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RESEARCH ARGUMENTS 
In chapter 4 we distinguished everyday, troublesome probl 
from the kind that motivate research projects. In the same 
we now have to distinguish bekeen everyday arguments 
kind that organize research reports. People usually think of 
ments as disputes: children argue over a toy; roommates over 
stereo; drivers about who had the right-of-way. Such argum 
can be polite or heated, but they all involve conflict, with 
and losers. To be sure, researchers sometimes wrangle over 
d a c e  and occasionally erupt into charges of carelessness in 
peten-, and even hud. But that is not the kind of ar 
that made them researchers in the first place. 

In the next five chapters, we examine a kind of argument that 
is less like a prickly dispute with winners and losers and more 
like a thoughdid conversation with amiable colleagues, a conver- 
sation in which you cooperatively explore a contestable issue that 
you all think is important to resolve, a conversation that aims not 
at coercing each other into agreement, but at cooperatively find- 
ing and agreeing on the best answer to a hard question. 

In that conversation, though, you do more than just politely 
exchange opinions. We are all entitled to our opinions, and no law 
requires us to explain or defknd them. But in a research cornmu- 
nity, we are enpdsd bdh to make claims new and important 
enough to interest our readers and to explain them, as if our read- 
ers were aslcing us, quite reasonably, Why should I bdieve that? 

ProloJp 

and don't know, what they accept and what they question. 
you answer those questions in a way that lets readers see 

ests. To do that, you must anticipate their question 
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Making Good Arguments 
A N  OVERVIEW 

r n t h i s h a p r a ~ d * a r r r & f i v c h a q m n f r m g r  
r ~ n g k ~ a r  they rapmi o r+*-~e ond 
you can oqunize them into a genuinely coherent aqwnm* rn 

When you know enough to start planning your rese 
you should have a tentative but clear understanding o 
tion and why it might matter to your readers, and a ten 
reasonably specific answer. You should have a list of reasond 
support your claim and evidence to support those reasor 

<some idea about the kinds ot queshons an6 o ~ ~ e a o n s  you 
ers would be likely to raise, were they there m tront ot yo 
won't be able to i m a g i n a  of ftheir questions, nor will they 
p u  to. But you must a n c a p a t e  least the questions that 
ate the five elements of an argument and an- 

-asked. 

7.1 ARGUMENT AND CONVERSATION 

versation that inquires thoughtfdy into an unsettled issue: 

A: I hear you had a rocky time last semester. How do you think this 

term will go? [A poses a problem that interests her, put in thefonn of 

a question.] I 
6: Better, I hope. [B makes a claim that answen the question.] 

Making Good Argum 

believe B's claim.] 

major. [ B  ofJin a reason.] 

k d a v o u  thinithat'll make a dilrence? [A doesn't see how B's 
I - 

n is relevant to his claim that:he will do better.] 

I take courses I'm interested in, I work harder. [B offirs a gen- 

principle that relates his rmon to his claim.] 

t courses? [A asksfor evidence to back up B's reason.] 

ry of architecture, introduction to design. 

what about that calculus course you have to take again? [A of- 

a point that contradicts B's reason.] 

know I had to drop it last time, but I found a really good tutor. 

B acknowledges A's objection and responds to it.] 

But won't you be taking five courses? [A raises another reservation.] 

I know. It won't be easy. [B concedes a point he cannot refite.] 

Will you pull up your CPA? [A asks a h u t  the limits of B's claim.] 

I should. I'm shooting for at least a 3.0, as long as I don't have to 

get a part-time job. [B limits the scope of his claim and adds a condi- 

If you can imagine playing the roles of both A and B, you will 
find nothing strange about assembling a research report, because 
every written argument, research or not, is built out of the an- 
swers to those same five questions that you must ask on your 
readers' behaE - 

[ 1. What do you claim? 

k 1 2. What reasons support that claim? 

3. What evidence supports those reasons? 

4. Do you acknowledge this altemative/complication/objection, 
and how do you respond? 

5- What principle (warrant) justifies connecting your reasons to 
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BASING CLAIMS ON REASONS em unable to distinguish fantasy from reality.,son supporting rm- 

At the core of every research report is your claim, the 
your research question, along with two kin& of sup 
The first support is at least one reason, a sentence 
p1ai.W why your readers should accept YOW h. 
ally join a daim and a reason with because: 

The emancipation of Russian peasants was an empty ge conversation, we usually support a claim with just a 
turedairn bemuse it did not improve the material quality 
daily lives.- 

e should leavehi, because it looks like rain.,son 

drendairn because those exposed to lots of it tend to ado don't ask, What evidence do you hove that it looks like rain? 

values of what they see.,-, someone thinks he's a meteorologist: Those aren't rain 

At this point, we have to pause to danfj. some terms. we en you address serious issues in writing, though, You can't 
distinguish claims in general fiom main chims, and both a readers to accept all your reasons at face value- Carefd 
reusom: rs behave more like that would-be weatherman, asking for 

As we will use the term, a claim is any sentence that the evidence, the data, the facts on which YOU base those reasons: 

somethuzg that may be true or false and so needs su TV violence can have harmful psychological effects on chil- 
The world's temperature is rising. drenhim I because those exposed to large am0untS of it tend to 

A main claim is the sentence (or more) that your whol adopt the values of what they see.mon supporting chim  claim 2 sup  

Po* supports (some call this its thesis). 1f you wrote a pod by muon Their constant exposure to violent images tmakes 

to prove that the world's temperature is rising, the s them unable to distingu~sh fantasy from real ~ty.,,~~ 2 supportmng rea- 

stating that would be its main claim. _ Smith (1997) hund that children ages 5-9 who 
watched more than three hours of violent television a day were 

A reason is a sentence supporting a claim, -in or not 25 pe~ent more likely to say that most of what they saw on tele- 

These terms can get conhing, because a reason is ofie vision was 'really happening.",ihw reason 2 

~t least in principle, evidence is something you and Your readers 
in its own right. In fact, a sentence can be both a reason see, touch, taste, smell, or hear (or is accepted by everyone 
claim at the same time, if what it states (I) supports a claim as just pl~infad-the sun c a m  up yesfcrby mmin&-&makes 
(2) is in turn supported by another reason: For example, no sense to ask, Where could I go to see your reasons? It does make 

TV violence can have harmful psychological effects on chil- Znse  to ask, Where could I _po to see wur e&3f?nce7 
drenkirn I because those exposed to large amounts of it tend For example, we can't see children adopting values, but we 
adopt the values of what they see- , SI(mng chi,,, ,,him could see a child answer the question Do you think that what YO* 

ported by reuson 2 Their constant exposure to violent images makes see on is real? That somewhat oversimplifies the idea of "evi- 



r M A K I N G  A C L A I M  A N D  S U P P O R T I N G  I T  

lence from out there,' but it illustrates the principle. (We 
cuss this distinction between reasons and evidence in more 

ifl chapter 9.) 
We now have the core o f  a research argument: 

7.4 ACKNOWLEDGING AND RESPONDING TO ALTERNATIVES 

TV violence can have harmful psychological effects on chil- 
drenhi,, because those exposed to large amounts o f  it tend to 

adopt the values o f  what they see.,, , 
h i m  2/him ny 

by MIon Their constant exposure to violent images makes 

them unable to distinguish fantasy from reality.,, , S U P P ~ n g  n, 

son Smith (1997) found that children ages 5-9 who 
watched more than three hours of  violent television a day were 

Making Good Arguments 1 i g 

r 5  percent more likely to say that most of what they saw on tele- 
vision was "really happening."- rnpporting It is conceiv- 

able, of course, that children who tend to watch greater amounts 
of violent entertainment already have violent values,- 
but Jones (1989) found that children with no predisposition to vi- 
oknce were just as attracted to violent entertainment as those 

' 

with a history of violencawme 

problem all researchers face is not just responding to read- 
questions, alternatives, and objections, but imagining them. 

( In  chapter ro we'll review questions and objections you should 

Since no  research argument is complete without them, we add 
acknow l~en t / r esponses  to our diagram to show that they re- t ""' m: late to all the other parts o f  an argument: 

.5 WARRANTING THE RELEVANCE OF REASONS 
Even if readers agree that a reason is well supported by evidence, 
they may not see why it should lead them to accept your daim. 
They will ask why that reason, though factually true, is relevant 
to the claim. For example, suppose you offer this da im and its 
supporting reason (assume the evidence is there): 

Children who are exposed to large amounts of violent entertain- 
ment tend to become adults who think violence is  a legitimate 
component of daily lifehi, because as children they tend to 
adopt the violent values in what they see.,,, 

Readers might question not the truth of that reason, but its rek- 
vance to the daim: 
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Why should children who adopt violent values necessarid 
come adults who tend to accept violence as a legitimm 
nent of everyday life? I don't see how your claim follow 
your reason. 

\ To answer, you must offa a general prind~le that shoa 
you believe your particuZur reason is relevant to your 
claim so that you are justified in connecting them: 

I Whenever children adopt particular values, as adults they t 
accept as "normal" any behavior that reflects those values. 

I That statement-sometimes called a warrant-expresse. . 
eral principle of reasoning that covers more than viola 

i 
covers d values acquired as a child and all adult behavio 

Think of a warrant as a prinaple durmng that 
of circumstances predictably allows us to draw a ge 
quence. You can then use that warrant to justifL co 

. - 
a qecijzc instance of that general consequence~fyour daimi - 
lows h m  a spmi instance of that general circumstanc 
reason). But for that warrant to apply, readers must firs 
that the spcific circumstance (or reason) qualifies as a 
instance of Ule general circumstance in the warrant and I 
specific consequence (or claim) qualifies as a sound iwtance 

- r --- .. 
the sequence of an argummt, or even whether you nee 
at all. In fict, writers state warrants rady, only whm thr 
readers might question the relevance of a reason I 
For example, suppose you said: 

Watch out going down the stain, because the light is out. 

You wouldn't need to add the warrant 

When it's dark, you have to be careful not to misstep.- So 
watch out going down the stairs,& because the light is 01 .-,, 

That would seem condescending. 

I 

attractive form, they use those values to structure their under- 
mnding of their world.wmd In the same way, children con- - stantly exposed to violent entertainment tend to adopt the val- 
ues of what they see. . . . 

(As you can see, no aspect of argument is as abstract and difficult 
to grasp as warrants.) 

We add warrants to our diagram to show that they connect a 

'"C ,, .... -,,..- 
I thaf lets 

me conned 

claim and its supporting reason: 

Those five elements constitute a "basic" argument. But many 
also include explnnutbns of issues that readers might not under- 
stand. If, for example, you were making an argument about the 
relationship between inflation and various forms of money sup- 
ply to readers not familiar with economic theory, you would have 
to explain the different ways that economists define 'money." 

7.6 BUILDING COMPLEX ARGUMENTS OUT OF SIMPLE ONES 
The arguments in research reports are, of course, more complex 
than these simple ones. First, researchers almost always support 
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a claim with more than one reason, each of which is s hq do bow you, YOU want the answer to their question to be 

by its own evidence and may be justified by its own warr Ycs. 
1, U, nm four chapters, we look at each element of an ond, since readers can be expected to see many alterna 

merit, to show you both how to assemble them into a complete any complex argument, careful researchers typically respon 
a number of them. q u m e n t  and how to think about them critically- In Put IV we 

take up the mafier of arran@g those elements into a coherent But most important, each element of a substantial ar 
report. 

ment. Each reason will typically be treated as a claim supp 
by other reasons, often reasons that are themselves cl 
warrant may be supported by its own argument, with 

edgments and responses. Each response rmght itself be a 

7.7 ARGUMENTS AND YOUR ETHOS 
This process of "thickening" an argument with other ar 
is one way that writers gain the  confidence^ of readers. 

son to trust what you say and not to question what you don't. By 
acknowledging their views and differences, you foster their desire 
to work with you in developing and testing new ideas. 

In the long run, the ethos you project in individual arguments 
settles into your reputation, somethmg every researcher must 

know you, you have to earn that trust in each argument. But if 



Designing Arguments 
Yourself but fir Your &a& 
Two Common Pitfalls 

A r g u m a  fail for many reasons, but inemerienced research - - A 

stumble most often when they rely too much on what feels fa - 
iar and comfortable and too little on what their readers n - - 
iere are two common problems to avoid. 7 

INAPPROPRIATE EVIDENCE 
If you are workmg in a new field and unfamiliak with its char 
teristic modes of argument, you'll be tempted to fall back o 
forms of argument you already know. Every time you enter a n 
research community, though, you must find out what's 
about the kinds of argument those in that community expect you 
to make. If you learned in a first-year writing class to search for 
evidence in your own experience or take a personal stand on is- 
sues of social concern, do not assume that you can do the same 
in fields that emphasize "objective data," such as experimental 
psychology. On the other hand, if as a psychology or biology ma- 
jor you learned to gather data, subject it to statistical analysis, 
and avoid attributing to it your own feelings, do not assume that 
you can do the same in art history. 

This does not mean that what you learn in one class is useless 
in another. All fields share the elements of argument we describe 
here. But you do have to watch for what's distinctive in how a 
field handles those elements and be flexible enough to adapt- 
trusting, at the same time, the skills you already command. You 
can antiapate this problem as you read by noting the kinds of 

1 
evidence used by the sources you consult. Here are just a few of : 

1 

the different kinds of evidence to watch for in different fields: ; - 
/ 

personal beliefs and anecdotes from writers' own lives, as in 
a first-year writing course; 
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direct quotations, as in most of the humanities; 

citations and borrowings from previous writers, as in the 

fine-grained descriptions of behavior, as in anthropology; 1 
bw; 

b statistical summaries of behavior, as in sociology; 
5 
i quantitative data gathered in laboratory experiments, as in 
t natural sciences; 

photographs, sound recordings, videotapes, and films, as in 
art, music, history, and anthropology; 

detailed documentary data assembled into a coherent story, 
as in some kinds of history or anthropology; 

networks of principles, implications, inferences, and condu- 
sioris independent of factual data, as in philosophy. 

Just as important, note the kinds of evidence that are never 
used in your field. Anecdotes enliven literary history but rarely 

) count as good evidence in sociological explanations; fine-grained 
narratives are crucial in many anthropological reports but are ir- 
relevant in an argument about subatomic physics. 

COMFORTABLE S l M  PLlClTY 
When you are new to a field, everyhng you read may seem con- 
fhing. Like everyone else in those circumstances, you will look 
for a familiar method or an unambiguous answer, any simplifi- 
cation that helps you manage the complexity. Once you find it, 
you are in danger of oversirnplifjmg your argument. But no com- 
plex effect has a single unambiguous cause; no serious question 
has a single unqualified answer; no interesting problem has a 
single methodology to solve it. So when you are new to a field, 
seek out qualifications; formulate at least one alternative solution 
to your problem; ask whether someone else in the field ap- 
proaches your problem differently. 

As you learn the typical problems of a field, its methods, 



schools of thought, and so 
with its standard forms of 
experienced researchers 
ization: once you learn how to construct one kind of 
you try to make that same argument over and over. Be 
every field exhibits a 
competing solutions, co 
and objectives-all m 
you learn, the more 

I 
blindingly complex as you first thought, neither are they as s 

t this point, you may be feeling a bit overwhelmed. Take comfort 
le fact that your anxieties have less to do with age or intelligent 
tan with sheer lack o f  experience in a particular field. One of us wi 

,iplaining to  teachers of legal writing how being a novice makes ne 
law students feel insecure. At the end o f  the talk, one woman reporte 
that she had been a professor of anthropology whose published wo~ 
had been praised for the clarity and force o f  her writing. Then st 
switched careers and went to law school. She said that during hc 
first six months, she wrote so incoherently that she feared she wa 
suffering from a degenerative brain disease. O f  course, she was no 
she was experiencing a kind of temporary aphasia that afflicts mo: 
ofus when we try to write about matters we do not entirely understan 
for an audience we understand even less. She was relieved to fin 
that the more she understood law, the better she wrote about it. 

B 

i. 
CHAPTER E I G H T  

Claims 

In this cha- we discuss #he point of your argument, the claim that 
answers your mearch question and sewes as the main point ofyour 

As we have emphasized, you need a tentative answer to your re- 
search question well before you can know exactly what the final 
one will be. Even if you expect to replace your working answer, 
you need one from the start to help you know what to look for 
and to sift out from what you find just those data that are relevant. 
You also need that tentative claim to help you assemble the kind 
of argument you will need to support it. So from the first, try to 
articulate the best, most complete claim your current understand- 
ing allows. 

You can test your claim with three questions: 

What kind of claim will you make? 

i Can you state it specifically? 

( . Will your readers think it is signscant? 

When you can answer those three questions, you're ready to as- 
semble other elements of your argument to see whether you in 
fact can make a good case for your claim. 

8.1 WHAT KIND OF CLAIM? 
The kind of problem you pose determines the kind of claim you 
make and the kind of argument you need to support it. As we 
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chapter 4, researchers in academic settings usually 
practical problem but a conceptual one, the kind 

-,- In asks readers not to do something but to believe s 
thing: 

The recession of 2001-2002 was caused partly by excessive in- 
vestment in information systems that failed to improve produc- 
tivity as much as had been promised. 

Some conceptual claims might imply an action: 1 
Businesses that invest in information systems benefit only whe 
they understand how to use them to improve productivity. 

But if you want readers to act, it is wise to be expliat about 
they should do: writers too often assume that readers can 

ceptual question, they can contribute to the solution of a &a 
problem: If we could simply understand what t uns  cance 
on, we rmght figure out how to hurn them off. But if readers 
your argument is intended to support b d h  a belief and an a 
you risk confusing them if you in fact support only one, beca 
conceptual and practical claims need different arguments 

( m m t  kmds o 
- 

on. 
r .  u e  that your answer is relevant to 

- 
solving a 

practical problem, they are likely to expect you to support tam con- 
ceptual daims: one daim explains what causes the problem; the 
other explains how d o i i  somedung will fix i t  But in addition, they 
may also expect you to show the following about your solution: 

- 

I 
It is feasible; it can be implemented in a reasonable time. 1 
It will cost less to implement than the cost of the problem it 
solves. 

It will not create a bigger problem than the one it solves. 1 
It is cheaper or faster than alternative ones-a claim that I 
can be &emely difficult to support. 

Claims 129 
\ 

If readers mistakenly think that you are tacitly proposing a practi- 
cal claim, they may expect to see those four arguments at least 
acknowledged. So as you assemble the elements of your a r e -  c 

rnent, be sear about the kind of d&~ vou intend to support: / 
econceptual ' or practicalcf you answer a conceptual question but 

want to point out its practical applications, build your argument 
?- 

arn~~nd the answer to the conceptual question and hold off dis- - - -- - -- . 

cussing its application until your conclusion, where you can offer 
it as something worth fuaher consideration (we'll return to this 
point in chapter 14). 

82 EVALUATING YOUR CLAIM 
We can't tell you how to find your daim or test its truth (other 
than by testing the argument that supports it). But we can help 

evaluate it from the point of view of your read= 
They will expect your claim to be both specific ana at ieast poten- 
tially significant. - .- 

8.2.1 Is Your Cl- tr - Vague claims lead to ifir? vague arguments. The more detailed your 

- 
claim, the more likely readers will judge it to be substantive, and 
the more it can help you plan a substantive argument in its sup- 
port4There are two ways to make it more specinc. 

\ WECIFIC LANCUAC E. Compare these claims: 

k \ W inflates estimates of crime rates. 

The graphic reports of violence on local TV lead regular viewers 
to overestimate by as much as 150 percent both the rate of 
crime in their neighborhood and the personal danger to them- 
selves and their families. 

The first claim uses only general terms. The second consists of 
richer, more specific concepts that not only give readers a more 
specific idea of the claim, but also give the writer a fuller set of 

1 c&~ce~ts to develop in his argument. 
Now, we are not recommending long, wordy claims for their 



own sake. You will benefit if early drafts of your claim have m 
terms than you ultimately use, but your final claim should 
only as specific as your readers need and should include 
those concepts that you develop as themes in your argument. 

z u  assemble the elements of your argument, your first i 
is to articulate your claim- point, make it as richly 
" 4 

pliat as you can. YOU-: 4 
TPECI FIC LOGIC. A second kind of specificity depends on ho 
many logical elements your claim includes. Even with its sp r - d 
language, this claim offers only a single unelaborated propos 

Regular TV viewers overestimate by as much as 150 percent 
the rate o f  crime in their neighborhood and the personal dang 
to themselves and their families. 

Although violent crime is actually decreasing, regular TV viewers 
overestimate by as much as 150 percent both the rate of crime 
in their neighborhood and the personal danger to themselves 
and their families, because local N evening news regularly 

h 
opens with graphic reports of mayhem and murder in familiar lo- 
cations, making many believe that crime happens nightly outside 
their fiont door. 

While that claim may seem overwritten, it is substantively more 
expliat. More importantly, it foreshadows three of the five ele- 

ments that you need for a full argument: Although 1 acknowledge 
X, I claim Y, because of reason Z. 

An introductory dthougbdause can acknowledge alternative 
views in one of three ways: 

It acknowledges a point of view that conflicts with yours: 

Although most people think they are good judges of the security 

7 of their neighborhoods, regular TV viewers overestimate . . . 

It ahowledges a fad that your readers might believe but 
i\ that your claim qualifies: 

I Although violent crime is actually decreasing overall, regular TV 
viewers overestimate . . . 

I I It acknowledges a condition that limits the scope or confi- 
dence of your claim: 

Although it is diicult to gauge the real feelings about their per- 
rity, regular TV viewers overestimate . . . I 

I. 

If those qualifications are ones that rmght occur to your readers 
when they read your claim, then by acknowledgmg them first, 
you not only imply that you understand their views, but commit 
yourself to responding to them in the course of your argument. 

On the other hand, a final because-clause forecasts reasons for [ believing the claim-either the most important ones or a general 

I \ one that encompasses several: 

Although many believe that school uniforms help lower the inci- 
dence o f  violence in public schools, the evidence is at best weak, 
because no researchers have controlled for other measures that 
haw been instituted at the same time as uniforms,,, , and be- 
cause the data reported are statistically suspect.,,, , 
Again, we do not suggest that in your final draft you offer 

claims as bloated as our examples. But as you assemble the ele- 

C ments of your argument, the more richly you can articulate a 
claim, the more comprehensive your argument is likely to be. 
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.2 Is Your Claim Significant? 
. -  . 

cmmA a quality thq7 

munities will consider a claim sig.lllficant that asks readers onl 
to accept new information about a subject already studied: 4 

In what follows, I describe six thirteenth-century grammars of 
the Welsh language. These grammars have only recently been .. 
found and are the only examples of their kind. They help us bet- 
ter appreciate the range of grammars written in the medieval 
period. 

those reels of newly discovered film, p. 26. 

umg, uncertain, inconsistent, or otherwise p 

The relationship between consumer confidence and the stock 
' 1 

market has long been debated, but new statistical tools devel- 
oped in the last few years have shown that there is virtually no 
relationship whatsoever. . . . 

<But they value most highly new knowledge that upsets what * *-d, 
I - 

C 

It has long been assumed that the speed of light 
- 
is constant ev- 

erywhere at all times, under all conditions, but there is now ex- 
perimental data suggesting it might not be. 

. - 

a 

Early in your career, you won't be expected to know w. 
a searchers in a field think should be corrected, or at least modified. 
But you can still estimate the significance of your claim by de- 

. tennining whether readers think it might be worth contesting. 
You can gauge that by judgmg the apparent significance of its 
opposite claim. For example, consider these two claims: 

Shakespeare is a great playwright. 

This report summarizes recent research on the disappearance of 
frogs. 

To assess whether either claim is worth contesting, revise it into 
its opposite: change an affirmative daim into a negative or vice 
versa: 

Shakespeare is not a great playwright. 

A claim like that will be hotly contested by legions of physicists, 1 because if it is true, they will have to change their minds about I 
lots of Ullngs other than the speed of light. \ 

This report does not summarize recent research on the disap 
pearance of frogs. 

If the reverse of a claim seems self-evidently false (like the first 
one) or trivial w e  the second), then most readers are unlikely 
to consider the original worth an argument. (It is true, however, 
that some great thinkers like Copernicus have successfully con- 
tradicted apparently self-evident claims such as Obviously the sun 
goes around the earth.) 

Especially if you are an advanced researcher, you will measure 
the significance of your claim by how much it will roil the think- 
ing of your research community. For example, big mammals like 
the camel and woolly mammoth died out in North America about 
twelve thousand years ago, either because of disease or because 
indigenous peoples hunted them to extinction. If you claim they 
were hunted to death, the many researchers who believe that the 
earliest Native Americans lived in harmony with nature will have 
to change their minds about something important to them (and 
so to that degree, they will resist your claim). But that can be 
known only by someone in the field aware of those beliefs. 

If you are too new to a field to make that assessment, imagine 
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Qualifinng Claims to Enhance 
Your Credibility 

Some inexperienced researchers think they are most credible 
when they are most certain. But flaaooted certainty more often 
undermines your ethos, and thus your argument. As paradoxical 
as it may seem, you make a research argument more credible 
when you acknowledge its limitations. You have - already seen that 
readers expect writers to admowle@e and res~ond to objections 
&alternatives (also see chapter TO). When you do, you show 
that you have dealt with readers openly and honestly; by re- 
sponding, you show readers why you think their objections do 
not undermine your argument. But readers look for another kind - 
of limitation as well: you should qualify any claim that is less 
than entirely certain for all time and in all circumstances. 

ACKNOWLEDGE L I M I T I N G  CONDITIONS 
No claim is free of limiting conditions: 

We can conclude that the epicenter of the earthquake was fifty 
miles south-southwest of Tokyo, assuming the instrumentation 
was accurately calibrated. 

We believe that aviation manufacturing will not soon match its 
late-twentieth-century levels, unless new global conflicts lead to a 
significant increase in military spending. 

Every claim is subject to countless conditions, so ordinarily you 
should mention only the ones you expect readers to bring up. 
Scientists rarely acknowledge that their claims depend on the ac- 
curacy of their instruments, because everyone expects them to 
ensure that they are. ut economists often acknowledge limita- 

ons on their prea s, both because they depend on circum- 
nces that do change and 
ditions to watch for. 
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Consider mentioning important limiting conditions on 
claim even if you think readers would never think of th 
mention more than one or two, and avoid obvious or 
conditions.) For example, in this case, not only does th 
show that she was careful, but she also gives a fuller and 
accurate picture of the daim: 

he was not popular.&im Newspapers, for example, attacked 

that Roosevelt was always in high regard,-t but th 
reports are supported only by the memories of those who ha 
an interest in deif)ing FDR.nspPILFC Unless it can be shown that 
the newspapers critical of Roosevelt were controlled by special i 
terem,limitation on d- their attacks demonstrate significant dis- 
satishction with Roosevelt's presidency.- dhim 

USE HEDGES TO L I M I T  CERTAINTY 

your claims are unqualifiedly 

they chose diffidence (the hedges are boldfaced): 

ote: not the] structure for the salt of de- 
. . . A structure for nucleic 

acid has already been proposed by Pauling and Corey. . . 
ur opinlo this structure is unsatisfactory for two a 

'. 

Quick Tip: Qualijjing Claim 

(I) We believe that the material which gives the X-ray diagra~ ., 
is the salt, not the free acid. . . . (2) Some of the van der 
Waals distances appear to be too small: 

-j. 0. Watson and F. H. C. Crick, "Molecular 
Structure of Nucleic Acids" 

Without the hedges, their daim would be more concise, but also 
more aggressive. Compare that cautious passage with this more 
unqualified version of it (most of the more aggressive tone comes 
from the absence of hedges, from the flatfooted lack of any quali- 
fication): 

E 
i We announce here the structure for the salt of deoxyribose nu- 

: cleic acid (D.N.A.). . . . A structure for nucleic acid has already 
been proposed by Pauling and Corey. . . . Their structure is un- 
satisfactory for two reasons: (1) The material which gives their 
X-ray diagrams is the salt, not the free acid. . . . (2) Their van 
der Waals distances are too small. 

When YOU hedge your language, you give your argument nuance. 
-of course, if you hedge too much, you will seem timid or un- 
certain. But in most fields, readers are not impressed by fladooted 
certainty expressed in words like all, no one, every, always, never, 
and so on. Some teachers say they object to all hedging, but what 
most of them condemn are hedges that qualiftr every trivial c l a b  
And some fields do tend to use fewer he-than other* 

ost careful researchers Ln most fields know that to seem 
thoughtfully confident, they must -ess rhe ~irmts of that con- 

C. Ifidence. I 

I#- Few a m o u r  argument affect your ethos more than how 
you handle its uncertainties and limitations. It takes a deft touch. 

and you seem mealyrnouthed; too little, smug. 
Q n g  is thin. AS 

usual, watch how those in your field manage uncertainty, then 
do likewise. 
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but at this stage you'll probably find it more helpful to 
chartlike outline known as a "storyboard." Put your main claim 

C H A P T E R  N I N E  and each reason or subreason on its own card (or page). Then 
put all the evidence that supports an in'dividual reason or sub- 

Reasons and Evidence reason on its own card (or page). Finally arrange the cards on a 

use nasons to organize your aqpment, and hav to evaluate the 
i ty  ofyow evidence. 

Readers look first for the core of an argument, for its claim 
two kinds of support reasons and evidence. In the sequence 
reasons, they see the outline of the logical structure of its suppo 
If they do not see that structure, they are likely to judge yo . . . . . . . ¤ 

hand, is the bedrock of your argument, the established body . . . . . ¤ . ¤ 

facts that readers need to see before they accept your reasons. 
they don't accept your evidence, they are likely to reject yo . . . . . . . . sons, and with them your claim. So once you know your 
your next task is to assemble the reasons that support it, an 
evidence on which those reasons rest. 

best reflects your current understanding. As your research pro- 
gresses, try new arrangements. Don't worry about organizing the 
details; at this point, you want to work with middle-sized chunks 

r i  that you can arrange in various ways. 
If this chart makes your argument look too predictable, don't 

wony about it. It outlines not your paper but your argument. 
When you begin to work on a first draft (see chapter 12), you'll 
have to plan in light of your readers' point of view: how to intro- 
duce your problem to make it seem significant to them; how , 
much b a c k g r o u n d t o t  and how to order your subdaims; 



when you are still discovering what you can make of that mo 
of notes, summaries, and photocopies. 1 

9.2 THE SLIPPERY DISTINCTION BETWEEN REASONS 
AND EVIDENCE 
On pp. 117-18, we distinguished reasons fiom evidence. In sol 
contexts the words seem interchangeable: 

You have to base your claim on good reasons. 

You have to base your claim on good evidence. 

But they are not synonyms. Compare these two sentences: 1 
I want to see the evidence that you base your reason on. I 
I want to see the reason that you base your evidence on. 1 

That second sentence seems a bit odd because we don't base evi/ 
dence on reasons; we base reasons on evidence. < 

, 
Reasons state why readers should accept a claim. Research- ; 
ers can think up reasons; they don't think up evidence (or ai 
least they do so at their own risk). 

Evidence is what readers accept as fact, at least for the mo- 
ment. They think of evidence as "hard" reality, evident to 
anyone able to observe it. 

So when you assemble the elements of your argument, you musi 
start with one or more reasons, but you must base each reason 
on its own foundation of fact. 

The problem is, you don't get to deade whether a statemeni 
/counts as describing evidence or as just offering another rea. 
%on-your readers do. If they ask tor support for what you offel 
.'as evidence, then you have to treat what you thought was evidence 
\ - 
o support with still 
"harder" evidence. For example, consider this little argument 

Reasons and Evidence 141 

American higher education should review its "hands-off" policy 
toward student drinking off-campus,cbi, because high-risk binge 
drinking has become a common and dangerous form of  behav- 
i ~ r . , . ~ ~ ~  Injuries and death fiom it have increased in frequency 

! and intensity, not only at the big *partyn schools but among 
first-year students at small colleges.* 

L 

In that last sentence, the writer offers what she believes is a "factn 
- hard enough to treat as evidence. But a skeptical reader might 
' ask, Are you sure about that? What do you base that on? In that 

case, the reader treats that statement not as evidence but as a 
reason still in need of its own basis in evidence. The writer could 
add: 

Episodes of  binge drinking resulting in death or injury by first- 
year students at  colleges with fewer than two thousand students 
have increased by i g  percent in the last five years. 

Of course a reaUy skeptical reader could again ask, Well, how 
do you know ~ t ' r  true? If so, the writer would have t o  pronde 

=ore. If she did her own research, she could produce her raw . 

w a n d  the questionnaires she used to gather them (which 
themselves are subject to still more skeptical questioning). If she 
found her data in a source, she could ate it, but then she might 
be asked to give good reason for accepting it as reliable. 

If you can i m a ~ e  readers asking, How do you know that?. 
7 

J?&&a&&xpt it as a fact?, then you have not yet hit the . 
&drock of evidenceleaders are seeking. And at a time when 

so-called experts are quick to tell us what to do based on studies 
we never get to see, experienced readers have learned to view 
most evidence skeptically. So when you report evidence, be dear 
about how it was collected and by whom. If it was collected by 
others, find and cite a source as close to the evidence as you 
can get. 



&%en people talk abput widmce, they' typiwlly u 
rphors (as have w 3 :  &iden= is had rqdlby, 
ve can ~ e f o t ~ o u ~ ~ l v ~ ~ .  [Its the-hdrock, th 
r,e build ar$urnents, Qhgyage like that encou 
,f eviddnce as somt$$tg independent of the 
nd judgments. But data are always construdeb and 
:re shaped by those &ho call& them-when they 
3ok far; how to ncard;&at thhysee, ahd 
nd, So'as you build your argumint, try to build it on 
~undatibn of widcmc&, but keep in mind 
ence count as evtdenq is your readers' w 
ut question, at least for the moment. That 
er to report it-in ways !hat encourage nwlers to a 
ffer is "just the 

F 

EVIDENCE VS. REPORTS OF EVIDENCE 
Now a complication: researchers rarely include in any report 
adual evidence itsell Even if you collect evidence yourself, coun 
ing the number of rabbits in a field, in your report you can o 
represent those rabbits in words, numbers, tables, graphs, p 
tures, recordings, and so on. For example, when a prosecutor says 
in court, Jones was dealing drugs, and here is the evidence to prove 
it, he can hold up the bag of cocaine, even hand it to jurors 
that they can hold in their own hands the "evidence itself." ( 
course, both he and the jurors must believe a chemist who says 
that the white stuff is really cocaine.) But when he writes about 
the case in a law journal, he cannot attach that bag to his article; 
he can only refer to or describe it. 

Unlike prosecutors speaking in a courtroom, researchers al- 
most never share the evidence itself with their readers in their 
report. The same holds for a researcher who argues this: 

Emotions play a larger role in rational decision-making than 

most of us think,kh because without the help of the emotional 
centers of the brain, we cannot make rational decisions.,,,, 
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Persons whose brains have suffered physical damage to their 
emotional centers cannot make even simple, everyday deci- 

That argument doesn't offer as evidence real people with dam- 
aged brains unable to make decisions; it can only report ob- 
servations of their behavior, offer pictures of their brain scans 
or tables of their reaction times, and so on. (In fad, we much 
prefer to have researchers report their evidence fairly than for 
us to have to test brains, read scans, and observe people for 
ourselves.) 

We know the distinction between evidence and reports of evi- 
dence may seem like hairsplitting, but it emphasizes two impor- 
/ 5 

tant problems. First, every time you report your own evidence, 
you change it, usually 

'ent than what you actually saw or counted. Even when you offer 
seemingly objective quantitative data, you cannot avoid "spin- 
ning" them: you must decide what to count, how to categorize 
the numbers, how to order them. Even photographs and record- 
ings can only represent evidence in a particular way, giving it a 
slant or shape. 

The second problem is that y&~l_e to depend on thereports 
of others, who h a r e a d y  shaped their evidence. It is rare for 
any researcher to rely only on evidence he collected himself, even 
rarer if he faces a deadline next week. For example, suppose you 
wanted to back up a claim that the cult of celebrity has distorted 
rational economic decision-making with evidence of how much 
more athletes and entertainers earn than do top government of- 
ficials. You could obtain official reports of government salaries, 
but those athletes and entertainers would be unlikely to share 
their check stubs or tax returns (which are themselves reports 
of reports). So you would have to rely on reports of those re- 
ports of salaries. And unless you can talk to the people who 
did the counting, you'll be four or five reports away from the 
evidence itself. So as you collect and report evidence, most of it 
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already at least thirdhand, you have to remember that all 
reporters in the chain did their own selecting, arranging, 
tidying up. 

The often dubious quality of reports of reports is why 
who read lots of research are so demanding about "p 
you collected evidence yourself, they want to know what m 
you used. If you used sources, they expect you to find p 
sources, or if not, sources as close to the evidence itself 
can get. And they want complete citations and a biblio 

ability is you. 

WHY TRUST REPORTS a 
In the early days. af mprirnental science, resea 
experiments' before witnesses, reputable scientists 
serve the experiments firsthand and amst to the 
reported evidence. Contemporary 
nesses anymore.' Instead, each area 
methoddogies for collecting and 
those methodologies that will guarantee h o t  rpur 
able. I f  you follcwv the procedures for ce 
dencc that have -me stendnrd In 
readers to accept yo+ evidence at 
see it for themeetv~s:or tn hear n 

9.4 SELECTING THE R I G H T  FORM FOR REPORTING EVIDENCE 
You can report evidence in many ways: 

with direct quotations from letters, diaries, books, poems, 
and so on; 

with words representing objects, images, and events in the 1 
form of anecdotes, narratives, and descriptions; 

1 
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- with photographs, videotapes, films, drawings, and record- 
ings that represent objects and events visually and aurally; 

I 

/ with tables, graphs, charts, and words representing quantita- 
/ tive data (see chapter IS); 

I. with summaries and paraphrases of any of the above. 

The problem is that different communities of research expect 
different forms of evidence. SocioloPists and economists, for ex- 
ample, prefer data i n k f o r m  of tables, gaphs, and charts. Lit- 

w c s  rely on quotations from literary texts. Anthropolo- 
gists and art historians tend to rely not only on verbal descriptions 
of particular images and events, but also on photographs, video- 
tapes, and sound recordings. Each group accepts other kinds of 
data, if presented properly, but each is likely to disfavor certain 
kinds. Literary critics do not expect bar charts to represent the 
development of an author; most psychologists will be suspicious 
of mere anecdotes about mental processes. 

U RELIABLE EVIDENCE 
Once you know the kind of evidence your readers expect, you 
must test the evidence you have collected by the same criteria 
that you used to judge your sources (review pp. 76-78): is it suf- 

sentative, reported accurately and precisely -- from - 
an authoritative source? These are not exotic criteria. We all apply - 
them in our most ordinary conversations, even with children. In 
the following, "P" faults "C" on all those criteria: 

C: I need new sneakers.him Look. These seem small.- 

P: Your feet haven't grown that much in a month, and they don't 
seem to hurt you much (i-e., I accept that what you offer US evidence 

could be relevant, but I reject it first because it is not accurate and sec- 

ond because even f i t  were accurate, "seem small" is not suflciently 

precise]. 

C: But they're grungy.-, Look at this dirt and those raggedy 
laces.* 
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Provide Sufficient, Representative Evidence 
[Le., Your assertion may befbctually correct and might be worth Beginners typically present insufficient evidence. They think they 
enng but dirt and shoelaces alone are not enough evidence]. rove a claim when they find support in one quotation, one bit 

C: Everybody thinks I should get new sneakersmn Harry said of data, one personal experience (though sometimes only one bit 
so.* - of evidence is sufficient to reject a Aim). 

P: Harry's opinion doesn't matter [i.e., Even ifit's true, other peopk - Shakespeare must have hated women because those in Macbeth 
opinions are to me not authoritative]. are either evil or weak. 

C: They're hurting me.=, Look at how I limp.- Readers u s d y  need more than one bit of data to accept a claim. 
P: You were walking fine a minute ago [i.e., Your evidence is not I If your claim is even mildly contestable, find your best evidence, 

representatiue] . but know that more is always available, and that some of it might 
be fatal to your claim. Even if you offer lots of evidence, your 
readers still expect it to be representative of the full range of varia- 
tion in the available evidence. One Shakespearean play is not rep- 
resentative of all his works, much less of all Elizabethan drama. 

also want you to state your evidence precisely. They 
hear warning bells in certain words that so hedge your claim that 
they cannot assess its substance: 

screen it before you enter it into your plan. The Forest Service has spent a great deal of money to prevent 
forest fires, but there is still a high probabili of large, costly 

.5.1 Report Evidence Accurately 

Readers predisposed to be skeptical seize on the smallest flaw How much money is agreat deal? How high is a high ~robability- - 
your data, on the most trivial mistake in a quotation or dtatio o percent? 50 percent? 80 percent? How many acres are de- 

-4 

as a sign of your irredeemable unreliability in everything else. %eyed in a inrge fire? Watch for words like s o w ,  most, m y ,  -- 
your paper depends on data collected in a lab or in the field, ; lmst ,  o f r a  usually,fnqumtly,  emr rally, and so on. S u r h .  

-can set appropriate limits of certainty on a daim (see pp. 135- - 
37). but they can also fudge it. 

What counts as precise, however, differs from field to field. A 
the hard things. You can sometimes use even physicist measures the life of quarks in infinitesimal fractions of 
dence, $you acknowZedge its shaky quality, In fa a second, so the tolerable margin of error is vanishingly small. 

A historian gauging when the Soviet Union was ready to collapse 
would estimate it in weeks or months. A paleontologist dating a 
new species might give or take hundreds of thousands of years. 
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According to the standards of their fields, all three are Showing the Relevance 
ately precise. (Evidence can also be too precise. A histori I 
seem foolhardy if she asserted that the Soviet Union reach of Evidence 

esenta- 

c m a ~  well offer none at all. They will interpret evidence 
more easily if they understand its relevance to your claim because * 

you added a reason that both supports the claim and explains the 
-7 

able. Listen to lectures 'maenie. Graphically, it looks like this: - 
CLAIM 

f 

t 
supports 

i 
I 

1 

explains supports I 

For example, what exactly in this table should we see as rele- 
vant to the claim in the sentence introducing it? 

American consumption of gasoline has contradicted some pessi- 
mistic predictions: 

1970 1980 1990 1996 

Miles (thousands) 10.3 9.1 10.5 11.3 
Consumption (gallons) 830 712 677 698 

We need help to interpret the data, to see what we should see, 
and to know which data are most relevant to the claim. Adding 
a sentence such as this would help: 
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American consumption of gasoline has contradicted some p 
mistic ~redicti0ns.h~~ In zoo0 we drove about 23 percent m 
than we did in 1970, but used 30 percent less fbel.mo, 

1970 1980 lggo Acknowledgments and Responses 
Miles (thousands) 10.3 9.1 10.5 
Consumption (gallons) 830 712 677 mis c h a m  matters drat hdp d mrchers,  W* be- 

ginning or advanced, to convince readers that % am thoughYirl and 
The added sentence tells us what to look for in the table a 
to interpret it. In fact, that sentence does double duty: it 
explains the data, but also offers a reason that supports 

Readers look for the same help when they read a 1 
tion. Here is a passage that bases a claim about Hamlet dir 
on the evidence of a quoted passage: 

AS you know by now, the core of your argument is a claim backed 
When Hamlet comes upon his stepfather, Claudius, at prayer, on based on evidence. You thicken that core by assem- 
demonstrates his cool rationality.~~,,, re reasons, perhaps supporting each with yet more rea- 

laying down a base of evidence on which all those Now might I do it [kill him] pat, now he is praying: 
reasons rest. ~ u t  if you plan your argument only around claims, And now I'll do't; and so he goes to heaven; 
reasons, and evidence, your readers may think that your arw- And so am I reveng'd. . . . [Hamlet pauses to think] - 
bent is flaooted, even naive. You will seem less like an inquirer [But this] villain kills my father; and for that, 

'amiably engaging intelligent but feisty colleagues in ~0nversation I,  his sole son, do this same villain send to heaven[?] 
Why, this is hire and salary, not revenge.- than like a lecturer droning at an empty room- 

That argument is not dear. Nothing in the quotation refers 
Hamlet's cool reason. In contrast, compare this version: 

When Hamlet comes upon his stepfather, Claudius, at prayer, h 
demonstrates his cool rati~nality.~~,,, He impulsively wants to 

kill Claudius but pauses to reflect. If he kills Claudius while pay. 
ing, he will send his soul to heaven, but Hamlet wants Claudius 

damned to hell, so he coldly decides to kill him later+-, 

Now might I do it [kill him] pat, now he is praying: 
questions that readers may ask about your argument: And now I'l l  do't; and so . . .npoltof* 

You can't depend on detailed data or quotations to speak for 
themselves. Lacking a reason that explains the evidence to them, 
readers may have to shggle to understand what it means. So 
always introduce complex evidence with a reason explaining it. 

1 5' 
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have to ciecide just how fox- YW r4d0n 
if the Seems to you o b W Y  say 

f- on the armf, not the prsm 
C H A P T E R  E L E V E N  

ADDRESSIHC LOGICAL ERROR 
When Yell a writer might not b v e  thought how 
SUe car** p" u s d y  s a d  Say w dm, Here y e  a a chapter raises an isme more am+ than p u  w want 

if you are just beginning: thc b@d h m  ofyour r m m  

to your claims. In the long M, -, evOl, researcher should work 
to undmtrmd it. 

W a i n s  some of me problem, but it is tm complex for a 
single explanation. 

! 
1 principle holds in many cases, but must mnsidw 
! the cases it overlooks, Researchers owe their readers their best reasons, backed with 

i more than enough of the best available evidence. But even if read- 

; sons as true, they may still not accept Your 

I your reasons are irrelevant to it. We explain 

1 
fifth element of argument-a wanant. 

A warrant is sometimes called a commonplace, a common- 
sense generalization about the world that everyone considers self- 
evident: Where there's smoke, there's fire. But Some Warrants 
are so specific to a particular community that they virtually de- 
fine its habits of mind: When diferent s p d s  share little 
DNA, we can conclu& that t@ diverged earlier than  species that 
share more DNA. Like all commonplaces and habits of mind, we 

make them explicit, but more often we take them for 

granted. - 
In this cha~ter we show how warrants explain your reasoning, - -- - -- - - - - 

h; to knowkhen you must state them, inci '~ow-G~ 
-~ut first a caution: Warrants are the most a%stract, 
&fKc&t elemGt in an argument to understand and manage. Ev- 
eryone struggles to grasp them, and rhetorical theorists debate 
them. So if at the end of this chapter you still have questions, 



11.1 HOW WAORANTS WORM 
5 y c m & f i l l . l r z d & * m  

Dcrpb b v & r  douMinp the bud* o duct drug mug- 
@in& the amount of drugs srnuggki i n t ~  this wtq has 
risen=- Clearly, we sire wasring aur rnansy.& 

YQU rmpmxk 

Why sh~uld  rhe fie that smug;gling has i n u k d  dapitk a 
higgw budget to pnrmt it mean thn ur are mrting mwn) 
I don4 see haw that M h .  

n.' 

If you Pmpt the gaml pinci#e @u n@i$t xi*, then pa 
s h o u k l ~ t h s ~ a . * ~ ~ p b e z w l e e p ; m y ~ ~ i ~  
"'aut -dnayrpc jFc inrancc~frbnco~ .  
Ifym ouqptthrt the g m d  G3me!q- %1],m frmn &e gee- 
e r a l ~ , t h c n y ~ ~ u l d ~ ~ o . u r p t t h a t t k s p d f r  
cb- fidhws fiam the @ -ce. 

W e s a n ~ h r r w a w ~ ' m m R  amtsaiand&m 
gm'phi* Eke uhis: 

t l When more resources 
are invested to prevent 

those resources have 
been wasted. I tl something but its inci- 

dence goes up, 

v 
Despite Congress's dou- 
bling the budget to re- 

therefore We are wasting our 
money.&im 

duce drug smuggling, 
the amount of drugs 
smuggled into this coun- 
try has risen.rmn 

[ The check marks indicate that we think 

the specific circumstance (Despite Congress's doubling the bud- 
get to reduce drug smuggling, the amount ofdrugs m&d into 
this country has risen) is a good instance of the general cir- 
cumstance (more resources are invested to prevent something 
but i ts  incidence goes up); 

the specific consequence (We are wasting our money) is a 
good instance of the general consequence (resources have 
been wasted). 

i , if the warrant and reason are true and the reason and claim are 
good instances of the warrant, then the claim must be true. Of 
course, the warrant will not "work" if you don't accept it as a true 
general principle. In that case, your friend either has to make a 

' case to convince you to accept it or find another applicable one 
that you do accept. 

/ Writers usually offer warrants to connect a reason and a claim, 
1 - 1 1  

so that's what we will concentrate on here. But you snowa mow 
that you can also offer warrants to explain how evidence is rele- 
vant to a reason. Since reasons are (sub)daims, warrants connec ' 
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a reason to its supporting evidence just as they connect a the relevance of a reason to a claim. Look especially for the follow- 
to its supporting reason. . you can assume that some readers will have questions if 
WHAT WARRANTS L O O K  LIKE 

you use a of reasoning that you know is new or 
In practice, writers state warrants in many ways, from & controversial in your field. 
oblique: 

If a problem continues, resources invested in prevention are 
wasted. 

Spending money for nothing is a waste. set a w t  it, but you will at least adolawledge that you lolow 
your position is controversial and show that you are not alone in 

An ounce of prevention is wasted if you still need the cure. 

But however it is stated, a warrant always has those two p 

should infa. The parts can relate by cause-and-effect (Rain ca 
*a), one-thing-is-the-sign-of-another (Cold hands, wa 

not, find places where you use reasons that ody specialists would heart), a rule of behavior (Look both ways before you cross the st 
1f the behind that reason is one only specialists a definition (A three-sided$gure i s  a triangle), a principle ofreaso 

would recoWe, explain it with a wanant. If readers are gener- ing (Su-t repramtative data are necessary for any reliable ay familiar with your h d  of argument, look for places where 
alkahn), or by any other principle that links a condition and a 

you rason in surprising or unconventional ways. Even if readers consequence. 
, an unconventional principle ofreasohng, you d i r  But for our purpose here, this next way of stating warrants is 

-he somesitheir resistance by explicitly stating and k i n d i n g -  most usefid because it dearly distinguishes the two parts that -- - - 
every warrant must have: %e warrant that explains it. + . Readem are more likely to question your reasoning when 

When(ever) X, then Y. 
they resist your claim because they just don't want it to be 

This formulation helps you test the connection between a specific 
condition and a specific consequence. You can then restate he 

~n that case, start with a warrant that you think they will accept warrant however you like. ~ e a s ~ n  and claim you exPedthemt0 resist. , 

claim any better, but you will at least force 
KNOWING WHEN TO STATE A WARRANT resistance is illogical. For example, consider 
Research reports involve countless principles of reasoning, most 
ofthem SO deeply embedded in our assumptions and tacit howl- 
edge that we would never question them. That's why researchers Homosexuality must have a strong genetic componenthim be- 
state Warrants only when they think their readers will question cause so many of its characteristics appear in the feelings and 



WHAT Y O U  ~ O N ' T  SAY SAYS WHO YOU A. - 
You show consideration for readers when you offer mrra  
explain principles in your field that they may no 
is an equally strong g4sture when you keep sile 
you could have stated. ?Xlarrahts articulate the prin 
ing that form the inteilelctiral fabric o f  a research 
when you are silent sbput warrants- e~ClusirJe to yo 
dude readers not in ttip know and irnpli&ly clai 
knowledgeable insider. One way or the other, wirrants si 
affect how readers pereiw your ethos.' 
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nWe believe that, contrary t o  popular belief, gun ownership was 

not widespread in the first half of the nineteenth century in 
America or before,hi, because guns were so rarely mentioned 
in wills.-n A review o f  4465 wills filed in seven states from 

1750-1850 shows that only 11 percent of  them mention a long 
gun or handgun. . . of- 

f before the Revolution. Even if they accept that guns were rarely 
mentioned in wills, they may still object: Why shukf thfact that 
guns w e  rarely mentioned in wiUr wunt  as a reasonfor believing 
that few people owned one? 

If a writer anticipated that objection, she could begin with a 

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, most household ob- 
jects were regularly listed in  wills, especially if they were valuable 

. objects like guns. So when someone failed to mention such an 
object, he probably did not own one. 

But the moment she states that warrant, she should ask herself 
three auestions: 

Is that warrant true and appropriately limited? 

Does it apply to the reason and daim? 

appropriate and persuasive for the readers of this argu- 
ment? 

11.4.1 Is Your Warrant True and Appropriately Limited? 
If your readers think your warrants are just false, no amount of 
reasons and evidence can save your daim. 

Nonhuman creatures are mere biological objects without any in- 

ner life and so should not be objects o f  pity or concern.,,nt 

Since apes used in  medical experiments experience nothing like 



I 
Warrants 173 

When people generalize on one vivid co inc iden~e , ,~  they 
do not think l~gically.~~,,, 

warrant is, in fact, an important prinaple of decision sci- 
, but is it always true, in all circumstances, at d times? If 

, we open it to exceptions that may lead readers to reject not 
the warrant but the whole argument. 

oes Your Warrant Actually Apply to Your Reason and Claim? 
'This test for warrants addresses a matter that has vexed logicians 
and rhetoricians for more than two thousand years: How does a 
warrant connect a reason to a claim validly? When you  reasons 
and evidence are untrue, you can correct them; when they are 
unclear, you can clarify them. But when someone says your claim 
is unwarranted, or refers to it by the Latin term non sequitur ("it 

Alex: You should buy a gun, because you live alone. 

Anya: Why should my living alone mean I should buy a gun? 

Alex: Whenever you live in insecure circumstances, you should protect 

? yourself. 

Anya: But living alone does not mean that my life is insecure. 

Anya complains that Alex's reason is not a good instance of the 
reason side of his warrant, at least for her, because living alone 
is not an instance of being insecure. 

But testing other arguments can be harder. Here, for example, 
is a subtly flawed argument about the effect of TV violence on 
children (we should alert you that what follows requires dose 
attention) : 

C Few doubt that when we expose children to examples of courage 
and generosity, we influence them for the better. How can we 
then deny that when they are constantly exposed to images of sa- 
distic violence, they are influenced for the worse?,,,,t Data 
show that violence among children 12-16 is rising faster than 
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among any other age groUp.-, Brown (1997) has shown 
. . .- We can no longer ignore the conclusion that TV VI 

lence, even in cartoons, is a destructive influence on our chii 
dren 

To  diagnose what is wrong here, we break the warrant 
two parts, and then align the reason and claim under them +I 

umstanc ~sdictably leads to General con -- 
When children are con- they are influen 
stantly exposed to irn- for the worse. 
ages of sadistic violence, 

? ? 

Data show that violence therej6re TV violence is a de- 
among children 12-16 structive influence 
is rising faster than on our children 
among any other age today.&m 
gr"'JP~r?wson - I Specific circumstance 

- lets us infr specific conseavence 1 
N o w  we see that the specific circumstance i s  not  a good ins 
o f  the general one: rising v i o k  is  not  an instance o f  child 
being exposed to images of violence. Similarly, the specific co 
quence i s  no t  a good instance o f  the general one: TV vio 
destructive i s  no t  an instance o f  children being i n f r u f o r  
worse, because it is too spedfic. So even if al l  o f  those statem 
are true (arguably they are), they do not add up to a valid argume 
because the warrant covers neither the reason nor the claim. 

To  fix that argument, we would have t o  revise both the reason 
and claim t o  fit the warrant (or the warrant to fit the reason and 
claim): 

Few doubt that when we expose children to examples o f  courage 
and generosity, we influence them for the better. How can we 
then deny that when they are constantly exposed to images of sa- 
distic violence, they are influenced for the worse? All our data 
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. show that violence among children 12-16 is rising faster than 
among any other age group. This violence results from many 
factors, but we can no longer ignore the conclusion that be- 
cause television is the major source o f  children's images o f  vio- 
lence,-, they are becoming violent because o f  ithi, 

The evidence and claim seem closer to the kind that the warrant 

[ 
When children are con- 
stantly exposed to irn- 

. ages of sadistic violence, 

they are influenced by 
those images for the 
worse. 

Television is the major therej5re Children are becom- 
source of children's im- ing violent because of 

ages of ~iolence.,,~ it.daim 

But a reader keen to derail the argument might  still object: 

Hang on. Your reason does not, in fact, fit your warrant. It is 
true-images o f  violence do appear on television. But I don't be- 
lieve that those images are "sadistic." A lot o f  it is cartoon vio- 
lence. Therefore, your warrant cannot cover your reason because 
your reason is not a good instance o f  your warrant. Furthermore, 
your claim-"becoming violentv-is more extreme than "influ- 
ence for the worse." It is too specific and so goes beyond the 
claim your warrant allows. I 

As we said, this i s  not easy stuff. 

11.4.3 Is Your Warrant Appropriate to  Your Readers' 
Research Community? 
Law students get a painful lesson in learning to make legal argu- 
ments when they find out that many commonsense warrants that 
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most o f  us believe have no  place in their world o f  legal Ofa our disagreements with one another, those involving war- 
For example, like most of us, they start law school ho  rants cut the deepest. 
commonsense belief that we can express as a warrant: 

When someone does another an injustice, our legal institutio THE WARRANTS OF OTHERS 

should correct it. 

But  law students have to unlearn such co-onsense warr 
because other warrants may tnunp them. For example, 

When you fail to meet legal obligations, even inadvertently, y 
must suffer the consequences. 

More specifically, 

When old people forget to pay real estate taxes, others can bu 
their house for back taxes and evict them. lation will save the country h r n  ~ollapse.mmant 

Against their most decent instincts, law students have to 1 
1f someone challenged that warrant, he might back it with eco- that justice is not what most o f  us want it to be, but what c 

say it is. 
Warrants help you u n d e r s k d  why important issues are hen countries A, 8, and C exceeded their means, each col- 

endlessly contestable: why, when you feel you have a wa psed. They tried to prevent collapse by every means other than 
case, your readers still say, Wait a minute. What about . . . opulation control, but it did no good.,,,, When societies 
don't agree that your evithw counts as . . . mch a point where their population exceeds their resources, 

Even more troublesome, readers may offer competmg w the only way they can prevent collapse is to reduce their 
rants: 

popul~on-&im/warrant 
When unibns want to express their political views, they have a 

B U ~  a religious person might challenge that argument with a -  constitutionally protected right to do so. The local teachers 
other claim based o n  a warrant grounded not in economic princi- 

union believes real estate taxes should be raised, so they have 
ples but moral ones: a right to picket the school board meeting. 

When there is no unanimous agreement in a group, the group ~t doesn't make any difference what the economic consequences 

should not express a controversial opinion. Not every member might be; it is immoral to discourage married couples from hav- 

of  the local teachers union thinks real estate taxes should be ing children.&m When people are advised to defy Cod's will as 

raised, so it should not picket the school board meeting. revealed in our holy books, that advice is ~inful.,,~t 

What reasons and evidence could we offer to prove either war- A third person might also reject population control but offer yet 
rant? And what higher-order warrants would cover those reasons? a different warrant: 



Whenever we put our minds to a problem of limitec 
we can solve it. 

Asked what backs up such a warrant, that third p 
say, Well, I believe in a can-do attitude. It's the A& 
last warrant is based not on data or religious belief b~ 
conditioning. Those three different warrants are eac 
in different ways: by economic data, by a system of re 
by cultural inheritance. To challenge them, you have 
their support, each in its own way. 

Challenging Warrants 

e warrants can be based on fundamentally different prina- 
of reasoning, you have to challenge them in different ways. 

ARRANTS BASED ON EXPERIENCE 
ked to defend a warrant based on experience, we refer to every- 

experience or to reliable reports by others. 

Where there's smoke, there's fire. 

When certain insecticides leach into the ecosystem, eggshells of 
wild birds become so weak that fewer chicks hatch and the bird 
population falls. 

" CHALLENGES: To challenge those warrants, you have three 
' choices, al l  difficult: (I) find counterexamples that cannot be dis- . . 

missed as speaal cases; (2) challenge the reliability of thei 
rience- or (3Ggue that the evidence is not relevant to 

&oose the fis strategy if you have good counterexamples. , M u  can argue without directly discounting the experience or the 
reasoning of your readers. For the other two, you have to tackle 

. readers head-on. 

WARRANTS BASED ON AUTHORITY 
We believe some people because of their expertise, position, or 
charisma. 

When authority X says Y, Y must be so. 

CHALLENGES: Challenging authority is difficult. The easiest- 
and friendliest-way is to argue that, on this matter, the authority 
does not have all the information or has reached beyond her core 
area of expertise. The most direct way is to give good reason not 
to take her at her word, because she is no authority at all. 
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WARRANTS BASED ON SYSTEMS OF KNOWLEDGE AND Analogy: When X is like Y in certain respects, then X will be like 
These warrants are backed by systems of &frnitions, p Y in other respects. 
or theories: 

Cause-effect: When Y occurs if and only if X occurs first, then X 
From mathematics: When we add two odd numbers, we 
even one. 

Sign: When Y regularly occurs before, during, or after X, Y is a 

From religion: When we commit adultery, we commit a sin. 

From law: When we drive without a license, we commit a CHALLENGES: Philosophers have questioned even these war- 
demeanor. rants, but in matters of practical argumentation, we challenge 

only their application or point out limiting conditions: Yes, w 
CHALLENGES: When you challenge these warrants, "fa can analogize X to Y, but not if. . . 
largely irrelevant. You must either challenge the syste 
d i f fd t ,  or show that the case does not fall under the WARRANTS BASED ON ARTICLES OF FAITH 
what about driving in my own driveway? Some warrants are beyond challenge: Jefferson invoked that kind 

of wa-t when he wrote, "We hold these truths to be self- 
GENERAL CULTURAL WARRANTS 
These are the warrants that seem just ucornmon sensen t 
hers of a particular culture. Some are backed by empiric When a claim is directly experienced as revealed truth, that claim 
ence, but many are not: 

Early to bed, early to rise, makes you healthy, wealthy, and wi When a claim is in accordance with divine teachings, it must be 

Whenever a king wants to abuse his subjects, he may. 
such warrants are backed not by any confirmable evidence but 

It is always wrong to mock someone from another culture. simply by the believers' inner certainty. They are statements of 

CHALLENGES: Warrants like these change over time, but sl hi&, requiring no argument, no evidence. 

You can challenge them, but readers will resist your atte CHALLENGES: 1t makes no sense to challenge these warrants, 
to change them because you will seem to be challenging because no argument could support or undermine them. The 

best you can do is offer an equally unargued alternative. If you 
encounter them as you gather your data, either ignore them or 

METHODOLOClCAL WARRANTS decide to study them from an entirely different perspective: not 
Think of these as "meta-warrants," general patterns of th as a subject for research but as an inquiry about the meaning of 
that have no content until applied to speafic cases. We use 
to explain our reasoning: 

Generalization: When many cases of X have the quality Y, then x 
is characterized by Y. 


