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Preface

Like many other college writing teachers, we have come to believe
that a course focusing on argument is an essential part of a college writing cur-
riculum. Most students come to college with little experience in reading and
writing extended arguments. Because so much writing in college concerns
arguments in the disciplines, a basic course in writing arguments is founda-
tional for an undergraduate education. You will find that college courses
frequently require you to analyze the structure of arguments, to identify com-
peting claims, to weigh the evidence offered, to recognize assumptions, to lo-
cate contradictions, and to anticipate opposing views. The ability to write
cogent arguments is also highly valued in most occupations that require col-
lege degrees. Just as important, you need to be able to read arguments criti-
cally and write arguments skillfully if you are to participate in public life after
you leave college. The long-term issues that will affect your life after your col-
lege years—education, the environment, social justice, and the quality of life,
to name a few—have many diverse stakeholders and long, complex histories.
They cannot be reduced to slogans and sound bites. If you are to help make
your views prevail in your communities, you must be able to participate in sus-
tained give-and-take on a range of civic issues.

We find that other argument textbooks spend too much time on compli-
cated schemes and terminology for analyzing arguments and too little time
thinking about helping students produce real arguments that work. This book
begins by considering why people take the time to write arguments in the first
place. People write arguments because they want things to change. They want
to change attitudes and beliefs about particular issues, and they want things
done about problems they identify. We start out by making you examine ex-
actly why you might want to write an argument and how what you write can
lead to extended discussion and long-term results. We then provide you with
practical means to find good reasons that support convincingly the positions
you want to advocate. Good Reasons with Contemporary Arguments is also dis-
tinctive in its attention to the delivery and presentation of arguments—to the
visual aspects of argument, in other words—and to arguments in electronic
media. It encourages you to formulate arguments in different genres and dif-
ferent media.
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Several textbooks on writing arguments that have appeared in recent years
use Stephen Toulmin’s method of analyzing arguments. We take a simpler ap-
proach. Toulmin’s method provides useful analytic tools, but we do not find it
a necessary one to teach the practical art of making arguments. In fact, our ex-
perience is that Toulmin’s terminology is often more confusing than helpful.
The key to the Toulmin method is understanding how warrants work. War-
rants, in the Toulmin scheme, are the assumptions, knowledge, and beliefs that
allow an audience to connect evidence with a claim. We feel that you will un-
derstand this concept better if you focus not on “Toulminizing” an argument
but on conceptualizing the rhetorical situation—examining what assumptions,
knowledge, and beliefs a particular audience might have about a specific issue.
The only technical terms this book uses are the general classical concepts of
pathos, ethos, and logos: sources of good reasons that emerge from the audi-
ence’s most passionately held values, from the speaker’s expertise and credi-
bility, or from reasonable, commonsense thinking.

Likewise, you will not find explicit discussions of syllogisms, enthymemes,
or logical fallacies in Good Reasons with Contemporary Arguments. We have
avoided introducing these terms because, like the Toulmin terminology, they
too often hinder rather than help. The crux of teaching argument, in our view,
is to get you to appreciate its rhetorical nature. What makes a good reason good
in public debate is not that it follows logically from a set of truth claims
arranged in syllogisms but that the audience accepts the writer or speaker as
credible and accepts the assumptions, knowledge, and beliefs on which the ar-
gument is based—and thus accepts the reasons given as good reasons.

Another difference is that our book does not make a sharp distinction be-
tween what some people think of as rational and irrational arguments. Ratio-
nality is a socially constructed concept. Until the twentieth century, it was rational
to believe that women should not participate in politics. To question the ab-
solute nature of rationality is not to say that rationality does not exist. Driving
on the right side of the road is rational in North, South, and Central America
and most of western Europe, just as driving on the left side is rational in Great
Britain, Ireland, India, and Japan. But insisting on a dichotomy between ratio-
nal and irrational has some unfortunate consequences, including a sharp division
between argument and persuasion. Advertisements are often held up as typify-
ing persuasion that plays to emotion rather than reason. Other pieces of writing,
however, are not so easy to classify as either argument or persuasion. For ex-
ample, personal and fictional narratives often include arguments or have an ar-
gumentative aim. Personal narratives are critical in many essays because they
supply cultural knowledge of other perspectives and group experiences, which in
turn enables the writer to advance good reasons in support of an argumentative
purpose. We treat narratives in Good Reasons with Contemporary Arguments as an
important aspect of argument. We also pay attention to ads and other genres of
persuasion that are usually not represented in textbooks on argument. In short,
you will find examples in the readings that illustrate the wide range of argument.
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The dichotomy between rational and irrational also leads to an almost
total neglect of the visual nature of writing. Visual thinking remains excluded
from the mainstream literacy curriculum in the schools, and it is taught only
in specialized courses in college in disciplines such as architecture and art his-
tory. This exclusion might be justified (though we would argue otherwise) if
writing courses were still bound by the technology of the typewriter, but the
great majority of college students today prepare their work on personal com-
puters. Commonly used word-processing programs and Web page editors now
allow you to include pictures, icons, charts, and graphs, making design an im-
portant part of an argument. While we still believe that the heart of an argu-
ment course should be the critical reading and critical writing of prose, we also
believe that the basics of visual persuasion should be included as well. In chap-
ter 11, therefore, you will find an extensive discussion of visual design and how
good design can support good reasons.

If our goal is to help you become an active citizen in a participatory
democracy, then it would be counterproductive for us to ignore that most of
the writing you will do in your future public and private life will be electroni-
cally mediated. Most students now have access to the most powerful publish-
ing technology ever invented—the World Wide Web. Until very recently,
students who published on the Web had to learn HTML and had to manipu-
late cumbersome file transfer programs. But current word-processing programs
and WYSIWYG (“what you see is what you get”) editors now bypass the step
of coding HTML, and the process of putting a Web page on a server has be-
come almost as simple as opening a file on a PC. The Web has become a vast
arena of argument, with nearly every interest group maintaining a Web pres-
ence. Chapter 12 provides an introduction to arguments on the Web.

The popularity of argument courses is not an accident. Even though we hear
frequently that people have become cynical about politics, they are producing
self-sponsored writing in quantities never before seen. It’s almost as if people
have rediscovered writing. While writing personal letters is perhaps becoming a
lost art, participating in online discussion groups, putting up Web sites, and send-
ing e-mail have become commonplace. Citizen participation in local and na-
tional government forums, in a multitude of issue-related online discussions, and
in other forms such as online magazines is increasing daily. You already have
many opportunities to speak in the electronic polis. We want you to recognize
and value the breadth of information available on the Internet and to evaluate,
analyze, and synthesize that information. And we want to prepare you for the
changing demands of the professions and public citizenship in your future,

Those goals govern our selection of example arguments included in part
IV: Contemporary Arguments. So that you can see how argument is a social
act—that is, how arguments develop out of and respond to other arguments—
we have grouped selections around interesting current issues: the environment,
gay rights, the body, controlling substances, censorship, affirmative action, and
Title IX. In each section, we represent a range of viewpoints so that you can
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see how arguers develop their points in response to the perspectives of others—
and so that you might develop your own arguments (in some cases) around
those various points of view. So that you can observe the range of argumenta-
tive styles and approaches that we discuss in the book, you will notice an un-
usual diversity in the samples provided: You will encounter not only a diversity
of opinions and genres (including ads, cartoons, and photos as well as print ar-
guments) but also a diversity of writers and writing styles. You will see argu-
ments that originally appeared on the Internet and others from magazines
and newspapers. You will encounter well-known citizens such as Richard Rod-
riguez, Alice Walker, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., bell hooks, and N. Scott Momaday
as well as ordinary citizens who make extraordinary cases. And you will find
examples of the kinds of arguments that we discuss throughout parts I through
III: definitions, evaluations, narratives, refutations, and proposals.

Our goal in writing this text has been to offer in one book everything that
you will need to become a more effective arguer and a more sophisticated
reader of the arguments you encounter each day.
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