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To the Student

Critical thinking will teach you how to see the consequences of what you and others
say and do, to write well, and to make decisions.  In your studies, in your work, you
will go far if you can think clearly and write clearly.

It’s all here in the text.  There are plenty of examples and lots of exercises 
to illustrate the ideas and skills you’re supposed to master.  In the discussion and
exchanges in class, your understanding will crystallize. You’ll get the most out 
of those discussions if you’ve worked through the material first.  Read the chapter
through once.  Get an overview.  Mark the passages that are unclear.  You need to
understand what is said—not all the deep implications of the ideas, not all the
subtleties, but the basic definitions.

Once the words make sense and you see the general picture, you need to go
back through the chapter paragraph by paragraph, making sure that you understand
each part or marking it so you can ask questions in class.  Then you’re ready to try
the exercises.

Many of them will be easy applications of the material you’ve read.  Others
will require more thought.  And some won’t make sense until you talk about them
with your classmates and instructor.  When you get stuck, look in the back where
there are answers to many of them.

By the time you get to class, you should be on the verge of mastering the
material.  Some discussion, some more examples, a few exercises explained, 
and you’ve got it.

Have fun!



To the Instructor

• Rigorous.  
   • Fun.  
      • One story, from start to finish.  
         • Practical.  
            • Easy to teach.  
               • Great for classroom discussions.

Rigorous  Clear and correct definitions and concepts are set out, based on the 
deep analysis of critical thinking developed by the author in The Fundamentals 
of Argument Analysis and the other volumes in Essays on Logic as the Art of
Reasoning Well.  You won’t get lost in a maze of confusion.  You won’t have 
to keep correcting the text.  This is a text you can rely on.

Fun  The ideas and methods are illustrated with cartoons drawn especially for this
text.  They’re memorable and amusing, and the text as a whole is infused with a biting
humor that makes students think.  Your students, and you, won’t get bored.

One whole story  There is a vision of how to understand, how to reason, how to teach
that unifies the presentation and keeps students moving forward.  The chapters build
on one another to the end.

Practical  More than 400 worked examples and more than 1,000 exercises teach
students how to use critical thinking in their studies, in their work, and in their lives.

Easy to teach  The Instructor’s Manual has all you need to find an easy path to
teaching and grading: teaching suggestions for each chapter; answers to all the
exercises; handouts for correcting the writing lessons; analyses of the cartoon writing
lessons; sample exams; and hundreds more examples that you can use for classroom
or exams.  You are not alone.

Great for classroom discussions  The text is designed to be the basis of classroom
discussion so lectures won’t be necessary, minimizing the jargon while retaining the
ideas.  The material is more challenging than in other texts, yet more accessible.

Overview of the material

The Fundamentals (Chapters 1–6) is all one piece.  It’s the heart of the course.
Here and throughout, learning the definitions is emphasized.  It’s best to go through
this in a direct line.



TO the INSTRUCTOR

The Structure of Arguments (Chapters 7 and 8) is important.  Chapter 7 on
compound claims—an informal version of propositional logic—is probably the
hardest for most students.  There’s a temptation to skip it and leave that material for
a formal logic course.  But some skills in reasoning with conditionals are essential.  
If you skip this chapter, you’ll end up having to explain the valid and invalid forms
piecemeal when you deal with longer arguments.  It’s the same for Chapter 8 on
general claims—an informal introduction to quantifiers in reasoning—except that 
the material is easier for students.

Avoiding Bad Arguments (Chapters 9–11) is fun.  Slanters and fallacies give the
students motive to look around and find examples from their own lives and from
what they read and hear.  For that reason, many instructors like to put this material
earlier.  But if you do, you can only teach a hodgepodge of fallacies that won’t con-
nect and won’t be retained.  Fallacies are placed alongside the good reasoning they
mock—for example, mistaking the person for the claim with a discussion of when
it’s appropriate to accept an unsupported claim.  Chapter 11 is a summary and
overview.  Covering this material here helps students unify the earlier material and
gives them some breathing room after the hard work in Chapters 7 and 8.

It’s only at the end of this section by working through Short Arguments for
Analysis that students will begin to feel comfortable with the ideas from the earliest
chapters. You can conclude a course for the quarter system here.

Reasoning About Our Experience (Chapters 12–16) covers specific kinds 
of reasoning: analogies, generalizations, cause and effect, and explanations.  
Chapter 13 on numerical claims could follow directly after Chapter 4.

Making Decisions places this material most directly in the lives of your students.
Chapter 17 on evaluating risk requires students to use all the skills they’ve developed
in the course.  Chapter 18 on making decisions is an exhortation and a chance for
students to see the importance of this course.

Reasoning in the Sciences is new to this edition.  The first two chapters get students
used to seeing scientific talk in reasoning.  Chapter 3S explains what experiments
are, what it means to say an experiment is reproducible, and how to evaluate experi-
ments.  Chapter 4S shows what can go wrong in an experiment, from lying and self-
deception to placebos and positive publication bias.  Chapter 5S draws on all they’ve
learned to explain what models and theories are and how we evaluate them.  Chapter
6S discusses the role of explanations in science, and Chapter 7S compares science,
magic, and religion.  Together, these chapters constitute a basic scientific literacy
course, one that is needed by all of us as we encounter scientific or pseudoscientific
claims and which is crucial background for students beginning the study of any
science.  No background in any science is assumed.



TO the INSTRUCTOR

Exercises in each chapter, in each section, build from routine ones—mostly
recalling definitions—to fairly hard ones.  There are always easy exercises to help
students build their confidence.  This method helps them learn how to read, how to
pick out their confusions, how to work on their own—in short, it teaches them how
to learn.  On our website we have the exercise sets formatted in both PDF and RTF
as free downloads so your students can answer them on those pages and bring them
to class or send them to you online.

Writing Lessons are an integral part of this text.  There are enough for courses that
require a substantial writing component.  The Essay Writing Lessons require the
student to write an argument for or against a given claim, where the method of
argument is tied to the material that’s just been presented.  In the Instructor’s Manual
there are suggestions for making the grading of those easy.  About midway through
the course your students can read the section “Composing Good Arguments” that
summarizes the lessons they should learn.

Cartoon Writing Lessons present a situation or a series of actions in a cartoon and
require the student to write the best argument for a claim based on what they see.
These do more to teach students reasoning than any other work.  Students have to
distinguish between observation and inference; they have to judge whether a good
argument is possible; they have to judge whether the claim is objective or subjective;
they have to judge whether a strong argument or a valid argument is called for.
These are great for class discussion.

Formal logic is quite a separate subject, important but not clearly applicable to
reasoning in daily life beyond what’s presented in Chapters 7 and 8.  If you want to
include more than that in your course, ARF publishes An Introduction to Formal
Logic that uses the same teaching techniques and is based on the author’s extensive
research in Propositional Logics, Predicate Logic, and most recently The Internal
Structure of Predicates and Names.

New to this edition
• Many new examples and exercises are included in Chapters 1–15.

• Material on explanations has been added.  The basics are in Chapter 16 and the use
of explanations in science is covered in Chapter 6S.

• There is a new section of seven chapters on reasoning in the sciences.

• There is now enough material in the text for a two-semester course.  Suggested 
course outlines are given at the beginning of the Instructor’s Manual.

            I’ve tried to steer between the Scylla of saying nonsense 
             and the Charybdis of teaching only trivialities.  I hope 
              you find the journey memorable.  The water is deep.
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A. Are You Convinced?
Everyone’s trying to convince you of something: You should go to bed early.  You
should drop out of college.  You should buy a Ram truck.  You should study critical
thinking . . .  .  And you spend a lot of time trying to decide what you should be
doing, that is, trying to convince yourself: Should I take out a student loan?  Is
chocolate bad for my complexion?  Should I really date someone who owns a cat?

Are you tired of being conned?  Of falling for every pitch?  Of making bad
decisions?  Of fooling yourself?  Or of just being confused?

Thinking critically is a defense against a world of too much information 
and too many people trying to convince us.  But it is more.  Reasoning is what
distinguishes us from beasts.  Many of them can see better, can hear better, and 
are stronger.  But they cannot plan, they cannot think through, they cannot discuss 
in the hopes of understanding better.

An older student was in the spring term of his senior year when he took this
course.  He was majoring in anthropology and planned to do graduate work in the
fall.  Late in the term he brought me a fifteen-page paper he’d written for an anthro-
pology class.  He said he’d completed it, then he went over it again, analyzing it as
we would in class, after each paragraph asking “So?”  He found that he couldn’t
justify his conclusion, so he changed it and cut the paper down to eleven pages.  He
showed me the professor’s comments, which were roughly “Beautifully reasoned,
clear.  A+.”  He said it was the first A+ he’d ever gotten.  I can’t promise that you’ll
get an A on all your term papers after taking this course.  But you’ll be able to
comprehend better what you’re reading and write more clearly and convincingly.
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Once in a while I’ll tune in to a sports talk show on the radio.  All kinds of
people call in.  Some of them talk nonsense, but more often the comments are 
clear and well reasoned.  The callers know the details, the facts, and make serious
projections about what might be the best strategy based on past experience.  They
comment on what caused a team to win or lose.  They reason with great skill and
reject bad arguments.  I expect that you can too, at least on subjects you consider
important.  What we hope to do in this course is hone that skill, sharpen your
judgment, and show you that the methods of evaluating reasoning apply to much 
in your life.

In trying to understand how to reason well, we’ll also study bad ways to
convince, ways we wish to avoid, ways that misuse emotions or rely on deception.
You could use that knowledge to become a bad trial lawyer or advertising writer, but
I hope you will learn a love of reasoning well, for it is not just ethical to reason well;
it is, as we shall see, more effective in the long run.  Critical thinking is part of the
study of philosophy: the love of wisdom.  We might not reach the truth, but we can
be searchers, lovers of wisdom, and treat others as if they are too.

B. Claims
We’ll be studying the process of convincing.  An attempt to convince depends on
someone trying to do the convincing and someone who is supposed to be convinced.

 •  Someone tries to convince you.
 •  You try to convince someone else.
 •  You try to convince yourself.

Let’s call an attempt to convince an “argument.”
But, you say, an argument means someone yelling at someone else.  When my

mom yells at me and I yell back, that’s an argument.  Yes, perhaps it is.  But so, by
our definition, is you and your friend sitting down to talk about your college finances
to decide whether you need to get a job.  We need a term that will cover our attempts
to convince.  The word “argument” has become pretty standard.
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Still, that isn’t right.  Suppose the school bully comes up to Flo and says, “Hand
over your candy bar.”  Flo won’t.  She hits Flo on the head with a stick.  Flo gives up
her candy bar.  Flo’s been convinced.  But that’s no argument.

The kind of attempts to convince we’ll be studying here are ones that are or can
be put into language.  That is, they are a bunch of sentences that we can think about.
But what kind of sentences?

When we say an argument is an attempt to convince, what exactly is it we’re
supposed to be convinced of?  To do something?  If we are to try to reason using
arguments, the point is that something is true.  And what is that something?  
A sentence, for it’s sentences that are true or false.  And only certain kinds of
sentences: not threats, not commands, not questions, not prayers.   An attempt 
to convince, in order to be classified as an argument, should be couched in 
plain language that is true or false: declarative sentences.

You should already know what a declarative sentence is.  For example:

This course is a delight.
The author of this book sure writes well.
Intelligent beings once lived on Mars.
Everyone should brush their teeth at least once every day.
Nobody knows the troubles I’ve seen.

The following are not declarative sentences: 

Shut that door!
How often do I have to tell you to wipe your feet before you  

come into the house?
Dear God, let me be a millionaire instead of a starving student.

Still, not every declarative sentence is true or false: “Green dreams ride
donkeys” is a declarative sentence, but it’s nonsense.  Let’s give a name to those
sentences that are true or false, that is, that have a truth value.

Claim   A claim is a declarative sentence used 
in such a way that it is true or false, but not both.

We don’t have to make a judgment about whether a sentence is true or whether
it’s false in order to classify it as a claim.  We need only judge that it is one or the
other.  A claim need not be an assertion: a sentence put forward as true by someone.

One of the most important steps in trying to understand new ideas or new ways
of talking is to look at lots of examples.
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Examples    Are the following claims?

Example 1   Your instructor for this course is male.

Analysis   This is a claim.  It’s either true or false.

Example 2   Your instructor is short.

Analysis   Is this a claim?  What does “short” mean?  We’ll consider problems with
vagueness in Chapter 2.

Example 3   Cats are nasty.

Analysis   If when you read this you disagreed, then you’ve accepted it as a claim.
You can’t disagree unless you think it has a truth value.

Example 4   2 + 2 = 4

Analysis   This is a claim, though no one is going to disagree with you about it.

Example 5   I wish I could get a job.

Analysis   How is this being used?  If Maria, who’s been trying to get a job for three
weeks, says it to herself late at night, then it’s not a claim.  It’s more like a prayer or
an extended sigh.

But if Dick’s parents are berating him for not getting a job, he might say, “It’s
not that I’m not trying.  I wish I could get a job.”  That might be true, but it also
might be false, so “I wish I could get a job” would be a claim.

Example 6   How can anyone be so dumb as to believe that cats can think?

Analysis   This is not a claim; it’s a question.  But in some contexts we might
rewrite it as “Someone must be dumb to think that cats can think” or perhaps 
“Cats can’t think.”  The process of rewriting and reinterpreting is something we’ll
consider throughout this course.

Example 7   Never use gasoline to clean a hot stove.

Analysis   Instructions and commands are not claims because they’re not true 
or false.

Example 8   Every mollusk can contract myxomatosis.

Analysis   If you don’t know what these words mean, you shouldn’t try to reason
with this as a claim.  But that doesn’t mean you should just dismiss any attempt to
convince that uses language you don’t understand.  A dictionary is an important tool
of a good reasoner.

Example 9   Something is rotten in the state of Denmark.

Analysis   This is from Hamlet.  That’s fiction and isn’t intended to be true or false.
This isn’t a claim.
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C. Arguments
We’re trying to define “argument.”  We said it was an attempt using language to
convince someone that a claim is true.  The only language we should allow in an
argument, then, should be sentences that are true or false.

Arguments   An argument is an attempt to convince someone
(possibly yourself ) that a particular claim is true by giving one 
or more other claims as reasons.

The point of an argument is to convince someone that a claim—the conclusion
—is true.  The conclusion is sometimes called the issue that’s being debated.  The 
reasons offered for why the conclusion is true are called the premises.

Critical thinking is evaluating whether we should be convinced that some
claim is true or some argument is good, as well as formulating good arguments.

Examples    Are the following arguments?

Example 10

Analysis   The nurse is making an argument.  She’s trying to convince the doctor
that “Your patient in Room 47 is dying” is true.  She offers the premise “He’s in
cardiac arrest.”  Sounds pretty convincing.

Example 11

Analysis   Dick is making an argument, trying to convince the police officer that the
following claim is true: “The accident was not my fault” (reworded a bit).  He uses 
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two premises: “She hit me from the rear” and “Anytime you get rear-ended it’s not
your fault.”

Example 12   The sky is blue.  That’s because sunlight is refracted through the air in
such a way that other wavelengths of light are diminished.

Analysis   This is not an attempt to convince you that the sky is blue—that’s
obvious.  This is an explanation, and an explanation is not an argument.  We’ll
study explanations in Chapter 16.

Example 13   Out?  Out?  I was safe by a mile.  Are you blind?  He didn’t even touch
me with his glove!

Analysis   This was spoken at a baseball game by a runner who’d just been called
out.  He was trying to convince the umpire to believe “I was safe.”  He used only 
one premise: “He didn’t even touch me with his glove.”  The rest is just noise.

Example 14   Give me that *$!#&* wrench.

Analysis   I can remember who said this to me.  He was trying to convince me.  But
it was no argument, just a series of commands and threats.  And what he was trying
to convince me of wasn’t that some claim was true.

Example 15  (From a label on a medication)  Follow the directions provided by your
doctor for using this medicine.  This medicine may be taken on an empty stomach or
with food.  Store this medicine at room temperature, away from heat and light.

Analysis   This is not an argument.  Instructions and descriptions, though they may
use declarative sentences, aren’t arguments.  They’re not intended to convince you
that some claim is true.

Example 16   

Analysis   Zoe’s mother is attempting to convince her, but not of the truth of a claim.
So there’s no argument.  Perhaps we could interpret what’s being said as having an
unstated conclusion “You should feel guilty for not calling your mother,” and
premises (disguised as questions) “Anyone who doesn’t call her mother doesn’t love
her mother” and “If you don’t love your mother, then your mother did something
wrong.”  But it would be the interpretation that is an argument, not the original.  
And we would have to consider whether the interpretation is faithful to what Zoe’s
mother intended.  We’ll consider re-interpreting what’s said in Chapter 5.
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Example 16   You see a chimpanzee trying to get some termites out of a hole.  She
can’t manage it because the hole is too small for her finger.  So she gets a stick and
tries to pull the termites out.  No success.  She licks the end of the stick and puts it 
in the hole and pulls it out with a termite stuck to it.  She eats the termite and repeats
the process.  Is she convincing herself by means of an argument?

Analysis   There’s no argument here.  Whatever the chimpanzee is doing, she’s not
using claims to convince herself that a particular claim is true.

But isn’t she reasoning?  That’s a hard question you can study in psychology
and philosophy courses.

Summary   We said that this course will be about attempts to convince.  But that’s
too much for one course.  We narrowed the topic to attempts to convince that use
language.  That was still too broad.  An argument, we decided, should mean an
attempt to convince someone that a sentence is true.  We defined a claim as a
declarative sentence used in such a way that it is true or false.  Arguments, then, 
are attempts to convince that use only claims.

Now we’ll begin to look at methods and make distinctions.  Because your
reasoning can be sharpened, you can understand more, you can avoid being duped.
And, we can hope, you will reason well with those you love and work with and need
to convince, and you will make better decisions.  But whether you will do so depends
not just on method, not just on the tools of reasoning, but on your goals, your ends.
And that depends on virtue.

Key Words truth value conclusion
true premise
false issue
claim critical thinking
argument virtue

Exercises for Chapter 1     __________________________________________

These exercises are meant to help you become familiar with the ideas we’ve seen in this
chapter.  They should raise enough worries about the nature of claims and arguments that
you’ll be glad to see how we clarify those in the next few chapters.

To make it easier to answer these exercises, use the formatted versions of them which
you can find at www.AdvancedReasoningForum.org/CT5/exercises.

1. What is this course about?

2. How did I try to convince you that this course is important?  Pick out at least two places 
where I tried to convince you and decide whether they are arguments.

3. Explain how to divide up all attempts to convince in terms of who is trying to convince 
whom.



8     CHAPTER 1  Critical Thinking?

4. Which of the following are claims?

a. Justin Bieber is a woman.

b. College is really expensive now.

c. Pass the salt, please.

d. Bill Gates founded Apple.

e. Your instructor believes that Bill Gates founded Apple.

f. A friend in need is a friend indeed.

g. Puff is a cat.

h. Puff is a cat?

i. Distance makes the heart grow fonder.

j. No se puede vivir sin amar.

k. Whenever Spot barks, Zoe gets mad.

l. The Dodgers aren’t going to win a World Series for at least another ten years.

m. If you don’t pay your taxes on time, you’ll have to pay more to the government.

n. 2 + 2 = 5

o. I feel cold today.

p. There are an odd number of stars in the universe.

5. Write down five sentences, four of which are claims and one of which is not.  
Exchange with a classmate and see if he or she can spot which are the claims.

6. What is an argument?

7. What is the point of making an argument?

8. What is a premise?  What is a conclusion?

9. Why isn’t every attempt to convince an argument?  Give an example.

10. Bring to class an example of an argument you heard or read in the last two days.

11. Bring in a short article from a news website or a newspaper.  Are all the sentences used 
in it claims?  Is it an argument?

12. Your friend goes outside, looks up at the sky, and sees it’s cloudy.  She goes back inside
and gets her raincoat and umbrella.  Is she making an argument?  Explain.

13. Bring an advertisement to class that uses an argument.  State the premises and the 
conclusion.

Here are two exercises done by Tom, along with Dr. E’s comments.

Tom Wyzyczy
Critical Thinking, Section 4

Sheep are the dumbest animals.  If the one in front walks off a cliff, all the rest will
follow it.  And if they get rolled over on their backs, they can’t right themselves.
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Argument? (yes/no)  Yes.
Conclusion: Sheep are the dumbest animals.
Premises: If a sheep walks off a cliff, all the rest will follow it.

If a sheep gets rolled over on its back, it can’t right itself.
 
This is good work, Tom.

How can you go to the movies with Sarah and not me?  Don’t you remember 
I helped you fix your car last week?

Argument? (yes/no)  Yes.
Conclusion: You should go to the movies with me.
Premises: I helped you fix your car last week.

Is what you are given an argument?  No.  There are just two questions, and
questions aren’t claims.  So it can’t be an argument.  And if there’s no
argument, there are no premises and no conclusion.  Sure, it seems that we ought
to interpret what’s said as an argument—as you have done.  But before we go
putting words in someone’s mouth, we ought to have rules and a better
understanding of when that’s justified.

For each of Exercises 14–28 answer the following:

Argument?  (yes or no)

Premises:

Conclusion:

Remember: Answer the last two only if it’s an argument.

14. You shouldn’t eat at Zee-Zee Frap’s restaurant.  I heard they did really badly on their 
health inspection last week.

15. You liked that movie?  Boy, are you dumb.  I guess you just can’t distinguish bad acting 
from good.  And the photography was lousy.  What a stupid ending, too.

16. If it’s O.K. to buy white mice to feed a pet boa constrictor, why isn’t it O.K. to buy 
white mice for your cat to play with?

17. We shouldn’t fix the car now.  The oil leak is slow, and it would cost a lot of money.

18. Flo:  She pulled my hair and stepped on my hand and wrecked my toy.  I hate her.

19. (Advertisement)  The bigger the burgers, the better the burgers, the burgers are bigger 
at Burger King.

20. I would not live forever, because we should not live forever, because if we were 
supposed to live forever, then we would live forever, but we cannot live forever, 
which is why I would not live forever.

(A contestant’s response to the question “If you could live forever, would you 
and why?” in the 1994 Miss USA contest.)
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21. Flo has always wanted a dog, but she’s never been very responsible.  She had a fish 
once, but it died after a week.  She forgot to water her mother’s plants, and they died.  
She stepped on a neighbor’s turtle and killed it.

22. Maria: Ah-choo.
Lee: Bless you.
Maria: I’m just miserable.  Stuffy head and trouble breathing. 
Lee: Sounds like the allergies I get.
Maria: No, it’s the flu.  I’m running a fever.

23. Look Dick!  Look Zoe!  See Spot.  See Spot run.

24. If you don’t take a course on critical thinking, you’ll always end up being conned, a dupe
for any fast-talker, an easy mark for politicians.  So you should take a course on critical 
thinking.  You’d be especially wise to take one from the instructor you’ve got now—
she [he] is a great teacher.

25. Whatever you do, you should drop the critical thinking course from the instructor you’ve
got now.  She [he] is a really tough grader, much more demanding than the other 
professors who teach that course.  You could end up getting a bad grade.

26. [A review on Netflix of Fifty Shades of Grey—1 star out of 5]  This movie plodded 
along like getting a root canal . . . painfully slow.  Perhaps more insight into Christian 
Grey’s psychological workings would have made the movie more interesting and 
engaging.  I didn’t read any of the books but I am wondering why all the fascination 
with an abusive physical relationship?  It seemed to border on domestic violence and 
the papers are full of it with real people.  Say “no” to this movie and do something 
better with your time . . . like bake cookies or shovel snow.

27. Dick: The gas pump stopped pumping by itself.
Zoe: I can’t get it to pump any more gas.
Dick: So the gas tank must be full.

28. Dick: You shouldn’t dock your dog’s tail because it will hurt her, it’ll make her 
insecure, and she won’t be able to express her feelings.

29. In order to choose good courses of action in our lives, we need not only knowledge of 
the world and the ability to reason well, but what else?

Further Study   There’s much more to learn about the nature of claims and truth
and the relation of language to our experience.  We’ll touch on some of those in the
next chapter.  An introductory philosophy course goes much deeper.

Attempts to convince that use language but aren’t arguments, such as fables
and examples, are studied in courses in rhetoric.  Courses in marketing, advertising,
and psychology study both verbal and nonverbal ways to convince that aren’t
arguments.  Convincing that uses body language is at the heart of acting classes.

A good place to begin reading about whether animals can reason is The
Animal Mind by James and Carol Gould, Scientific American Library. 



Writing Lesson 1

Write an argument either for or against the following:

Student athletes should be given special leniency when the instructor 
assigns course marks.

Your argument should be at most one page long.
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Summary   We need to be able to distinguish different kinds of claims and be aware
of sentences that look like claims but aren’t.

A sentence is vague if it’s unclear what the speaker intended.  We can learn to
recognize when a sentence is too vague to use in our reasoning.  But it’s bad reason-
ing to say that just because we can’t draw a precise line, there’s not any clear mean-
ing to a word.  An ambiguous sentence is vague in a bad way, for it has two or more
clear interpretations.  Ambiguous sentences should never be taken as claims.

Often the problem with a vague sentence is to determine what standards are
being assumed.  They could be objective—independent of what anyone or anything
thinks/believes/feels, or they could be subjective, or there might not be any standard
at all.  A sentence that’s too vague to be an objective claim might be all right as a
subjective claim.

Considering whether a claim is objective or subjective can save us a lot of
heartache because we won’t debate someone else’s feelings.  Confusing subjective
and objective claims leads to bad arguments.

Often we make prescriptive claims about what should be, not just what is.
Moral claims usually are meant as prescriptive and objective, though often people
retreat to saying they’re subjective when they can’t defend their views.

We need to eliminate ambiguity and excessive vagueness if we are to reason 
together.  We can do so by rewriting our arguments or speaking more precisely.  
Or we can define the words that are causing the problem.  A definition isn’t a claim,
though; it’s something added to an argument to make the words in it clearer.  A def-
inition shouldn’t prejudge the issue by being persuasive.

Key Words vague sentence prescriptive claim
drawing the line fallacy descriptive claim
ambiguous sentence value judgment
objective claim relativist
subjective claim definition
intersubjective claim synonym
subjectivist fallacy persuasive definition
confusing objective with subjective good definition

Exercises for Chapter 2      _____________________________________________

Here are a few of Tom’s attempts to do exercises using all the ideas we’ve learned in this
chapter, along with Dr. E’s comments.  Tom’s supposed to underline the terms that apply.

Dogs bark.
claim subjective ambiguous or too vague
not claim objective definition persuasive definition

Yes, it’s a claim.  But if it’s a claim, then it has to be either objective or subjective.
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Cats are nasty.
claim subjective ambiguous or too vague
not claim objective definition persuasive definition

No–if it’s ambiguous or too vague, then it’s not a claim.  This is an example of a 
subjective claim.

Rabbits are the principal source of protein for dogs in the wild.
claim subjective ambiguous or too vague
not claim objective definition persuasive definition

No–if it’s a definition, it’s not a claim.  And this is not a definition—what word is
it defining?  Certainly not “rabbit.”

Dogs are canines that bring warmth and love to a family.
claim subjective ambiguous or too vague
not claim objective definition persuasive definition

No.  If it’s a persuasive definition, then it’s a claim—masquerading as a definition.

1. State which of the following can together apply to a single sentence.

claim subjective ambiguous or too vague
not claim objective definition   persuasive definition

For each of the following, indicate which of the terms from Exercise 1 apply.  If you think
your instructor might disagree, provide an explanation.

2. Donkeys can breed with other equines.

3. The manifest content of a dream is what a dream appears to be about to the dreamer.

4. A grade of A in this course means you know how to parrot what the professor said.

5. Public Health Is the Greatest Good for the Most Numbers  
(on the logo of the New Mexico Department of Health)

6. Too much TV is bad for children.

7. China has the largest land mass of any single country.

8. I’ve already seen the new Star Wars movie.

9. There are five countries in North America.

10. I’m going to throw up.

11. “We [the United States] are the leader of the free world.”
Senator J. Rockefeller on “Day to Day,” National Public Radio, July 23, 2004

12. Science, when well digested, is nothing but good sense and reason.

13. Remember loved ones lost through Christmas concert.  
Headline, The Spectrum, December 4, 1998

14. If America shows uncertainty and weakness in this decade, the world will drift 
toward tragedy.
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15. Buying low-cost property and renting it out is a great way to create wealth and constant 
cash flow.   (from an extension course description)

16. Suzy:  I can’t take any more of these exercises!

17. That test was easy.    (Tom to Suzy after Dr. E’s last critical thinking exam)

Further Study    Much of philosophy is concerned with attempts to give criteria that
will turn apparently subjective claims into objective ones.  A course on ethics will
discuss whether claims about what’s wrong or right can be made objective.  A course
on aesthetics will analyze whether all claims about what is beautiful are subjective.
And a course on the philosophy of law or criminal justice will introduce the methods
the law uses to give objective criteria for determining what is right or wrong. 

Philosophy courses debate whether a claim being objective just means that it is
believed by enough people—that is, whether objectivity is just intersubjectivity.

Courses in nursing discuss how to deal with subjective claims by patients and
vague instructions by doctors.

For a fuller discussion of prescriptive claims and how to reason with them, see
Prescriptive Reasoning, also published by the Advanced Reasoning Forum.

Some courses in English composition or rhetoric deal with the correct forms
and uses of definitions.  Courses on the philosophy of language and linguistics study
the nature of definitions, ways in which definitions can be made, and misuses of
definitions.  Ambiguity and vagueness are also covered in English composition and
rhetoric courses.



Writing Lesson 2

We know that before we begin deliberating we should make the issue precise enough
that someone can agree or disagree.

Make the following sentence sufficiently precise that you could debate it:

Student athletes should be given special leniency when the instructor 
assigns course marks.

Your definition(s) or explanation should be at most one page long.  
(At most one page, not at least or exactly one page.)

To give you a better idea of what you’re expected to do, here are Tom’s and
Mary Ellen’s homework on another topic, along with Dr. E’s comments.

Tom Wyzyczy
Critical Thinking

Section 4
Writing Lesson 2

“All unnatural sex acts should be prohibited by law.”

Before we can debate this we have to say what it means.  I think that “unnatural sex

act” should mean any kind of sexual activity that most people think is unnatural.

And “prohibited by law” should mean there’s a law against it.

You’ve got the idea, but your answer is really no improvement.  You can delete
the first sentence.  And you can delete “I think.”  We can guess that, because you
wrote the paper.

Your proposed definition of “unnatural sex act” is too vague.  It’s reminiscent
of the standard the U.S. Supreme Court uses to define obscenity: prevailing
community standards.  In particular, what do you mean by “sexual activity”?
Does staring at a woman’s breasts count?  And who are “people”?  The people in
your church?  Your neighborhood?  Your city?  Your state?  Your country?  The
world?

Of course, “prohibited by law” means there’s a law against it.  But what kind
of law?  A fine?  A prison sentence?  A penalty depending on the severity of the
offense?  How do you determine the severity?
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Mary Ellen Zzzyzzx
Critical Thinking

Section 4
Writing Lesson 2

“All unnatural sex acts should be prohibited by law.”

By “unnatural sex act” I shall mean any sexual activity involving genitals,

consensual or not, except between a man and a woman who are both over 16 and

in a way that could lead to procreation if they wanted it to and which is unobserved

by others.

By “prohibited by law” I shall mean it would be a misdemeanor comparable to

getting a traffic ticket.

I don’t really think that everything else is unnatural, 
but I couldn’t figure out any other way to make it
precise.  Is that what we’re supposed to do?    
                                               Mary Ellen

You did just fine.  Really, the burden to make it precise would be on the person
suggesting that the sentence be taken as a claim.  Most attempts are going to
seem like a persuasive definition.  But at least you now have a claim you could
debate.  If the other person thinks it’s the wrong definition, that would be a good
place to begin your discussions.




