Writing Project: Writing a Classical Argument

English 102, Spring 2005

Duane Roen

Topic Choices

Here are the generic criteria for a “good” topic: you have some passion for it; you want to learn more about it; it’s do-able.  Traditional “academic” topics are inherently no better or worse than other kinds—professional, civic, personal. That is, a paper on the designated hitter in baseball can have as much merit as a paper on tree-ring research methods.  I also encourage you to consider local topics—issues that affect the lives of ASU students on campus or in the Phoenix area.  I encourage you to read State Press and the local city daily newspapers to help you consider potential topics. . Beyond that, I will note that you should topics that are so emotionally charged that readers will be unwilling to consider your argumentative position with open minds. You also have to have an open mind about the topic.  As the textbook notes, classical argument is not just about persuasion; it’s also about truth seeking.  

Parts of a Classical Argument

Although form should take shape as you develop a piece of writing, we will talk about the parts of a classical argument.  We will discuss the parts as reminders of the concerns that you, as a writer, need to address.  As you work on your argument, you may find it helpful to assume that you will include all eight parts of a classical argument:


1. exordium (introduction): where the writer gains attention and/or establishes credibility


2. narratio (narration): background or context for the argument


3. propositio (proposition): thesis or major claim


4. partitio (partition): delineation of the steps to be followed in the case


5. confirmatio (confirmation): proof and evidence in support of the thesis/claim


6. confutatio (confutation): refutation of opposition viewpoint


7. digressio (digression): related points


8. peroratio (peroration): conclusion and/or call for action

Helpful Hints

Throughout the unit I will remind you to distinguish assertion from argumentation.  I will encourage you to  use the eight parts listed above as invention heuristics, and to spend extra time on confirmation and confutation.  Here, by the way, is where peers can help each other a lot.  They can play devil’s advocates in class (small or large group) to help you understand the obstacles that you need to overcome.  

Due Dates

February 16: 
Bring to class a list of at least five topics to explore. Give me your list.



(Remember that we’re meeting in Ballroom C of the Student Union.)

February 21: 
Generate a list of appeals—logos, ethos, pathos—that you plan to use to support your 

position; also generate a list of counterarguments to your position; bring four copies of your two lists to class; give me one copy
February 23:
Bring to class four copies of your more fully developed appeals, as well as your 

responses to counterarguments; give me one copy
February 28:
Complete a draft of the classical argument; bring four copies to class

March 2:
Revise the project; bring two copies to class; give me one copy.
March 7:
The edited/polished version is due; submit it, along with all process work.
Rubric for Evaluating Your Classical Argument

	Feature
	Exceptional
	Effective
	Acceptable
	Unsatisfactory

	Topic
	The topic and your treatment of it are very interesting to you and to some identified group of readers.
	The topic and your treatment of it are moderately interesting to you and to some identified group of readers.
	The topic may be interesting to you, but your treatment of  it has limited interest to any readers.
	You don’t seem that interested in the topic, and you don’t make it very interesting to readers.

	Parts of the Argument
	You use all eight parts of a classical argument effectively.
	Several essential parts are missing or ineffective.
	A few essential parts are missing or ineffective.
	You offer little or no refutation.

	Use of Appeals
	You use an effective balance of logos, ethos, pathos.
	You need either more logos or more ethos.
	You need more logos and more ethos.
	You rely mostly on pathos.

	A Research-Based

Approach
	You consistently use research to support your claims.
	Some additional researched support is necessary.
	Much more researched support is necessary.
	You use little researched support.

	A Focused-Straightforward Presentation
	You stay focused on the parts and how they interact.
	You occasionally digress.
	You digress frequently.
	You digress throughout much of the paper.

	Documentation
	You’ve carefully documented all of your sources.
	You’ve documented most of your sources carefully.
	You’ve documented many but not most of your sources carefully.
	Documentation is missing or inconsistent.

	Expression
	Your sentences are grammatical and varied; your diction is precise; you’ve carefully attended to conventions of punctuation and mechanics.
	Your sentences are grammatical but lack variety; your diction lacks precision in places; you’ve attended to most conventions of punctuation and mechanics.
	Some sentences are ungrammatical and lack variety; your diction is vague or imprecise in places; you’ve not consistently attended to conventions of punctuation and mechanics.
	Many sentences are ungrammatical and lack variety; your diction is imprecise in many places; you’ve not paid much attention to conventions of punctuation and mechanics.


