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You might tire from our use of the fundamentals metaphor but you will have to trust us that it is a useful one in relation to argument.  As we have already stressed, the study of argument is concerned with identification and critique of fundamental skills and the practice of argument is similarly concerned with the enactment of these fundamentals.  One of the most overlooked and underemphasized fundamentals of argument is research.  It is our hope that the process of paper writing that we will guide you through will serve as a corrective to this trend as we plan to place a healthy emphasis on the quantity and, more importantly, the quality of your research.  

In many classes research is an afterthought where it merely supplements arguments you have already developed.  If you think back to the requirements of your past papers you can probably identify a number of ways that writing (syntax, clarity, and flow) is privileged over research or the ways in which research is relegated to a secondary role in the service of your writing.  In other words, research is not designed to inform the creation and crafting of your argument—instead research acts as a buttress to an already constructed argument.  The problem with this approach is that writers develop their theses, compose their papers, and then insert research after the paper is written.  In this case research usually consists of a quick Google search wherein the writer prints out the first source with a passage that can be cited in their paper.  As a result, writers risk failing to engage broader questions about their topics and covering all of their bases.  We want to work against this model of writing and research and instead emphasize the importance of research in developing, refining, and strengthening your arguments.  

Let us be clear about one thing:  we are not saying that you must approach your research without any preconceived notions or positions.  And, we are asking you to do more than simply keep an open mind to arguments that run counter to your own.    Instead we would like for you to isolate a topic area, conduct research into your topic, further develop and refine your argument through more research, and then start writing and integrating the research into your writing.  If you follow this model your own arguments and writing will improve.

You need to have a plan when you start researching.  And by a plan I mean that you need to have a clear idea about where you want to start, how you will take notes and record your efforts, and how to most efficiently collect, sort, and organize your research materials.  The process of researching and writing is already hard enough and you can make your job even tougher by being an inefficient researcher.  However, you can make your task easier by taking the time to plan ahead and conducting your research in a systematic way.  Here are some suggestions that might help you in your research efforts:

1. You need to narrow your topic before you can conduct efficient research.

Most of you have a general area of interest but you might not know the specific position that you want to take in relation to your larger topic.  Others of you probably have a clearer idea about the direction of your argument.  Whatever the case may be you need to perform narrower searches than “gay marriage” or “global warming.”  You might want to use broad terms like these when you first start researching your topic in order to help you get a feel for the literature base of your topic.  You might be able to tell what organizations or researchers are key players in these public debates.  You might also be to find journals, along with other publications, that are dedicated to your topic.  However, you will want to start to narrow your search results with additional phrases that eliminate irrelevant resources.  At the same time, you don’t want to create too narrow of a search and unduly limit the results of your search.  This is a tough skill to master and it will take time, so be patient with yourself.

2.  You need to understand the limitations of your research engine.

Every database or research guide operates within its own unique limitations.  For example, if you use Lexis-Nexis you will be asked to select a parameter for your search such as “Major U.S. Newspapers” or “Magazines and Journals.”  If you select major newspapers, it is doubtful that you will find peer-reviewed scholarly research in these articles.  The journalists who write these articles may not even cite scholarly research and there is a chance that they have not even read scholarly material on the topic.  In some cases this might not matter all that much.  In other cases it might make all the difference in the world.  For example, if you want to know the current poll numbers in the presidential election you probably will not be able to find that information in a scholarly article.  You will probably want to look at the Los Angeles Times or Newsweek as they regularly conduct their own presidential polls – or better still, you might go to the websites of specific pollsters such as Gallup, Zogby, etc.  However, if you want to know the effect that negative advertising has had on the last three presidential campaigns you should probably look for a scholarly article based on empirical research (this information would probably be found in a political science or communication journal).  Most databases have some kind of link that will allow you to browse through their collection which will in turn reveal the limitations of their holdings.

Internet search engines can be especially problematic.  Each search engine (such as Google or Yahoo) operate in different ways.  Google, for example, will return your search results according to the most visited sites.  As you should know by now from your list of fallacies, the most popular sites may not be the most informative or most helpful ones.  Another problem with a general Google search is that it is difficult to group your results by type.  So say that you only want newspaper articles—this is difficult unless you use the “Advanced Search” function.  The internet, in many ways, has made researching easier but it can become frustrating if you don’t formulate your search correctly.

If you are really adventurous, you can actually start with the non-electronic library collections—also known as books and hard copies of journals.  Our hope is that you will utilize the facilities on this campus.  One of the advantages of being at a Big Ten university is the library.  Your fees help support it so you should get your money’s worth and use it.  At IU the library has done a great job of creating a user interface that is easy to use and you can do keyword searches that should get you on your way.  On September 12, 2004 a keyword search for “global warming” yielded 749 titles.  A keyword search for “gay marriage” resulted in 103 titles.  There are some duplicate listings and some of these sources are on other campuses but, nonetheless, the number and quality of these resources might better serve your research interests.  Another advantage the library has over other search engines is that you can follow the Library of Congress subject headings to lead you to other books that deal with similar issues as the one you have selected.  The Library of Congress classifies each book according to its subject matter.  Mark Lynas’ High Tide: The Truth About Our Climate Crisis has the following subject headings: Global Warming—Environmental Aspects—Popular Works; Global Warming—Measurements—Popular Works; and, Climatic Changes—Popular Works.  You could click on any of these headings to find works that are similarly interested in these topics. 

One final note about the library.  One of the best ways to get an understanding of the resources available to you is to browse the stacks.  As you learned years ago, libraries group together books on similar topics.  For example, most of the books about law and legal philosophy are in the K to KF range of the library.  This range of books is not exhaustive—there are of course books about the law scattered throughout the library—but you would be able to find the great majority of books about the legal philosophy in this section.  Therefore, sometimes you can find books by browsing the stacks that you might not have found otherwise.  Just as with the limitations of the databases and internet search engines, library classification systems have their limitations and the organization of books is an imperfect science.  So your best bet might be to walk through the stacks and peruse the book collection.   

3.  You can’t do good research without a piece of a paper and a writing instrument.

You need to think of yourself as an investigative reporter.  You need to be able to take notes and record leads.  An article might cite a book that looks promising and you need a place to record this information.  Most of your articles will cite other books and articles.  You should follow those footnotes.  If you think about it, you can use the research that other people have done to help guide you in your own research efforts.  This does not mean that you should use the footnotes as the only source of information for your papers but they should help you in noting the important materials on your topic.  If you see the same book or article cited again and again, you should probably check it out and read it for yourself.  Remember, we want you to cite the best research possible, not the most accessible or first available resource.

4.  You need to understand the biases and motivations of the authors of your evidence.

Not all evidence is equally valuable or reliable.  Every researcher/writer is motivated by something and your job is to try to understand why someone would dedicate their time to writing about a specific topic.  These motivations in turn create biases in their research.  These biases may be explicitly or implicitly stated.  If these biases are explicitly stated then your task is much easier than if the author claims to be objective or does not state their biases.  In the case of unstated biases, you will have to look at the kinds of research that they use along with the other sources that they cite.  If you are researching gay marriage and you find an article that approvingly cites studies from the Family Research Council, then it is a good bet that the author has some conservative biases.  This observation is based on the self-proclaimed aims of the Family Research Council to preserve marriage as the union between one man and one woman.  Of course, if you did not know anything about the Family Research Council it would be difficult for you to come to this conclusion.  Therefore, sometimes you need to “follow” the footnotes in order to understand the biases of the author.

At the same time, it is not enough to identify the ideological motivations of an author to discredit their findings—that form of argument is, as you know by now, another fallacy.  Remember, everything is biased in one form or another.  Bias is not synonymous with or reducible to ideology.  In other words, you can’t just say that Rush Limbaugh is a conservative so all of his arguments against gay marriage must be ignored or dismissed.  Limbaugh’s ideological disposition might effect how he understands gay marriage but you would need to do the work to explain why his conservatism relates to his interpretation of the evidence.  Although it is not a strict relationship, bias roughly correlates to the major categories of fallacies.  For example, the statistics that you cite have their own biases that may be based on the questions that were asked or the sample size of the survey.   In terms of causation, many people might mistake the effect for the cause.  Your task is to try to figure out how the author’s reasoning process creates bias in their research.  Every writer ultimately chooses to include some facts and exclude others.  Therefore, even the absence of something injects bias into the author’s work.  There are reasons why you include some facts and not others—namely, your own biases about which evidence is useful and evidence that is less useful or contradictory to your stated position.

Every author is addressing an audience and this must also factor into your assessment of the evidence and the author.  Aristotle is useful here with his categories of artistic proofs:  ethos, pathos, and logos.  Most people are taught that these concepts can be roughly translated as the credibility of the speaker (ethos), the emotion aroused by the speaker (pathos), and the logic of the speech (logos).  We will discuss these terms in a slightly different way.  First, when you are evaluating the ethos of an author you are concerned with ways in which the speaker grounds the credibility of their argument in their own persona.  Second, when you are evaluating pathos we are less concerned with emotion per se,  and instead are concerned with the ways in which the author/speaker constitutes the audience as a particular kind of public, i.e., what structures of feeling are being attributed to the audience as a group that might effect how they evaluate certain claims, forms of evidence, etc.   Is the audience constituted as “the nation at war” in which case appeals rooted in and drawing form “patriotism” might gain favor?  Or is the audience constituted as “IU students” where more localized affiliations might alter and affect how we think about particular issues?  Or is the audience constituted as “family members” or “union members” and so on.  Each “social” characterization of the audience invites your listeners to imagine themselves as part of a different kind of community (sometimes multiple and overlapping communities) animated by different and specific structures of feeling.  Those structures of feeling in turn function as a bias to support or enhance different ideas, arguments, etc.  Finally, when you are evaluating logos we are concerned with the ways in which an author/speaker constructs their arguments with attention to the prevailing conventions and assumptions for how language operates in a particular community.  As we have already seen in class, when one is writing as a mathematician and/or logician they employ a different “language”

(the language of numbers, equations, etc.) than when one is operating in the domains of science (working with problems and questions) or public advocacy (working with propositions).  And even within the world of public advocacy there are different expectations for how the argument is structured depending upon the particular audiences being addressed, i.e., legal community, business community, medical community, etc.  The more attentive to such differences you are, and the more nuanced your adaptations to them are, the more persuasive and successful will your arguments be.

This is all a long way of saying that bias is not necessarily a bad thing and you need to eliminate from your brain the automatic connotation that bias means bad.  If we accept the idea that everything is biased that does not mean that all hope is lost.  Instead, it means that we need to become better at detecting the presence of bias and assessing its impact on an argument.

