Logically Sound and Rhetorically Effective Arguments Are Often in Conflict

 
by John Freed, Ph.D.
 
 

The drive of humans to pursue knowledge and “seek out the truth” is as hard-wired as the response to take in oxygen. The word “inspiration” comes from a common root meaning. 

The basic test for college-level critical thinking in writing an expository essay or analyzing a research study is a combination of imagination, meditation and reflection to estimate the worth of a topic under study and an analysis of the necessary and causal relationship between facts [data] presented and the judgments [conclusions] they are purported to support as well as the external validation of some sort of authority from any combination of lived experience, scientific-type of objective experimentation and/or reliable testimony from experts in the field.
To be an effective critical thinker there are more questions that need to be answered of course. What makes someone a reliable authority for information? What gives someone else credibility? How do you get to be more of an authority yourself?

 

Does a person have to become a “somebody” before we accept his or her authority? Do we accept what Anne Morrow Lindbergh writes in her book “Gift From the Sea,” about what sea shells mean to her for example, because she was very wealthy and the wife of Charles Lindbergh, the famous aviator or because she is such a precise observer and describer of the world that she inhabited? 

Do we listen in the jury box to defense attorney Johnny Cochran and accept what he has to say because he is such a dramatic performer?  Or can relative “nobodies” like us factually recounting what happened on the witness stand be far more important but possibly less  persuasive?

 

Judging the validity of factual evidence is the basic unit of arriving at a logically defensible conclusion. This same procedure should be used as much by jury members determining the guilt or innocence of a suspect as reporters or researchers to determine what is going on in the present or historians or cultural critics to assess what went on in the past.

 

Obviously in real life situations there is a lot more to it than this. Apparently the jury in the O. J. Simpson murder trial “bought” Johnny Cochran’s argument, “If the glove does not fit, you must acquit.” 

Is there any real logic or critical thinking in this statement?  There would be only if this were the sole piece of evidence that linked O. J. Simpson to the crime.  There were thousands of pages of other evidence, including DNA blood matches, that were also presented, and the verdict should have been a slam dunk for the prosecution.  Why wasn’t it?

 

No WMD’s (Weapons of Mass Destruction) were discovered in Iraq by reporters and investigators before the U.S. invasion and none have been found since. If that was the reason expressed for why we needed to invade as soon a possible, what “logic” was there to the precipitous invasion?  Why did the U.S. go in anyway? Did many people put down their critical faculties out of  respect for the deliverer of the message, former general Colin Powell, rather than challenge the unsubstantiated claims in the argument itself?
 

What the above examples go to show is that there is no neat logical package of facts and their necessary judgments/conclusions that is not also wrapped with a rhetorical context around it. And even the great logician Aristotle warned that it is often the wrapping that sells the argument. He even distinguishes the components of the most successful sales pitches in his “On Rhetoric” with the objective of warning us to be wary of them on the one hand and know how to use them ourselves if the need arose on the other. Here they are in a nutshell:
 

· Know very clearly the true objective of the discourse [often not so obvious];
· Choose an appealing person or “personality” for the speaker who is attempting to persuade his audience to accept his conclusions;
· Have a fairly precise knowledge of the susceptibility of particular audiences to certain approaches;
· Utilize an intentional process of selection of details or language to increase the probability that the particularly chosen audience will be persuaded by the chosen approach-- in other words that the audience will “buy” the argument or that the objective of the discourse will be achieved. This is where an when the alarm bells in the reader should start ringing and skepticism should kick in whether it's an add for a new SUV or an argument that fat is worse than sugar in your diet.  [See Week Seven's Discussion Board.]

 
NOTE: Sometimes simple, direct logic is employed  because it carries the most weight. But when a speaker doesn’t have the stronger facts or the more solid logic on his side, the other rhetorical approaches are more often chosen. When this happens, a red flag should immediately go up.

What individuals with a heightened “liberal arts” intelligence and extensive experience in the “real world” as functioning adults know is that there is a rhetorical context in all human communications even those that purport to be simply scientific and logically objective.
These truly educated individuals are careful to factor in all of these elements before constructing their own truth. In the sixties this was called “crap detecting”; in the slightly more sensitive 21st Century it is called sharpening “critical thinking and observing” skills – the goal of this course.

 

