The Toulmin Method

Introduction

Thorough analysis requires us to go beyond the kinds of "gut-level" responses we undergo when reading. To respond analytically to an argument is to do much more than state a basic agreement or disagreement with it; it is to determine the basis of our agreement or disagreement. In other words, analysis is a process of discovering how the argumentative strategies an author employs (the how and why levels of an argument) lead us to respond to the content (the “what” level) of that argument in the way that we do. Sometimes, too, such analysis can cause us to change our minds about our judgment of how effective or ineffective an argument is.

The Toulmin method, in short, is an effective way of getting to the how and why levels of the arguments we read. It is a type of textual "dissection" that allows us to break an argument into its different parts (such as claim, reasons, and evidence) so that we can make judgments on how well the different parts work together.

Part 1: The Claim

Think of the claim in an argument as the most general statement in that argument. It may not be a particularly general statement all by itself, and some for arguments are very narrow indeed. But the claim is like the umbrella statement that all other parts of an argument have to fall under. It is the uppermost level of our "house of cards."

After you have identified an argument's claim, it is important to determine how far the author intends to carry that claim. The next step in this process, in other words, is the identification of any qualifiers or exceptions the author makes to the argument's claim.


Identifying Qualifiers


Qualifiers are words like some, most, many, in general, usually, typically and so on--
little words whose value to an argument is immeasurable.


Example of a qualified claim: “Many books by Charles Dickens are fun to 
read.” 

Example of an unqualified claim: “Books by Charles Dickens are fun to read.”

Without qualifying words like some or many, a claim like this can be interpreted (by 
the careful analytical eye) as all books by Charles Dickens are always fun for 
everyone to read. Although unqualified claims like these are not necessarily a bad 
argumentation strategy, they do allow ample room for challenges to be made to an 
argument. An appropriately qualified claim is much easier to defend.


Identifying Exceptions


Oftentimes, an author will specifically exclude from an argument certain cases or 
situations. Such exceptions serve to restrict a claim, so that it is understood to apply 
in some situations but not in others.


A claim like “Most books by Charles Dickens are fun to read” might be limited 
by the following exception: “Having labored over David Copperfield in high 
school, I would not rank that book among them.”


Exceptions like this one are important, because without them, readers who would 
like to challenge a claim may begin to concoct exceptions of their own.


Distinguishing Between Qualifiers and Exceptions


Qualifiers and exceptions are similar in that they both put limits on how far a claim 
may be carried. A qualifier, however, is merely a word (like some or usually) which 
serves to limit a claim, while an exception is an example of a case or situation in 
which the claim does not apply.


An example of a qualifier would be the word most in the following claim: “Most 
books by Charles Dickens are fun to read.”


An exception would be an example, usually appearing after the claim, of a situation 
in which that claim would not apply: “Having labored over David Copperfield in 
high school, I would not rank that book among them.”
Part 2: The Reasons

Why does a writer believe the claim s/he makes? The reasons a writer gives are the first line of development of any argument. To use our "house of cards" image again, reasons comprise the second level of an argument, without which the uppermost level (the claim) cannot remain balanced (or, in the language of argument, "effective").

How can we tell if reasons are strong? In other words, how can we determine whether or not they are sturdy enough to support the claim? Using the Toulmin method, we ask two main questions: Is the reason relevant to the claim it supports? and Is the reason effective?


Determining the Relevance of the Reasons


In order to evaluate the effectiveness of reasons used in an argument, we must first 
determine whether or not they are relevant to the claim they mean to support.


Determining the Effectiveness of the Reasons


If a reason is effective (or "good"), it invokes a value we can believe in and agree 
with. Value judgments, because they are by necessity somewhat subjective, are 
often the most difficult to make in arguments. It is, therefore, always a good idea to 
restate the value being invoked as clearly as possible in your own terms. Then you'll 
be able to evaluate whether or not the value is good in itself or worth pursuing.


If an argument's claim is “Argumentation is an important skill to learn,” the 
reason, “No other type of writing requires a great deal of thought” is arguably 
not very effective, since many people would not agree with or value this idea. 
(Notice, too, how qualification might help this reason.) On the other hand, a reason 
like “If you look at writing assignments given in various disciplines of the 
university, you will find that many of them include elements that are related in 
some way to argument” would be likely to give the impression of being effective 
(and supportable).

Part 3: The Evidence

We would all probably like to believe that the people we argue with will accept our claims and reasons as perfect and complete by themselves, but most readers are unlikely to do that. They want evidence of some sort--facts, examples, statistics, expert testimony, among others--to back up our reasons. If this level of the house of cards is either unstable or absent, neither of the two levels it supports (the reasons and claim) can be effective.

To be believable and convincing, evidence should satisfy three conditions. It should be sufficient, credible, and accurate.


Determining the Sufficiency of Evidence


As you look at the evidence supporting a reason, ask yourself if the author makes 
use of enough evidence to convince a reasonable reader.


If one reason given in an argument is “If you look at writing assignments given 
in various disciplines of the university, you will find that many of them include 
elements that are related in some way to argument,” an example from one 
Engineering assignment would most likely be insufficient, where several such 
examples would provide a more varied range of situations in which the stated 
reason holds true.


Determining the Credibility of Evidence


It is important to decide how credible (believable and authoritative) a piece of 
evidence is within an argument. As you look at the evidence supporting a reason, 
ask yourself whether or not this evidence matches with readers' experience of the 
world. If it doesn't, does the evidence come from a source that readers would 
accept as more knowledgeable or authoritative than they are?


If one reason given in an argument is “On the university level, argument is 
valued by professors of various disciplines who say that they would like for 
their students to be able to take a strong position and support it with ample 
reasons and evidence,” statistics taken from The National Inquirer and given in 
support of this reason will typically be much less credible than ones taken from The 
Journal of Higher Education.


Determining the Accuracy of Evidence


As you look at the evidence supporting a reason, ask yourself if this evidence "tells 
the truth." Are statistics gathered in verifiable ways from good sources? Are the 
quotations complete and fair (not out of context)? Are the facts verifiable from other 
sources?


Sometimes it is difficult to determine accuracy without having the writer's sources in 
front of you, but there are oftentimes cases in which you will be suspicious of a 
piece of evidence for one reason or another.


If, in support of a reason like “College students are very enthusiastic about 
learning argumentation skills,” a writer uses this piece of evidence: In a survey 
conducted in my residence hall, 92% of the respondents asserted that they enjoyed 
writing arguments more than any other activity listed on the questionnaire, you 
might be led to ask questions like "Who conducted this survey?" "Who were these 
respondents?" or "What were the other activities listed on the questionnaire?"
Part 4: Anticipated Objections and Rebuttal

When we analyze an argument using the Toulmin method, we look for potential objections to the argument's reasons, objections which the writer expects his or her opponents to make. Usually, these are included in arguments as opportunities for the writer to present her or his own reasons as refutations/rebuttals.


Example of an Anticipated Objection 

If one reason in an argument is: “On the university level, argument is valued by 
professors of various disciplines who say that they would like for their 
students to be able to take a strong position and support it with ample 
reasons and evidence,” the writer might hold up the following objection: “Many 
students argue that fields like Engineering and Math have no use for 
argumentation skills.”


Once a writer identifies counter-arguments opponents might make, it would be self-
defeating to announce those counter-arguments and not argue against them. 
Therefore, after stating the objections of opponents, most writers will refute or rebut 
the objections. Good rebuttal usually requires evidence, so don't forget to look for 
support for the rebuttal position in that part of an argument. Like all evidence, 
rebuttal evidence should be sufficient, accurate, and credible.


Example of a Rebuttal 

To the anticipated objection: “Many students argue that fields like Engineering 
and Math have no use for argumentation skills,” a writer might offer the 
following rebuttal evidence, “However, a recent study appearing in journal, 
Language and Learning Across the Disciplines indicates that... (fill in the blank).”


Conclusion

Once you have completed a Toulmin analysis of an argument, your task is to collect your "results" into an overall, coherent statement about the effectiveness of that argument. This is your evaluation of the argument. In other words, if you are attempting to respond to that argument--whether in a formal response essay or in an arguing essay where you are using the argument as evidence or as opposing evidence--you will need to shape your Toulmin results into a coherent, defensible, narrow claim of your own. To see an example of how you would do this, you might go to the relevant part of the Toulmin demonstration:

http://writing.colostate.edu/guides/page.cfm?pageid=1242
