in the region of the 
brain associated with cognitive function and emotional control,” and this effect was noticeable after only one 
week of daily gaming. One researcher in the study concluded that “these effects may translate into behavioral 
changes over longer periods of game play.”8 

A. What are the strengths and weaknesses of the causal claim made in the first study? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

7.  Alice Park, “Little By Little, Violent Video Games Make Us More Aggressive,” Time.com, March 24, 2014, http://time.com/34075/how-
violent-video-games-change-kids-attitudes-about-aggression/.

8.  Indiana University School of Medicine, “Violent Video Games Alter Brain Function in Young Men,” ScienceDaily, December 1, 2011, www.
sciencedaily.com/releases/2011/11/111130095251.htm.
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B. What are the strengths and weaknesses of the causal claim made in the second study? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

2. Researchers James D. Wright and Peter H. Rossi surveyed felons and found that: 

“Most criminals are more worried about meeting an armed victim than they are about running into the 
police.” When felons were asked what they personally thought about while committing crimes, 34 percent 
indicated that they thought about getting “shot at by police” or “shot by victim.” The data suggests that 
criminals may be a little more concerned about being caught by police and imprisoned than about being 
shot, but meeting the armed citizen clearly elicited fears of being shot.9 

A. What is the causal claim being made in this study? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

B. What are the strengths and weaknesses of this claim as it is currently worded? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

9.  Paul Blackman, “The Armed Criminal in America,” NRA-ILA, September 9, 2003, https://www.nraila.org/articles/20030909/the-armed-
criminal-in-america.
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3. Several gun control studies have been done comparing Seattle, Washington, in the United States and 
Vancouver, British Columbia, in Canada because these cities are alike in many ways—except for their gun 
control laws. Here is a description of what some researchers have found:

A team of scientists led by Dr. Henry Sloan conducted a comparative study of Seattle and Vancouver in 
order to draw conclusions about the effect of gun laws on gun violence. Although these two cities are 
neighbors, more or less, and although their populations have similar economies and demographics, the re-
searchers noted that Seattle has many more gun-related deaths than Vancouver. The researchers concluded 
that the key difference in the two cities is that gun control is much more lax in Seattle than in the other 
city. Canada has much stricter laws concerning handguns. Therefore, a person is far more likely to be shot 
in Seattle than in Vancouver.10

A. What is the claim in this argument? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

B. What are the strengths and weaknesses of this study? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

10.  Richard Reeves, “Seattle-Vancouver Figures Prove Gun Control Does Work,” Sun-Sentinel, September 27, 1992, http://articles.sun-sentinel.
com/1992-09-27/news/9201240223_1_colin-loftin-homicides-and-suicides-gun-control-laws.
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4. Purdue University economist John Umbeck did a study on California in the gold rush and discovered 
something very interesting about gun ownership and violence in this historical time period. Umbeck noted 
that in the high Sierra gold fields in Californian, gold was discovered in Sutter’s Mill in 1848. As a result of 
this discovery, thousands of prospectors rushed into this area of California, staking their claims. There was no 
government in place at this time; there were no laws to speak of, but almost all the prospectors owned guns. 
What is especially interesting is that hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of gold were being discovered in 
gold fields, but there was little violence.11 

A. What is the claim being made? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

B. List a couple of strengths and weaknesses of Umbeck’s argument. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

11.  John Umbeck, “Might Makes Rights: A Theory of Formation and Distribution of Property Rights,” 9 Econ. Inquiry 38 (1981), cited in 
Clayton E. Cramer and David B. Kopel, “ ‘Shall Issue’: The New Wave of Concealed Handgun Permit Laws,” Independence Institute, 1994, 
footnotes 158–159, http://rkba.org/research/cramer/shall-issue.html.
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Spotting Fallacies 
At this point, you have learned about the fallacies of false analogy, hasty generalization, and false cause. Six 

arguments are listed below. Three contain fallacies, and three do not contain fallacies. If an argument contains no 
fallacy, circle the words “No Fallacy.” If an argument does contain a fallacy, however, then circle the word “Fallacy” and 
write the specific fallacy (or fallacies) being committed in the blank provided.

1. Smoking causes lung cancer. I once knew this guy who smoked a pack of cigarettes every day for fifty years. 
Then, he got lung cancer and died.

No Fallacy       Fallacy        ____________________________________________________________

2. It appears that there is a very strong correlation between eating large amounts of fast food and obesity. For 
instance, I was reading this study put out by the USDA Agricultural Research Service. They surveyed 9,000 
US citizens over two days and found that those who ate fast food on those days drank “twice as many sugary 
drinks” and more “fats, carbohydrates, added sugars, and protein” than those who did not eat fast food. In 
addition, they found that those who ate fast food on one or both of those days had a higher BMI that those 
who did not eat fast food on either of the days.12 

No Fallacy       Fallacy        ____________________________________________________________

3. It is clear that capital punishment actually increases crime. For example, the state of Texas, which leads the 
nation in executions, has also led the nation for years at a time in the number of its police officers killed. And 
in 1994, the state of New York, which did not have the death penalty saw one-third the number of its police 
officers killed as did the state of Texas.13

No Fallacy       Fallacy        ____________________________________________________________

4. It is wrong to lie. Lying is like forgetting to take out the garbage. When you keep forgetting to take out the 
garbage, eventually it makes your whole house stink. In the same way, when you lie, lying eventually “stinks 
up” your life because lying eventually causes you to get into trouble. 

No Fallacy       Fallacy        ____________________________________________________________

5. It’s really dangerous to lie. Lying is like skiing down a really steep slope that has a lot of rocks and trees in your path. 
You keep going faster and faster, and you lose control and eventually you will crash into something and damage 
yourself. In the same way, once you lie, you start telling more and more lies to cover the old lie. Pretty soon, you are 
constantly telling lies to hide your past dishonesty, and you feel out of control, and eventually, your lies cause a huge 
catastrophe or a breakdown in trust that seriously damage your reputation and your relationship with others.

No Fallacy       Fallacy        ____________________________________________________________

12.  “Fast Food Consumption Increases Obesity Risk.” FoodNavigator.com, May 24, 2004. http://www.foodnavigator.com/Science-Nutrition/
Fast-food-consumption-increases-obesity-risk.

13. Dieter, “Death Penalty Is Not an Effective Law Enforcement Tool,” 31.
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6. A study done at Harvard University, which tracked 84,129 healthy women, found that women who ate 
high levels of whole grains, polyunsaturated fats, folic acid, fish, and alcohol in moderation, and reduced 
their levels of saturated and trans fats, reduced their risk of getting a heart attack by as much as 80 percent 
when they “combined these healthy eating habits with non-smoking, getting regular physical activity, and 
maintaining a healthy weight.”14 

No Fallacy       Fallacy        ____________________________________________________________

Everyday Debate
Debate

So far, we have discussed how to use the common topics of definition, comparison, and relationship. It’s time 
to practice these skills in a minidebate. The topic for your minidebate is “Resolved: Everyone should own more 
houseplants.” As you develop the arguments for your debate, make sure you include a definition, an argument from 
comparison, and an argument from relationship. It is fine to include more arguments than this, but make sure you 
at least include these three types of arguments. In addition, try to include at least one quote from your “Building 
Copiousness” exercises. 

Learning from the Masters
Observe

Now that you have listened to all of the presentations on the topic “Resolved: America should be the world’s 
policeman,” listen to the question-and-answer sessions by the moderator, presenters, and audience (Link 11-1). What, 
in your opinion, was one of the best questions and why?

The Big Debate: Gun Control
List 

As you can probably imagine, both sides of the gun control debate list numerous statistics and/or arguments from 
cause-and-effect relationships to support their ideas. You have already read some of these in your previous exercises. 
Now it is your turn to find and evaluate cause-and-effect arguments about gun control. In the space provided, list 
two cause-and-effect arguments pertaining to gun control—one for the affirmative side and one for the negative side. 
Evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of these arguments.

14.  Mollie Katzen and Walter Willett, Eat, Drink, and Weigh Less: A Flexible and Delicious Way to Shrink Your Waist without Going Hungry (New 
York: Hyperion, 2006), 3.



115

12Chapter 12 | 
Inductive Logic: Circumstance

No man is an island entire of himself; every man 
is a piece of the continent, a part of the main. 

—John Donne1

Introduction
You can probably complete the following quote: “He who does not learn from history is . . .” Did you 

guess the rest of it? You may have heard this quote before. The phrase is finished by “doomed to repeat 
it.” This quote, which your history teachers have probably repeated to you regularly, holds a lot of truth. 
Sometimes we make the mistake of believing that because we are more modern and more technologically 
advanced today than people from history, the people in the past have nothing to teach us. This belief 
would indeed be a mistake, and as you shall see, circumstance—or, specifically, past and future fact—is 
the next common topic that can help you develop inductive arguments.

Before you learn how to construct this type of argument, let’s first discuss what you can learn from 
the past. It’s important to understand that it is challenging to be objective about the particular time 
and circumstances in which you are living. That is, when we make decisions and accept beliefs, it can 
be difficult for us to see the flaws or errors of our specific beliefs or practices because they grow out of a 
specific culture and set of circumstances. For example, when the scientists Copernicus and Galileo began 
talking about a heliocentric, or sun-centered, theory of the universe, it was very hard for the people 
around them to accept this theory because their culture was steeped in the geocentric, or Earth-centered, 
theory of the universe. The beauty of history is that people and cultures have been involved in shifting 
political situations and belief systems. 

Comparing our modern culture’s current beliefs to what people in the past have believed can 
sometimes help us recognize weaknesses and viewpoints in our own belief systems. For example, cultural 
analysts have noted that modern American culture is an extremely individualistic culture. We tend to 
be wrapped up in our personal lives, goals, and career aspirations. And, in fact, contemporary American 
life can be so busy that it can be challenging to make meaningful connections with people on a regular 
basis. However, this lifestyle is a relatively new development in history. Historically, individuals’ lives 
were centered around a close group of people, like their family and neighbors in a small community, 
and they had very close connections with the people in this group. When we compare this community-
oriented aspect of some past societies with our modern, individualistic culture, it can help us gain a 
better perspective on both the strengths and weaknesses of that mind-set. In other words, when we 
are confronted with lifestyles or ideas that are very different from our own, we can compare them 
with our current ideas or lifestyles. This exposure to other ways of thinking can help us gain a better 
understanding of history’s changing norms.

1.  Susan Ratcliffe, Oxford Dictionary of Quotations by Subject, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 442. 
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devastating for many of his subjects.3 Finally, a group 
of his subjects became so tired of this practice that they 
decided they would force John to change. They made 
him sign the Magna Carta, a document that required 
the king to not raise taxes without the consent of his 
people. The signing of this charter was a pivotal event 
that weakened the long tradition of absolute rule by a 
monarch and paved the way for rule by the people, or 
constitutional law.4 By understanding historical events 
such as this, we can grasp more fully why we are where 
we are today.

Circumstance
So how does the study of history help us? Well, have 

you ever heard of the phrase “Don’t reinvent the wheel”? 
This phrase alludes to the idea that people in the past 
have gained relevant knowledge just from being alive 
and experiencing the world. It’s not that they know 
everything, but rather that they might know more than 
we do because of their experiences. Therefore, when we 
look to the past and learn from what they discovered, we 
can avoid learning things the hard way—in other words, 
we can prevent needing to relearn lessons that people in 
the past have already learned and are able to teach us. 
Because the past has so much to tell us about the present, 
it is always wise to examine the historical development 
of a topic you are researching. When people research and 
comprehend elements of the past so they can apply that 
knowledge to current situations in the present, they are 
utilizing the fourth common topic: circumstance. When 
you use the common topic of circumstance to develop 
inductive arguments, you ask questions such as the 
following: How did this situation develop? Why did this 
situation develop? What can we learn from this? What 
have people believed in the past about this situation? 
How is this different from what people believe today? 
What can we learn from this? 

At first glance, these may look like hard questions to 
answer, but you are likely able to answer them more easily 
than you think. You have probably accumulated a lot of 
information about historical events or people that pertain 
to your topic, without even realizing it. As an example to 

3. Ibid.
4. Ibid.

When we study the past, we have a better 
understanding of why things have developed the way 
they have—that is, why we believe or act in the ways 
that we do today. For example, many people know 
that American democratic tradition has historical 
roots that go back as far as the time of ancient Greeks 
and Romans. American democracy certainly did not 
spring to life out of thin air. It was highly influenced 
by philosophies, persons, and events dating back many 
centuries. One such event occurred in AD 1215 when 
a group of English noblemen dragged King John, the 
despotic king of England, to a nearby meadow and 
made him sign a significant document called the Magna 
Carta.2 King John was a selfish ruler who enjoyed an 
extravagant lifestyle and wanted the English people to 
fund his standard of living, no questions asked. The king 
would continue to raise taxes on his people, never caring 
that they were unfair, unnecessary, and, in many cases, 

2.  Bryce Lyon, “Magna Carta,” in World Book Encyclopedia (Chicago: 
World Book, 1992), 53. 
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illustrate this point, let’s revisit Josh and Christy’s debate 
about capital punishment. There are some key historical 
issues about capital punishment that could help them 
with their debate. The following are questions they should 
consider: How long has capital punishment been around? 
Why did it develop? Why have people been in favor of it? 
Why have people opposed it? How have views of capital 
punishment changed over the years?

Josh and Christy had already checked out several 
books from the library during their last visit, so they set 
about researching these questions in the pages of their 
borrowed materials. A few classes later, they had the 
following conversation:

Josh: Christy, did you realize that the United States is the 
only Western industrialized nation that still uses 
capital punishment? Over the past few decades, 
almost all European nations, as well as Canada and 
Latin America, have abolished capital punishment?5 
Many people claim that the more enlightened, 
mature, and industrialized a country becomes, the 
more it moves toward the abolition of the death 
penalty.

Christy: I did read those quotes, but I think they can 
be kind of misleading. After all, some of those 
countries, such as Canada, only abolished the 
death penalty recently. Furthermore, just because 
they have abolished it now doesn’t mean it will 
stay abolished. For example, for a period of time 
in the United States, the Supreme Court ruled that 
the way capital punishment was being practiced 
was arbitrary and unconstitutional.6 Because of 
this, capital punishment drastically decreased in 
America for a while. But then, only a few years 
later in 1976, the Supreme Court ruled that capital 
punishment was not unconstitutional per se, and 
states started using the death penalty again.7 So 
a state or a country can change its mind on the 
matter. It’s not as if all states or countries that 
abolish capital punishment maintain that decision 
indefinitely.

5.  Franklin E. Zimring, “Capital Punishment,” in World Book 
Encyclopedia (Chicago: World Book, 1992), 193.

6.  Gary E. McCuen, The Death Penalty and the Disadvantaged (Ideas 
in Conflict) (Hudson, WI: Gem Pubns, 1996), 28.

7. Zimring, “Capital Punishment,” 193.

As you can see, Josh and Christy’s research has given 
them a lot of material that will help them analyze the 
historical nature of capital punishment in their debate. 
Consider the role of history in informal debate and 
discussion. One difficulty with using circumstance 
for informal arguments is that history often requires 
some research to develop it, and for the most part, 
the setting of an informal argument doesn’t allow for 
this type of research. Instead, informal discussions are 
often spontaneous and occur without prior warning. 
If the common topic of circumstance usually requires 
research, it may not seem like a very useful tool to use 
in an informal debate because that type of spur-of-the-
moment discussion often occurs in places and at times 
where there is little, if any, opportunity to research. So 
what should you do with the topic of circumstance in 
an informal discussion? First, keep this topic in mind 
because you may be able to use it more than you think. 
For example, you may already know about the history of 
a topic without needing to look it up. If you do, then, 
by all means, make it part of your consideration in your 
debate. However, even if you don’t know the history of 
your topic offhand, you can still access a tool, sometimes 
even at your fingertips (e.g., via a cell phone or laptop) 
that enables quick historical research: the Internet. As 
you have already learned, not all websites on the Internet 
are legitimate or credible, and you should be extremely 
careful when you use Internet sources in formal research. 
Nevertheless, if you have a brief question about the 
history of your topic, you can type your query or subject 
into a search engine and, possibly, find the answer in a 
matter of seconds. As an example, let’s say you are at a 
coffee shop with a friend, and your friend claims that 
whenever the federal government intervenes during times 
of economic crisis, this intervention produces very little 
benefit to the economy. One thing you could do is use 
the Internet to research the economic effects of federal 
involvement during the time of the Great Depression, as 
this is one of the most severe economic crises of history. 
Researching this information would allow you to verify 
or to critique your friend’s claim.

There is another important point regarding 
circumstance when it comes to informal discussion. 
Sometimes in your informal debates and discussions, you 
may be in a position to continue the debate over several 
days or weeks. In fact, on the Internet and in social 
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media (e.g., Facebook), you are probably aware that there 
are websites and online groups set up purposefully for 
the debate of certain issues. Of course, some of these are 
more formally organized than others. But the point is 
that sometimes an informal debate can carry on for quite 
some time. If this is the case, take the time to conduct 
extra research so that you can present an informed and 
knowledgeable case. Understanding the history of your 
topic is a very important part of this.

Let’s return now to Andrew and Isabel and their 
debate about pets, and let’s examine how research plays 
a part in their debate. Andrew and Isabel have both 
became interested in the history of people owning 
cats and dogs as pets. Each of them, without the other 
knowing it, consulted the “Cat” and “Dog” entries in 
the World Book Encyclopedia set they had in their house. 
Later in the week, they had the following conversation:

Andrew: Isabel, did you know that dogs were the first 
domesticated pet and that they have been highly 
valued throughout history for their abilities to 
guard people and to help keep campsites clean?

Isabel: Wow! You’ve been reading the encyclopedias, too. 
I just read that today. Mom and Dad are going to 
be shocked when they find out that we’re actually 
reading the encyclopedias, rather than using them 
for doorstops or footrests. Ha ha! Well, did you 
know that cats, too, have also been domesticated 
pets for a long time, and that—unlike dogs—cats 
were believed to be sacred, and even worshipped, 
by many cultures? 

Andrew: As a matter of fact, I did know that. But did 
you know that many people in the Middle Ages 
considered cats to be evil and had massive cat 
purges to get rid of their diabolical influence? You 
don’t see people conducting dog purges anywhere 
in history, do you? I’ll tell you what, those people 
in the Middle Ages were on to something—maybe 
the Dark Ages weren’t so dark after all.

Isabel: Oh, good grief!8

8.  Andrew’s information was taken from M. Fox, “Cats,” World Book 
Encyclopedia (Chicago: World Book, 1992), and Isabel’s from Sean 
McGinnis, “Dogs,” World Book Encyclopedia (Chicago: World 
Book, 1992).

Isabel and Andrew’s historical information about 
cats and dogs is more entertaining and enlightening 
than it is truly persuasive for either side. This is normal 
in the course of debate. Sometimes, as seen in the case 
of Josh and Christy, the history of your topic will be 
integral to setting up and strengthening your argument. 
For instance, the fact that throughout history most 
civilized cultures have moved toward abolishing capital 
punishment will likely be very helpful for Josh’s side of 
the debate. Alternatively, the fact that capital punishment 
has been practiced in almost every country under every 
religious system will likely be helpful to Christy’s side of 
the debate.

Before you read about the common fallacies people 
commit with the common topic of circumstance, you 
need to learn about one other source that is good to use 
when you are looking at the historical development of a 
topic. Remember that recommendation to obtain a book 
of quotations for research purposes? This is a great place 
to make use of that resource. Quote books are great tools 
to use because they are usually arranged by topics, and 
for a given topic they often provide a grouping of various 
quotes from many different kinds of people throughout 
history. Therefore, if you want to look at what people 
have thought about a topic throughout the ages, a book 
of quotations can be a great place to start.  However, be 
aware that these kinds of quotations rarely prove a point; 
instead, they serve to illustrate, embellish, or amplify 
your arguments. (In rhetoric, “amplification” refers to 
a process of expanding on a point to give additional 
information or emphasis, usually by repeating words 
and then adding onto them. Here, we use the word to 
mean strengthening the force of your argument.) You 
won’t use them as much in informal debates, but they 
are extremely useful in formal debates because they can 
put the finishing touches on your argument, or they can 
be an entertaining or humorous addition to your speech. 
Effective quotes can serve as the “icing on the cake,” so 
to speak, when you are developing a historical look at 
your argument.

Beware of False Analogy
Once you have developed a good argument from 

history, you’ll want to be aware of four common fallacies 
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(Earth-centered) theory of the universe as they became 
more educated, so, too, will people abandon capital 
punishment if they become more educated and 
enlightened.” The problem with this comparison is that 
the items are too dissimilar to warrant any conclusion. 
One pertains to scientific views (of geocentric theory), 
while the other pertains to moral and ethical views 
(of capital punishment). While science is certainly 
affected by ethics and moral ideas, and moral and 
ethical views are affected by science, the two areas of 
study are dissimilar enough that a change in one does 
not automatically necessitate a change in the other. 
Therefore, this is a false analogy. Whenever you draw a 
conclusion from comparisons between past and current 
situations, make sure that the comparison is truly 
warranted. 

Beware of Bandwagon
The second fallacy you need to watch out for is a 

fallacy called bandwagon. This is a fallacy that you might 
accidentally commit when you are constructing an 
argument from history or past circumstances.  When 
someone commits the bandwagon fallacy, he reasons or 
argues that because many people are doing or believing 
something—or have done or believed it—then it should 
be done or believed. When a large number of people 
believe something, however, it doesn’t automatically 
make that something true. For instance, if you recall, 
when Josh had researched capital punishment (see 
chapter 9) he had discovered that after 1990, the 
United States was the only industrialized, modern 
country that practiced capital punishment. All of the 
other modernized countries such as Canada and many 
European countries had outlawed the practice.10 Josh 
would be committing the bandwagon fallacy if he were 
to argue “Capital punishment must be wrong because 
every other industrial country besides the United States 
thinks it’s wrong.” As you have observed from everyday 
experiences and interactions, just because many people 
think, believe, or do something, that doesn’t mean it 
is necessarily the right thing to think, believe, or do. 
The number of believers says nothing significant about 
the validity, or fact, of a practice or belief. Of course, 

10.  Zimring, “Capital Punishment,” 193.

that people commit when using the common topic of 
circumstance. Be especially mindful of these arguments 
when you use circumstance because you could easily 
commit one of them. Also, someone could commit one 
of these fallacies as they attempt to argue against you. 
Remember how we discussed at the beginning of the 
chapter that people have a tendency to look down on 
people from the past, whom they view as less advanced 
and not enlightened? Well, the more an opposing 
debater feels this way, the more she is likely to commit 
this fallacy against you during her arguments. 

The first fallacy is a fallacy with which you are 
already familiar: false analogy. You’ve learned that 
someone commits false analogy when he draws a 
conclusion from two items that are too dissimilar for 
any comparison to be made. If you think about it, you 
will see how someone could easily commit this fallacy 
when arguing from circumstance, for when you argue 
from circumstance, you usually draw a conclusion from 
a historical situation that you believe to be analogous to 
a current situation. For instance, in Josh’s research about 
capital punishment, he found that throughout history, 
countries tended to punish criminals in extremely harsh 
ways. He discovered that for a variety of crimes England, 
criminals could be hanged, drawn and quartered, boiled, 
or burned by authorities.9 In his studies, Josh noted that 
as time went on and people became more humane and 
enlightened, punishment for crimes became less severe. 
Josh planned to use this fact from history to argue that 
even though capital punishment had been common in 
the past, more and more people have abandoned this 
practice as they become more humane and enlightened. 
In this argument, Josh is drawing a conclusion from a 
comparison between past and current events. In other 
words, he is making a type of analogy. 

 When you draw a comparison between analogous 
past and current events, it is important that the two 
events have more similarities than dissimilarities. 
Otherwise, you could easily commit the fallacy of 
false analogy. For example, Josh could try to argue the 
following: “Just as people abandoned the geocentric 

9.  “Introduction to the Death Penalty,” Death Penalty Information 
Center, 2015, http://www.deathpenaltyinfo.org/part-i-history-
death-penalty. 
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Beware of Appeal to Novelty
A fallacy that is nearly the opposite of an appeal 

to tradition is the appeal to novelty. When someone 
makes an appeal to novelty, she believes that whatever 
is new is always better, wiser, or more advanced than 
the technology, concept, practices, or belief systems 
of the past. It is certainly true that new developments 
or beliefs can be better. For instance, in the 1800s, 
developments in our understanding of hygiene improved 
hospital practices dramatically.11 Copernicus and 
Galileo revolutionized our understanding of cosmology 
with the aid of a particular advance in technology, the 
microscope. Sometimes new is better. However, the 
newness of something does not guarantee its wisdom or 
effectiveness. Some new things are just trendy, faddish, 
and superficial. For instance, how many clothing styles, 
singing groups, movies, and toys have been touted 
as the “next hot thing,” only to be cast aside as trivial 
rubbish the following year, if not within the month or 
week. Therefore, we cannot deem some action, belief, 
or practice wrong or right based merely on its age or 
currency. Rather, the belief or practice itself must be 
examined and judged for its own merit. 

In summary, the common topic of circumstance is 
extremely helpful because it directs us to past people, 
events, and ideas to see what we can learn from them, 
and how to apply those observations to our current 
situation or debate. Although contemporary people are 
certainly advanced in many ways because of our ever-
expanding technology, science, and learning, we can 
also be blind to our modern faults and misconceptions. 
When we look to the past, we can gain a more objective 
picture of who we are and the place from which we 
come. In using the common topic of circumstance, 
it is important to avoid the fallacies of false analogy, 
bandwagon, appeal to tradition, and appeal to novelty. In 
the next chapter, you will examine the last—and one of 
the most frequently used—common topic: testimony. 

11.  Kenneth F. Manning, “Florence Nightingale,” in World Book 
Encyclopedia (Chicago: World Book, 1992), 424.

if a large number of credible, intelligent people believe 
something, then it is certainly worth checking and 
considering. You should endeavor to learn from the 
wisdom and experience of others. However, although 
the number of people who believe something might 
make its truth more likely, large numbers of believers 
never guarantee the truth. Masses of people have been 
known to be deceived. And when the bandwagon fallacy 
comes into play, there may be pressure to engage in some 
activity that is morally questionable or outright wrong, 
simply because many others are doing so. For example, 
during the Second World War, many Europeans found 
it easier to turn a blind eye to the persecution of Jews 
because so many people in their society maintained 
prejudiced views about this people group.  

Beware of Appeal to Tradition
In addition to bandwagon, be wary of another 

common fallacy: appeal to tradition. This fallacy occurs 
when someone argues that because something has always 
been believed or practiced, it must be the right thing to 
believe or do. For instance, Christy would be committing 
the fallacy of appealing to tradition if she argued the 
following: “Capital punishment is reasonable. After all, 
until recently, capital punishment has been practiced by 
every nation and culture around the world.” This may 
sound like bandwagon, and the two fallacies certainly 
have some similarities. However, instead of arguing that 
someone should do something because many people are 
doing it (bandwagon), a person who makes an appeal to 
tradition argues that a practice or belief is right because 
it always has been believed or practiced. In other words, 
bandwagon tries to falsely justify a position by noting 
the number of people doing or believing something, and 
an appeal to tradition tries to falsely justify a position by 
noting how long people or cultures have been doing or 
believing something.
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Review Exercises
Define

Give an appropriate definition for each of the following words:

1. Circumstance: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

2. Bandwagon: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

3. Appeal to tradition: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

4. Appeal to novelty: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

5. False analogy: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Explain
1. Explain why it is so important to learn from history. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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2. Explain why quotes found in quotation books are often only illustrative for your arguments. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Building Copiousness
Review

Review your old quotes.

Practice
Practice saying the quotes to someone in your class, or practice writing them down on paper.

Memorize 
Memorize your new quote:

Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it. —George Santayana12

Practice Evaluating Arguments  
from Circumstance
Explain

Read the following argument, which pertains to the Bosnian/Serbian/Croatian conflict in the Balkans, which led to 
the genocide of Bosnian Muslims. Then, answer the questions that follow:13

In the initially lethal skirmishes between Serbs and Croats in the north . . . after some fighting, Serbia cut 
a deal, settling for a relatively small share of Croatia. The Croats’ military power was nowhere near enough 

12.  Ratcliffe, Oxford Dictionary of Quotations, 354.
13.  You can read more on this conflict in the article “Bosnian Genocide” at this site:  http://www.history.com/topics/bosnian-genocide.
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to conquer the Serbs. It was merely enough to make the Serbs appreciate the advantages of peace. Guns did 
not so much win a war as avert one.

The Bosnian Muslims were not so fortunate. For the most part they were unarmed, and the arms embargo 
left them helpless against Croat and Serb enemies who wanted their land. Margaret Thatcher . . . had 
warned for several months that the embargo spelled disaster for Muslim people of Bosnia. Until . . . “ethnic 
cleansing” proved her point, respectable opinion was very much against her views.14

1. What is being claimed in this argument? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

2. What are the strengths and weaknesses of this argument? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Explain 
Many arguments for and against gun control center on the Second Amendment, which includes language about 

the right to bear arms and the right to have a militia. Read the following argument about the Second Amendment and 
historical interpretations of it. Then, answer the questions that follow:

Based on the first clause of the Second Amendment, the ACLU suggests the Second Amendment 
guarantees only a state’s right to maintain a militia. This, too, is a misinterpretation of the history and 
meaning of the Amendment. 

During the Revolutionary era, every city and township maintained its own militia. There were also private 
militias. In Lexington, Massachusetts, it was the town militia which squared off against the British regulars. 

Historically, and under current law, militias consisted of “citizen-soldiers.” This meant all able-bodied males 
between 18 and 45 years old were expected to muster, bearing their own arms, during times of threat. 
Today, all able-bodied citizens of either sex would probably be expected so to appear.

14.  Daniel D. Polsby, “Private Ownership of Handguns Leads to Lower Rates of Handgun Violence,” in Gun Control: Opposing Viewpoints, ed. 
Tamara L. Roleff (San Diego: Greenhaven Press, 1997), 27.
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Since a militia consisted of all the armed citizens, it could exist only if all the citizens were armed. For this reason,  
the ACLU’s assertion that the reference to a “well regulated Militia” confers a right upon states is, again, ludicrous.15

1. What does this argument claim? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

2. What are the strengths and weaknesses of this argument? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

15.  Steven Silver, “Private Gun Ownership Is Protected by the Second Amendment,” Roleff, Gun Control, 80.
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Spotting Fallacies 
So far, you have studied the fallacies of false analogy, hasty generalization, false cause, bandwagon, appeal to 

tradition, and appeal to novelty. Read each of the following arguments and identify one fallacy being committed, 
writing this in the space provided. Some arguments commit more than one fallacy; in this case, you only need to write 
down one of the fallacies in the space provided.

1. I can’t believe you are quoting Benjamin Franklin to support your ideas about gun control. He wrote in the 
1750s. His ideas are hardly relevant today. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

2. The majority of Americans believe that guns should be restricted. We need to enact strict gun control 
legislation now. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

3. We have to allow private gun possession. Guns are like seat belts—you never know when you’ll need them, 
but when you do, they can save lives. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

4. Handguns should be made illegal. Two of my friends have been seriously wounded with handguns their 
family or friends owned. Handguns in the possession of private people are extremely dangerous! 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

5. Back in colonial times, people owned guns, and there weren’t a lot of deaths. So guns aren’t the problem. We 
shouldn’t outlaw them. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

6. I knew this family that was really happy and successful. Then they bought a handgun. The next year, their dad 
was laid off from work and the mom got stomach cancer. Not only that, the son found the gun and accidentally 
shot the next-door neighbor in the leg. He had to do community service. Guns are obviously bad news. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

7. Americans have always possessed guns. You can’t argue with hundreds of years of American heritage! 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

8. In the last city I lived in, they lowered gun restriction laws, and the next year, criminal activity increased quite 
a bit. Guns obviously need to be restricted. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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Everyday Debate
Debate

Here is a topic for a good minidebate: “Resolved: It is wrong to kill spiders.” Your teacher will divide you into 
teams. Choose a side, then develop arguments for your side using (a) at least two historical examples to support your 
point, (b) a definition, (c) an analogy, and (d) a cause-and-effect argument. In addition, incorporate one quote from 
the “Building Copiousness” sections from previous chapters. 

Learning from the Masters
Observe

To finish up the Intelligence Squared debate, “Resolved: America should be the world’s policeman,” watch the 
closing arguments of the speakers (Link 12-1). Then, explain which arguments you think are the most effective. Be 
sure to clarify why you believe they were effective.

The Big Debate: Gun Control
Develop

Because people have regularly owned and used guns throughout history in different cultures, you can develop many 
arguments from circumstance for the gun control debate. Now that you have read a few examples of these types of 
arguments in the previous exercises, find and evaluate two arguments from circumstance: one for gun control, and one 
against it. Write these arguments in the space provided.
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Inductive Logic: Testimony

Fools need advice most, but  
wise men only are the better for it. 

—Benjamin Franklin1

The last common topic you will examine is testimony, which is one of the most frequently used 
common topics people utilize to construct inductive arguments. The common topic of testimony refers 
to the testimony, or witness, of everyday examples, ordinary people, and expert authorities. You have 
already been introduced to this topic in chapter 8, where Isabel and Andrew were talking about their 
friend’s dog, Samson. Andrew had said that Samson was really good at doing tricks. When Andrew 
discussed this, he was taking an example of everyday experience, and he let this experience “testify” 
about the point he was trying to make. The word “testimony” derives from the Latin word testificari, 
which means “to bear witness.” A witness, of course, is a source to support a belief or argument. 
Therefore, a testimony bears witness to the fact or idea you are trying to support.

Common Facts and Examples
There are a lot of different kinds of testimony, and when we are looking for information to prove 

our point, we often seek a variety of testimonies. One of the most common types of testimony is the 
testimony of common facts and examples. In other words, you should consult what well-known facts 
and standard examples reveal about a topic. 

Testimony of Authorities
Another commonly used testimony type is the 

testimony of authorities. Authorities are experts or people 
who have conducted extensive research, or have had a lot 
of hands-on experience, in a particular field. For example, 
an acceptable authority on education would be a teacher 
or principal with many years of educational experience, 
and he would likely have a degree, or several degrees, 
in education. An expert on capital punishment would 
likely have a degree in a related field such as sociology, 
psychology, law, or possibly even theology or ethics. She 
could have performed studies in this area and, possibly, 
have written a book about it. 

1.  Susan Ratcliffe, ed., Oxford Dictionary of Quotations by Subject, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 8.

Just like having a witness take the 
stand in a courtroom case, bringing 

testimonies is intended to summon other 
voices to help your own in support of 
a claim or point of view. What makes a 
witness worth listening to? They have 
experience in the subject under question 
(such as an eyewitness to a particular 
event). They have knowledge or skills 
unique to the topic at hand. Or they have 
demonstrated a trait—honesty, wisdom, 
eloquence—that disposes an audience or 
judge to listen to what they’re saying.
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Which kinds of witnesses are the most effective? 
Often, the answer to this question depends on 

your audience, or judge. Which kinds of persons are 
they most likely to believe? Experts with impressive 
credentials? Epic historical figures? Popular heroes? 
Sages? Artists and creators? If you know that your 
audience or judge has a particular inclination, then 
you can provide the kind of testimonies most desired. 
If not, or if it’s a large, mixed group, you should seek 
to provide testimonies from an assortment of sources. 
This also strengthens your argument by showing 
just how wide a range of witnesses support, or have 
a similar idea to, the claim you’re arguing. For the 
same reason, in debates when there are clearly 
defined opposing “sides” (whether political, religious, 
philosophical, or other), bringing in testimonies from 
sources who typically are part of the opposing side can 
be a powerful proof. Examples of this would be when 
an advocate of pacifism quotes a high-ranking military 
official expressing his misgivings about war, or when 
a student arguing against school uniforms cites an 
executive of a school uniform company admitting that 
the cost of their products is a burden on families.

Short, clever, and clear sayings have a variety 
of names: proverbs, aphorisms, apothegms, 

commonplaces, adages, maxims, dictums . . . and 
on and on the list goes. They are rarely more than a 
sentence in length and usually feature a witty turn 
of phrase (perhaps a rhyme, pun, or repetition), or a 
powerful image. Above all, the clarity and simplicity 
of the proverb contrasts with the deep, profound 
wisdom that, supposedly, underlies it. You have likely 
realized at this point that this is exactly the type 
of saying you’ve been memorizing in the “Building 
Copiousness” exercises in this book thus far. As an 
exercise, take out a piece of paper and write out as 
many proverbs as you can remember—these could 
be sayings you have memorized from this book, or 
they could be sayings you’ve heard in day-to-day 
discussions. (Here’s one to help you start: “Slow 
and steady wins the race.”) How many did you come 
up with? Are you surprised? These testimonies are 
designed to stick deeply with you. Look at the list 
you’ve made. Are there any common features among 
them? What might that reveal about the kinds of 
things that stick in your memory? Now, using your 
list as a series of models for imitation, try to create a 
few of your own proverbs. This can be difficult at first. 
If you practice this, being concise, clear, and pithy 
won’t feel so intimidating, and this skill can help 
refine your own speech to be more persuasive and 
compelling, particularly in a debate.

of an everyday testimony is a proverb or wise saying, such 
as the kind that you find in a quote book. Though they 
are not always spoken by experts in the field, the wisdom 
and cleverness of a quotation or speaker can stand out 
authoritatively. By now, you have certainly noticed 
the quotes at the beginning of each chapter. These are 
proverbs. Not all of them have been authored by experts 
in the field of debate; however, they are wise or clever 
sayings, often worded in a catchy manner, that relate to, 
or highlight aspects of, the subject of debate.

religious teachings or sayings

Yet another common type of testimony is the use 
of religious teachings or sayings. People may rely on 
various scriptures such as the Bible, the Talmud, the 
Koran, the Bhagavad Gita, or other religious texts as 
testimonies or examples for their arguments. These 

We consult experts because they know a great deal 
about their area of expertise, and we can discover a great 
deal of important information about a topic without 
doing the research ourselves. Experts are certainly a 
common type of testimony that people consult, but there 
are others as well. In addition to the testimony of experts, 
we also often consult the testimony of everyday people.  It 
is important to note that while everyday people certainly 
don’t have the credentials and research experience of 
experts, their opinions can still be valuable. For example, 
let’s say you want to go to a movie on the weekend. To 
help you decide which film to see, you will likely ask your 
friends and family if they have seen any good movies 
lately. If you have a friend who has movie tastes similar to 
yours, you’ll probably rely on his testimony to make your 
decision. It’s not that your friend is a movie “expert”—
you just know that he likes a lot of the same movies as 
you; therefore, his testimony is valuable in helping you 
choose which movies you may like.

Proverbs

There are several other common types of testimony 
that people rely on to prove their points. Another form 
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When should you use sacred texts in an argument? 
After all, what is holy to one group of people 

is often heresy to another. Using support from 
sacred texts can be dangerous, as they might 
have credibility only to members of the religion 
or philosophy that believes in that particular 
book. Use of text from a particular scripture 
might also alienate those from another religious 
or philosophical group. However, it can be very 
persuasive if you are able to show how testimonies 
from a variety of sacred texts share agreement 
about aspects of a given idea, or how a sacred text 
that is relatively unfamiliar to your audience agrees 
with an idea they might honor.

documents provide helpful testimony because they 
can offer moral or ethical insights on an issue that 
may not have been considered. It is important to note 
that while sacred scriptures can shed light on many 
issues, from seemingly trivial issues to major problems, 
they tend to address some issues more than others. 
For instance, most religious texts speak about animals 
and our care of them. However, they don’t necessarily 
speak about pets a great deal. Therefore, Andrew and 
Isabel probably won’t choose to consult any scriptures 
concerning their pet debate. However, Josh and Christy 
will likely consult scriptures a great deal for their debate 
because the various scriptures say quite a bit about life, 
killing, murder, punishment for murder, and other 
themes related to capital punishment. In fact, their 
proposition itself even mentions the moral or ethical 
aspect of the topic: “Capital punishment is ethical, and 
it deters crime.” Therefore, in order to argue this thesis 
effectively, they will need to consult various scriptures. 
Consulting scriptures can be an effective tool to use 
when you are researching a topic because, as you will 
read about in the next chapter, another kind of topic 
(a special topic) is the good. That is, one way we often 
demonstrate that an idea is right is to prove that it is 
morally worthy or ethically correct. 

Beware of the Fallacy of Accent
It is important to note that although the common 

topic of testimony is very helpful, if you are not careful, 
it can easily be abused by committing fallacies. One 
of the most common ways to misuse testimony is 
with the fallacy of accent. This fallacy occurs when 
someone emphasizes the words of someone or a sacred 
scripture in a way that supports his point but distorts 
the meaning of the original statement. For example, 
let’s say that a mother, as she is leaving for work in the 
morning, tells her son, “You can go to the movies when 
your room is clean.” Later, even though his room is 
still a mess, the son informs his father that he is going 
to the movies with his friends, adding, “Mom said I 
could go.” Did you see what happened here? The son 
emphasized—accented—the first part of his mother’s 
words, “You can go to the movies,” but he conveniently 
left out the second part of her statement (“when your 
room is clean”). He has distorted his mother’s original 

intention and the meaning behind her words. When 
you state someone else’s words, it is imperative that you 
state all the pertinent parts—the quote in its entirety, so 
intended meaning is upheld—so that you are using the 
words with context and are not distorting them.

Beware of Bandwagon (Again)
Another common fallacy people commit 

when using testimony is one you have learned 
before: bandwagon. Remember that someone is 
bandwagoning when he argues that because many 
people are doing or believing something, then it 
should be done or believed. Though it is natural to 
give credence to something that a lot of people do 
or believe, it is important to realize that, throughout 
history, large groups of people have done and 
believed the wrong—even destructive—thing. During 
World War II, thousands of German citizens were 
caught up in the waves of anti-Semitism (hostility 
and discrimination against Jews). At the same time 
in the United States, many Americans fell prey to 
anti-Japanese sentiment. These examples clearly 
demonstrate that a high number of people believing 
in an idea does not guarantee its truth or worth. 
Be especially careful of this when you discuss what 
everyday people believe or what authorities believe. 
Just keep in mind that although large numbers may 
believe something, it could still be false or inaccurate. 
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When you are building copiousness, the danger of 
appealing to illegitimate authorities often rears 

its sinister head. Particularly when you are drawing 
sources from the Internet, always be careful to verify 
your source. Sometimes, quotations are attributed to 
the wrong person, or they’ve been distorted from the 
original meaning. Sometimes, the author of the found 
quote might turn out to be someone who would not 
be a beneficial source for your argument: an infamous 
tyrant, a discredited authority, or the advocate of 
an idea or viewpoint that actually disagrees with 
your argument. Don’t be seduced by the pithiness or 
cleverness of a saying you’ve come across—always 
make sure to do a little sleuthing first before you 
decide to use a quote in your argument.

Beware of Appeal to Illegitimate 
Authority

The last fallacy often committed with testimony is 
appeal to illegitimate authority. This fallacy occurs 
when someone uses the authority of an expert in one 
field to prove a point in another field. We see this occur 
in the media when celebrities pitch products or causes. 
In these scenarios, advertisers are hoping that we will 
transfer our respect for someone’s authority or fame 
in one field to the product they are advertising. It is 
important to realize that, although someone may have a 
lot of expertise in one area, this does not mean that they 
automatically know about other areas outside of their 
expertise. Though an actor or athlete might be visible 
and familiar to us, what reason do we have to trust their 
expertise in insurance companies, shaving razors, or 
political candidates?

Both Isabel and Andrew remembered that testimony 
was a good common topic to use for supporting their 
arguments; this is why they interviewed owners of cats 
and dogs to learn about other people’s experiences with 
their pets. Furthermore, they also knew that an impactful 
testimony could be found by consulting with authorities 
on their subject. After discussing this, they decided 
that they would call a few veterinarians to determine 
which factors they should consider in selecting the most 

practical pet. They had the following conversation the 
very next day: 

Isabel: Andrew, I called Dr. Peterson, the veterinarian 
at Gainesway Veterinary Clinic. He said that 
many dogs he sees in his practice are overweight 
and unhealthy because they just don’t get enough 
exercise. I think we need to take that into 
consideration because our family is very busy. 

Andrew: I was told the same information when I spoke 
to a few other veterinarians. I went in and visited 
that clinic by Xavier the other day—you know, 
the one back on Brannon Road? The vets there 
also said they were seeing many dogs who needed 
more exercise than they were receiving. So I asked 
them what people could do if they wanted a dog 
but had very busy lifestyles. They had a lot of 
good suggestions and said that busy people can 
still own dogs, but they just have to be more 
thoughtful in planning times for exercise for their 
dog’s daily schedule.

These testimonies were extremely helpful to both 
Andrew and Isabel, because they helped them see a larger 
view of the issue than just their own perspectives. By the 
same token, Josh and Christy also looked for testimonies 
about the issue of capital punishment. Neither of them, 
fortunately, knew anyone who had experienced the 
murder of a relative, or whose relative had experienced 
the death penalty, so they could not ask friends and 
everyday people about their personal experiences with 
this issue. However, they both found excellent testimony 
in books. For example, Josh found a quote by a convicted 
murderer on death row who claimed that many 
murderers do not fear the death penalty because they 
do not think they will be caught. Furthermore, Christy 
found an excellent testimony from a prison director who 
stated that it is logical to come to the understanding that 
the only thing that disciplines many convicted murderers 
in prison for life is the fear of the death penalty. After all, 
if there were no death penalty, prisoners in jail for life 
could kill people in jail without any further punishment, 
as they would already have the worst punishment 
possible—prison for life. 

Using testimonies can be a great support for your 
case—whether these testimonies are the testimonies 
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these stars. They may impress and wow us, but they lack 
credibility within the field or question under debate.

Another common way people commit appeal to 
illegitimate authority is to cite someone who has an 
academic degree but who is not certified in the area 
under consideration. For example, a person with a PhD 
in physics is certainly knowledgeable in the field of 
physics, but this does not mean she has expertise in the 
field of capital punishment. Therefore, Josh and Christy 
would be committing appeal to illegitimate authority 
if they cited a physics professor’s ideas on capital 
punishment as testimony or proof to argue whether it is 
right or wrong.

In conclusion, using the testimony of everyday people 
or experts is a good way to develop your argument. 
In doing so, however, you must avoid the fallacies of 
bandwagon and appeal to illegitimate authority. Now 
that you have examined all of the common topics, which 
are common inductive arguments, you will learn how to 
make deductive arguments in the next chapter. 

of common people or the testimonies of authorities. 
However, you should be careful not to commit several 
common fallacies of testimony when you use this 
common topic. The first easily used fallacy is one 
you have already studied: the bandwagon fallacy. 
Remember—someone commits the bandwagon fallacy 
when he argues that because everyone, or the majority of 
people, believes something, it is true (or should be done 
or believed). For instance, in his research, Josh ran across 
a study that shows that a majority of police officers and 
lawyers don’t believe capital punishment deters crime.2 
Just because a majority of police officer and lawyers 
believe this doesn’t make it true. They could be mistaken 
or biased. However, the fact that lawyers and police 
are—through their experience—authorities on crime to 
a certain extent, we certainly put a lot of stock in what 
they believe. Therefore, although the fact that a majority 
of these authorities believe capital punishment does not 
deter crime doesn’t prove this belief to be true, it may 
make it more likely that the belief is based on credible 
and sufficient evidence. (It is also important to note that 
this is just one study.) When you construct arguments 
from testimony, recognize that majority opinion may 
make something more likely to be credible or true, but 
it does not guarantee that it is true. Testimony, after all, 
is only one kind of argument among many, and needs to 
be supported by other kinds of proofs. 

When using arguments from testimony, it is also 
important to avoid committing appeal to illegitimate 
authority. A person commits this fallacy when she 
appeals to the expertise of an authority whose expertise 
is irrelevant to the field under discussion. For instance, 
many movie stars have vocalized their stance against 
capital punishment. Film notables certainly have an 
area of expertise; however, unless an actor also happens 
to have a specific degree or relevant experience in 
researching and studying capital punishment, his 
celebrity status is irrelevant to an argument about capital 
punishment. Unfortunately, many advertisers often 
appeal to the opinion or ideas of movie stars to support a 
product or point. The public recognizes, likes, and trusts 

2.  Richard C. Dieter, “The Death Penalty Is Not an Effective Law 
Enforcement Tool,” in Does Capital Punishment Deter Crime? 
ed. Stephen E. Schonebaum (San Diego, CA: Greenhaven Press, 
1998), 56–69.
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Review Exercises
List

List at least two different types of testimony. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Explain
1. Explain the bandwagon fallacy. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

2. Explain the fallacy of appeal to illegitimate authority. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Discuss
Discuss why the common topic of testimony is an especially beneficial way to develop an argument.
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Practice Evaluating Arguments  
from Testimony
Evaluate

Throughout history, people have long had a fascination with mysterious creatures that appear to be half-man and 
half-animal, which lurk in remote regions such as the heavily forested Pacific Northwest or murky swamps such as 
the Florida Everglades. These human-animal hybrids go by many different names—Bigfoot, Sasquatch, Yeti, and 
even “the Swamp Monster.” Many people have claimed to have seen such creatures and even to have had close-up 
encounters with them. Some have even brought back evidence from these encounters, including pieces of hair or 
plaster casts of tracks. While many people, especially some scientists, are skeptical of reports of such creatures, others, 
including foresters, biologists, anthropologists, and other persons of sound reputation and academic standing, give 
credence to such reports. Reading about reports of these creatures can be a great way to study the common topic of 
testimony because, in these reports, you will encounter personal testimonies of people who claim to have seen Bigfoot, 
descriptions of encounters with Bigfoot, and statements from authorities both for and against the existence of such 
creatures. In addition, you will also find people arguing from faulty or biased evidence, or using fallacies such as 
bandwagon and appeal to illegitimate authority. 

Read the article about a sighting of a Bigfoot-like creature and the ensuing investigation (Link 13-1). Once you 
have read the article, answer the following questions.

1. Harlan E. Ford and Billy Mills were two hunters who claimed to have seen Bigfoot at one time, and also to 
have later run across Bigfoot tracks. What kind of testimony do their claims represent? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

2. What facts about Ford’s life lend added strength to his testimony? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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3. Joe Nickell, the author of this article, has investigated this so-called swamp monster. You will notice at the end 
of the article that there is a note that says that Nickell is a CSICOP. Do some research on CSI and CSICOP 
to determine the credibility of Nickell. Is he a legitimate authority? Why or why not? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

4. While Nickell was in Louisiana, he spoke with Paul and Sue Wagner, a husband-and-wife wetlands ecologist 
team that heads up Honey Island Swamp Tours. What did the Wagners say about the swamp monster? How 
legitimate is their authority? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

5. Find two other testimonies in this article and evaluate how legitimate they are. Provide support for your 
evaluation. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________
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Building Copiousness
Review 

Review your old quotes.

Practice 
Practice saying the quotes to someone in your class, or practice writing them down on paper.

Memorize 
Memorize your new quote:

O tempora! O mores! (Translation: Oh, the times! Oh the manners!) —Cicero3 

Everyday Debate
Develop

Develop an argument using testimony for this resolution: “Civil disobedience is a moral weapon in the fight for 
justice.” Use at least two historical examples, a definition, an analogy, an argument from cause and effect, and an 
argument from testimony. In addition, incorporate one quote from the “Building Copiousness” sections from past 
chapters.

Note: “Civil disobedience” refers to the act of breaking the law in order to protest the harmfulness of that law, or 
another injustice. 

Learning from the Masters
Observe

Watch the last debate (chapter 23, “The Harvard Debate,” on the DVD) in the movie The Great Debaters.4 Identify 
at least three common topics that each side uses to develop its arguments. 

3.  Ratcliffe, Oxford Dictionary of Quotations, 41.
4.  Todd Black, et al, The Great Debaters, directed by Denzel Washington (2007; New York: Weinstein Co., 2008), DVD.
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The Big Debate: Gun Control
Explain

Find at least two types of testimony from authorities for both sides of the gun control issues. In the space provided, 
list these authorities, explain why they are credible, and describe what they believe. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________




