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VII 


Extended Arguments 


Now suppose that you have picked, or been assigned, an issue or ques -
tion on which to work out an argumentative essay or oral presentation. 
Maybe you're writing for a class; maybe you're about to speak at a pub-
lic forum or write a Letter to the Editor; maybe you're just fascinated by 
the issue and want to figure out what you think. 


To do this you need to go beyond the short arguments we have so far 
considered. You must work out a more detailed line of thought, in which 
the main ideas are laid out clearly and their own premises in turn are 
spelled out and defended. Anything you say requires evidence and rea-
sons, which in turn may take some research, and you will need to weigh 
arguments for opposing views as well. All of this is hard work, but it is 
also good work. For many people, in fact, it is one of the most rewarding 
and enjoyable kinds of thinking there is! 


Explore the issue 


You begin with an issue butnot necessarily a position. Do not feel that 
you must immediately embrace some position and then try to shore it up 
with arguments. Likewise, even if you have a position, do not just dash 
off the first argument that occurs to you. You are not being asked for the 
first opinion that occurs to you. You are being asked to arrive at a well-
informed opinion that you can defend with solid arguments. 


Is life likely on other planets? Carl Sagan says that it is- but why? 
How could he, or we, argue the point? Here is one line of thought that some 
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astronomers suggest. There are billions of stars in our galaxy alone- and 
billions of galaxies in the universe. If even a tiny fraction of all these stars 
have solar systems of their own, and even a tiny fraction of those have 
planets suitable for life, and even a tiny fraction of those actually have 
life , still there must be a myriad of planets with life. The number of 
chances would still be unimaginably huge. 10 


Then again, why do some people have doubts? Find out. Some scien-
tists point out that we really have no idea how common habitable planets 
might be, or how likely life is to develop on them. It's all guesswork. 11 


Other critics argue that life elsewhere (or rather, intelligent life) by now 
should have announced itself, which (they say) hasn't happened. 


All of these arguments carry some weight, and clearly much more 
must be said. You already see, then, that unexpected facts or perspectives 
may well turn up as you research and develop your argument. Be ready 
to be surprised. Be ready to hear evidence and arguments for positions 
you may not like. Be ready, even, to let yourself be swayed. True think-
ing is an open-ended process. The whole point is that you don't know 
when you start where you ' ll find yourself in the end. 


Even if you have been assigned not just a topic but a position on that 
topic, you still need to look at arguments for a variety of other views- if 
only to be prepared to respond to them-and very likely you still have a 
lot of leeway about how to develop and defend the view you're given. On 
the most contentious issues, for example, you do not need to roll out the 
same arguments that everyone has heard a thousand times already. In fact, 
please don't! Look for creative new approaches. You could even try to 
find common ground with the other side. In short, take the time to choose 
your direction carefully, and aim to make some real progress on the is-
sue, even (if you must) from within "given" positions. 


1° For a contemporary presentation of this argument, see Donald Goldsmith and 
Tobias Owen, The Search for Life in the Universe, 3rd ed . (Sausalito, CA: Uni-
versity Science Books, 2002), Chapter 17. 
11 You can find a thorough and historical summary of many sides of this discus-
sion in Steven J. Dick, Life on Other Worlds: The 20th-Century Extraterrestrial 
Life Debate (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), Chapters 3 and 6. 
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Sp~ll out bas,ic ideas as arguments 


Now remember that you are constructing arguments: that is, specific con-
clusions backed by evidence and reasons. As you begin to formulate a po-
sition, take its basic idea and frame it as an argument. Get out a large sheet 
of scratch paper and literally draft your premises and conclusion in out-
line. 


Aim first for a relatively short argument-say, three to five premises-
using the forms offered in this book. The basic argument just introduced 
for life on other planets, for example, might be put into premises-and-
conclusion form in this way: 


Other planets and solar systems are being discovered beyond our own. 


If there are other solar systems beyond our own, then it is very 
probable that there are other planets like Earth. 


If there are other planets like Earth, then it is very probable that some 
of them have life. 


Therefore, it is very probable that there is life on some other planets. 


For practice, work this argument out as a deductive argument using 
modus ponens and hypothetical syllogism. 


For a second example, consider a quite different topic . Some people 
have recently proposed a major expansion of student exchange programs. 
Many more young Americans should have the chance to go abroad, they 
say, and many more young people from other parts of the world should 
have the chance to come here. It would cost money, of course, and would 
take some adjustment all around, but a more cooperative and peaceful 
world might result. 


Suppose you want to develop and defend this proposal. First, again, 
sketch out the main argument for it-the basic idea. Why would people pro-
pose (and be so passionate about) expanding student exchange programs? 


FIRST TRY: 


Students who travel abroad learn to appreciate different countries. 
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More appreciation between different countries would be good. 


Therefore, we should send more students abroad. 


This outline does capture a basic idea, but in truth it is a little too basic. 
It hardly says enough to be much more than a simple assertion. Why, for 
example, would more appreciation between different countries be good? 
And how does sending students abroad produce it? Even a basic argu-
ment can be worked out a little further. 


BETTER: 


Students who travel abroad learn to appreciate other countries. 


Students who travel abroad become person-to-person ambassadors 
who help their hosts appreciate the students' home countries. 


More appreciation both ways will help us better coexist and cooperate 
in our interdependent world. 


Therefore, we should send more students abroad. 


You may have to try several different conclusions-even quite varied 
conclusions-before you find your best basic argument on a topic. Even 
after you have settled on the conclusion you want to defend, you may 
have to try several forms of argument before you find a form that really 
works well. (I am serious about that large sheet of scratch paper!) Again, 
use the rules in the earlier chapters of this book. Take your time-and 
give yourself time to take. 


Defend ~~te premises with 
arguments of theirr own 


Once you have spelled out your basic idea as an argument, it will need 
defense and developmeh~Eof.anyone who disagrees-in fact, for any-
one who doesn't know much about the question in the first place-most 
of the basic premises will need supporting arguments of their own. Each 
premise therefore becomes the conclusion of a further argument that you 
need to work out. 
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Look back, for example, at the argument about life on other planets 
(p. 51). The argument begins with the premise that solar systems are 
already being discovered beyond our solar system. This you can show by 
citing the sciyntific literature and news reports. 


As of 8 February 2008, the Paris Observatory's "Extrasolar Planet 
Encyclopaedia" lists 270 known planets of other stars, including 26 
in multi-planet systems (http://exoplanet.eu/). 


Therefore, other solar systems are being discovered beyond our own. 


The second premise of the basic argument for life on other planets is 
that if there are other solar systems beyond our own, then it is very prob-
able that some of them include planets like Earth. Well, how do we know 
this? What's the supporting argument? Here you probably need to draw 
on factual knowledge and/or research. If you've paid attention to those 
same news reports, you have some good reasons to offer. The usual ar-
gument is an analogy: 


Our own solar system has a variety of kinds of planets , from gas 
giants to smaller rocky and watery planets suitable for life. 


As far as we know, other solar systems will be like ours . 


Therefore, it is very probable that other solar systems also contain a 
variety of planets, including some suitable for life . 


Continue in this way for all the premises of your basic argument. Once 
again, it may take some work to find appropriate evidence for each prem-
ise that needs defense, and you may even find yourself changing some 
premises, and therefore the basic argument itself, so that they can be ad-
equately supported by the kinds of evidence you end up finding. This is 
as it should be! Good arguments are usually in "flow," and each part de-
pends on the others . It's a learning experience. 


You'd need to approach the basic argument for student exchange pro-
grams in the same way. Why do you think, for instance-and how will 
you persuade others-that students who go abroad learn to appreciate 
other cultures? Examples would help, including perhaps the results of 
surveys or studies you can find through research or by consulting the ex-
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perts (people who actually run student exchange programs, or social sci-
entists). Again, in some way or other, you need to fill in the argument. 
The same goes for the second basic premise: how do we know that stu-
dents abroad really do become "person-to-person ambassadors"? 


The third basic premise (the value of mutual appreciation) may be 
more obvious, and in some quick arguments you could reasonably leave 
it undeveloped. (A point to remember: not every premise of your basic ar-
gument necessarily needs development and defense.) However, it is also 
a fine occasion to make the force of the argument- the expected benefits 
-more vivid. Maybe this way: 


Appreciation leads us to see virtues in others' ways , and to expect 
virtues even when we don't see them yet. 


Appreciation is also a form of enjoyment: it enriches our own 
experience. 


When we see or expect virtues in others' ways, and find that they 
enrich our own experience, we are less tempted to make harsh or 
single-minded judgments about them, and we can work with them 
more readily. 


Therefore, mutual appreciation will help us better coexist and 
cooperate in our interdependent world. 


Add some concrete examples to fill out these premises in turn, and you'll 
ha,ve yourself a fine argument overall. 


Consider objections 


Too often, when we maktr argu111ents, ~econcern ourselves only with the 
pro side: what can be said in s~pp~rt. Objections tend to come as a shock. 
We realize, maybe a little late, that we didn't think enough about possi-
ble problems. It's better to do so yourself and to hone your argument-
maybe even make fundamental changes-in advance. In this way, you 
also make it clear to your eventual audience that you have done your 
homework, that you have explored the issue thoroughly and (hopefully!) 
with a somewhat open mind. So always ask: What are the best arguments 
against the conclusion you are working on? 
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Most actions have many effects, not just one. Maybe some of the other 
effects-ones you haven't looked at yet- are less desirable. Thoughtful 
and well-meaning people may oppose even such obviously good ideas 
("obvious" to us, anyway) as taking ourselves in for regular checkups or 
getting married in order to be happy or sending more students abroad. Try 
to anticipate and honestly consider their concerns. 


Students abroad, for example, may also end up in dangerous situa-
tions, and bringing large numbers of new foreign students here might 
raise national security risks. And all of it might cost a lot of money. These 
are important objections. On the other hand, perhaps they can be an-
swered. Maybe you'll want to argue that the costs are worth it, for ex-
ample, in part because there are also costs of not reaching out to other 
cultures. After all, we are already sending large numbers of young people 
- in the military- into extreme danger abroad. You could argue that 
giving ourselves another and different face abroad might be a very good 
investment. 


Other objections may lead you to rethink your proposal or argument. 
In this case, for example, worries about national security might require 
us to be careful about who is invited to come here. Clearly they need to 
come-how else are we going to correct false impressions?-but (you 
could argue) it may be fair to impose certain restrictions too. 


Maybe you are making some general or philosophical claim: that hu-
mans have (or don't have) free will, for example, or that war is (or 
isn't) inherent in human nature, or that there is (or isn't) life on other 
planets. Here too, anticipate objections. If you are writing an academic 
paper, look for criticisms of your claim or interpretation in the class 
readings, secondary texts, or (good) online sources. Talk to people who 
have different views. Sift through the concerns and objections that come 
up, pick the strongest and most common ones, and try to answer them. 
And don't forget to re-evaluate your own argument. Do your premises 
or conclusion need to be changed or developed to take account of the 
objections? 


Consider alternatives 


If you are defending a proposal, it is not enough to show that your pro-
posal will solve a problem. You must also show that it is better than other 
plausible ways of solving that same problem. 
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Durham 's swimming pools are overcrowded, especially on weekends. 
Therefore, Durham needs to build more pools. 


This argument is weak in several ways. "Overcrowded" is vague, for one 
thing: who decides when there are too many people in a pool? But rem-
edying this weakness still will not justify the conclusion. There may be 
other and more reasonable ways to address the (possible) problem. Maybe 
the existing pools could have more open-swim hours so that swimmers 
could spread themselves over more available times. Maybe the typically 
lighter-use times could be more widely publicized. Maybe swim meets 
and other closed-pool activities could be moved to the weekdays. Or 
maybe Durham should do nothing at all and let users adjust their swim 
schedules for themselves. If you still want to argue that Durham should 
build more pools, you must show that your proposal is better than any of 
these (far less expensive) alternatives. 


Considering alternatives is not just a formality. The point is not just to 
quickly survey a few boringly obvious, easily countered alternatives and 
then (big surprise!) tore-embrace your original proposal. Look for seri-
ous alternatives, and get creative. You might even come up with some-
thing quite new. How about ... maybe keeping the pools open around the 
clock? How about putting in an evening smoothie bar or the like and en-
ticing some of the day swimmers to come at odd hours instead? 


If you come up with something really good, you might even need to 
change your conclusion. Are there possibly much better ways to orga-
nize foreign exchange programs, for instance? Maybe we should extend 
such opportunities to all sorts of people, not just students. How about ex-
change programs for elders? Why not for families , congregations, or 
work groups? Then it's not just about "sending students abroad" anymore 
.. . so it's back to your scratch paper to recast the basic argument. This is 
how real thinking works. 


Even general or philosophical claims have alternatives. Some people 
argue, for instance, that there are not likely to be other civilizations else-
where in the universe, because if there were, surely we'd have heard from 
them by now. But is the premise true? Aren't there other possibilities? 
Maybe they are out there but are just listening. Maybe they choose to keep 
still, or just aren't interested, or are "civilized" in some other direction and 
do not have the technology. Maybe they are trying to cominunicate but not 
in the ways we are listening for. It's a very speculative question, but the 
existence of alternative possibilities like these does weaken the objection. 
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Many scientists also think, by the way, that life could arise on planets 
very different from Earth- it would just be a very different form of life. 
This is an alternative possibility too, and difficult to judge, but one that 
you couid use to support and even extend the basic argument. Suppose 
life could be even more widespread than the basic argument suggests? 








VIII 


Argumentative Essays 


Suppose now that you have explored your issue, outlined a basic argu-
ment, and defended its premises. You are ready to go public-maybe by 
writing an argumentative essay. 


Remember that actually writing an argumentative essay is the last 
stage! If you have just picked up this book and opened it to this chapter, 
reflect: there is a reason that this is the eighth chapter and not the first. As 
the proverbial country Irishman said when a tourist asked him how to get 
to Dublin, "If you want to get to Dublin, don't start here." 


Remember too that the rules in Chapters I- VI apply to writing an es-
say as well as to writing short arguments. Review the rules in Chapter I 
in particular. Be concrete and concise, build on substance and not over-
tone, and so forth. What follow are some additional rules specific to writ-
ing argumentative essays. 


Launch straight into the real wor . No windy windups or rhetorical 
padding. 


NO: 


For centuries, philosophers have debated the best way to be happy .. .. 


We knew that already. Get to your point. 
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YES: 


In this essay I will try to show that the best things in life really are free . 


Make a definite. claiin<.(i'r proposal 
j 1i 


If you are making a proposal, be sp'eci~c. "Si)mething should be done" is 
"" / , . J '. .. . , 


not a real proposal. You neeCLnot be"elaborate. "Cell phones should be 
banned while driving" is a specific proposal but also a very simple one. 
If you want to argue that the United States should expand study-abroad 
programs, though, the idea is more complex and therefore needs some 
elaboration. 


Similarly, if you are making a philosophical claim or defending your 
interpretation of a text or event, begin by stating your claim or interpre-
tation simply. 


Very probably there is life on other planets. 


That's forthright and clear! 
Academic essays may aim simply to assess some of the arguments for 


or against a claim or proposal. You may not be making a claim or proposal 
of your own or even arriving at a specific decision . For example, you may 
be able to examine only one line of argument in a controversy. If so, make 
it clear immediately that this is what you are doing. Sometimes your con-
clusion may be simply that the arguments for or against some position or 
proposal are inconclusive. Fine-but make that conclusion clear immedi-
ately. You don't want your own essay to seem inconclusive! 


Your argu~e~t ;is ¥oufo.ptline 


You now move to the main body of ybur essaj: your argument. First, just 
. . T'~ 1" h b"' . ·" ,r '\. 11. ' ffi ,'f" 1· d d . -. summarize It. dl\.e t e · · aSic ... argument ·you y{Yout me an put It mto a 


concise paragraph. 








36. YOUR ARGUMENT IS YOUR OUTLINE 


Many solar systems are now being discovered beyond our own. I will 
argue that many of them are likely to include planets like Earth. Many 
of these planets in turn are likely to have life. Very probably, then, there 
is life on other planets. 
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Here your aim is just to give the reader the big picture: a clear overview 
of where you are going and how you propose to get there. 


An argumentative essay should now advance each of the premises of 
this basic argument in tum, each with a paragraph that begins with a re-
statement of the premise and continues by developing and defending it. 


Consider first the remarkable fact that many other solar systems are 
being discovered beyond our own. As of 8 February 2008, the Paris 
Observatory's "Extrasolar Planet Encyclopaedia" lists 270 known 
planets of other stars, including 26 in multi-planet systems 
(http://exoplanet.eu/) . ... 


You might go on to discuss a few examples- say, the most recent and in-
triguing discoveries. In a longer essay, you might cite other lists too, 
and/or explain the methods being used to discover these planets-it de-
pends on how much room you have and the level of detail and support 
your readers need or expect. Then go on to explain and defend your other 
basic premises in the same way. 


Some premises in your basic argument may need fairly involved de-
fenses. Treat them exactly the same way. First state the premise you are 
defending and remind your readers of its role in your main argument. 
Next summarize your argument for that premise in tum (that is, treating 
it now as the conclusion of a further argument). Then spell out that argu-
ment, giving a paragraph or so, in order, to each of its premises. 


For instance, in the last chapter (Rule 31) we developed a defense of 
the second premise of the basic argument for life on other planets. You 
could insert it now in paragraph form and with a little more style. 


Why might we think that other solar systems include planets like 
Earth? Astronomers propose an intriguing argument by analogy. They 
point out that our own solar system has a variety of kinds of planets-
some huge gas giants, some others rocky and well suited for liquid 
water and life. As far as we know, they continue, other solar systems 
will be like ours. Therefore, they conclude, other solar systems very 
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probably contain a variety of planets, including some that are rocky 
and well suited for liquid water and life. 


Now you may need to explain and defend these points in tum, maybe even 
giving some of them their own paragraph or two each. You could try to 
awaken your readers' appreciation for the diversity of planets right here 
in our solar system, for example, or describe some of the variety of extra-
solar planets already known. 


Depending on how long and involved all of this gets, you may need to 
reorient your reader to the basic argument when you return to it. Pull out 
the road map, as it were, and remind your readers-and yourself-where 
you are in your journey toward the main conclusion. 


We have seen, then, that solar systems are already being discovered 
beyond our own, and that it seems very probable that there are other 
planets like Eatth. The last main premise of the argument is this: if 
there are other planets like Earth, then very probably some of them 
have life. 


In your outline you will have worked out an argument for this premise 
too, and you can now bring it smoothly up to bat. 


Notice, in all of these arguments, the importance of using consistent 
terms (Rule 6). Clearly connected premises such as these become the par-
allel sentences or phrases that hold the whole essay together. 


Detail objections and meet them 


Rule 32 asks you to think about and rework your argument in light of pos-
sible objections. Detailing and responding to them in your essay helps to 
make your views more persuasive to your readers, and attests that you 
have thought carefully about the issue. 


NO: 


Someone might object that expanded student exchange programs will 
create too many risks for students. But I think that . . . · -


Well, what kinds of risks? Why would such risks arise? Spell out the 
reasons behind the objection. Take the time to sketch the whole counter-
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argument, not just to mention its conclusion as you rush by to defend your 
argument. 


YES: 


Someone might object that expanded student exchange programs will 
create too many risks for students. The concern is partly, I think, that 
students abroad, who are mostly young people, after all, and not so 
worldly, may be more easily taken advantage of or hurt, especially in 
places where life is more desperate and there are fewer safeguards and 
protections. 


In this time of rising fear and mistrust of foreigners, coupled with fears 
of terrorism, the concern may also take on more of an edge: students ' 
lives may be at stake. We would certainly not want exchange students 
to become hostages in desperate local power games . Western tourists 
abroad are already sometimes targeted by terrorists; we could justifi-
ably fear that the same might happen to exchange students. 


These are serious concerns. Still, equally serious responses are also 
possible .... 


Now it is clear exactly what the objections are, and you can try to respond 
to them effectively. You might point out, for instance, that risks don ' tjust 
start at the border. Many foreign countries are safer than American cities. 
A more complex response might be that it is also risky, at least to our so-
ciety as a whole, not to send more cultural ambassadors abroad, since 
international misunderstandings and the hatreds they fuel are making the 
world more risky for all of us. And surely there are creative ways to de-
sign exchange programs to reduce some of the risks? You might not even 
have thought of these possibilities, though, if you had not detailed the ar-
guments behind the objection, and your readers would probably not have 
seen the point even if you had mentioned them. Detailing the objections 
enriches your argument in the end. 


Maybe you know exactly. what you mean. Everytping seems clear to you. 
However, it may be far from clear to anyone else! Points that seem con-
nected to you may seem completely unrelated to someone reading your 
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essay. I have seen students hand in an essay that they think is sharp and 
clear only to find, when they get it back, that they themselves can barely 
understand what they were thinking when they wrote it. Their grades usu-
ally aren't too encouraging either. 


Writers- at all levels- need feedback. It is through others' eyes that 
you can see best where you are unclear or hasty or just plain implaus-
ible. Feedback improves your logic too. Objections may come up that you 
hadn't expected. Premises you thought were secure may turn out to need 
defending, while other premises may turn out to be more secure than they 
seemed. You may even pick up a few new facts or examples. Feedback is 
a "reality check" all the way around-welcome it. 


Some teachers build student feedback on paper drafts right into the 
timetable of their classes. If your teacher does not, arrange it yourself. 
Find willing fellow students and exchange drafts. Go to your campus 
Writing Center (yes, you do have one-you may just need to look for it). 
Encourage your readers to be critical, and commit yourself to being a crit-
ical reader for them in turn. If need be, you might even assign your read-
ers a quota of specific criticisms and suggestions to make, so they don ' t 
fear hurting your feelings by suggesting some. It may be polite but it re-
ally does not do you a favor if your would-be critics just glance over your 
writing and reassure you that it is lovely, whatever it says. Your teacher 
and eventual audience will not give you such a free pass. 


We may underrate feedback partly because we typically don't see it at 
work. When we only read finished pieces of writing-essays, books, 
magazines-it can be easy to miss the fact that writing is essentially a 
process. The truth is that every single piece of writing you read is put to-
gether by someone who starts from scratch and makes thousands of 
choices and multiple revisions along the way. This very book you hold in 
your hands has gone through at least twenty drafts throughout its four edi-
tions, with formal and informal feedback from dozens and dozens of 
people. Development, criticism, clarification, and change are the keys . 
Feedback is what makes them go. 








39. MODESTY, PLEASE! 


Don't claim more than you've shown. 


NO! 


In sum, every reason favors sending more students abroad, and none 
of the objections stands up at all. What are we waiting for? 


YES: 


In sum, there is an appealing case for sending more students abroad. 
Although uncertainties may remain, on the whole it seems to be a 
promising step. It's worth a try. 
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Maybe the second version overdoes it in the other direction, but you see 
the point. Very seldom will you put all the objections to rest, and anyway 
the world is an uncertain place. We're not experts, most of us, and even 
the experts can be wrong. "It' s worth a try" is the best attitude. 








Appendix II 


Definitions 


Some arguments require attention to the meaning of words. Sometimes 
we may not know the established meaning of a word, or the established 
meaning may be specialized. If the conclusion of your argument is that 
"Wejacks are herbivorous," your first task is to define your terms, unless 
you are speaking to an Algonquian ecologist. 12 If you encounter this con-
clusion elsewhere, the first thing you need is a dictionary. 


Other times , a term may be in popular use but still unclear. We debate 
"assisted suicide," for example, but don't necessarily understand exactly 
what it means . Before we can argue effectively about it, we need an 
agreed-upon idea of what we are arguing about. 


Still another kind of definition is required when the meaning of a term 
is contested. What is a "drug," for example? Is alcohol a drug? Is tobacco? 
What if they are? Can we find any logical way to answer these questions? 


When terms are unclear, get specific 


A neighbor of mine was taken to task by the city's Historic Districts Com-
mission for putting up a four-foot model lighthouse in her front yard. City 
ordinances prohibit any yard fixtures in historic districts . She was hauled 
before the commission and told to remove it. A furor erupted and the story 
got into the newspapers. 


12 "Wejack" is the Algonquian name for the fis her, a weasel-like animal of east-
ern North America. "Herbivores" are animals that eat only or mostly plants . Ac-
tually, wejacks are not herbivorous. 
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Here the dictionary saved the day. According to Webster 's, a "fixture" 
is something fixed or attached, as to a building, such as a permanent 
appendage or structural part. The lighthouse, however, was moveable-
more like a lawn ornament. Hence, it was not a "fixture"-seeing as the 
law did not specify any alternative definition. Hence, not prohibited. 


When is sues get more difficult, dictionaries are less helpful. Diction-
ary definitions often offer synonyms, for one thing, that may be just as 
unclear as the word you're trying to define. Dictionaries also may give 
multiple definitions , so you have to choose between them. And some-
times, dictionaries are just plain wrong. Webster's may be the hero of the 
last story, but it also defines "headache" as "a pain in the head"-far too 
broad a definition. A bee sting or cut on your forehead or nose would be 
a pain in the head but not a headache. 


For some words, then, you need to make the term more precise your-
self. Use concrete, definite terms rather than vague ones (Rule 4). Be 
specific without narrowing the term too much. 


Organic foods are foods produced without chemical fertilizers or pes-
ticides. 


Definitions like this call a clear idea to mind , something you can investi-
gate or evaluate. Be sure, of course, to stick to your definition as you go 
on with your argument (no equivocation) . 


One virtue of the dictionary is that it is fairly neutral. Webster's defines 
"abortion," for example, as "the forcible expulsion of the mammalian fe-
tus prematurely." This is an appropriately neutral definition. It is not up to 
the dictionary to decide if abortion is moral or immoral. Compare a com-
mon definition from one side of the abortion debate: 


" Abortion" means "murdering babies." 


This definition is loaded. Fetuses are not the same as babies, and the term 
"murder" unfairly imputes evil intentions to well-intentioned people 
(however wrong the writer may think they are). That ending the life of a 
fetus is comparable to ending the life of a baby is an arguable proposi-
tion , but it is for an argument to show-not simply assume by definition. 
(See also Rule 5, and the fallacy of persuasive definition.) . _ . 


You may need to do a little research. You will find , for example, that 
"assisted suicide" means allowing doctors to help aware and rational 
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people arrange and carry out their own dying. It does not include allow-
ing doctors to "unplug" patients without their consent (that would be 
some form of "involuntary euthanasia"- a different category). People 
may have good reasons to object to assisted suicide so defined, but if the 
definition is made clear at the outset, at least the contending parties will 
be talking about the same thing. 


Sometimes we can define a term by specifying certain tests or proce-
dures that determine whether or not it applies. This is called an opera -
tional definition. For example, Wisconsin law requires that all legislative 
meetings be open to the public. But what exactly counts as a "meeting" 
for purposes of this law? The law offers an elegant criterion: 


A "meeting" is any gathering of enough legislators to block action on 
the legislative measure that is the subject of the gathering . 


This definition is far too narrow to define the ordinary word "meeting." 
But it does accomplish the purpose of this law: to prevent legislators from 
making crucial decisions out of the public eye. 


When terms are contested, 
work from the clear cases 


Sometimes a term is contested. That is, people argue over the proper ap-
plication of the term itself. In that case, it's not enough simply to propose 
a clarification. A more involved kind of argument is needed. 


When a term is contested, you can distinguish three relevant sets of 
things. One set includes those things to which the term clearly applies. 
The second includes those things to which the term clearly does not ap-
ply. In the middle will be those things whose status is unclear-includ-
ing the things being argued over. Your job is to formulate a definition that 


1. includes all the things that the term clearly fits; 


2. excludes all the things that the term clearly does not fit; and 


3. draws the plainest possible line somewhere in between, and 
explains why the line belongs there and not somewhere else . 
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For example, consider what defines a "bird." Exactly what is a bird, 
anyway? Is a bat a bird? 


To meet requirement 1, it is often helpful to begin with the general cat-
egory (genus) to which the things being defined belong. For birds, the nat-
ural genus would be animals. To meet requirements 2 and 3, we then need 
to specify how birds differ from other animals (the differentia). Our ques-
tion therefore is: precisely what differentiates birds - ali birds and only 
birds-from other animals? 


It's trickier than it may seem . We can't draw the line at flight, for ex-
ample, because ostriches and penguins don't fly (so the proposed defini-
tion wouldn't cover all birds, violating the first requirement), and 
bumblebees and mosquitoes do (so the proposed definition would include 
some nonbirds, violating the second). 


What distinguishes all and only birds, it turns out, is having feathers. 
Penguins and ostriches have feathers even though they don't fly - they're 
still birds. But flying insects do not, and neither (in case you were won-
dering) do bats. 


Now consider a harder case: what defines a "drug"? 
Start again with the clear cases. Heroin , cocaine, and marijuana clearly 


are drugs. Air, water, most foods, and shampoos clearly are not drugs -
though all of these are "substances," like drugs, and are all ingested or 
applied to our body parts. Unclear cases include tobacco and alcohol. 13 


Our question, then, is: Does any general description cover all of the 
clear cases of drugs and none of the substances that clearly aren't drugs, 
drawing a clear line in between? 


A drug has been defined - even by a presidential commission - as a 
substance that affects mind or body in some way. But this definition is far 
too broad . It includes air, water, food, and so on, too, so it fails on the sec-
ond requirement. 


We also can ' t define a drug as an illegal substance that affects mind or 
body in some way. This definition might cover more or less the right set 
of substances , but it does not meet requirement 3.It does not explain why 
the line belongs where it is. After all, part of the point of trying to define 
"drug" in the first place might well be to decide which substances should 
be legal and which should not! Defining a drug as an illegal substance 


13 Unclear in another way are substances such as aspirin, antibi~tics , vitamins, 
and antidepressants - the kinds of substances we buy in "drugstores" and call 
"drugs" in a pharmaceutical sense. But these are medicines and not drugs in the 
moral sense we are exploring . 
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short-circuits this project. (Technically, it commits the fallacy of begging 
the question.) 


Try this: 


A "drug" is a substance used primarily to alter our state of mind in 
some specific way. 


Heroin, cocaine, and marijuana obviously count. Food, air, and water don't 
-because even though they have effects on the mind, the effects are not 
specific and are not the primary reason why we eat, breathe, and drink. 
Unclear cases we then approach with the question: is the primary effect 
specific and on the mind? Perception-distorting and mood-altering effects 
do seem to be the chief concern in current moral debates about drugs, so 
arguably this definition captures the kind of distinction people really want 
to make. 


Should we add that drugs are addictive? Maybe not. Some substances 
are addictive but not drugs- certain foods, perhaps. And what if a sub-
stance that "alter[s] our state of mind in some specific way" turns out to 
be nonaddictive (as some people have claimed about marijuana, for ex-
ample)? Is it therefore not a drug? Maybe addiction defines "drug abuse," 
but not "drug" as such. 


Definitions don't replace arguments 


Definitions help us to organize ourthoughts, group like things with like, 
and pick out key similarities and differences . Sometimes, after words are 
clearly defined, people may even discover that they do not really disagree 
about an issue at all. 


By themselves, though, definitions seldom settle difficult questions. We 
seek to define "drug," for example, partly to decide what sort of stance to 
take toward certain substances. But such a definition cannot answer this 
question by itself. Under the proposed definition, coffee is a drug. Caffeine 
certainly alters the state of the mind in specific ways. It is even addictive. 
But does it follow that coffee should be banned? No, because the effect is 
mild and socially positive for many people. Some attempt to weigh bene-
fits against harms is necessary before we can draw any conclusions. 


Marijuana is a drug under the proposed definition. Should it (continue 
to) be banned? Just as with coffee, more argument is necessary. Some 
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people claim that marijuana has only mild and socially positive effects too. 
Supposing they're right, you could argue that marijuana shouldn't be 
banned even though it is a drug (like coffee). Others argue that it has far 
worse effects and tends to be a "gateway" to harder drugs besides. If they're 
right, you could argue for banning marijuana whether it is a drug or not. 


Or perhaps marijuana is most akin to certain antidepressants and stim-
ulants-medicines that (take note) also turn out to be drugs on the pro-
posed definition, but call not for bans but for control. 


Alcohol, meanwhile, is a drug under the proposed definition. In fact, 
it is the most widely used drug of all. Its harms are enormous, including 
kidney disease, birth defects, half of all traffic deaths, and more. Should 
it be limited or banned? Maybe-although there are counterarguments 
too. Once again, though, this question is not settled by the determination 
that alcohol is a drug. Here the effects make the difference. 


In short, definitions contribute to clarity, but seldom do they make ar-
guments all by themselves. Clarify your terms-know exactly what ques-
tions you're asking-but don't expect that clarity alone will answer them. 
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