
Philosophy 101
(1/20/11)

• This is PHIL 101 (section 2) — “Logic, Reason, and Persuasion”
• NOTE: the course is full — no SPN’s available. 

• If you weren’t here last time, make sure to (1) buy the book 
(Ch. 1 is on the website), and (2) checkout the course website:

http://fitelson.org/101/

• Chapter 1 of Feldman’s Reason & Argument:
• Arguments & argument analysis
• Reason, rhetoric & argument analysis
• [Ways people deal with arguments — did this § last time]
• Impediments to good reasoning
• Truth & correspondence to the facts
• Rational Belief

Homework #1

• HW #1 is being assigned today.

• It is due in two weeks, on 2/3/11. 

• It consists of these 5 problems:

• (1) p. 8: #4, (2) p. 14: #2, (3) p. 14: #4, 
(4) p. 20: #4, (5) p. 22: #5.

• I’ll say more about the formatting, structure, 
etc., of your homeworks next week.

Arguments & Argument Analysis I
• An argument is a collection of statements, one of 
which is its conclusion, and the rest are its premises.

• Statements are expressed by declarative sentences.  

• It is important to distinguish statements and sentences.

• Not all sentences express statements:

• “What time is it?” is a perfectly good sentence.  But, it 
does not express any statement (or proposition).

• Any statement will be expressible using many sentences:

• “Snow is white” and “Schnee ist weiß” express the same 
statement, even though they are different sentences.

Arguments & Argument Analysis II
• Statements are either true or false (and not both).

• We’ll return to truth and falsity later in chapter 1.

• The premises of an argument are supposed to support its 
conclusion — that is, the premises are meant to provide 
reasons to believe that the conclusion of the argument is true.

• We will be looking at many (English) passages, which may 
or may not contain arguments.  We will focus on 
argumentative passages, which do contain arguments.  

• Note: not all passages (in real life) contain arguments.

• So, the “zeroth” step in argument analysis is recognizing 
that an argument is present. [Our examples will always have one.]



Arguments & Argument Analysis III
• The first step in argument analysis is reconstruction.

• Reconstruction is challenging, for many reasons:
• people do not always express their arguments clearly.
• they often leave some of their premises unstated.
• the structure of an argument is usually not obvious either.

• And, since we want to reconstruct arguments in a 
charitable way (i.e., we want the strongest version of an argument), 
we need to understand what makes an argument good.

• That brings us to the second step in argument analysis: 
evaluation.  This is also challenging, for various reasons:

• Generally, it is difficult to determine whether (and to what 
degree) the premises of an argument support its conclusion.

Arguments & Argument Analysis IV
• We will develop various techniques for reconstructing and 
evaluating arguments, which will lead to a systematic approach.

• An example from the text (to illustrate some subtleties).   
• This is not unusual for a “letter to the editor” type passage:

2 Chapter 1 Introduction 

One place where we find arguments is on the editorial page of a newspaper, 
either in the editorials themselves or in the opinion columns and letters to the edi-
tor. Here is a fairly typical example: 

Example 1.1 
Where Were You Then? 

I have a few questions for those who have raised their voices against the 
recent Supreme Court decision to preserve our constitutional right to engage 
in symbolic acts of protest, including the burning of the American flag: 

Are you as outraged when our Constitution is assaulted? 
Did you protest when the constitutional rights of black citizens were 

denied? Did you work for their rights to vote, to equal education, to fair 
housing? 

Have you spoken out against the assault on our Constitution by the 
illegal maneuverings of the boys in the White House during the Iran-
Contra affair? 

... In short, can you honestly say that you love your flag when you 
have been silent in protecting all that it stands for? 1 

Example 1.1 is an excerpt from a letter to the editor about a 1989 Supreme 
Court decision on flag burning and the First Amendment to the Constitution. The 
First Amendment says that "Congress shall make no law . . . abridging freedom of 
speech." Speech has long been taken to include symbolic actions in addition to ordi-
nary speaking and writing. The issue in this case was whether flag burning is a kind 
of speech covered by this amendment. The Court ruled that it was. This evoked con-
siderable protest from those who thought flag burning should be illegal. The author 
of Example 1.1 is responding to critics of the Supreme Court's decision. 

On first reading it may seem that the author of the letter makes a good point 
against those who oppose the Supreme Court's decision. Clearly, she supports the 
Court's decision permitting flag burning as a protest, and she disapproves of those who 
have condemned the decision. This is made plain by her first sentence, stating that 
she has "a few questions" for opponents of the Court's decision. Before we decide 
whether this letter makes a good point, however, we should look more carefully at 

what the letter says. 
Instead of discussing the merits of the decision, the author attacks critics of the 

decision by suggesting that they have not done all they should to defend the Con-
stitution in other cases. Notice that the author doesn't directly say that the critics 
haven't defended the Constitution in other cases. Rather, by asking whether they 
have, she suggests that they haven't. These critics may or may not have defended con-
stitutional rights in these other cases. The author's point, however, does not address 

1. Vicki Lewin, Letter to· the editor, Rochester Times-Union, July 12, 1989, p. 7A. 
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the merits of the Court's decision in this case, nor does it address the arguments of 
the opponents of the decision. There is nothing in the letter that shows that the deci-
sion was a good one, either because it conforms to the provisions of the Constitu-
tion or because the country benefits from permitting- flag burning. This letter is typical 
of many discussions of controversial issues in that it sheds more heat than light on 
the issues. It attacks people who take an opposing view, but it says nothing about the 
merits of the view itself 

Contrast Example 1.1 with the following excerpt from an editorial opposing the 
death penalty: , 

Example 1.2 

No to the Death Penalty 
It's unfair, it's costly and it's not as tough on crime as you think . 
Are death penalty laws fair? Is it in our interest to pass them? 
The answer to both questions is no. Some criminals may not deserve 

to live, but that doesn't mean the death penalty is a good idea. 
Let's start with fairness. 
The bill before the Legislature is carefully drawn. It would kill only 

the worst killers-those who do it for hire, who torture, who have more 
than one victim, who kill while committing other crimes, wllo kill a 
police officer. 

What's more, the bill lists many mitigating circumstances: emotional 
disturbance, the influence of alcohol or drugs, impaired mental capacity, no 
significant history of violent crime. 

Yet other states have careful laws and good intentions too-and 
even so, studies show that the death penalty, as it is applied, 
discriminates by race. 

"Those who kill whites are between three and four times more likely to 
be sentenced to death than those who kill blacks/' University of Florida 
expert Michael Radelet told us. 

Clearly, juries tend to be more outraged when a victim is white-
which makes a mockery of fairness. 

Now for self-interest. 
You may think it's cheaper to kill a criminal than to keep him locked 

up for 40 years. Guess again. 
There are at least 11 costly, time-consuming stages built into the 

process of legal review for death sentences. 
Can't we cut through all that? Not if we care about fairness .... 
Imagine what would be spent in New York so that "expert counsel" 

can file motion after motion, year after year, with exquisite regard for every 
conceivable right of their clients-while the families of victims wait bitterly 
for justice. 

It's just not worth it. 
Why waste millions of our tax dollars every year, clog the already 

crowded courts, fatten the wallets of lawyers, and still be no safer? 
Why not spend the money instead on sure, swift law enforcement? 

Reason, Rhetoric, and Argument Analysis I

• What we are doing in this course is neither rhetoric nor 
debate.  Those are not purely rational activities.

• Debates are typically about “winning” — they are not 
(usually) about producing the most rational arguments.

• Political debates are a prime example of the sort of thing 
that we will not be concerned with in this course.

• “Winning” a debate involves having the right sort of 
rhetorical power, which usually does not require (or 
involve) giving arguments with greater rational strength.

• Things like charisma, speaking ability, attractive looks (and 
sounds), and persuasiveness factor into rhetorical power.

Reason, Rhetoric, and Argument Analysis II

• We must also distinguish rational vs non-rational aspects of 
written passages, as well as verbal presentations/speeches. 

• An argumentative passage may be well-written (e.g., from an 
English language perspective), and it may be funny, poetic, etc.

• These aspects of a written passage can contribute to its 
literary merit (and often to its rhetorical power as well).

• But, the literary merit of a passage is not relevant to the 
rational strength of the arguments it contains.

• So, when we are analyzing the arguments contained in a 
written passage, we must not be distracted by literary (or 
other rhetorical) virtues (or vices!) of the passage.



Reason, Rhetoric, and Argument Analysis III

• GOAL: to determine whether the premises of an argument 
provide good reason to believe that its conclusion is true.

• In real life, we’re not always interested in achieving this goal.

• Sometimes, we might want to be comforted, or amused, or 
morally challenged by written (or spoken) words.

• In this course, we will not be interested in such uses of (or 
ways of interpreting) written or spoken words.  

• In some contexts, we are not concerned with determining 
whether a statement is true or false, or whether a body of 
evidence (i.e., a set of premises) supports a conclusion.

• But, in this course, that will be our focus.


