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Making an Argument

Research papers typically involve convincing the reader of
something.

“Making an argument” is the process for doing the
convincing
Depending on the topic, the reader might be more or
less friendly or skeptical
The argument should be thought of as a conversation
with readers.
The goal is to provide a chain of reasoning with
appropriate support.
To properly support requires that you anticipate what
support is needed.
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Making an Argument
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The Reasoning Chain (1)

What is my claim?
What reasons support my claim?
What evidence supports my reasons?
Do I acknowledge
alternatives/complications/objections, and how do I
respond?

We should leave because 2 + 2 = 4.

What warrant makes my reasons relevant to my claim?
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The Reasoning Chain (2)

Claims are based on reasons.
Reasons are relevant to the claim because of a warrant.
Reasons are based on evidence.
All of this has to be understandable by the reader
(anticipation of needed support).

There might be sub-claims and/or sub-reasons with their
own evidence, warrants, etc.

A reason, or even “evidence,” is merely a claim to a
reader who doesn’t believe it.
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Warrant Example (1)

We should leave because 2 + 2 = 4.

A better example:
We are facing significantly higher health care costs in
Europe and North America... [claim]
... because global warming is moving the line of
extended hard freezes steadily northward. [reason]
When an area has fewer hard freezes, it must pay more
to combat new diseases carried by subtropical insects
no longer killed by those freezes. [warrant]
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Warrant Example (2)

A warrant says:
If a general circumstance exists [an area has fewer hard
freezes] ...
... then we can infer a general consequence [that area
will have higher costs to combat new diseases].
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Warrant Example (3)

To work, the reader has to agree with the various parts.
That the warrant is true [fewer hard freezes in fact mean
higher medical costs]
That the reason is true [hard freezes are in fact moving
north]
The specific circumstance in the reason qualifies as a
plausible instance of the general circumstance in the
warrant [freezes moving north means the location in
question gets fewer hard freezes]
The specific consequence in the claim qualifies as a
plausible instance of the general consequence in the
warrant [higher costs to combat new diseases lead to
higher overall healthcare costs]

CS 5014: Research Methods in
Computer Science Fall 2015 121 / 288

Warrant Example (3)

To work, the reader has to agree with the various parts.
That the warrant is true [fewer hard freezes in fact mean
higher medical costs]
That the reason is true [hard freezes are in fact moving
north]
The specific circumstance in the reason qualifies as a
plausible instance of the general circumstance in the
warrant [freezes moving north means the location in
question gets fewer hard freezes]
The specific consequence in the claim qualifies as a
plausible instance of the general consequence in the
warrant [higher costs to combat new diseases lead to
higher overall healthcare costs]

20
15

-1
0-

13

CS 5014

Warrant Example (3)

no notes

Warrant Diagram

Warrant: Condition Consequence
(predictably leads to)

General General

Specific
Reason

Argument: Specific
Claim(lets us infer)

Any of these four requirements might need to be considered
claims, with their own chains of argument to support them.
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Warrant Diagram

See Booth P115



Qualifying Claims (Hedging)

A bare (unqualified) claim is more forceful
But if it overreaches its support, reader will lose trust

I What is overreaching depends on the audience and
circumstance

I Need to anticipate and acknowledge their views

If it has too much qualification, it has no meaning
So you need to strike the right balance
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Assembling Reasons and Evidence

Evidence is what is considered to be a fact.
If the reader doesn’t accept something as fact, then it is
only a reason to them.

American higher education should review its “hands-off”
policy toward off-campus drinking, [claim] because
dangerous binge drinking has become a common behavior.
[reason] The injuries and death it causes have increased in
frequency and intensity, not only at big “party” schools but
among first-year students at small colleges. [evidence]

Will the reader believe the evidence? It might need
support.
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Assembling Reasons and Evidence

See picture from P131 of Booth
Conversation from reader’s POV:

• Why should we review that policy? It was fine in the past.

• OK, if the reason is true, then things have changed (thus
prompting review). But, why should I believe the reason?

• OK, this evidence is why I should believe the reason.

• I might believe the evidence, or I might not. That has nothing
to do with the structure of the argument. Though, the author
might have to anticipate whether the piece of “evidence” is in
fact evidence (i.e., a fact) to the reader.

Acknowledgement and Response

Core of argument: Claims backed by reasons based on
evidence.
“Thickening” the core: (Anticipate and) respond to
predictable questions and objections.
Intrinsic soundness: Clarity of claim, relevance of
reasons, quality of evidence
Extrinsic soundness: Alternatives – different ways of
framing the problem, overlooked evidence, what others
have written
Predictable disagreements:

I Causes in addition to the one you claim
I Counterexamples
I Disagreements on definitions (definitions are crucial

warrants)
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Definitions example: What does “nicotine addiction” mean? A
strong craving? A craving that some can’t resist? A craving that
nobody can resist? One’s definition might affect one’s
interpretation of an argument. Cigarette companies want to
define it as a craving that nobody can resist. Then the fact that
some can quit means that cigarettes are not addicting.

Warrants (1)

A proverb can be a warrant (if the reader agrees with it).
Problem: Many warrants are particular to a smaller
community, which the reader might not be party to.
But readers “too” familar with the warrant will find
declaring it to be distracting.
Ex: A whale is more closely related to a hippopotamus
than to a cow [claim] because it shares more DNA with
a hippopotamus. [Reason]
Warrant: When a species shares more DNA with one
species than it does with another, [condition] we infer
that it is more closely related to the first. [consequence]
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Warrants (2)

A biologist already knows this warrant and so doesn’t
want to see it again.
A non-biologist might need the warrant to understand
why the reason applies to the claim.
Warrants are often not expressed in
condition-consequence form, making them harder to
understand.
Ex: Shared DNA is the measure of the relationship
between species.
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Warrant Example (1)

Few doubt that when we expose children to examples of
admirable behavior, we influence them for the better.
How can we then deny that when they are constantly
exposed to images of sadistic violence, they are
influenced for the worse? [warrant]
Violence among children 12-16 is rising faster than
among any other age group. [reason] [Place evidence of
this statement here if necessary.]
We can no longer ignore the conclusion that TV
violence is a destructive influence on our children today.

Problem: The specific instance, rising violence, is not a valid
instance of children being exposed to images of sadistic
violence. So the reason is irrelevent to the claim.
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Warrant Example (1)

Focus on this chain:

• TV violence is a destructive influence on children today...
[claim]

• ... because violence among children 12-16 is rising facter
than among any other age group.

Warrant Example (2)

Let’s restate that previous argument to identify the problem.

When children are constantly exposed to images of
sadistic violence... [general circumstance]
... violence among children 12-16 is rising faster than
among any other age group. [specific reason]
Oops... rising violence is not an instance of children
being exposed to images of sadistic violence.
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Warrant Example (3)

... when [children] are constantly exposed to images of
sadistic violence, they are influenced for the worse
[warrant]
All our data show that violence among children 12-16 is
rising faster than among any other age group. [Evidence
here if needed.]
This violence results from many factors [qualifier], but
we can no longer ignore the conclusion that because
television is the major source of children’s images of
violence, [reason]
it is a destructive influence on our children. [claim]

This links the evidence and claim to the warrant.
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Warrant Example (3)

The sentence in the third bullet point is added to the argument
as the (explicit) reason.
Another potential objection: What does “children 12-16” have to
do with the discussion? This does not obviously (differentially)
relate to watching television.



Warrant Example (4)

The warrant connection:

When children are constantly exposed to images of
sadistic violence... [general circumstance]
Television is the major source of children’s images of
violence... [specific instance]
This specific instance relates to general circumstance
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Warrant Example (5)

Full argument:
When children are exposed to images of sadistic
violence... [condition]
... that exposure influences them for the worse.
[consequence]
Television is the major source of children’s images of
violence... [Specific instance of condition]
... it is a destructive influence on children. [specific
claim]
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Warrant Example (6)

All the last slide does is indicate that the argument is
syntactically correct.
The reader might still reject the argument.
Examples:

I Most TV images are not “sadistic” but are cartoon
violence.

I Children are not constantly exposed to sadistic images
on TV.
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Challenging Other’s Warrants

Your warrant might not be accepted
Especially if your warrant conflicts with a warrant the
reader already has
Which means that you effectively have to challenge their
existing warrant
Reader might have a warrant coming from a religious
view, a cultural value, or experience.
Of course, those are hard to challenge!
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