Planning and Making an Argument

             Annie G. Rogers 

What is an argument?  First of all, an argument is an idea or set of ideas about which there can be real disagreement.  Making an argument is a creative process of finding a point of view, finding your own voice in a stance about complex, sometimes controversial ideas.  An argument is not just your opinion, nor is it simply a summary of others’ thinking about a topic or area that interests you.   An argument is implicitly a genre in which ideas get aired and debated, and as such, the writer must anticipate disagreement as a legitimate response to her/ his ideas. The idea in an argument is to persuade a readership to get on board your train of ideas and follow a trajectory of your thinking to your conclusions.

In planning an argument, the first step is to discover what you think. You will be the guide through the chapter or paper you write and it is your voice on the page that orients your readers and compels an interest in your point of view.

Where to start?  I do not suggest starting with a “thesis” and outline of ideas.  In my experience, very often this closes off thinking and creates a stilted tone in the writing.  

Instead, consider what led you to your interest in your topic.  Was this an observation, an experience, something you heard, read, thought about in an odd moment, or have thought about for months or even years?  Tell the story on paper of the emergence of your interest.  Do you, in fact, have a stance, a stake, an idea about this interest you want to explore further?  If so, then, before growing too attached to your stance or idea, step back and question it carefully.  This stepping back means questioning what you know, the very process of your own perception and thought. 

Suppose you have no idea what you actually think—because this sometimes happens in response to the task of writing.  Okay, that’s fine.  Find sources to explore your topic and carefully consider the sources you read. What kind of ideas do these readings offer? What are some ideas that you agree with strongly, and also some you disagree with?  From the start, try to articulate your ideas in relation to what you are reading.  It is especially helpful to raise questions about what you read and to see if you can find a fruitful question that’s not been explored.  It’s also a good idea to read to discover a tension or a contradiction that opens up a new point of view.  Write about your thinking as you read actively until you feel you truly have something to say.

It’s crucial to know that when you turn to present the work of others, you do so through your own take, through your ideas about their ideas, and other readers of these same works may disagree with you!   Some of your work is to summarize and to quote the ideas, research, or observations of other people who have thought about your topic too, but still you are the guide to the reader through these works of other authors or researchers.  You are the guide to the works you cite.  Do not put quotes into your computer and cobble them together in hopes that they will make sense to your reader.  You, and your reader, will probably feel pretty lost in such a document.

Once you know what ideas you want to write about, you need to figure out some of the details of your own perspective. One of the best ways to do this is free-writing. Just sit down and start writing in response to the first set of ideas or points that you generated, discovering by doing this some elaboration of the ideas you wish to make in your paper.  In this kind of writing, the kind in which you focus on discovering your ideas rather than on how you're phrasing things, you can begin to discern your own point of view in relation to all the things you've been reading. 

Now, after working on this preparatory reading and writing, you are ready to commit yourself to unfolding the logic of your ideas in relation to other’s ideas, observations, questions, or claims.

Now that you know where you stand in relation to what you have read, see if you can identify among your ideas JUST ONE OR TWO MAJOR IDEAS that will carry you through your paper or chapter as a whole. Try different ways of phrasing these central ideas because they will form the foundation for your whole argument. Sometimes these ideas will carry you through a powerful opening to your paper, and that’s terrific. But sometimes an opening can sound like a conclusion, and then the reader already knows what you think, and may feel you have nothing further to say really.  A good opening often raises a question, articulates a contradiction or tension, opens up a sense of puzzlement, and implies why the topic is worth pursuing.  The writing is both clear and evocative.  If you want to see how to unfold your own thinking, your reader is likely to be intrigued and want to read on!  

But an argument requires more than a good opening. You also need to provide supporting ideas as an elaboration of your opening.  Try to make a sequence of your other ideas.  Which ones must be explored first?  Which ideas in some sense depend on the earlier ideas?  Which among your ideas are the most persuasive and interesting?  What questions might readers ask you, and how would they challenge any part of what you have to say?   I suggest ordering and re-ordering your ideas in several different ways, to see if you can find the most compelling sequence.

It may be very helpful at this point to see if you can create a rough OUTLINE, listing your main ideas and following them with other subsidiary ideas presented in a logical sequence.  Note: these are your ideas, not summaries of other’s claims or ideas.  If you make an outline now, also try to assign the number of pages or paragraphs you will devote to each section—this helps you to judge the scope of your undertaking at an early stage.  If you have 300+ pages you are in trouble.  If you have 20 pages, your draft may grow to 25 or 30 pages and this may be more reasonable.  If it’s a short paper, maybe you will plan only 8-10 pages.

As you continue to write beyond your introduction, remember that the idea of an argument is to convince a reader to follow your train of thinking in a way that is compelling or convincing, even if your reader disagrees with you on some points.  Therefore, do not speak in broad generalities or make sweeping statements as you articulate your thinking.  Despite your efforts to avoid big ideas, in your enthusiasm or passionate belief, this over-reaching may happen in your writing.  Try to discover where you propose broad or very big ideas and ask, “How do I know that?” and “Is there another way to think about this?”  These are great questions to ask yourself because, in fact, not only will you need to find evidence that pushes your thinking further, you must also consider questions or challenges to your own thinking.  As you raise these questions and challenges, write about them.  Then incorporate these ideas into your outline.  In doing so, you are in a much stronger position persuade your readers of each of your ideas in your writing.

As you return to quotations from the readings, be selective.  Your job is not to tell your readers what everyone else has said in detail, but to elaborate your points, to tweak and refine your ideas in a new way, or to offer a different perspective on your ideas—through carefully selected quotes or other evidence. When you quote people always introduce the quotation and then discuss the quotation.  Do not simply leave it hanging there for the reader to intuit how to read it. Be careful to keep your own voice alive in this process.   

At some point, especially if you’ve not done this yet, find a way to challenge yourself.  Deliberately seek out evidence or a perspective that requires you to question yourself, or to challenge some aspect of the thinking.  

As you work with sources, it's easy to fall into the trap of writing a paper that mostly summarizes what other people think. To avoid doing this, keep returning to your own main idea(s) and supporting ideas. But don’t stop there.  Under each idea, list the information or textual reference you need to provide in order to elaborate or explain your idea. Some of the information you list will be evidence from your readings, and other evidence may include your own observations. You may need to turn to additional readings, but keep in mind that additional reading and taking notes will take time.  As you incorporate quotes and evidence into your paper, is it especially important not to make any leaps of logic or too assume that your reader agrees with your interpretation of your sources.  Write out every aspect of your thinking—then go back and edit what is redundant.

As you write, you will probably break with your outline, and that’s just part of the process.  Make another outline!  It will act as a guide so that you don’t get very lost. At some point in the writing process, as your ideas become complex in relation to your unfolding argument, an outline is a vital companion; it helps you to keep your writing organized and to remember you are constructing a set of SEQUENCED ideas in a reasonable page limit.

It's a good idea from the time you begin a draft in earnest, to write with an audience in mind.  Depending on this audience, you may have to explain some terms or ideas in your sources very clearly, or you may be able to create footnotes meant to address an audience who already shares a certain expertise or esoteric vocabulary with you.  There are also someone different conventions of writing and referencing that pertain to different disciplines and audiences.  For example, when you are using a direct quotation, you will need to use a standard citation format.  In a psychology class, that format is the American Psychological Association’s textual referencing system, and a page of references at the end of your paper or chapter.  But if you are writing a paper for a Humanities class, you would turn to the Modern Language Association Handbook of conventions for citations.  Whenever you introduce another person’s ideas, even if it’s not a direct quotation, you must cite her or his work, using a standard format.

Before you hand in your carefully wrought paper, read it several times for good grammar and correct spelling.  Do not rely on your computer to do this for you!  It also helps to read aloud, to hear what makes sense to you as you listen to your own voice, and to hear where to edit the logic.  A college level paper should not be spattered with errors in writing, and such a paper does detract from your ideas.  

I recommend several wonderful reference books as guides to writing:

Cioffi, F. (2005). The Imaginative Argument: A Practical Manifesto for Writers. Princeton: Princeton University Press (paperback).
Gordon, K. E. (2003).  The new well-tempered sentence: A punctuation handbook for the eager, the innocent, and the doomed.  New York: Houghton Mifflin.

Strunk, W., White, E., & Kalman, M.  (2005). The elements of style.  New York: The Penguin Press.

Both grammar books are cleverly and wonderfully illustrated, a lot of fun to read in themselves, and then a wonderful set of resources as you write.  The Cioffi book will tell you everything you need to know about developing your ideas on the page in a creative and persuasive way.   

A note on feedback:  Most writers seek out and value good, detailed, critical responses to their work.   Comments from professors sometimes provide gems of insight, ways to push your thinking further, or keen observations about your style of writing, even when there’s some criticism involved.  Friends who will read for you and give you their candid, detailed, and critical comments are amazing.  Seek them out with questions about your writing, and volunteer to read their writing.  In this way, you become a practiced critic of your own and others’ writing—often this results in making your voice on the page stronger, more compelling, engaging and wonderful to read.    
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