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Audiences and
Fields of Argument

Arguments are created for many different reasons, including attempts to change
an opinion, influence someone’s behavior, or justify one’s own beliefs or actions. All
arguments, however, regardless of their purpose, should be developed with an audi-
ence in mind. This is not to suggest that arguers are always aware of their audiences.
The exchange of arguments, like many other human activities, sometimes becomes so
reflexive that we do not take the time to think carefully through our argument strate-
gies. One of the goals for this book is to help you to become more strategic in the argu-
ments you choose to develop. To achieve this goal and to enhance the effectiveness of
your arguments you need to think about the people who compose the audiences you
want to influence with your arguments.

We have already established that people reason by assessing the quality of the
competing claims they hear in rival stories. Some stories hold together better than oth-
ers. Their plots are more compelling, their characters are given clear and distinctive
roles to play, and they play them in accordance with our expectations. These stories
are judged to have met the test of narrative probability. Likewise, some stories are
especially believable and credible to us because they seem to confirm and explain the
experiences we have had in our lives. These stories ring true to us, and because they
correspond with our prior experiences they lend a sense of predictability to our lives.
When confronted with such a story we know how to respond, because we have seen
how such stories can be expected to turn out. These stories are judged to have narra-
tive fidelity.

While we believe all people reason by testing the quality of the stories they
encounter in their daily lives, we also know that alternative stories appeal to different
people. An arguer who seeks to prove that a story is credible must find a way to appeal
to the values, experiences, and beliefs of his or her audience. Arguers should seek to
construct stories that are coherent, complete, and satisfying. They should also attempt
to tell stories that are similar in both content and form to other stories that the people
whom they are trying to convince have already heard and experienced. Stories are
much more likely to be accepted as believable if they seem somewhat familiar to us.
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ries so these narratives affirm

Arguers should also attempt to find ways to tell their sto
hey are trying to convince.

the self-concept and self-interest of the person(s) whomt

B Knowing Your Audience

One of the first challenges that you face as an arguer is to identify the audience for
your arguments. Sometimes this is easy. If, for example, you are having an argument

with a close friend about how the two of you should spend your evening together, the
target for your arguments is obvious. In other argument situations, however, identify-
ing your audience is much more difficult. A salesman who is showing a new car to a
married couple, for example, might direct his arguments about the car’s features pri-

marily to the husband on the assumption that men may be more knowledgeable about
and interested in automotive features. If the car is going to be driven primarily by the
wife and she is going to be responsible for making the decision about what type of car
is purchased, however, it might be a big mistake for the salesman to focus on persuad-
ing the husband of the car’s benefits. Not only might the salesman not be fully respon-
sive to the wife's questions or concerns about the car, but his misdirected arguments,
and of course, the sexist attitudes that they reveal, could alienate the couple and result
in a lost sale.
In complex argument situations, even identifying the appropriate audience for
your arguments can be more difficult. In a political campaign candidates conduct
expensive, complicated, and time-consuming public opinion polls in order to identify
the values, beliefs, and interests of potential voters. Candidates must address the issues
that voters believe are most important. Yet, there may be times in a campaign when a
candidate’s personal political convictions and/or the ideology of his or her party
might prompt him or her to advance arguments that may not continue to resonate
very well with potential voters. There are also many instances, of course, where audi-
ence opinions ar¢ deeply divided and may rapidly shift as the situation or circum-
stances change. For example, opposition to the Affordable Care Act, which many
Republicans came t0 identify as “Obamacare” was a staple of conservative political
discourse during the 2010 and 2012 electoral campaigns. As of this writing, 19 states
controlled by Republican governors and Republican—dominated legislatures have cho-
sen not to participate and have rejected the expansion of federally funded Medicaid
for poor residents in their states.!
When these states declined to establish their own state-controiled health
exchanges to provide such care the federal government stepped in to provide federal
exchanges to make such care possible. The federal investments Were, however, chal-
fenged in the courts as an unlawful extension of federal authority over statc Sover-
eignty. The Supreme Court, however, ruled on June 25, 2015, that President Obama’s
health care law does allow the federal government to provide nationwide tax subsidies
to help millions of poor Americans in these states, because the loss of subsidies would
mean these people would be priced out of the insurance market. This ruling should
mean that the cost of providing care in these states will not increase. Clearly this
Supreme Court case illustrates a situation where audiences with deeply divided opin-

ions about an issue had to turn to th

e highest Court to resolve it
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consulted a public opinion researcher, you should try to understand your audience as
well as you can. One way to begin assessing your audience is by considering its demo-
graphic characteristics. Demographic characteristics are, of course, far from reliable
predictors of the attitudes and values people hold. Indeed, these attributes may some-
times even serve to mislead arguers. Nonetheless, this is at least an appropriate place to
start thinking about the characteristics of your likely audience. Knowing demographic
characteristics—age, social affiliations, gender, education and knowledge, background
and experience, and culture—can be potentially useful for assessing your audience.

Age
In his book, The Rhetoric, written in the fourth century B.C.E., Aristotle discussed
the differences between trying to persuade the young, the elderly, and those in the
prime of life. Aristotle observed that young people were more likely to have volatile
tempers, and they were also more concerned with pursuing victory and with proving
their superiority over others. In contrast, he noted that old people were far less likely
to have the emotional volatility of youth, but they were far mare likely to be stubborn
and set in their ways. Persons of middle age, however, those whom Aristotle described
as being in their prime, typically did not have the extreme characteristics of those
either younger or older than themselves.? One can surmise that Aristotle probably
made these statements while he was himself in the prime of life! While Aristotle’s
notions of how the attitudes and values of people may change as they age might seem
a bit simplistic and stereotypical today, his comments continue to have some validity.
Common wisdom suggests that age might have significant influence on the values
that people hold and on how open they are to arguments suggesting alternative views.
An audience composed of older persons may, for example, be more likely to hold con-
servative views on social issues than might an audience composed of younger persons.
For example, according to a survey by the Pew Research Center, compared to their
parents, Millennials (18-33 year olds) are relatively unattached to the dominant insti-
tutions of society such as organized religion and political parties. They make much
greater use of social media, and they are not in a hurry to marry. They are also much
more likely to support same-sex marriage and the legalization of marijuana.’ In
another research study Millennials were asked the best way to address the challenges
facing the country. By a margin of two to one, Millennials chose “through a collective
social movement"” over all other options. They also believe it is their generation that
must take action, even if that means significant sacrifices in their own lives.®
Also, because audiences are most likely to be concerned about issues that directly
affect them, young persons might be especially concerned with issues such as the
availability of federal funds to help them finance their education or finding a job after
they have completed school. Middle-aged persons might be especially concerned with
issues such as access to quality day-care programs for their children or the condition
of local parks and recreational facilities. Older persons might be more concerned
about issues such as the cost of medical care, the sufficiency of their pensions or
Social Security checks, and the leve! of their property taxes.
An especially interesting example of an issue that has different impacts on people
depending upon their age is interest rates. The young are delighted when interest rates

Audiences and Fields of Argument W 41

are low. Lower rates make it easier to borrow money to attend college, buy a car, or
purchase or furnish a home. Older people are less likely to be negotiating new loan:s to
!Juy property. Indeed, many retired citizens seek to live off the income from their
investments. Extended periods of time with low interest rates means elderly investors
will get a much smaller return on their investments. Thus, economic conditions that
greatly bepeﬁt One age group can pose serious problems for another.

. American political candidates seem to spend significantly more time discussing
1ssues that are of concern to elderly and middle-aged voters than to issues that are of
concern to young people. This is because these politicians have learned that young
people are far less likely to vote than older citizens, Yet, many studies have suggested
that the avoidance of issues that might interest, concern, and motivate young voters
pas the f:ffect of further discouraging their political participation, diminishing their
Interest in politics, and decreasing their sense of political empowerment.’ Neglecting
any segment of your audience when advancing arguments can thus have conse-
quences that_ may go beyond your likelihood of achieving a successful outcome in any
single situation. It may leave behind a residue of attitudes and opinions that inhibit
your ability to be effective in future situations,

Tl'le 2008 campaign that pitted Senator Barack Obama against Senator John
McCain marked an election in which age proved to be a very important factor in the
outcome. Older voters were far more likely to support Senator McCain than were
younger voters, These citizens especially resonated with his status as a war hero and
former Vietnam POW, Younger voters, on the other hand, were far more likely to sup-
port Senator .Obama. His relative youth, hip-style, young and attractive family, and
the opportunity to be a part of a history-making event by helping to elect the nat’ion‘s
first African American president had strong appeal to younger voters. In addition
Sena.tor McCain admitted to being largely unfamiliar with the Internet and sociai
medaa.. Senator Obama, in contrast, admitted that he was addicted to his Blackberry
and h.ls campaign had a strong and dynamic Web presence. For younger voters who
espfzcmlly in 2008, were far more likely than their parents’ generation to live their live;
online, this became a significant factor in determining their support.

Social Affiliations

N Peqple belong to a variety of groups, and these memberships may give you some
fﬂSlght mta_) their attitudes and values. People select their affiliations because they are
fnterestt.:d In certain topics, issues, and problems; because they enjoy certain types of
mu?ractlc_ms or recreational activities; because the group reflects their cultural or occu-
patmna'l interests; and so forth, Most people are socialized to acquire many of the val-
ues, attmfdes, and beliefs of those with whom they spend their time and engage in
conversapons; people often become more like those with whom they interact.
Obviously, you can learn something about people if you determine what political
party tl}gy belong to; if they are religious or not; what church they might attend: and
Wha.t CIVIC, occupational, or recreational groups they belong to. A member o'f the
National Rifle Association probably would have very different values than would a
;nen‘l!ner of the Sierra Club, even though both groups may have an interest in the pres-
rvation of wetlands. People who are drawn to membership in the Jaycees or the local
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Chamber of Commerce will likely acquire attitudes about their communities, about
the importance of civic identity, and about the political issues that concern these asso-
ciations. Membership in a union, a professional association, Or a veteran's organiza-
tion might also influence people’s public attitudes and opinions.

Knowledge about the specific group affiliations of your audience will help you to
construct your arguments to be maximally effective. Such knowledge might also
reveal that you are attempting to appeal to an audience who either already agrees with
you or is beyond persuasion, regardless of the best arguments that you can muster.

Gender

While it might be difficult to ascertain people’s values on the basis of their gender,
gender often influences our values and attitudes and the degree to which certain argu-
ments appeal to us. For example, an audience composed primarily of men might be
more receptive to football examples than might an audience composed of women, On
the other hand, an audience of women might be expected to be more interested in
arguments focused on women's rights.

Women are more likely than men to have experienced gender discrimination, and
consequently we can expect that they would be more sensitive to it. While male atti-
tudes on issues such as acquaintance rape, sexual harassment, and domestic spousal
abuse are no doubt changing, it is likely that these issues will still be more compelling
for an audience of women than for an audience of men. The 1991 confirmation hear-
ings of Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas provided one of the most contested
examples of gender difference in the evaluation of argumentative claims. While the
Senate was conducting hearings to determine whether or not Justice Thomas should
be confirmed, Anita Hill, a law professor from the University of Oklahoma and a for-
mer law clerk for Justice Thomas, came forward and charged him with sexual harass-
ment. The charge was investigated by the Senate Judiciary Committee, which at the
time was composed entirely of men.

Ultimately the committee held televised public hearings where Hill was called to
testify. Others were then called to testify both to buttress and to refute her statements.
Thomas, who like Hill is an African American, appeared before the committee and
sought to frame the episode as an expression of American racism. He protested that
the charges made against him were tantamount to a “high-tech lynching.” Many
women, especially feminist activists, expressed outrage that the committee seemed to
turn on the alieged victim rather than the accused perpetrator. After Thomas was con-
firmed and sworn into office the issue was kept alive in public arguments that lam-
basted the Senate as a “boys club” and declared that women could not expect a fair
and impartial hearing by such a group of men.

Although this example happened many years 2go, it is clear that gender differ-
ences in the evaluation of arguments persist. For example, in 2012 Missouri Congress-
man Todd Akin, a candidate for the US Senate, declared: “First of all, from what 1
understand from doctors, pregnancy [from rape] is really rare. . .. If it’s a legitimate
rape, the female body has ways to try to shut that whole thing down.”? The comments
produced a firestorm of controversy. While many were critical of Akin's knowledge of
the science of contraception, women seemed to especially take exception t0 his poor
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choice of terms in talking about some rape as “legitimate.” The comment proved so
embarrassing that leaders of his own party encouraged him to leave the race. Akin
refused to quite, however, and ended up losing the election by 2 wide margin to a rival
that many had believed would be easy to defeat.!

"Fhe s.o-called “gender gap” has persisted in American politics for many years.
Public opinion polls have revealed with some consistency that women are more Con-
cerned with social issues such as education, health, retirement security, the environ-
ment, and public welfare. Men, on the other hand, are more likely to be concerned
about the state of the economy, crime, and foreign policy. Likewise, in recent years
women have been more inclined to favor moderate and/or liberal candidates while
men have more likely favored conservative candidates. Indeed, the victories by the
Democrats in 1992 and 1996 were frequently cited as resulting from the strong “gen-
der gap” that advantaged Bill Clinton over both George Herbert Walker Bush and
Robert Dole. Although the Republicans captured the White House in 2000, the Bush-
Chepey ticket lost the popular vote in large part because the significant “gender gap”
Pemsted.'.' In 2008 female Democrats were more likely to favor Hillary Clinton dur-
ing the primary race than Barack Obama, but once Obama won the nomination they
supported Obama in the race against John McCain and also stayed with him in the
2012 campaign against Mitt Romney.

Education and Knowledge

Arguers must seek to adapt their arguments to the educational and intellectual
level of their audiences. Not only might persons of different educational backgrounds
harbor different attitudes and values, they might process arguments differently. The
more sophisticated and educated an audience is, the more likely its members will be
able to follow and to evaluate complex argument forms. In fact, more sophisticated
and educated audiences are more likely to demand such arguments and are less likely
to be swayed by emotional appeals.

' Tt?ose who share knowledge about a subject also share the ability to communicate
in the jargon of that discipline. Thus, an audience composed of physicians will argue
about alternative treatments for patients with AIDS using more sophisticated terms
than th.e general public would use. Arguers should also recognize the fact that certain
educational experiences might predispose people toward certain beliefs. An audience
composed of scientists, for example, would be more inclined to place their faith in sci-
ence as a means to solve social problems than might an audience composed of musi-
cians, Even a shared appreciation of the scientific method might not be sufficient to
facxllte.xte shared understanding, however. For example, an audience of nuclear engi-
neers is more likely to favor the continued development of nuclear power than would
be an audience composed of biologists. The current controversy over climate change
provides a very real example of a gap in understanding between scientists and many
members of .the public regarding whether human activities might be responsible for
g]t?st;:?i \\;armll)ng A recent study conducted at Yale University reported that 97 percent
i % ISsts el.lcved hun:zans_wFre resgonmble for climate change yet only 41 percent
= 'pubhc.agreed. ) It is interesting to note that a similar, although less signifi-

t, gap in public and scientific opinion may exist with regard to the safety of geneti-
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cally modified foods (which are commonly referred to as GMOs). Scientists are far
less likely to see these products as risky to human health than is the general public.”?

Background and Experience

The background and experience of audience members will have tremendous
influence on their attitudes and values. An audience member who has had a friend or
family member killed by a drunk driver, for example, may have far stronger opinions
about the need to tighten controls on those who drink and drive than might someone
else. Likewise, a parent who is raising a rebellious teenager might be more sympa-
thetic to the parents of a gang member than might the parents of a docile and well-
adjusted teenager.

People screen the arguments and the stories they hear through their own experi-
ences, and the more knowledge you have about the experiences of your audience mem-
bers the more effective you can be in adjusting your ideas to them. People seem
naturally to favor stories that elevate their own personal sense of importance and worth.
We have a natural resistance to stories that make us personally responsible for negative
consequences or outcomes if we can find a story that credibly affixes the responsibility
on others or on external factors beyond our control. In a previous research study, for
example, Hollihan and Riley discovered that the parents of delinquent children were
resistant to arguments that blamed their own parenting practices or personal failings
{e.g., their alcoholism or failed marriages) for the behavior of their children. They were,
on the other hand, quite willing to blame their children’s delinquency on the inade-
quacy of the public schools, on their children’s friends, on the images of youth conveyed
by the mass media, on the police, or even on their own children’s intrinsically evil
nature.!® Therefore, in addition to knowing about the experiences of audience members
you need to consider how they see themselves as actors in their own life stories.

Culture

One especially important factor that influences how people evaluate arguments is
their culture. People are socialized into their culture in myriad different ways, and
their cultures can unknowingly influence their opinions, values, and actions. For
instance, people raised in the US culture generally have very different values, atti-
tudes, and opinions from those raised in the Middle East, Asia, or even Europe. We
ofien see the effects of cultural differences when immigrants come to the United
States. People from different cultures may clash with their neighbors over such issues
as child rearing, religious practices, style of dress, and so forth. Sometimes there are
also tensions between generations. Parents who have come to the United States from
abroad bring their cultural traditions with them. However, their children, who are
exposed to US culture at school, through interactions with peers, and through the
media, see the world very differently than they do. Given the tremendous differences
in their native environments, religious beliefs, forms of government, family traditions,
and political systems, it should come as no surprise that people from these different
cultures experience and evaluate arguments differently.

Research has suggested, for example, that Chinese arguers use very different strat=
egies and argumentation styles than do Westerners. Chinese arguers are more likely t@

Audiences and Fields of Argument B 45

mask their emotions; they are more likely to use silences to punctuate their differ-
ences; and they are far less likely to display their disagreements or negative feelings.'®
Westerners frequently misunderstand what Chinese arguers are actually communicat-
ing. Westerners assume that the absence of direct disagreement or the lengthy silences
means the Chinese arguers agree with them, when in fact they may not. Chinese cul-
tural and communication practices have been heavily influenced by the Confucian
principles. As Nancy Pine argued, Confucius celebrated a way of life that emphasizes:
“Everyone is expected to behave with respect and kindness. Individuality and striving
for uniqueness are not high on the list of prized attributes. People are viewed in rela-
tion to how they treat others, not for their independent ideas.”! Bringing attention to
yourself by openly disagreeing with or vociferously arguing with others, or even by
directly stating your opinions may therefore be inconsistent with Chinese cultural
norms and ideals.

Arguers should be aware that in our world people from different cultures are
more and more frequently coming into contact with each other. The great cities of the
world—for instance, London, Paris, Amsterdam, Rome, Hong Kong, New York, and
Los Angeles—are becoming increasingly diverse. In addition, new global economic
forces are changing the way nations and their citizens must conduct business. People
can no longer live in isolation. The management of our social and political life and the
public policies that must be designed to maintain social harmony increasingly
demand that arguers be sensitive to differences in culture.

M People Evaluate Arguments Differently

‘We have already asserted our claim that people evaluate arguments in accordance
with the principles of storytelling. It is understandable that people evaluate these sto-
ries based upon their own unique backgrounds, experiences, age, interests, affiliations,
and culture. If arguments must appeal to such a wide range of viewpoints, what is an
arguer to do? How can you ever learn enough about your audience to be able to tailor
your arguments to suit them? Furthermore, how can you avoid alienating some peo-
ple in an effort to appeal to others? The Belgian philosopher and legal theorist, Chaim
Perelman and his colleague L. Olbrechts-Tyteca, observed:

Argumentation aimed exclusively at a particular audience has the drawback that
the speaker, by the very fact of adapting to the values of his [sic] listeners, might
rely on arguments that are foreign or even directly opposed to what is acceptable to
persons other than those he is presently addressing.!”

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca suggested that arguers direct their appeals to a
universal audience. This universal audience is not an actual, existing one but is instead
created in the mind of the arguer. They believed by using this abstract audience as a
reference point for evaluating arguments, one can better tailor arguments to a broad
lrjmse of potential audience members. Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca stressed that

argumentation addressed to a universal audience must convince the reader that the
Teasons adduced are of a compelling character, that they are self-evident, and possess
an absolute and timeless validity, independent of local or historical contingencies.”'8
To create arguments for this universal audience, one should seek to create claims that
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will appeal to all reasoning persons. Although not an easy task, this is an appropriate
goal for arguers to pursue. So how should an arguer proceed?

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca emphasized that one should seek to develop
arguments that make use of objective facts that are knowable and uncontested. Such
objective facts can then be used to assert obvious truths, generalizations that are com-
monly shared and understood. Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca acknowledged the dif-
ficulty in finding such readily agreed upon “facts” and “truths” when they observed
that there are significant differences among people in this regard. They argued,
“Everyone constitutes the universal audience from what he [sic] knows of his fellow
men, in such a way as to transcend the few oppositions he is aware of. Each individ-
ual, each culture, has thus its own conception of the universal audience.”!? Conse-
quently, the universal audience is a construction of the arguer—a self-conscious test
that the arguer should submit any argument to in order to make it as strong as possi-
ble. Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca also recognized that, on rare occasions, there
might be audience members who do not recognize the “objective facts” or “obvious
truths” present in the arguments you create. To some extent they felt it would be legit-
imate to dismiss these recalcitrant few as stupid or abnormal. The danger in this is
you may find yourself making arguments designed to persuade fewer and fewer peo-
ple, because you have castigated as stupid all those who do not agree with you and see
the world as you see it.

Although the conception of the universal audience does not eliminate all chal-
lenges in adapting arguments to different viewpoints, it does lead to the creation of
arguments that appeal to the largest number of people. Arguers should therefore be
aware of the need to create arguments that will convince the broader universal audi-
ence in addition to the unique interests, concerns, and beliefs of their particular audi-
ences. Arguers need to search continually for objective facts and obvious truths,
because the very process of argumentative investigation can strengthen arguments and
help create stronger cases.

B The Principle of Presence

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca also proposed that arguers consider the notion of
presence. In using this term, they stressed how arguers should take steps in order that
the arguments they create will be seen as especially important to their audience. Perel-
man and Olbrechts-Tyteca suggested that the simplest way to give an argument pres-
ence is through repetition. If a particular argument is important to your overall case it
should be stated repeatedly, either in the same speech or essay or in several speeches
or essays. For example, President Barack Obama emphasized his desire to enact
health care reform in virtually every speech he gave after he was elected to office in
2008. Access to health care for all Americans had been a primary plank in his plat-
form during the campaign, and it was declared to be his most pressing priority once
he was inaugurated. By trying to sell his plan for health care reform to the public at
every opportunity he sought to create such a groundswell of support that he could
overwhelm all opposition in Congress. As noted above, however, in the highly polar-
ized political culture that defines our era Obama's emphasis on passing his legislation
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served instead to deepen conservative opposition and made it easier for his Republi-
can opponents to link him to the reforms and to label the Affordable Care Act
“Obamacare.” Of course by consistently emphasizing their opposition to Obamacare
the congressional Republicans were also demonstrating the principle of presence.

.Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca also observed that an arguer can further accentu-

ate important arguments or passages in oral presentations by the tone of voice that is
used, by increasing one’s volume, or by pausing just before uttering them.?® Successful
speakers often find they can increase the presence that a particular argument may
have by the use of gestures, facial expressions, and other nonverbal cues.
. Even if you have created your arguments with the notion of a universal audience
in mind, it is helpful if you can find a way to make your arguments uniquely appealing
to the particular audience you are addressing. We have already detailed the ways in
which different people might be expected to have different responses to the arguments
they encounter. How then do you accomplish this task? How do you create arguments
that have universal appeal but that also elicit your particular audience’s attention to
and concern for the issues you are presenting?

- To a certain extent, the notion of presence suggests concern for the stylistic dimen-
sions of creating and communicating your arguments. It is typically helpful to try to
communicate with your audience, rather than to adopt a preachy or highly judgmental
tone. You should also be sensitive to the feedback your audience is providing by
watching for signs of confusion or misunderstanding, nods of agreement, head shakes,
frowns, or other responses that might signal a failure in communicating your message.

Arguers should also seek to pique the interests of their audiences, to provoke their
sympathy or their feelings of empathy, to construct arguments so audiences really feel
them. Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca illustrated the concept of presence with a Chi-
nese proverb: “A king sees an ox on its way to sacrifice. He is moved to pity for it and
orders that a sheep be used in its place. He confesses he did so because he could see
the ox, but not the sheep.”?!

A rescue mission that provides assistance to the homeless in Los Angeles sends
out mailings to potential donors to raise funds to support their efforts. Even though
most of the recipients of the aid, and indeed most homeless people in Los Angeles, are
men who suffer from mental illness or who abuse and have become dependent on
alcohol or drugs, the mission’s solicitations often emphasize the plight of homeless
children.‘ In this way, the mission creates greater presence as to the problem of home-
lessness in the city and probably gains more donations. It is much easier to provoke
concern for the plight of the homeless when the emphasis is on victims who did not
make choices that led to their own suffering.2

. As an arguer, your goal should be to develop arguments and a style of presenta-
tion that will make the issues you raise seem uniquely important to your audience so
thgy will choose to devote their attention to them. During the 2012 presidential cam-
paign, for example, President Obama sought to convince voters that even though the
recovery from the 2008 financial crisis might have been slower than one would have
?oped,’the recovery had been steady and sustained and the economy was indeed
improving, and he was entitled to a second term. Challenger Mitt Romney, on the
other hand, told a rival story that emphasized the persistently high rates of unemploy-
ment as evidence that a more free-enterprise approach to the economy would better
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spur economic growth. Obam
strategy favored the wealthy and would leave the middle class behind. It is arguable

that the Obama story prevailed with a majority of voters when Romney seemed to
confirm the Democratic story about him as someone attuned to the need
wealthy and insensitive to the plight of the poor or middle class. During a private
reception with wealthy donors Romney was filmed giving a statemen
not know he was being recorded; he declared that 47 percent of Americans are depen-

dent upon government because they pay no inco
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a and the Democrats countered that the Republican

s of the
t when he did

me tax but believe they are “entitled

to health care, to food, to housing, to you name it.”2

Identifying which arguments will have presence for your audience, and finding
ways to present your arguments in a style that maximizes their importance, requires
knowledge of your audience and of the techniques for presenting arguments. In con-
temporary election campaigns candidates will make extensive use of public opinion
polls to learn more about their audiences. In addition, they will then frequently test
their argument strategies through the use of focus groups. Although such discovery
strategies are not likely available to most arguers, they demonstrate the importance of

adjusting ideas and arguments to listeners.

B Argument Fields

Philosopher Stephen Toulmin developed another view of how people construct
and evaluate arguments. Trained as a logician, Toulmin became increasingly frus-
trated with the limitations of formal logic. He felt that the principles of formal logic
were useful but did not reflect how people actually reasoned when making everyday
decisions. Toulmin’s colleagues believed logical models were the most appropriate
means for rationally arriving at conclusions and that the requirements for a rational
argument did not change from one context to another. Toulmin argued, however, that
different situations or contexts—which he came to refer to, as fields—demanded dif-
ferent standards for arguments. As Toulmin and his coauthors Richard Rieke and

Alan Janik declared:

The trains of reasoning that it is appropriate to use vary from situation to situation.
As we move from the lunch counter to the executive conference table, from the sci-
ence laboratory to the law courts, the “forum” of discussion changes profoundly.
The kind of involvement that the participants have with the outcome of the reason-
ing is entirely different in the different situations and so also will be the ways in
which possible outcomes of the argument are tested and judged.

Arguments can be considered to be in the same field when the data and conclu-
sions are of essentially the same logical type. They will be in different fields when the
data and conclusions are markedly different or in a case where the same data lead to
different conclusions.?®

To understand Toulmin'’s view of argumentation theory it is important to deter-
mine what he meant by fields. Toulmin viewed the term fields and the term disciplines as
roughly synonymous. His claim was that physicists argue similarly because they share
training in physics. Likewise, attorneys argue in a similar fashion, members of the
clergy share an argument style, as do historians, physicians, engineers, and so on. These
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d1§c1plinary boundaries are not always formal or predictive. For example, physicists
might be expected to argue in a similar fashion to engineers, biologists, chemists, and
perha;:!s even physicians, because the scientific method underlies their shared ﬁeld;.

. Still other complications can occur because people are often members of several
dlffcreqt argument fields simultaneously. Someone may be, for example, both a funda-
mentalist Christian and a scientist. As a Christian, this person might accept the bibli-
ca'l account of the creation of the universe as outlined in the Book of Genesis. As a
scientist, on the other hand, this person might be inclined to accept Charles Darwin's
theory of evolution. In such a situation the person who belongs to the incompatible
fields is continually forced to reconcile the tensions that may occur between them, and
also to decide from situation to situation which field’s argument standards to app:ly.

Other argumentation theorists have suggested it would be useful to consider argu-
ment fields from a broader perspective than that of disciplines. Charles Arthur Willard
suggested fields should be seen as sociological entities. Willard said fields encompass
terms such as “groups,” “organizations,” “frameworks,” and “relationships,” particu-
larly w.hen these entities come to share a “constellation of practices.”26 '

Willard claimed that the practices of any field are consensually developed as its
meml?ers come to agreements regarding how their day-to-day work proceeds. Thus
chemists forge appropriate techniques for resolving disputes in the field of chemistry;
as they conduct their daily work. Likewise, accountants discuss their daily challenges
and responsibilities, and then they propose appropriate means for addressing the
prol?lems they share, so they continually hone the standards and practices of their pro-
fession, There may be times as well when there are arguments within a field and even
across ﬁel‘ds about what should be the appropriate standards of a field.

One illustration of such a confrontation of conflicting standards might be the
2001 controversy involving the Enron Corporation and its accounting practices
Arthur Anderson, the accounting firm whose accountants conducted the audit o.f
Enrgn, argued that it was “normal accounting practice” to destroy the records of the
au.dlt a:_ld to shred documents. The attorneys, representing both the government and
private mve§tors, argued that the destruction of the audit records were tantamount to
the de_struction of evidence in a court action and therefore constituted a criminal act
Tlhe.dlspute that resulted concerned whether or not the destruction of such records;
dgd indeed constitute accepted practice within the field of accounting (an intra-field
c!lspute); then, assuming it did, the dispute would focus on whether or not the prac-
tices of the legal field should be given primary consideration over those of accounting
once a court action had been filed (an inter-field dispute).

Willard acknowledged that although some fields may simply take a body of
k:llow!edge for granted, most fields actively attempt to perfect and improve the knowl-
:mgjﬂ lén ;hehﬁEId"ﬂ Thus, for example, chefs argue about the best way to prepare a
o ti:erl; opedic surgeons agbout. the best way to treat a ruptured disc, hairdressers
Bt au?:s way dto color halr'so it looks natural, accountants about the best ways to
= ]Jarticull ! gn] y ) fqrth. Willard also stressesl that even the decision to participate
B Cons;r- e {which may on, some occasions be an unconscious choice) may
i a‘lnmg.the participant’s ways of thinking about and approaching prob-
s amoﬁm c;pate in the discussions within a ﬁe!d usually entails surrendering a cer-

of personal freedom, because one will now begin to see the world from
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the perspective of that field. Consequently, the attorney is always sceing problems
from the perspective of questions of law, the scientist from the perspective of scientific
inquiry, and the artist from an aesthetic perspective.?

Just as their audiences are composed of persons who represent fields or perspec-
tives, arguers themselves represent particular fields or perspectives. Awareness of the
implications of field theory should help you to become more aware of the degree to
which your own experiences, beliefs, training, and membership in certain groups or
organizations influences your argumentative techniques,

A few arguments may be so compelling that they meet the requirements for argu-
mentative proof in all fields. Toulmin called these arguments field-invariant.®® For
example, most of us would accept as true the claim that parents who love their chil-
dren naturally want to protect them from harm. This claim could be called field-invari-
ant. Even a claim that seems as clear-cut as this one, however, may not indeed always
be true. As an illustration, let us recall the religious cult called the Branch Davidians,

In 1993, members of the Branch Davidians, including many parents and children
ranging in age from infants to teenagers, holed up in a compound outside of Waco,
Texas., When agents of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms tried to serve a

search warrant on them to investigate claims that the group was dealing in illegal
guns, the cultists opened fire on the federal agents, killing several of them. The FBI
then surrounded the compound and for 51 days sought to convince the cultists to sur-
render, or at least to send the children out of the compound so they would not be hurt.

Finally, the government decided to fire tear gas into the compound to try to force the
occupants to leave. Suddenly the building burst into flames. It is still under dispute
whether the federal agents somehow inadvertently sparked the fire, or if the people
inside deliberately set fire to the compound. What is known, however, is the flames
consur;xed almost 100 persons, including 24 children, 17 of whom were under the age
of ten, %0

It was extremely difficult for the rest of the world to understand how parents could

intentionally put their children at such risk, or perhaps even cause their death, espe-
cially in such a terrible manner. Those of us who do not share these parents’ beliefs

and who did not participate in the Branch Davidians’s field, may feel these parents did

not love their children enough to try to save them.?' To members of this religious com-

munity, however, the decision to perish in the fire may have seemed very rational, and

the taking of their children’s lives might have been an expression of their love for them.

In their minds, the fiery end to this siege may have confirmed a biblical prophecy that
fire would consume the earth and that the true believers in Christ would find their way
to heaven.”? Thus, for the Branch Davidians, fiery Armageddon represented not the
end of their children’s lives, but the promise of a new beginning in heaven,

Sadly, this situation of parents putting their children to death to secure them a
place in the afterlife has become even more common today as suicide bombers some-
times sacrifice themselves and their children in order to punish “nonbelievers” and
create a sense of public terror to achieve their political objectives, Even the argument
that parents who love their children want to protect them, which seems to be field-
invariant, is found to be field-dependent.?®

Arguers should try to be sensitive to the requirements for establishing claims in
the argument field in which they are participating and create arguments that will sat-
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isfy the audience by appealing to their identification with a .par.tlcular field. Wl‘fen
dealing with people from different argument fields, or when it is difficult to determu.le
what field's standards should be applied, it is desirable to create arguments that ywll
appeal to people in as many different {ie]dds.as possible. In a sense, this is the pursuit of
hat appeal to the universal audience.

arguﬁ:ttflér taskpgmt arguers sometimes face is the need to trax?slatc arguments from
one field to another. Frequently this process means creating stories tha_t appeal to peo-
ple from different fields. As an illustration of this process we mlgh} cite the case of a
scientist who is attempting to find scientific exp]anatlc?ns for biblical stories. _For
example, an astronomer might speculate on any events in the _heavens on th? night
Christ was born that could explain the story about the three wise men following the
path of a star to find the newborn baby.

SUMMARY

If possible, arguers should carefully consider the values anq attitudes of their
audiences in forming their arguments. The audience’s demographic factors may pro-
vide insight into their interests, needs, and experiences. Arguer:_s should also attempt
to emphasize and give greater presence to tt}qse aspects of their arguments that are
most likely to appeal to their listeners. In addition, arguers should recognize that peo-
ple respond differently to arguments and often use different st‘andards fpr evalyatmg
arguments based on the fields to which they belong. Althm.igh it may be impossible to
convince all your listeners, your goal should be the creation of arguments that will
appeal to a universal audience of reasoning persons.

KEY TERMS
audience objective facts
field-dependent obvious truths
field-invariant presence
fields universal audience
ACTIVITIES

1. To practice analyzing an audience, conduct a demographic analysis of your class,
a. What is the age span of your class? What is the average age of your class?
b. What are the social affiliations of the class members?
¢. What is the educational background of the class?
d. What are the cultural perspectives of your classmates?

2. Select a recent public controversy. Based on the information gleaned above, assume
that your classmates compose your audience for arguments that you would make
about this controversy. How will your classmates view the controversy? Answer the
following questions:

a. Would your classmates’ views change if they were older? Were their views dif-
ferent when they were younger?
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b. Would your classmates’ views change if they had different social affiliations?

c. Would your classmates’ views change if they were better educated? Would their
views be different if they were less well educated?

d. Would your classmates’ views change if they were part of a different culture?

3. Take a position on the public controversy identified in the preceding exercise. Now

imagine supporting your position with two different audiences. If the only differ-
ence you know about the two audiences is that they differ in age, how might you
adapt your argument to gain the adherence of each of these two audiences? Repeat
this for each of the audience variables identified in this chapter.

4. Listen to an argument interaction by, for instance, listening to a radio talk show,

watching a talk show on television or online, attending a public meeting of local or

student government, or observing your friends engaging in argument. Now analyze

the interaction.

a. List the objective facts (those facts that are knowabie and uncontested by the dis-
puiants).

b. List the obvious truths (those generalizations that are commonly shared and
understood).

c. What facts and truths were contested? Were these points of disagreement resolved?
If so how were they resolved? If not, how might they have been resolved?

5. To learn more about the nature of argument fields, attend a meeting of your local

city council and observe a criminal trial proceeding.

a. What are the differences, if any, in what constitutes acceptable evidence in the
two fields of argument?

b. How do the participants introduce facts?

c. How do the participants challenge the facts introduced by another participant?

d. Are there controls on who may speak or on what they can say?
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. 4.

The Language
of Argument

Cities across the Middle East have been subjected to repeated attacks by suicide

bombers. Ordinary public spaces, including restaurants, bars, billiards parlors, mar-
kets, buse_s, schpols, and universities, have been rocked by explosions. Hundr;:ds of
persons, including men, women, and children, have been killed or injured. The
rhythms of .cIaily life have been destroyed as even the most mundane tasks now e;cpose
People to r_15k. Such wanton and unpredictable acts of violence create palpable feel-
ings of anxiety, damaging people’s psyches and undermining the economy.
. The suicide bombers have ranged in age from the carly teens to the 40s and have
mclgded both males and females. Most of these bombers have come from conditions
of dire poverty, and many have spent their entire lives in teeming refugee camps or
ghettoes. .In a few cases, however, the bombers have come from educated and middle-
class families. Some of these bombers have been highly religious; others are said to
have ]Jeen more secular in their beliefs. Some were married, others were engaged to be
tpamed, a few _had children, and almost all of them left behind parents and/or sib-
hngs'. In many instances, close friends and family members actually assisted them by
helping them build the bombs or by strapping the bombs to their bodies. How does one
malfe sense of such a situation? What would motivate people to strap bombs to their
bod!_e.s so they simultaneously end their own lives and those of strangers? Why would
families and/or friends help their loved ones in such a gruesome and deadly task?

To most.of us these suicide bombers are vile terrorists and their actions represent
; ::sre caﬂlacnty for unthin!cable evil. No political objectives and no experienced injus-

= (c::loul anant such mhumar}e and de;picable actions as the slaughter of inno-
= al‘s::) l?n [n]';es. Yet, to many in the region, and increasingly beyond the region,
e consid:edthey pave experienced poverty and oppression, these suicide bombers
e re derom freec‘:lon} fighters and are celebrated as martyrs to a cause whose
& lcillin(; :r; i purpose _]UStlﬁCS.SI:th sacrifice. From this perspective, the victims in
e pots rzg!il;te ;T]:O(:im civilians, but they are u?s.tead representatives of the
s at have perpetu:atfzd these conditions of poverty and oppres-
\ Prevented the full embrace of religious law and authority. Those who sympa-
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