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How To Argue (And How Not To)

In matters controversial,

My perception’s rather fine.

1 always see both points of view,
The one that's wrong, and mine.

Here are some essential ways to ensure that your arguments are credible,
sound, and, most important, persuasive (unlike the speaker of the poem above).

1. Define all terms whose exact meaning is essential to the reader's
understanding of the issue. Don't allow key terms to shift in meaning.

2. Support or qualify all generalizations.
a. Base all generalizations on adequate evidence.

b. Be very cautious about using such words as Always, Never, All, None, Right,
Wrong, etc.

3. Base your judgment on what you know, not on what you want to believe.

4. "Put yourself on the other side." Read over your argument with the critical eye
of an opponent. Look for weak points: unclear ideas, inadequately supported
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potential arguments against your thesis, and deal with them.

5. Do not try to dismiss an argument or an opponent by appealing to general
prejudice.

6. Weight your argument toward logic and evidence. Be very judicious when
employing emotional appeals.
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7. Do not assume there are only two alternatives in any issue. Usually there are
more.

8. Never contradict yourself! Be consistent within the argument.

9. Stick to the point. Don't confuse the issue with "red herrings" or other
diversions.

10. Treat appeals to humor with special care. Don't allow them to descend to
mere ad hominem attacks. Humor can backfire on a careless writer who doesn't
know his or her audience.

11. Where possible, quote early (and often) directly from opposing arguments.

12. Eliminate all logical fallacies from your appeal.




