QUESTIONS TO ASK WHEN
EXAMINING A POSITION

It is vital to learn how to evaluate an argument calmly
and objectively. Discussing the following questions will
help. These questions will enable you to break down an
argument into its component parts, thereby avoiding the
common tendency to be swayed by a presenter’s delivery
techniques or by one’s own set of biases and opinions.

+ Question: How Empirical Is the Presentation?

The most persuasive argument is the one that supports
its thesis by referring to relevant, accurate, and up-to-
date data from the best sources possible. One should
investigate the credibility of the author, how recent the
material is, the type of research (if any) that supports the
position outlined, and the degree of documentation
behind any argument. Empiricism implies going to the
best source for material. This suggests that original
research material is preferable to secondary sources,
which in turn are preferable to hearsay.

« Question: What Is Fact? What Is Opinion?

A fact is a statement that can be proven. In contrast, an
opinion is a statement that expresses how a person feels
about an issue or what someone thinks is true. Many
authors blend fact and opinion; it is the responsibility of
the critical thinker to discriminate successfully between
the two.

This process of discrimination often ties in with
the concept of empiricism. Facts are generally empiri-
cally determined from research. They are documented
and can be known or observed by other people. Facts
can be verified in other sources or can be replicated by
other research. Good facts should be most convincing in
any issue.

Opinions should carry less weight in evaluating an
argument. While the writer may believe them to be true,
opinions are a product of the writer’s biases and per-
sonal system of beliefs. While many opinions make
good sense and may win a reader’s approval, they must
still be classified as mere opinions if there is no factual
evidence supporting them. Opinion may, in fact, be
entirely correct, but generally it still should be viewed
with less trust than facts.

Some statements contain both fact and opinion.
For example, research has demonstrated that animals
living in crowded cages show more aggressive behavior
than those living in less crowded cages. A statement such
as “Overcrowding of people in slum areas will foster
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high levels of aggression, rape, and child abuse in the
same way that one sees in caged animals” contains ele-
ments of both opinion and fact.

+ Question: What Propaganda Is Being Used?

Propaganda is information presented in order to influ-
ence a reader. It is not necessarily “good” or “bad.”
Many authors consciously use propaganda techniques in
order to convince their readers of their special point of
view. A close look at the author’s background or some of
the motivations and editorial policies of the source of
the publication may provide clues about what types of
propaganda techniques might be used.

+ Question: What Cause/Effect Relationships Are Proposed?

Much material is written to establish or advance a
hypothesis that some circumstances “cause” specific
things to happen. Experiments often consist of searching
for cause/effect relationships. Scientists seem to be link-
ing more and more observations with their antecedent
causes. Students should note when an issue has at its
heart a disputed cause/effect relationship; isolating the
claim and examining the relationship is the readers’
responsibility.

+ Question: Are These Cause/Effect Relationships Merely
Correlations?

Many cause/effect statements are flawed because no
appropriate research or evidence has isolated a single
cause. There may be other hidden factors underlying
the relationship. A good example is this statement:
“Birds fly south in winter because it gets cold in north-
ern areas.” This statement is plausible, and many read-
ers would accept it because it “makes sense.” Data exist
to show a relationship between temperature and bird
population density: population decreases as tempera-
ture decreases. However, no experiment has conclu-
sively established that temperature is a causative factor
of bird migration. Alternative hypotheses may very well
also explain the behavior. Food supplies may become
scarce during low-temperature periods, breeding
instincts may precipitate migration, or the birds may
simply want a change of scenery! If sufficiently con-
trolled experiments could rule out these alternative
hypotheses, the cause/effect statement could be made.
As it is, a simple correlation (statement of coincidence)
is all that remains: “Birds fly south at the same time
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