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Almost everything prior to this chapter has been about constructing arguments for or against a proposition.  Another important part of the debate process involves evaluating, refuting and responding to arguments made by others.  These processes, all organized under the idea of deconstructing arguments, are introduced in this chapter.  Specifically, we will begin by discussing the process of detecting fallacies of argument, and then we will proceed to a section on how to respond to and refute arguments.  Finally, we will conclude with a section on how to use points of information in the process of responding to arguments. 

Detecting Fallacious Arguments

The process of detecting fallacious arguments begins by examining the criteria for logical assessment of arguments and then proceeds to the identification of the basic kinds of fallacies.  

Criteria for Logical Assessment of Arguments

Three standards—acceptability, relevance, and sufficiency—differentiate logically good arguments from logically poor ones.  The following diagram shows the relationship of these three criteria.  





Arguments that satisfy these three criteria are logically good arguments and arguments that fail to satisfy one or more of them are not as good.  If an argument fails to satisfy one of these criteria, then we say the debater presenting that argument has committed a fallacy.  The sections below outline each of the three criteria and the basic fallacy associated with each criteria.  

The Standard of Acceptability

The standard of acceptability is related to the concept of evidence.  As we stated in Chapter 4, evidence is the starting point of an argument.  It is the foundation on which an argument is built. To meet this standard, evidence must meet at least one of the following conditions: 

· It is common knowledge

· It is supported elsewhere, usually in a published source

· It is supported by a qualified authority

· It is supported by a cogent subargument made by the debater. 

Fallacy of Problematic Premise

The fallacy of problematic premise occurs when the debater constructs an argument that fails to meet the acceptability standard.  If a debater asserts that a certain number of Chinese were unable to migrate from rural to urban areas but is unable to provide any evidence, that debater has committed the fallacy of a problematic premise. 

The Standard of Relevance


The standard of relevance is related to reasoning and answers the question of whether the evidence is related to the claim.  Evidence is relevant if belief in the evidence makes the audience or judge more likely to believe the claim.  It is irrelevant if the judge or audience’s belief in the claim is not changed at all by acceptance of the evidence. 

Fallacy of Irrelevant Reason

The fallacy of irrelevant reason occurs when a debater constructs an argument that fails to meet the acceptability standard.  If when debating the resolution about reforming Hukou policies,  a debater argues that many Chinese citizens are finding work in the United States, that debater may have committed the fallacy of an irrelevant reason. 

The Standard of Sufficiency

An argument can begin with acceptable evidence that is relevant to the claim and still not be good enough to persuade the judge or audience. The standard of sufficiency demands that the evidence and the reasoning raise the audience or judge’s belief in the claim to a reasonable level of certainty.  A reasonable level of certainty is never 100%.  In most argumentative situations where they are expected to choose between two competing arguments, judges will accept the argument that they consider most probable.  The standard of sufficiency is the standard that ensures that the argument meets this level of probability.  

Fallacy of Hasty Conclusion


The fallacy of hasty conclusion occurs when a debater makes an argument but fails to meet the sufficiency standard.  If a debater argues that the PRC should not reform Hukou policies because some municipalities already provide health services regardless of Hukou, that debater may have presented a hasty conclusion.  The argument that some municipalities provide health services regardless of Hukou is relevant to the need to reform Hukou policies, but it is not sufficient because it does not dispute that the PRC needs to provide health cares regardless of Hukou to all Chinese citizens.
Refuting Arguments

Refutation of arguments includes showing how your opponents’ arguments present fallacies of reasoning.  However, refutation includes more than showing how opponents’ arguments are fallacious.  It also includes presenting your own arguments that directly counter those of your opponents.  

What to Refute

You cannot and should not refute every argument your opponents make. Refute only the most important arguments  Each argument that your opponent makes is not equally important.  You should refute only those that are most important.  Deciding whether or not an argument is important involves two considerations:

First, is the argument essential to the case made by your opponent?  If it is, then you want to consider refuting that argument. 

For example, if your opponent suggests that the principle that supports reform of Hukou is equality of the individual, you may want to refute the fact that equality is an important principle in a collectivist society. 

Second, does the argument stand in the way of some important argument you want to make?  If so, then you need to refute it.  

For example, imagine that you want to argue that the principle of sustaining one’s community supports the current Hukou policy but your opponent argues that abolishing Hukou is congruent with community values.  In this case, you should consider refuting the fact that current Hukou policies support community values. 

Refute by Pointing to Fallacious Reasoning.

Use the categories of fallacies presented earlier to show how the arguments presented by your opponents fail to satisfy the criteria for a logically good argument. 


The previous section provides examples of fallacious arguments that might be used in refutation of this kind. 

Refute by Presenting a Counter Argument. 


Even if the arguments presented by your opponent are not fallacious, you may be able to present arguments that directly counter them.  


For example, imagine that your opponent claims that the present system is already making necessary reforms to Hukou policies and that these reforms make elimination of Hukou unnecessary.  You might present a counter argument to suggest that the reforms being undertaken are of a cosmetic nature only and do not address the main issues of employment opportunities and social benefits. 

Four-Step Refutation

After deciding what you intend to refute, you need to decide how to present your refutation.  The following model of four-step refutation is one of several effective systems for presenting refutation in a persuasive manner. 

· Identify the argument you are going to refute: “They say . .  .” 

“My opponents said that Hukou policies are already being reformed.” 

· Identify your response that argument: “But I say. . .” 

“But these reforms are merely cosmetic.” 

· Support your response to that argument: “Because. . .”

“The reforms mentioned by my opponent do not solve the essential problems of employment opportunities or social benefits.” 

· Show the importance of your refutation: “Therefore. . .” 

“My opponent’s argument is not sufficient to suggest that elimination of the Hukou policy is not necessary.” 

Using Points of Information Effectively
What is a point of information?

From its name, one might expect that a point of information is an opportunity to provide information that one needs to make a better argument.  But in reality, it is the process that debaters use to interject information into the debate to undermine the arguments of their opponents or to bolster their own.  A point of information may be a quick argument designed to make the opponent’s argument appear weak or it might a question designed to establish the grounds for your own argument that is to come. 

Points of information are among the most important elements of the debate because they change the debate from a series of competing monologues to a dialogue.  Points of information allow debaters to interact with one another and to show how one argument relates to another.  

Offering points of information

A point of information is offered by one person to a person speaking for the opposing side of the debate.  So an opposition speaker might offer a point of information to the Prime Minister for example.  Points of information can be offered only after the first minute and prior to the last minute of a speech. The point of information can last no more than 15 seconds and the person offering the point is not allowed to follow up with an additional comment or question. 

· The process of offering points of information

· To offer a point of information, a debater must get the attention of the speaker.  The debater can gain attention by standing and raising a hand, by standing and saying something like “point of information please, or simply by standing silently. 

· After offering the point by getting the attention of the speaker, the person cannot actually make the point of information until recognized by the speaker.  The speaker may refuse the point by verbal statement (not at this time please, no thank you, etc.) or by nonverbal signal (waving in a downward motion to signal the person to sit back down.) Refusal of a point of information cannot be appealed. The decision to accept or reject a point of information belongs solely to the speaker. 

· The speaker accepts a point verbally by saying something like “I’ll take your point.” When an offer of a point of information is accepted, the person offering the point has a maximum of fifteen seconds to actually make the point. 

· Offering points of information to deconstruct your opponent’s arguments

· One very common use of the point of information is to deconstruct your opponent’s argument.  For instance, “Don’t you realize that many municipalities have already reformed Hukou policies?”

· Offering points of information to telegraph your own position.

· Another use of the point of information is to telegraph your argument to the judge or the audience.  If you intend later to make an argument in response to something the speaker is saying, your point of information can suggest that argument to the judge so that when you make it, they will be prepared to receive it. For example, “Wouldn’t you agree that equality of individuals is not nearly as important for collectivist societies as supporting the community at large?”

· Offering points of information to set the direction of the debate.

· A point of information can also be used to set or reestablish the direction of the debate.  In some cases, debaters may notice that their best arguments no longer are central to the debate.  In these cases, points of information can be used to try to return the debate to those issues.  For instance, “If you will recall, the Leader of Opposition suggested that supporting a community is more important than equality of individuals. How does your current line of argument account for this argument made by my colleague?”

Responding to Points of Information

The person speaking controls the time allocated for his or her speech and needs to make decisions about accepting and declining points of information. The speaker needs to accept offers judiciously and when the point is accepted, the speaker needs to respond immediately and forcefully. 

· Accept offers judiciously. 

Speakers who accept all points of information would lose control of the entire speech and find their opponents controlling the direction of the speech.   Most traditions of parliamentary debate suggest that a speaker accept a minimum of two points of information and a maximum of three or four. 

Some debaters simply accept the first two points and refuse all others.  This is probably not the best method.  The debater needs to consider a couple of thing: 

· Accept points when you are in a comfortable part of your speech.  If you are in a part of your speech when you are having difficulty thinking of what to say, don’t compound your difficulty by accepting a point of information. Accept points when you are feeling most confident.

· Carefully decide which person’s offer you want to accept.  By accepting a point from one of the strongest speakers on the opposite side, you communicate to the judge and the audience that you have no fear of engaging the strongest speakers.  In any case, you should probably not accept more than one point from any speaker. 

· Respond to the point immediately

Sometimes debaters are tempted to respond to a point by saying “I’ll get back to your point later.”  This is almost always an unwise move for a couple of reasons. First, it signals rightly or wrongly that you can’t think of the proper response quickly.  Second, you may simply forget to get back to it in which case you lose standing with the judges and audience. 

· Respond to the point forcefully

When you accept the point of information, do not respond meekly. Respond in a very clear and forceful manner so as to suggest that you are very confident about your answer.  

· Do not allow debaters to ask follow up points

Sometimes a debater attempts to follow up a point of information with another argument or question.  The speaker should not allow such follow-ups.  One good way to discourage a debater from attempting to follow up is to look away from that debater after he or she has made the point.  Look away from the debater and toward the judge and audience while responding to the point of information. 

Summary

This section has described the process of deconstructing arguments.  Argument deconstruction requires the ability to identify fallacious reasoning, to identify counter arguments, and to present refutation in a clear and concise method.  The four-step method describe here is one way to ensure clarity of refutation. In addition to the process of refutation during a speech, another way to refute arguments is to do so using points of information.  

The process of deconstruction is quite important to the debate process.  Constructing argument is the process of establishing the foundation of the debate but deconstructing arguments adds interaction and dialogue to what would otherwise be a very stiff and stilted debate. 
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� 1. This approach to the quality of arguments and fallacies is not our invention. In fact, we borrow the approach fully from Canadian philosophers Ralph H. Johnson and J. Anthony Blair, Logical Self-Defense (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1994). Reprinted by Idebate press.  








