	Identifying the Argument of an Essay



                       Step 1: What Is An Argument?

For each author you read, you must be able to do two things:
      1.  Identify the specific position the author takes on a particular issue and
     2.  Identify the ways in which the author provides support for that position.
If you can identify 1) the specific position and 2) all the statements that support it, then you have identified what is called the argument of that essay.
One short-hand way to remember an argument is this:
	A.  argument = specific position + supporting points


In English Composition, an argument is usually discussed in the following way:
	B.  argument = main claim + supporting evidence


In Critical Reasoning, an argument is usually discussed in this way:
	C.   argument   =   conclusion  +   reasons  


In all three versions (A, B, and C), argument means essentially the same thing. This leads us to a definition of argument.
	Definition
	An Argument is composed of two kinds of statements: (1) the conclusion (main claim) is that statement which follows from the other statements and (2) the reasons (evidence) are those statements which are intended to support the conclusion.


 

	Visually, an argument looks like this: 
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 The reasons are like pillars which support the roof or conclusion. 

Architecturally, and perhaps more elegantly, an argument looks like this image of the Erechtheion (a temple on the Acropolis)  [image: image2.png]
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Please note that in both images all the reasons are separate, independent statements. Many times, though, you will find reasons that support other reasons which in turn support the conclusion.

	Identifying the Argument of an Essay


 

Step 2: Recognizing Argument Structure

Now that we have a more definite sense of what an argument is, let's explore its structure further. It's important to emphasize that every argument has the same structure:
	This claim
	BECAUSE OF
	those reasons
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	THIS 
	BECAUSE OF
	THAT

	( Conclusion )
(main claim)
	  
	( Reasons ) 
(supporting evidence)


	Example 1
	Abortion should be allowed BECAUSE a woman has the right to decide what happens in and to her own body.


	This
	[Abortion should be allowed]


	
	BECAUSE OF 
	That
[a woman has the right to decide what happens in and to her own body]



 

	Example 2
	Smoking should be banned BECAUSE it is harmful to everyone's health.


	This
	[Smoking should be banned]


	
	BECAUSE OF 
	That 
[it is harmful to everyone's health]
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      Step 3: Strategies for Spotting Conclusion/Reasons

In many instances, essays may not state the overall conclusion in a clear way or, sometimes, may not state the conclusion (main claim) at all. If so, then you must construct the conclusion for yourself as best you can from the essay.
(A) Strategies for Spotting Conclusions
1. Know where to look for conclusions in certain parts of the essay (introductory paragraph and concluding paragraph). 
2. Look for indicator words which signal conclusions. Words such as therefore, thus, hence, so, in conclusion, as a result, in short and the point is indicate conclusions.
       
	  Example  
	 Nuclear powerplants are hazardous to human life and the 
 environment. Thus, these plants should no longer be built.  


                   
     The indicator word thus at the beginning of the second sentence indicates the conclusion: these plants should no longer be built.
3. If no conclusion or main claim is stated, you can construct it by finding the main question which the essay directly addresses. 
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Step 4: Short Practice Exercises for Spotting Conclusion and Reasons

Put each of the following exercises in standard argument form.
Number the reasons consecutively in the one box for the reasons.
Top of Form

[image: image7.wmf]

fedler@mccneb.e



 HTMLCONTROL Forms.HTML:Hidden.1 [image: image8.wmf]

http://wwwfacult


	Exercise 1:
	If any government becomes tyrannical, then the people under that government have a right to revolt. The government of England has become tyrannical. Therefore the people of these colonies have 
a  right to revolt.


Conclusion:[image: image9.wmf]


Reasons:[image: image10.wmf]
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	Example 2:
	I don't care how many architecture awards Harry has won. He simply has no taste. His building on Main Street looks like a matchbox, and the proportions of the house he designed for the Smiths are all wrong.


Conclusion:[image: image12.wmf]
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Check:[image: image14.wmf]




	Exercise 3:
	If you haven't tried our Claussen's Bread, you simply must. It's the best bread in town. We've been baking it the homemade way for 50years. And it's good for you because it's vitamin -enriched.


Conclusion:[image: image15.wmf]


Reasons:
Bottom of Form
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