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DEVELOPING AND SUSTAINING YOUR ARGUMENT 

Introduction: knowledge & ‘truth’ 

Most people are socialized to believe that knowledge and truth are absolute and unchanging 

(positivists still subscribe to universal laws which purport to govern the physical, natural and 

human world). A major goal of our institutions, including family, school, and religion is to transfer 

knowledge which has come to us from authoritative sources (parents, teachers, textbooks and 

religious leaders). Under this model the role of learners is to absorb information passively. The 

Confucian cultural learning model is often an example of this kind of learning. But what we have 

seen in this series of workshops is that knowledge and truth are more complicated than that. 

Critical thinkers have a responsibility to engage actively in the learning process and participate in 

developing their own understanding of the world. 

Justification for this approach might be found in the fact that authorities or ‘experts’ often 

disagree with each other over the nature of any given situation or question. Doctors disagree 

over diagnoses; economists on the state of the economy; scientists over the extent of global 

warming and climate change. Experts disagree by presenting different points of view, reasons in 

support of their view and evidence. 

What is critical thinking? 

What does it mean to think critically? The word critical comes from the Greek Kritikos which 

means to question and evaluate. A definition of critical think might be something like ‘making 

sense of the world by carefully examining the thinking process in order to clarify and improve our 

understanding’ (Chaffee, 1991, p.37). 

The activities which make up critical thinking include the following: 

1. Thinking actively and independently 

2. Carefully exploring situations with questions 

3. Viewing situations from different perspectives 

4. Presenting ideas in an organised way  

In scholarship critical thinking can be applied to both the reading and writing processes. What 

does it mean to be critical when reading? For the most part we read so that we can absorb 

information and form opinions about topics, issues and debates. In the writing of a literature 

review we always try to adopt a questioning and analysing approach towards the material. When 

we read critically and analytically we ask questions of or ‘interrogate’ the text. For example we 

might ask: 

 What is the author’s central argument or main point? (put another way, what does the 

author want the reader to accept?).  

 What are the author’s conclusions? 

 What are the reasons put forward for the author’s claim? 

 What evidence does the author provide in support of his or her argument(s) and 

conclusion(s)? 

 Is the evidence strong enough to support these arguments and conclusions? 

 Can these assumptions be challenged? 
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 What is the background context in which the text was written? Does the historical or 

cultural context have an effect on the author’s assumptions, the content, or the way it 

has been presented? 

When reading and evaluating a text it is helpful to have a series of questions like the ones above 

to help you interrogate – or think critically about – the work. This approach will be further 

investigated in the workshop on writing a literature review. 

Being critical in writing involves not only the evaluation of arguments, but the construction of an 

argument or ‘claim’ (these terms will be used interchangeably). A general definition of an 

argument might be something like ‘a form of thinking in which certain statements or reasons are 

offered in support of a conclusion’ (Chaffee, 1991, p.499). 

At the core of any scholarly argument are three elements: your claim, your reasons as to why 

someone should accept it, and evidence to support these reasons. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To the above schema we can add two more elements when developing and sustaining a written 

argument: 

1. Your responses to predicted questions, objections and alternative points of view the 

reader might form as they read. 

2. A clear commentary that points out to the reader how your reasons are relevant to your 

claim. 

Here are two examples of claims that could guide a piece of research: 

 Masks play a significant role in many religious ceremonies. 

CLAIM/ARGUMENT 

 

CONCLUSION 

Reason I

•Evidence A________________________________________.

•Evidence B________________________________________.

•Evidence C________________________________________.

Reason II

•Evidence A________________________________________.

•Evidence B________________________________________.

•Evidence C________________________________________.

Reason III

•Evidence A________________________________________.

•Evidence B________________________________________.

•Evidence C________________________________________.
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 Religion is still an influential factor in determining political outcomes in local elections in 

Modern Turkey. 

PARTICIPANT EXERCISE I:  

State your claim/argument in one sentence. 
 
 
 
 

 

 

It seems obvious that you must back up your claim with reasons and evidence, but it is easy to 

confuse these two words because we often use them as if they meant the same thing. But in fact 

they mean different things, but in fact they are different things. A reason is abstract and 

underpins your claim/argument. Reasons need the support of evidence. 

PARTICIPANT EXERCISE II: 

In the box provided state the reasons that you offer in support of your claim/argument. Next to 

each of these reasons identify the evidence you are linking to those reasons. 

Reason I Evidence 

Evidence 

Evidence 

Reason II Evidence 

Evidence 

Evidence 

Reason III Evidence 

Evidence 

Evidence 

 

Acknowledging and responding to reader’s points of view 

Your best readers will be the most critical. Whilst they read from a position of genuine inquiry in 

to your topic they aren’t likely to accept everything you present to them at face value. They will 

think of questions, raise objections and imagine alternatives. In a conversation we are able to 

respond directly to our interlocutor’s questions; but in writing it is up to you to anticipate these 

questions, objections and proposed alternatives.  

One way of heading-off possible criticisms of your argument is to examine both your reasons and 

evidence. Readers in fact usually raise two types of questions, one related to reasons and the 

other to evidence. Again look at your text and consider the following in relation to your reasons: 

 Are they inconsistent or contradictory? 

 Are they too weak or too few to support your claim/argument? 

 Are they irrelevant to your claim? 

Evidence also brings the potential for criticism. Imagine a reader who is, as they read, asking 

themselves the following questions regarding your evidence: 

 Is it accurate? 
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 Is it sufficient? 

 Is it the right kind of evidence for the study? 

One further point relating to key terms and concepts is important. Always ensure you define your 

terms and provide evidence - especially if they are open to multiple definitions or debate - to 

convince the reader you have considered alternatives and see this conceptualisation of the term 

as being the most appropriate. 

PARTICIPANT EXERCISE III: 
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Knowledge and ‘Truth’

What is the relationship between knowledge and ‘Truth’?

Should we accept established understandings of the world?

(Parents, teachers, institutions, the state)

In the social sciences there are two dominant philosophies of knowledge:

Positivism/objectivity

Constructivism



What is Critical Thinking?
■ From the Greek word kritikos (to question and evaluate)

■ Definition: “Too make sense of the world by examining our thinking process with the goal of 

clarifying and improving our understanding”.

The activities which make up critical thinking include:

1. Thinking independently

2. Exploring situations with questions

3. Viewing situations from different perspectives

4. Evaluating the different perspectives

5. Presenting an opinion in an organised way



Applying these to Reading & Writing

 Adopt a questioning and analysing approach by asking questions:

 What is the author’s central argument or main point? 

 What are the author’s conclusions?

 What are the reasons put forward for the author’s claim?

 What evidence does the author provide in support of his or her argument(s) and 
conclusion(s)?

 Is the evidence strong enough to support these arguments and conclusions?

 Can these assumptions be challenged?



Being a Critical Writer: developing an argument

There are 3 elements in an argument:

1. Claim

2. Reasons supporting the claim

3. Evidence which support the reasons



Claim

Conclusion

Reason I

•Evidence A________________________________________.

•Evidence B________________________________________.

•Evidence C________________________________________.

Reason II

•Evidence A________________________________________.

•Evidence B________________________________________.

•Evidence C________________________________________.

Reason III

•Evidence A________________________________________.

•Evidence B________________________________________.

•Evidence C________________________________________.



Once you have developed your argument 
consider the following:

■ What are the possible objections/criticisms/alternative views the reader might 

form?

■ Write a clear ‘commentary’ that tells the reader how your reasons support your 

argument



Participant exercise I

State your claim/argument in 

one sentence.



Participant exercise II

■ What reasons do you give to support your argument/claim:

■ Reason 1________________________________

■ Reason 2________________________________

■ Reason 3________________________________



Participant exercise III

■ Turn to page 3 of the workshop booklet. Complete table 2 (list the evidence you are 

using to support your reasons.



Participant exercise IV

Evaluate the evidence you are using.

■ For accuracy

■ For sufficiency

■ Source quality
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