How to Construct a Persuasive Argument In Writing

The skill of persuasion is essential to the world of academia, and you will continue to use it long after graduation.  Lawyers try to persuade the jury that their clients are innocent.  Engineers and architects, executives and developers try to persuade boards of directors to approve their projects.  Parents try to persuade school boards, speeders try to persuade traffic officers, husbands try to persuade wives and vice versa.  The stronger the skill, the more likely the desired outcome.

Toulmin’s Method of Persuasive Arguments
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The Basic Moves: Claim, Evidence, Warrant

Claim


The claim is the assertion the argument will back up.  It is the conclusion of the argument.  Here are some claims:


Cigarette vending machines should be outlawed


Cytochrome is important in cell respiration


All students should be required to take computer science


Arthur killed Daphne in self-defense

*Claims have two parts: the topic and what is asserted about the topic

	Topic
	Assertion

	Cigarette vending machines

Cyctochrome

All students

Arthur killed Daphne
	Should be outlawed

Is important in cell respiration

Should be required to take computer science

In self-defense


An expository essay contains a large claim – the thesis – that the essay as a whole supports: All students should be required to take computer science
In supporting a thesis, the writer makes smaller claim, generally supported in a paragraph

Understanding computers is essential to understanding the contemporary world

Learning to program is good mind training 

Using a computer effectively will make college work easier

More and more jobs require familiarity with computers

* A good claim tells the audience exactly what is being argued.  Only when the claim is clear and unambiguous can the audience properly weigh the evidence

Evidence

Evidence is any support for your claim that your audience accepts without further proof: the specific example, the statistic, the fact, the next logical step, the quotation, the shared belief.  It is a premise for the argument.  If the evidence is adequate, you can logically infer the claim.  Consider the lawyer’s argument in Arthur’s murder trail:

Arthur does not deny that he killed Daphne.  In fact, several witnesses say they saw the two of them struggling, saw Daphne fall, and saw the gun in Arthur’s hands.  But it was clearly self-defense.  Daphne was out to kill Arthur, and he had to protect himself.  Daphne’s friend Louella testified that Daphne admitted hating Arthur and said he ought to be done away with.  Louella quoted Daphne as saying, “If no one else will do it, I will.”  And Daphne was killed with her own gun.
Writing an expository essay bears a close resemblance to arguing in a court of law, for it also requires a claim supported with evidence.  

Suppose we were writing an essay on the poet Robert Frost and we devised this thesis:

Although his poems are direct and accessible, Robert Frost himself was a many-sided person, ambitious and so competitive that he was cruel, yet he could be kind and generous.

To set out to prove this large claim, we would divide it into subclaims, to be treated separately in a paragraph or two each.


* Frost’s poems are direct and accessible


* Frost was extremely ambitious for fame and admiration


* He was highly competitive and sometimes cruel to other poets of his time


* But he responded to kindness with kindness


* He was generous to students and loving to old friends

We would now need to develop evidence for each subclaim.  For instance, drawing support for the third point might proceed like this:

He was highly competitive with other poets of his time.  Edwin Arlington Robinson seemed to give him the most trouble.  Even the poet Archibald MacLeish came in for a cruel attack.  Frost did not hesitate to show disdain for Ezra Pound and Wallace Stevens.  He seemed unable to accept the success of his peers

Warrant


A warrant is the glue that holds an argument together.  It links the evidence to the claim.  It says something like “This evidence supports this claim because …”

Claim:

I think you should join t’ai chi class

Evidence:
T’ai chi clears the mind and brings peace to the sould

Warrant:
As an airline pilot, you need a clear mind and a peaceful soul

Although an argument can be presented in any order, most start with the claim, move straight to the evidence, and wrap things up with the warrant.

Claim:

Forks were not used in France in the 15th century

Evidence:
Paintings of banquets from the period show no forks on the tables or 


people eating with them

Warrant:
Contemporary paintings are very good indications of the customs of an 


age

Without a warrant to explain why the evidence or premises support the claim adequately, your audience may not understand the connection.  Here’s an example:


The most popular soap opera in American TV is Wild Wet Winds of Love.  We know that because fully 76 percent of the viewing public in Wadkins, Florida, watches the program

What does that prove?  Here’s what happens when we add the warrant:

And the viewing public in Wadkins, Florida, is a cross section of viewers much like those in the rest of the US.  Thus, a show’s popularity there indicates it popularity throughout the land.

Putting The Components Together: Binding The Argument

So far we have looked at claim, evidence, and warrant as separate building blocks.  In an argument, however, they form a unit of continuous thought.  The following is a passage from an essay whose thesis is “Computer-aided instruction can be extremely valuable in teaching writing.”  Diagramed with Toulmin’s heuristic in mind, the first paragraph would look like this:

Claim: “Computers have many advantages over human teachers when it comes to giving the repetitive drills needed to teach writing.”

First Piece of Evidence: “Computers are more patient and can run the same drill over and over until the student masters it,”

Warrant: “something few teachers can endure.”

Second Piece of Evidence: “Computers can provide instant feedback.”

Warrant: “which busy teachers often cannot do.”

Third Piece of Evidence: “Computer programs are entirely adaptable to each student’s pace.”

Warrant: “Large classes make it difficult for teachers to gear their instruction to the needs of individual students.”

Fourth Piece of Evidence: Best of all, they cost almost nothing to operate.”


A Glance at the First Paragraph

Computers have many advantages over human teachers when it comes to giving the repetitive drills needed to teach writing.  Computers are more patient and can run the same drill over and over until the student masters it, something few teachers can endure.  Computers can provide instant feedback, which busy teachers often cannot do.  Where large classes make it difficult for the teachers to gear their instruction to the needs of individual students, computer programs are entirely adaptable to each student’s pace.  Best of all, they cost almost nothing to operate.

The same ingredients appear in the second paragraph, but in this example, the final sentence serves as an overall warrant that connects all the evidence to the claim

A computer really us a video textbook.  It presents information on screens rather than on sheets of paper.  Students press buttons instead of turning pages or writing down answers.  Quizzes appear every few screens to ensure that students are getting the point.  If they pass these quizzes, students can go on; otherwise, they must go back, review the material, and take the quiz over.  Video textbooks can do anything regular textbooks can do, from drills to the actual teaching of writing.

Diagramming this paragraph with Toulmin’s model

Claim: “A computer really is a video textbook”

First Piece of Evidence: “It presents information on screens.”
Second Piece of Evidence: “Students press buttons instead of turning pages.”

Third Piece of Evidence: “Quizzes appear every few screens.”

Fourth Piece of Evidence: “If they pass these quizzes, students can go on;”

Fifth Piece of Evidence: “Otherwise, they must go back, review the material, and take the quiz over

Warrant: “Video textbooks can do anything regular textbooks can do, from drills to the actual teaching of writing”

