
Philosophy 101
(2/24/11)

• Solutions to HW #2 posted (study them!)

• HW #3 due next Thursday

• Quiz #2 Today — last 30 minutes (on rational belief)

• Today: Chapter 3 finalé, and chapter 4 intro.

• Brief Review of Chapter 3 Concepts
• Some Q&A’s about validity, cogency, etc.

• Chapter 4 — Strong Arguments
• Combining the concepts from chapters 2 & 3 
to yield an account of argument strength.
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• Well-formed vs Ill-Formed Arguments  

• Here is a summary of the key definition of this section:

90 Chapter 3 Well-Formed Arguments 

Since Argument 3.20 follows the same valid pattern, it is valid no matter where the 
White House is and where the president is. It is valid because (3) must be true if 

and (2) are. 
Similar considerations apply to assessments of the cogency of arguments. You 

can assess arguments for cogency without concerning yourself with the actual truth 
value of the premises. All that matters is whether the conclusion is probably true if 
the premises are true. For example, think again about Argument 3.17a: 

1 Boris is a student at State U. 

2. Most of the students at State U voted. 

3. Boris voted. 

You can think about this argument and assess it for cogency even though you have 
no idea whether or not these premises are true. It could be that Boris is my pet cat 
(and not a student at State U) so that (1) is false. It could be that hardly any students 
voted, so that (2) is false.4 Still, Argument 3.17a is cogent since (3) is probably true 
if (1) and (2) are true. 

When assessing arguments for cogency, not only do you ignore the actual truth 
value of the premises, but you also ignore independent information you may have 
about the truth value of the conclusion. We have seen previously that in cogent argu-
ments the conclusion is probably true if the premises are. So there will be some occa-
sions on which there is a cogent argument that has true premises and a false 
conclusion. for example, Argument 3.17a is still inductively cogent even if Boris hap-
pens to be one of the minority of students who didn't vote or if you know that Boris 
didn't vote or is unlikely to have voted. To assess the argument for inductive cogency, 
you examine only the connection between premises and conclusion, and you ignore 
other information that you may have. 

Information about the truth value of premises is relevant to the overall assessment 
of arguments. However, this information pertains to the soundness or strength of argu-
ments, not to their cogency. We will discuss these concepts in the next chapter. 

IV. SUMMARY 

Argument analysis is a two-stage process. The first stage is reconstructing the argu-
ment. To reconstruct an argument is to extract an argument from an ordinary prose 
passage and rewrite it in standard form. In standard form, an argument is written with 

4. The fact that Boris and State U. are simply fictional items made up for the purpose of this example 
makes it even more obvious that the actual truth value of the premises is irrelevant to the cogency of 

an argument. 
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sequentially numbered premises and a conclusion. Some statements that are included 
in the original passage may not be included in the argument in standard form. 

The second stage of argument analysis is argument evaluation. To evaluate an argu-
ment is to say whether or not it is a good argument. A good argument is one that pro-
vides good reasons to believe that its conclusion is true. An argument can go wrong in 
two main ways: by having premises that are not acceptable or by having premises that 
are not connected to its conclusion in a proper way. Arguments in which the premises 
are properly connected to the conclusion are said to be weU-:formed. Well-formed argu-
ments fall into two categories: valid and cogent. These terms are defined as follows: 

03.1 b: An argument is valid if and only the argument follows a 
pattern such that it is impossible for any argument following 
that pattern to have true premises and a false conclusion. 

03.2b: An argument is cogent if and only if it is not valid but it 
follows a pattern such that all arguments following that 
pattern have a conclusion that is probably true if the premises 
are true. 

03.3: 

03.4: 

An argument is ill-formed if and 
nor cogent. 

if it is neither valid 

An argument is well-formed if and only if it is either valid 
or cogent. 

Every argument must fall into exactly one of the first three of these categories. It must 
be valid, cogent, or ill-formed. 

When assessing an argument for validity and cogency, it is often helpful to look 
at the form or pattern of the argument. Certain patterns of argument are commonly 
encountered. If you see that an argument you are evaluating fits one of these patterns, 
you can immediately tell whether it is valid, cogent, or ill-formed. These patterns are 
listed in the tables in this chapter and in Appendix B. One can show that an argu-
ment is invalid by describing a possible situation in which all its premises are true 
and its conclusion is false or by producing another argument following the same pat-
tern that can provide such an example. 

Cogency, unlike validity, comes in degrees. The more support the premises of 
an argument provide for its conclusion, the more cogent the argument is. 

Validity and cogency have to do only with the connection between an argu-
ment's premises and its conclusion. You can determine what status an argument has 
simply by looking at the argument itself, without taking into account any background 
information you may have. Arguments can be valid or cogent even if you know that 
their premises or conclusion is false. All that matters is the nature of the connection 
between the premises and the conclusion. 

Sometimes an argument may seem to be well-formed because it is obvious that 
if the premises are true, then the conclusion is definitely or probably true. However, 
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• Well-formed vs Ill-Formed Arguments (Q’s)
• Suppose that an argument is ill-formed.  What can you 
conclude about the truth value of its conclusion?

• Suppose that an argument is valid.  What can you conclude 
about the truth value of its conclusion?

• Suppose that an argument is valid and that its conclusion is 
false and that the first of its two premises is true.  What can 
you conclude about the truth value of its second premise?

•  Suppose an argument is cogent and its conclusion is true. 
What can you conclude about the truth value of its premises?

• Suppose an argument is valid and has true premises. What 
can you conclude about the truth value of its conclusion?
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• Well-formed vs Ill-Formed Arguments 
• Suppose that an argument is valid and that its conclusion is 
false and that the first of its two premises is true.  What can 
you conclude about the truth value of its second premise?

1. All valid arguments with all true premises have true conclusions.
2. Argument a has a false conclusion.
3. [So,] argument a is not a valid argument with all true premises.
4. [So,] if argument a is valid, it must not have all true premises.
5. Argument a is valid.
6. [So,] argument a must not have all true premises.
7. The first of argument a’s two premises is true.
8.  Therefore, argument a’s second premise must be false.

• This argument is valid and has all true premises.  Sometimes, such 
arguments are called sound arguments.  All sound arguments must 
have true conclusions.  Why?  Therefore, (6) answers our question!

• Let’s try to get in the habit of giving arguments for our claims.
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• Deductive Strength
• If an argument is valid, it is good — from a logical 
perspective.  But, validity is only part of the story.

• Ideally, an argument would be valid and it would also have 
premises that are (known to be) true (viz., it would be sound).

• More generally, we will speak of the strength of arguments.

• The basic idea is that an argument will be strong for a person 
S just in case the argument is both (a) well-formed, and (b) it is 
rational for S to believe all of the arguments premises.

• We will have one definition of strength for valid arguments, 
and a different definition of strength for cogent arguments.

•  We’ll discuss the deductive/valid case first (it’s simpler).

Chapter 4: Strong Arguments 2

• Deductive Strength
• We define deductive strength as follows:

Chapter 4 -------............... 

Strong Arguments 

Merely well-formed isn't enough to make an argument a good one. Consider, 

for example, 

Argument 4.1 

All rabbits can 

2. Donald Duck is a rabbit 

3. Donald Duck can 

Even though this argument is well-formed (because it's valid), it is an obvious failure 

because it has false premises. In this chapter we will study in detail the additional con-

ditions beyond being well-formed that an argument must satisfy to be s.uccessful. 

Arguments that satisfy these additional conditions are strong arguments. It Will be use-

ful to consider deductive strength separately from inductive strength. 

l DEDUCTIVE STRENGTH 

A The Definition of Dednctive Strength 

94 

When you are evaluating an argument and find it to be deductively valid, 

thing to do is to evaluate the premises themselves. If you find that you are JUstlfied 
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in believing that are true, then the argument is a good one and you should 

accept its conclusion. Successful arguments of this sort are deductive{y strong. To be 

deductively strong, then, an argument must satisfy two conditions: it must be deduc-

tively valid, and all its must be justified (or reasonable). 

Here is a simple example of a deductively strong argument: 

Argument 4.2 

1. All U.S. presidents to 1998 were men. 

This argument satisfies both conditions for deductive strength. It is valid, and both 

its premises are The same is true of the following example: 

4.3 

1 . Either a won the 1996 U .5. presidential election or a Demo-
crat won the 1996 U.S. presidential election. 

2. It is not the case that a Republican won the 1996 U.S. presidential 

3. A Democrat won the 1996 U.S. presidential election. 

These two examples have premises that all readers probably know to be true. 

However, as we saw in Chapter 2, one person's evidence can differ from another 

person's evidence. As a result, an argument can have premises that are reasonable 

for one person to believe but not reasonable for another person to believe. Thus, 

just as the rational status of a proposition can vary from one person to another, 

the strength of an argument can vary from one person to another. If a valid argu-

ment has premises that are all justified for a certain person, then it is strong 

argument for that person. But if one or more of those premises is not justified 

for another person, then that same argument is not a strong argument for that 
other person. 

Our precise definition of deductive strength, then, must take into account this 

potential variability from person to person: 

D4.1: An argument is deductively strong for a person if and only if 
1. it is deductively valid; and 
2. it is reasonable for the person to believe all the argument's 

Arguments that are not strong will be said to be weak. We will explain weak argu-

ments in more detail later in the chapter. 
• If an argument is not deductively strong, then we say it is 
deductively weak.  There are two main ways in which an 
argument may be deductively weak for a person S.  

• The argument may be invalid.

• It may not be rational for S to believe all of its premises. 
• This includes cases in which it is reasonable to believe 
each premise individually, but not when taken altogether.


