68 CHAPTER 2 Critical Reading and Critique

How to Write Critiques

You may find it useful to organize a critique into five sections: introduction, sum-
mary, assessment of the presentation (on its own terms), your response to the
presentation, and conclusion.

The box on below offers guidelines for writing critiques. These guidelines do
not constitute a rigid formula. Most professional authors write critiques that do
not follow the structure outlined here. Until you are more confident and practiced
in writing critiques, however, we suggest you follow these guidelines. They are
meant not to restrict you, but rather to provide a workable sequence for writing
critiques until a more fully developed set of experiences and authorial instincts
are available to guide you.

® GUIDELINES FOR WRITING CRITIQUES

* Introduce. Introduce both the passage under analysis and the author. State the
author’s main argument and the point(s) you intend to make about it.

Provide background material to help your readers understand the relevance
or appeal of the passage. This background material might include one or more
of the following: an explanation of why the subject is of current interest; a ref-
erence to a possible controversy surrounding the subject of the passage or the
passage itself; biographical information about the author; an account of the cir-
cumstances under which the passage was written; a reference to the infended.

a audience of the passage.

* Summarize. Summarize the author’s main points, making sure to state the
author’s purpose for writing.

* Assess the presentation. Evaluate the validity of the author’s presentation, dis-
tinct from your points of agreement or disagreement. Comment on the author’s
success in achieving his or her purpose by reviewing three or four specific
points.You might base your review on one or more of the following criteria:

g Is the information accurate?

Is the information significant?

Has the author defined terms clearly?

Has the author used and interpreted information fairly?
Has the author argued logically?

® Respond to the presentation. Now it is your turn to respond to the author’s
views. With which views do you agree? With which do you disagree? Discuss
your reasons for agreement and disagreement, when possible tying these
reasons to assumptions—both the author’s and your own. Where necessary,
draw on outside sources to support your ideas.

* Conclude. State your conclusions about the overall validity of the piece—your
assessment of the author’s success at achieving his or her aims and your
reactions to the author’s views. Remind the reader of the weaknesses and
strengths of the passage.
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132 CHAPTER 5 Argument Synthesis

Here are the other elements of this argument:

Support

Assumptions

People are spending increasing amounts of time in cyberspace: In
1998, the average Internet user spent more than four hours per week
online, a figure that has quadrupled in the past fifteen years.
College health officials report that excessive Internet use threatens
many college students’ academic and psychological well-being.

New kinds of relationships fostered on the Internet often pose chal-
lenges to preexisting relationships.

The communication skills used and the connections formed during In-

ternet contact fundamentally differ from those used and formed during
face-to-face contact.

“Real” connection and a sense of community are sustained by face-to-
face contact, not by Internet interactions.

For the most part, arguments should be constructed logically so that assumptions
link evidence (supporting facts, statistics, and expert opinions) to claims. As we’ll
see, however, logic is only one component of effective arguments.
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Practicing Claim, Support, and Assumption

Devise two sets of claims, support, and assumptions. First, in response to the
example above on computer-mediated communication and relationships, write
a one-sentence claim addressing the positive impact (or potentially positive im-
pact) of CMC on relationships—whether you personally agree with the claim or
not. Then list the supporting statements on which such a claim might rest and the
assumption that underlies them. Second, write a claim that states your own posi-
tion on any debatable topic you choose. Again, devise statements of support and
relevant assumptions.

The Three Appeals of Argument: Logos, Ethos, Pathos

Speakers and writers have never relied on logic alone in advancing and sup-
porting their claims. More than 2000 years ago, the Athenian philosopher and
rhetorician Aristotle explained how speakers attempting to persuade others to
their point of view could achieve their purpose by relying on one or more appeals,
which he called logos, ethos, and pathos.

Since we frequently find these three appeals employed in political argument,
we'll use political examples in the following discussion. All three appeals are also
used extensively in advertising, legal cases, business documents, and many other
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disrupting the way of life for so many innocent, law-respecting Americans. The
bill that we are debating today attempts to do just that.”

Former senator Edward M. Kennedy also used statistical evidence in arguing
for passage of the Racial Justice Act of 1990, which was designed to ensure that
minorities are not disproportionately singled out for the death penalty. Kennedy
pointed out that between 1973 and 1980, seventeen defendants in Fulton County,
Georgia, were charged with killing police officers, but that the only defendant
who received the death sentence was a black man. Kennedy also cited statistics
to show that “those who killed whites were 4.3 times more likely to receive the
death penalty than were killers of blacks” and that “in Georgia, blacks who killed
whites received the death penalty 16.7 percent of the time, while whites who
killed blacks received the death penalty only 4.2 percent of the time.”

Maintaining a Critical Perspective Of course, the mere piling up of evidence
does not in itself make the speaker’s case. As Donna Cross explains in “Politics:
The Art of Bamboozling,”! politicians are very adept at “card-stacking”—lining
up evidence in favor of a conclusion without bothering to mention (or barely
mentioning) contrary evidence. And statistics can be selected and manipulated
to prove anything, as demonstrated in Darrell Huff’s landmark book How fo Lie
with Statistics (1954). Moreover, what appears to be a logical argument may in fact
be fundamentally flawed. (See Chapter 2 for a discussion of logical fallacies and
faulty reasoning strategies.)

On the other hand, the fact that evidence can be distorted, statistics misused,
and logic fractured does not mean that these tools of reason should be dismissed.
It means only that audiences have to listen and read critically and to question the
use of statistics and other evidence.

Using Deductive and Inductive Logic

Choose an issue currently being debated at your school or a college-related issue
about which you are concerned. Write a claim about this issue. Then write two
paragraphs addressing your claim—one in which you organize your points deduc-
tively (beginning with your claim and following with support) and one in which
you organize them inductively (presenting supporting evidence and following
with a claim). Possible issues might include college admissions policies, classroom
crowding, or grade inflation. Alternatively, you could base your paragraphs on a
claim generated in Exercise 5.1.

Ethos

Ethos, or the ethical appeal, is based not on the ethics relating to the subject under
discussion, but rather on the ethical status of the person making the argument.
A person making an argument must have a certain degree of credibility: That

'Donna Cross, Word Abuse: How the Words We Use Use Us (New York: Coward, 1979).
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successfully than reason alone, speakers and writers would be foolish not to use
emotion. And it would be a drab, humorless world if human beings were not
subject to the sway of feeling as well as reason. The emotional appeal becomes
problematic only when it is the sole or primary basis of the argument.

President Ronald Reagan was a master of emotional appeal. He closed his
first inaugural address with a reference to the view from the Capitol to Arlington
National Cemetery, where lie thousands of markers of “heroes”:

Under one such marker lies a young man, Martin Treptow, who left his job
in a small-town barbershop in 1917 to go to France with the famed Rainbow
Division. There, on the western front, he was killed trying to carry a mes-
sage between battalions under heavy artillery fire. We're told that on his
body was found a diary. On the flyleaf under the heading, “My Pledge,”
he had written these words: “America must win this war. Therefore, I will
work, I will save, I will sacrifice, I will endure, I will fight cheerfully and do
my utmost, as if the issue of the whole struggle depended on me alone.”
The crisis we are facing today does not require of us the kind of sacrifice
that Martin Treptow and so many thousands of others were called upon to
make. It does require, however, our best effort and our willingness to be-
lieve in ourselves and to believe in our capacity to perform great deeds, to
believe that together with God’s help we can and will resolve the problems
which now confront us.

Surely, Reagan implies, if Martin Treptow can act so courageously and so self-
lessly, we can do the same. His logic is somewhat unclear because the connection
between Martin Treptow and ordinary Americans of 1981 is rather tenuous (as
Reagan concedes), but the emotional power of the heroism of Martin Treptow,
whom reporters were sent scurrying to research, carries the argument.

A more recent president, Bill Clinton, also used pathos. Addressing an audi-
ence of the nation’s governors about his welfare plan, Clinton closed his remarks
by referring to a conversation he had had with a welfare mother who had gone
through the kind of training program Clinton was advocating. Asked by Clinton
whether she thought that such training programs should be mandatory, the
mother said, “I sure do.” Clinton in his remarks explained what she said when he
asked her why:

“Well, because if it wasn't, there would be a lot of people like me home
watching the soaps because we don’t believe we can make anything of
ourselves anymore. So you've got to make it mandatory.” And 1 said,
“What's the best thing about having a job?” She said, “When my boy goes
to school, and they say, ‘What does your mama do for a living?’ he can give
an answer.”

Clinton counts on the emotional power in that anecdote to set up his conclu-
sion: “We must end poverty for Americans who want to work. And we must do
it on terms that dignify all of the rest of us, as well as help our country to work
better. I need your help, and I think we can do it.”




