The Classical Argument

Adapted from Walter Beale, Real Writing, 2nd edition, 1986   
One of the oldest organizing devices in rhetoric is the classical argument, which incorporates the five parts of a discourse that ancient teachers of rhetoric believed were necessary for persuasion, especially when the audience included a mixture of reactions from favorable to hostile. They often prescribed this order to students, not because it was absolutely ideal, but because using the scheme encouraged the writer to take account of some of the most important elements of composing:

· beginning in an interesting way
· providing background or context that was relevant to their specific audience
· stating their claims and evidence clearly and emphatically
· taking account of opposing viewpoints and anticipating objections
· and concluding in a satisfying and effective way.
The classical argument isn’t a cookie-cutter template: simply filling in the parts does not by itself make you successful. But if you use the structure as a way to make sure you cover all the needs of all parts of your audience, you will find it a very useful heuristic for developing effective arguments. 
The classical argument traditionally consists of five parts:

	In Writing

	In writing, the first two parts of the classical argument, the introduction and narration, are often run together. In speaking, the introduction often served as an “icebreaker” for the audience. Since the writer needs to focus on grabbing and focusing attention rather than making the audience feel comfortable before beginning the argument, a written classical argument usually condenses these two elements into one. Some of the most common devices writers use in a classical introduction are a focusing event or quotation, a question, a statement of a problem or controversy, a representative analogy or case, an attack on an opposing point of view (especially if it’s a more popular one than yours), or a confession or personal introduction.  

	The confirmation, where you present the claims and evidence that back up or substantiate the thesis of your argument. These claims and evidence are often connected together in a chain of reasoning that link the reasoning, facts and examples, and testimony (i.e. inartistic proofs) that support the main claim you are making.

	The concession and refutation sections, which go together, exist because arguments always have more than one side. It is always dangerous to ignore them. Moreover, reasonable audiences often have more than one response to an argument. So considering the opposing viewpoints enables a good arguer to anticipate and respond to the objections that her or his position might raise, and defuse opposition before it gets started.   

	The conclusion, where the writer ties things together, creates a sense of finality or closure, answers the questions or solves the problem stated in the introduction—in other words, “closes the circle” and gives the readers a feeling of completion and balance. Sometimes writers like to add a “final blast”—a big emotional or ethical appeal—that helps sway the audience’s opinion.


 Let’s look at how these five sections translate into a written classical argument.
The Introduction

 The introduction has four jobs to do:  

1. It must attract the interest of a specific audience and focus it on the subject of the argument.

2. It must provide enough background information to make sure that the audience is aware of both the general problem as well as the specific issue or issues the writer is addressing (for instance, not just the problem of pollution but the specific problem of groundwater pollution in Columbia, SC).

3. It must clearly signal the writer’s specific position on the issue and/or the direction of her/his argument. Usually a classical argument has a written thesis statement early in the paper—usually in the first paragraph or two.

4. It must establish the writer’s role or any special relationship the writer may have to the subject or the audience (for instance, you’re committed to the Susan G. Komen Race for the Cure because your mother is a breast cancer survivor). It should also establish the image of the writer (the ethos) that he/she wants to project in the argument: caring, aggressive, passionate, etc.

Some Questions to Ask as You Develop Your Introduction
1.      What is the situation that this argument responds to?
2.      What elements of background or context need to be presented for this audience? Is this new information or am I just reminding them of matters they already have some familiarity with?
3.      What are the principal issues involved in this argument?
4.      Where do I stand on this issue?
5.      What is the best way to capture and focus the audience’s attention?
6.      What tone should I establish?
7.      What image of myself should I project?
The Confirmation

There’s a strong temptation in argument to say “Why should you think so? Because!” and leave it at that. But a rational audience has strong expectations of the kinds of proof you will and will not provide to help it accept your point of view. Most of the arguments used in the confirmation tend to be of the inartistic kind, but artistic proofs can also be used to support this section.

Some Questions to Ask as You Develop Your Confirmation
1. What are the arguments that support my thesis that my audience is most likely to respond to?

2. What arguments that support my thesis is my audience least likely to respond to?

3. How can I demonstrate that these are valid arguments?

4. What kind of inartistic proofs does my audience respect and respond well to?

5. Where can I find the facts and testimony that will support my arguments?

6. What kinds of artistic proofs will help reinforce my position?

The Concession/Refutation

You want to concede any points that you would agree on or that will make your audience more willing to listen to you (as long as they don’t fatally weaken your own side). For instance, you might argue that we need stronger groundwater pollution laws, but concede that we shouldn’t hold cities and municipalities legally liable for cleaning up groundwater that was polluted before the law was passed, if you think that will help sell your case. Again, here is a place to use both pathos and ethos: by conceding those matters of feeling and values that you can agree on, while stressing the character issues, you can create the opportunity for listening and understanding.   

But you will also have to refute (that is, counter or out-argue) the points your opposition will make. You can do this in four ways:

1. Show by the use of facts, reasons, and testimony that the opposing point is totally wrong. You must show that the opposing argument is based on incorrect evidence, questionable assumptions, bad reasoning, prejudice, superstition, or ill will.

2. Show that the opposition has some merit but is flawed in some way. For instance, the opposing viewpoint may be true only in some circumstances or within a limited sphere of application, or it may only apply to certain people, groups, or conditions. When you point out the exceptions to the opposition rule, you show that its position is not as valid as its proponents claim it is.

3. Show that the opposition has merits but is outweighed by other considerations. You are claiming, in essence, that truth is relative: when a difficult choice has to be made, we must put first things first. For instance, you may say that it’s undesirable for young girls to have abortions, but when girls as young as ten become pregnant, they’re too young to take on the burdens of motherhood and must not be forced to carry the pregnancy to term. Or you may say that yes, it’s true that my proposal is expensive, but consider the costs if we do not undertake it, or how much the price will go up if we wait to undertake it, etc.

4. Show that the reasoning used by the opposition is flawed: in other words, that it contains logical fallacies. For instance, the opposition may claim that anyone who does not support a retaliatory bombing of Afghanistan to punish Osama bin Laden and the regime that supports him is not a patriotic American; you can show that this is an example of the “either/or” fallacy by showing that there are other patriotic responses than nuking a Stone Age country further back into the Stone Age—for instance arresting bin Laden and the Taliban leaders and turning them over to the World Court, bringing them to trial in the US justice system, etc.

In general, strategies 2 and 3 are easier to pull off than strategy 1. Showing that a position is sometimes valid gives the opposition a face-saving “out” and preserves some sense of common ground.   

Some Questions to Ask as You Develop Your Concession/Refutation
1. What are the most important opposing arguments? What concessions can I make and still support my thesis adequately?

2. How can I refute opposing arguments or minimize their significance?

3. What are the possible objections to my own position?

4. What are the possible ways someone can misunderstand my own position?

5. How can I best deal with these objections and misunderstandings?

The Conclusion

Conclusions are hard and there’s a temptation to simply repeat your thesis and topic sentences and pray for a miracle. However, if you try to step back in your conclusion, you can often find a way to give a satisfying sense of closure. You might hark back to the background: why has this remained a problem and why is it so important to solve it, your way, now? Or you might hark back to the common ground you have with your audience: why does accepting your argument reinforce your shared beliefs and values? Too many times classical arguments don’t close—they just stop, as if the last page is missing. And this sense of incompleteness leaves readers dissatisfied and sometimes less likely to accept your argument. So spending a little extra time to round the conclusion out is almost always worthwhile in making the argument more successful.   

Some Questions to Ask as You Develop Your Conclusion
1. How can I best leave a strong impression of the rightness and importance of my view?

2. How can I best summarize or exemplify the most important elements of my argument?

3. What is the larger significance of the argument? What long-range implications will have the most resonance with my readers?

4. How can I bring the argument “full circle” and leave my readers satisfied with the ending of my argument?

 

