
Evaluating Arguments

This document covers some of the basics of identifying and evaluating arguments. It defines of the key terms
and will hopefully be of use both in evaluating arguments, but also in constructing arguments of your own.

Types of Arguments

First, we need a definition of an argument. An argument is a set of sentences comprised of premises and
a conclusion where the premises purport to establish the conclusion. There are two basic types of argu-
ments (a third basic type, abductive arguments, is not covered here, for more details, take Critical Thinking!):

Deductive Argument - in a deductive argument, the conclusion follows necessarily from the premises.
That is, if the premises are true, then the conclusion must be true. Consider the following two arguments
(the ∴ symbol simply means therefore):

(1)

1. All men are mortal.

2. Socrates is a man.

3. ∴ Socrates is mortal.

(2)

1. All men are immortal.

2. Socrates is a man.

3. ∴ Socrates is immortal.

These two arguments have different premises and different conclusions. Indeed, their conclusions contradict
one another. Yet, in both cases, if the premises are true, then the conclusion must be true, it cannot be the
case that the conclusion is false. This is because the logical structure of the argument guarantees that the
conclusion is true. We can put both arguments in schematic form:

(3)

1. All Fs are Gs.

2. S is an F.

3. ∴ S is a G.

That is, no matter what we put in for F, G and S, the argument will turn out to be deductively valid.
A deductive argument is valid if and only if when the premises are true, the conclusion must be true. So
why do we reject argument two? We reject it because the first premise is false. It is obviously not the case
that all men are immortal. An argument is sound if and only if it is valid and has true premises. A sound
deductive argument has a conclusion that must be true.

Inductive Argument - deductive arguments establish (if sound) their conclusions as being necessarily
true, but they do so at a cost. A deductive argument cannot tell us anything new, it can only draw out
the consequences of premises that are already accepted. By contrast, an inductive argument is able to tell
us something new, but at the cost of certainty. It does so by drawing generalizations based on particular
instances. Consider the following example of an inductive argument:
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1. Swan1 is white.

2. Swan2 is white.

3. ...

4. Swann is white.

5. ∴ All swans are white.

For some number of swans (n) that have been observed, all have been white. This licenses the inference
to the generalization that all swans are white. This example usefully illustrates, however, that even if the
conclusion of an inductive argument is highly probable, it is by no means certain. After all, the conclusion
of this argument is false, there are black swans. No matter how many instances you draw on, when you
generalize with an inductive argument, you can only establish that the conclusion is probable, and never
that it is certain.

Evaluating Arguments

The first question to answer when evaluating an argument is, what kind of argument is it? Is it deductive
or inductive (or, is it structured differently, this list of arguments encompasses many arguments but is not
exhaustive)? This is an important question, because unless you understand the form of the argument, you
will not know what criteria to apply when evaluating it. Therefore, your first task is always to identify the
argument, figure out its premises and conclusion and its logical structure.

If the argument is deductive, then it should be evaluated by two criteria. First, is the argument valid?
Remember that an argument is valid if the the conclusion must follow from the premises (if the premises are
true). It is about the logical form of the argument. For example, consider the following invalid argument:

1. If I am the President of the United States, then I am an American citizen.

2. I am an American citizen.

3. ∴ I am the President of the United States.

Clearly something has gone wrong here, but what? Both of the premises are true, but the conclusion is false.
Let us put this argument in schematic form:

1. If p then q.

2. q.

3. ∴ p.

Now we can see the problem. Just because everytime p is true q is also true does not mean that everytime q
is true, p is true. This is the formal fallacy known as affirming the consequent. When evaluating the validity
of the argument, you should ignore the truth of the premises and concentrate solely on the logical properties
of the argument. Even granting the truth of the premises, does the conclusion follow?

The other criterion by which you should evaluate deductive arguments is for the truth of the premises. A
valid argument only establishes the truth of its conclusion if the premises are true. If the premises are not
true, then the conclusion does not follow! Look for premises which are either false, or for which no adequate
argument has been provided (remember that premises often need arguments too!).
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If the argument is inductive, then you should evaluate the argument for its strength. Consider the following
argument:

1. Every time I’ve taught this course, someone has asked that question.

2. ∴ Next time I teach this course, someone will ask that question.

Here I am using an inductive argument to make a prediction about a future instance. Is my argument
strong? In fact, you cannot tell! First, you would need to know how often I’ve taught the course. If I’ve only
taught it once, then that is a pretty weak basis from which to make future predictions. If I’ve taught it fifty
times, I can make the prediction with a lot more confidence. It might also be worth knowing if I am teach-
ing the course at the same place both times. Perhaps I’ve taught it fifty times at once school, but the next
time will be in a school with a very different demographic and the question is less relevant to that population.

An inductive argument is strong if it establishes that the conclusion is likely or probable. If it does not, then
the argument is weak. Therefore, when evaluating inductive arguments, you should pay careful attention to
the sample used to make the generalization. Does it support the generalization?

In reading philosophy, you might also encounter proposed definitions. These definitions sometimes take
the form of necessary and sufficient conditions. A condition is necessary if anything which fits the definition
must also satisfy that condition. A condition is sufficient if satisfying that condition is enough to fit the
definition. Therefore, all and only the things which meet the necessary and sufficient conditions will fit the
definition. For example, for a long time philosophers thought that the necessary and sufficient conditions
for knowledge where being justified true belief. Anything which was not justified, true or a belief could not
be knowledge, and everything which was justified, true and a belief was knowledge.

One way to criticize definitions which provide necessary and sufficient conditions is to find a counter-
example. A counter-example is something which either: (a) is an example of the defined thing, but does
not meet the conditions, or (b) is not an example of the defined thing, but does meet the conditions. For
example, philosophers argue that there are counter-examples to this definition of knowledge. Suppose that
the clock is stopped at 11:17, and you look at it precisely at 11:17 AM. You have the belief that it is 11:17
AM, and it is true. You also seem to be justified, since you based it on looking at the clock, which is a
reliable way to learn the time. Yet, it does not seem right to say that you know that is 11:17 AM. Therefore,
we have a case which fits the definition, but is not a case of knowledge (type b). This is a counter-example
to the proposed definition. Socrates investigated philosophical questions by taking proposed definitions of
important concepts and looking for a counter-example.

Finally, you should also be on the look out for implicit premises. Sometimes, an author will not carefully
spell out every premise in the argument. The premise that the they need might be left implicit, or unstated
(these are also sometimes called “suppressed premises”). When evaluating an argument, and the reasoning
looks a bit quick (they have not spelled out each step), or if something looks a bit fishy, try to identify any
implicit premises which have gone unstated. Sometimes they are left out because they are obvious, but the
implicit premises might also be the most controversial!
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