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page one

How to present a reasoned argument.

Many people in daily life situations fail to understand that they have been “licked” in a discussion or argument. This lesson will help you to present your reasons to support an argument more effectively. Hopefully, it will also help you to recognize when you’ve been “licked,” or that you have “won.”

1. First of all, be sure you have the facts right. Be sure you have them complete. Know your sources. If the source is an article, be sure you have read the entire article from which a quotation is taken. If possible, read other articles by the same author. In a formal debate, it is very effective to prove the other team took a quotation out of context, or that the very authority they have cited incompletely can be shown to really be on your side. Also make a distinction between fact and opinion.

2. Present your argument even-handedly. Depend upon reason, not emotion, to win your case. Perhaps you may be at a disadvantage with inexperienced debate judges who might be swayed by emotion, so perhaps you can combine both, but it is generally more effective to win by the strength of your reason, logic, and evidence. Certainly it is important to convey your sincerity, backed by fact.

3. Present your strongest arguments first. Stay on topic. Don’t let the other team side track your argument with minor issues. Focus on the strengths of your arguments, and show they have not really answered them.

4. Know both sides of the issue equally well. Know what the arguments are on the other side of the issue. Be prepared to answer them. However, do not waste time answering arguments your opponent has not brought up. Your opponent may simply state that the argument you just answered is no part of his case, and you will have wasted valuable time which could have been used to present more evidence for your case.

5. If you know both sides of the subject thoroughly, you can lay logical traps for your opponents, and lead them to defend an argument for their case which you are especially prepared to answer.

6. As soon as you have the opportunity, attack your opponents’ arguments vigorously. Use expert opinion. It helps to keep a file of evidence from books and articles and other sources which you can cite to back up your assertions. One method is to keep a file of notes on 4x6 cards alphabetically arranged by topic and/or arranged according to your affirmative or negative debate case outline.

7. When possible, prepare your delivery by practicing before friends or classmates who should be encouraged to suggest ways you can improve your performance.

