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Assessing Validity in Rhetorical Argument:

A Definition and Application

5

In his treatise On Posterior Analytics, Aristotle described

syllogistic demonstration as the mode of argument able to estab-
lish scientific (valid) knowledge.l While Aristotelian, or
classicial logic is not the only approach to the formai study

of inference, it is true that logical systems share a concern
for the form rather than the content of argument. Thus, Irving
Copi observes that, "A deductive argument is valid when its
premisses and conclusion are ss related that it is absolutely
impossible for the premisses to be true unless the conclusion

is true also."zv This preferenée for a definition of argumen-

tative validity based on the relationship of premises to a

‘conclusion (apart from the wider context from which the argu-

ments are drawn) has caused logicians to reserve the applica-

3
~.tion of the term "validity" to formal deductive argument.
Copi continues: "Neither the term ‘valid' nor its opposite
'invalid' is properly applied to—inductive arguments." In

criticizing the logician's emphasis upon the validity

3




Validity, 2

of formal deductive arguments, Stephen Toulmin has posed a
élassic question concerning the extent to-which,". .‘; logic
can hope to be a formal science, and yet retain the pos-
sibility of being applied in the critical assessment of‘actual
arguments . . . ."4
Against this background, this writer attempts to derive
and apply a thecry of validity for inductive or probable
argumentation. Rhetorical argument, in this view, cannot
function apart from a wider context of assertion and counter-
assertion. Examples of valid deductive argument which are
‘artificially created or torn from the larger context are of
only limited value to the scholar of controversy as it occurs
in the "real world." 1In securing a measure of validity for
argument in natural language,5 this author will both (1) pro-
vide a defihition of inductive or probable validity, comparing
this to the traditional analysis of the rhetorical argumenf
and (2) suggest how the definition may be applied to naturally;
_occurring contexts of dispute. The section on application will
include both a digcussion of empirical and critical procedures
fér the assessment of validity in natural contexts. The result
of these 1abors will be a standafd of validity for rhetorical
argument--a standard which may be used for the critical assess-

ment of the quality of public communication.

A Definition of Rhetorical Validity

A viable definition of rhetorical (i.e., inductive or

probkable) validity must, itself, be valid and reliable. (To

4




Validity, 3

avoid confusion over the term, "validity," ﬁ zhall use the
expression, "legitimacy" és an expression of the validity of
measures of argumentative validity.) That is, judgments of
rhetorical validity which result from the definition must
be acceptable to the community of scholars.of rhetorical argu-
mentf The definition must, to the satisfaction of thé experts,
separate the valid from the invalid. A definition which fails
to do this is, itself, lacking in legitimacy. Second, the
definition should allow for reliable judgments. That is,
successive applications of the definition (by different critics)
should yield simi;;ﬁ;agseésments of validity. A definition,
the application of‘whichwyields inconsistent assessments of
argumentative validity, is an unreliable definition. Let us,
therefore, first consider the definition of rhetorical validity
and, then, examine its legitimacy and reliability through actual
application.

The definition of rhetorical validity herein proposed is
as fqllows:

An argument is valid when, in an adversarial situation,

the degree of certaint7 claimed by (or for) a con-

clusion is less than or equal to that cstablished by

its related supporting proof.
Let us systematically consider the elements of this definition.
Basic to the definition is the notion that a2.. asserted con-.
clusion (i.e., a claim or argument) cariics with 1% an explicit

or implied statement of the certainty attributed to the claim.

5}




Validity, 4

This assumption is equivalent to Toulmin's notion of a qualifier

in the layout of argument. A gqualifier, in the Toulmin sense,

is the statement of the degree of certainty attributed to a

claim.6 Thus, were an advocate to make the argument, "tomorrow g
it will rain," the claim could be expected to have associated

with it a statement of the probability of the conciusion |

(claim). This statement might be explicitely asserted by

thé advocate (e.g., "the chance of rain tomorrow is 30%"), or
implicit from the context in which the claim was located (for
instance, the statement of claim may be located in the context
of the advocate?é discussion of the reliability of his method
of weather prediction). In either case, the statement of
certainty attributed to the claim is a necessary aspect of
evaluating the validity of claims in rhetorical argument, since
the major characteristic of the inductive situation (as dis-
tinguished from the deductive) is the probable as compared to
the absolute status of the conclusion.

A second aspect of the present definition of rhetorical
validity is thé degree of certainty established Zor a conclusion
by its related supporting proof. 1In rhetorical argument, it
is the supporting context of evidence and argdment which attempts
to justify the certainty attributed to the claim. In Toulmin's
essay on "Probability," he elaborates on this asSumption, writing
that, "Just how far we are entitlied to commit ourselves [1evé1
of certainty attributed to the claim] depends on the strength

. 7 -
of the grounds, reasons or evidence at our disposal."” In this

scenario, a distinction is made between the asserted level of

ERIC 6




validity, 5

certainty attributad to the claim and the level of certainty

established bv the surrcunding context of reasons and evidence.

These separate statements of probability must be compared in

the assessmznt of rhetorical Validity. Ih terms of the above
definition, an arguaent cannot be valid if the asserted level

of certainty is greater than the established level. In such

& case, “he claim is overstated--it fails for want of sufficient
support. liowever, in the words of the definition, if the "the
degree of certainty claimed by (or for) a conclusion is less
than or equal to that established by its related supporting
proof," then the arguient (statement>of conclusion togethgr
with asserted certainty) has been successfully supported. It

is a valid inductive conclusion.

The process by which the asserted and established levels

of certainty are compared requires further elaboration, since
this comparison is critical to the assessment of validity. This
elaboration furtherlsuggests that we, at the same time, cohsider
a final requirement of the definition of rhetorical validity:
the neced for an adversarial situation. An adversarial situation
may be defined éé a surrounding context in which both arguments
for and against a particular claim may be found. This defini-
" ton nmay be likened to the’TOulmin model whiéh contains both

(1) feasons (data, warrant, and backing) which Support the
certainty (qualifier) attributed to a claim; ana (2) statements
of exception (reservations) under which the claim does not
apply--i.e., is not valid.a The identification of the estab-

lished validity regquires, then, that we be able to compare
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supporting and opposing material (pro and con arguments) as
follows:

supporting material _ established level
supporting material + opposing material of certainty

A hypothetical example will clarify whyvsuch a ratio of

comparison is fruitful and necessary. Assume that through

a process of analysis (to be described in the following

section on application of the definition), we have identified,

in the surrounding context, the value of both arguments which
support the claim and arguments which oppose the claim. Assume,
further, that the respectivewyalugs are 50 and 40. Intuitively,
we realize that the surrounding context contains more arguments -
in favor of the conclusion (value of 50) rhan in opposition |
to it (value of 40), but, that the maréin in favor of the
supporting arguments (value of 10) is not enormous. Intuitively,
fhen, we realize that the claim possesses some degree of pos-

itive support, but that this establirhed level of positive

validity is far from absolute certainty (which would be de-
noted as 1.0, or 100% certainty). The ratio described above
allows us to identify a single coefficient of established
certainty, using values supplied by sunporting and opposing
material found in the surrounding context. Consider the
following application;

established level _ supporting material =

of certainty supporting material + opposing material
50 - 50 =o0.55
50 + 40 9
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In this exémple operation, the establiéhed level of certainty

has been found to be 0.55, meaning that the claim possess

a 55% chance of being tfue, given the nature of the surrounding

context.9 In the Toulmin sense, the established qualifier

to the claim is, "X is true with a 0.55 degree of certainty."
The above ratio, which identifies the established level

of certainty, requires that we be able to identify measures

of both the supporting and opposing evidence from the sur-

rounding contéxt. Such a statement f£its the above defini-
tion of an adversarial situation--"a surrounding context in
which both arguments. for énd against a particular conclusion
(claim) may be found." The question emerges, then, can we |
assess the established level of certainty in the absence of
an a@versarial situation? My answer to this query is, simply,
"no." Rhetorical vélidity as defined in this paper reguires
a context which céntains both supporting and opposing material.
In a context which contained only supporting material we could
observe that the claim was "persuasive," or "convincing;" bﬁt,
a probability definition of inductive validity, as described
in this paper, would be impossible.

The reader may well observe, at this point, that the

requirement of an adversarial situation limits the applicability

of the definition of rhetorical validity herein proposed. The

*

reader may also observe that the degree to which a situation
is adversarial or non-adversarial will vary (i.e., that the

variable "adversarial situation” is a continuous rather than
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a dichotomous variable). A response to these difficulties
may be found in the axiom that, in all cases of rhetorical

argument, an artificial context may be supplied. We have,

thusfar, used the ternm, "surfounding context," to denote

evidence and reasons (arguments) which are explicitely made

a part of the scene. For example, the transcript of an inter-
collegyiate debate would amcunt to a natural conEext from which
claims and arguments could be drawn. However, a critic or
other third party who reads the transcript may observe,.“but
the affirmative failed to mention X, ¥, and Z as béSsible
arguments in support of their casel!" Such a statq%ent is an

instance of an artificial context--arguments (pro and/or con)

artificially added to the natural context by a critic or other
third party to the disbute. In this view, a critic may supply
an artificial context to the nafﬁral one, thereby allowing

for the application of the definition of rhetorical validity
to situations which are, otherwise, non-adversarial. We will
elaborate on this point in the following section on "applica-
tion of the definition of rhetorical validity."

Drawing together the several strands of thought thusfar
pursued, we may conclude that rhetorical validity obtains when,
in an adversarial situation, the asserted level of certainty is
less than or equal to the established level. ‘The established
level of certainty results from the application of the ratio:
supporting material + supporting material + opposing material.

At this point one further rgtio'is necessary to complete the

10
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definition of rhetorical validity. This ratio--the ratio of
validity--is derived from the following operation:

established level of certainty
asserted level of certainty

ratio of validity =

Using the earlier-derived level of established certainty (0.55),
assume that the level of asserted certainty is 0.90. Applying
these values to the ratio, we identify the following measure

©f rhetorical validity:

L e o _ established level of certainty B
ratio of validity = Fgserted level of certainty =

0.55 = 0.61
0.90

In this case, the conclusion is 61% valid, given that the
asserted level of certainty is 0.90 and the established level
0.55. In terms of the definition of rhetoricallvalidity, any
claim with a validity ratio less than 1.0 would be invalid,
the extent of invalidity being indicated by the difference
between the ratio of validity‘and 1.0.°

In this discussion of the definition of rhetorical validity,

the author has demonstrated that, given values of supporting
and opposing material, we may .derive a measure of established
certainty, and, further, we may derive a measure of rhetorical
validity by computing the ratio of established and asserted
levels of certainty. In concluding this introduction to the
terms of "rhetorical validity" it is appropriate to consider
the differences and similarities.which the definition bears

to the traditional analysis of inductive argumentation. Non-

deductive statements are customarily criticized on the basis
. . ;
1

11
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of whether or not they exhibit some form of wrgumentative
fallacy. Thus, since the time of Aristotle's description of
the nine sham enthymemes,10 argumentation texts have classified
a legion of fallacious inductive forms. That many of these

weaknesses are yet known by their Latin titles (post hoc, ergo

propter hoc; argumentum ad hominem, etc.) testifies to their

longevity in the rhetorical lexicon. While the inductive
test--match the assertion to the proof--has long been recognized;,
only since Toulmin has significant attention been paid to the

relationship of assertion and proof in the context of an explicit

qualifier. Influepced by Toulmin's Uses of Argpment, Douglas
Ehninger and Wayne Brockriede added to their treatmeht of évidence
a further source of proof deficiency--the “overstated.claim.“
The most common occurrance of such a fallacy, they wrote, was
when advocates "asserted a degree of certainty not justified

11 Deviating somewhat

by the evidence, warrant and reservation."
fromn Ehningér and Brockriede, this present author would assert

that the overstated claim is not merely an additional class of

argumenta?}ve fallacy. Réther, he would contend that all fal-
lacious claims may be characterized as having an asserted level
of certainty which exceeds a corresponding "real world" or
evidenfial level. Traditional criticism of argumentation has
usually compared statement and support in a general sense-~not
in relation tc a specific level of claimad piovainiiity. One of
the innovations of the definition of rhetcirical validity is-the
postualte that, for ali claims, critics must compare assertion

and proof, not in a general way, but in celation to a specific

12
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qualifier. Thus, for example, the "overseoneralization” is

a case in which a given amount of evidence establishes some

P
NEARPS LY

degree of certainty for a conclusion, but not a degree suffi-

cient to justify the almost universal application which is
demanded by the rhetor. The ad hominem 1is a case in which a
piece of unfavorabie informéiion pertaining to a source is
represented to an excessive degree as discrediting an argument
by that source. Both the overgeneralization and the argument-
against-the-source have éome probative force éorresponding to
aﬁ identifiable, real world, qualifier. 'he invalidity occurs
when the asserted qualifiér exceeds in certainty the low level
of confidence which experiéence has conferred on these two |
argumentative forms.

In addition to making the qualifier co-equal with the
claim and evidence in the critical assessment of argumentation,
the definitioh of rhetorical validity also elevates the "re-
servation” or "counter-evidence" term to a position equal to
that of the evidence. Ehninger and Brockriede classified the
"ignored reservation" as a distinct source of fallacious reé—
soning, but did not view tnis deficiency &as generic to the
analysis of validity of all inductiVe forms:

Thus far valid claims have been shown to depend
on the relationships among the indispensaile proof

elements--evidence, warrant, and claim. rroofs have

been termed deficient if the claim is wunwarvinted,

or if either the evidence or warrant is inadecuate.

”

15
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A fourth class of deficient proofs includes

those that ignore reservations that ought to be

appended to the claim. Such deficiencies occur

when the debater fails to investigate the whole

factual context of a controversy.12

This statement--which, parenthetically, illustrates the tendency
of ;rgumentation scholars to apply the rubric of "validity"
to inductive argument--demongtrates the traditional practice
of viewing an omission of counter-evidence és a separate form.
of fallacy. The definition of rhetorical validitf considers
scrutiny of counter-evidence as necessary for the application of
validity to all claims. Since arguments appear in a necessarily
- abbreviated form, the definition provides that no claim can
' be- scrutinized for validity in a context in which other repré—
sentative relevant supporting and opposing material is absent.
That is, arguments omit reservations (and, indeed, supporting
ideas) of necessity since they are selected from a wider context.
Failing a representative adversarial context, a critic may not
realistically hope to assess validity, although he may testifyi
as to the general "coherence" or persuasiveness" of the a;gument.
The definition of rhetorical validity herein proposed is,

then, closely related to traditional criticism which evaluates

the strength of an argument by gxamination of the evidence offered
to substantiate the claim. The definition adds, to the state-~
ment-support criterion, the further requirement that the
;tatement be analyzed in reference to its qualification and

the support in reference to contradictory information. While

neither the qualifier nor counter-evidence is a new torm in

14
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argument theory, the viewpoint that these terms are co-equal
with evidence and claim in the criticism c¢f argument represents
not a departure but an extension of familiaf rhetorical

principles. Several dguestions— remain, however, pertaining to

.the feasibility of applying this definition to "real world"

contexts of argﬁment: (1) how may we identify thz surrounding
context of pro and con arguments pertaining to a claim? and

(2) how may we measure the value of thésé pro and con ‘arguments?
Answers to these questions will be supplied in the fdllowing
sections on empirical and critical application of the dgfini-

tion of rhetorical validity.

Rhetorical Validity: An Empirical Application

In the previous discussion of rhetorical argument, validity
was conceived of as a_ratio betwéen the asserted and established
levels of certainty pertaining to a particular claim. Empirical
application of this definition assumes that we are able to
identify legitimate (i.e., scientifically valid) and reliable
values to be used in the assessment of validity: >(l) the
value of supporting and opposing material in the surrounding
context, and (2) an estimate of the level of certainty asserted
by the author(s) of the claim. Let ﬁs consider the procedure,
results and implications of the following empiricai application

conducted by the author of this essay.

Procedure

The text of fhe Final Debate of the 1968 National Debate

Tournament was chosen by the experimentor as a natural context

15
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of dispute.13 It was believed that the debate text provided

a suitable context because:} (1) the text clearly fit the
definitioh of an adversarial situation, (2) the debaters Qere
experiencedlin the toéic area and could be expected to provide
a.representatiVe sample of the most persuasive arguments to
support their’respective sidg?,qand (3) the aebaters were
exXperienced in the clear énd succi;ét presentation of argu-
mentative statement and support. The subject of the debate
was "Resolved: that the Federal Government should Guarantee

a Minimum Annual Cash Income to All Citizens."

Having chosen a naturéluéontext of dispute, the experi-

menter selected a claim from the.tekt to serve as the focus

for the empirical analysis of rhetorical validity. The claim
chosen for scrutiny of its validity was: "Such a gurantee fof
assistance to the poor] wduld first serve to encourage self~
improvement." The claim was taken from the constructive speech
of the First Affirmative speaker (p. 81 of the text).

Six judges were selected from a class in Debate and
instructed to: "re-read the text 6f the debate and identify
thése arguments in the debate which are relevant to the above
claim--that is, identify those statements which tend to support
the claim or to oppose it." The sentence was chosen as the unit
of analysis. Judges read all speeches of the debate twice in

completing this exercise. Those sentences marked as being -

"relevant" by at least three of the six judges were selected

for further analysis as to their probative value. 209 such

o - 16
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sentéﬁces were obtained via this criterion: 94 from affir-
mative speeches and 115 from speeches by the negative.

Having identified the subset of relevant material from
the natural context, the judges were hext instructed tov
estimate the degree of certainty attributed to the claim by
the affirmative speazkers. The judges were told to re-read
those portions of the affirmative speeches marked as felevant
to the claim and idehtify the percentage of certainty (5% to
100%, in intervals of 5) asserted by the affirmatiVe speakers.
The estlmates varied between 80% and 100% with a mean of 87%

he mean estimate appeared reasonable in view of the general
tendency of championship college debates to be emphatic in’
their arguuentation. |

The judges (now numbering five instead of six) were next
" instructed to estimate the extent to which each of the 209
relevant sentences supported or opposed the clainm. The judges
nad previously been trained in identifying both the relevancy
and probative force of arguments relative to a claim. In-
addition, immediately before the rating exercise, additional
guidelines were given to them. The judges were told that,
generally, sentences from affirmative speeches would either
be irrelev;nt to proving the claim of positively support it.
That‘is, it would be unlikely that an affirmative speech -would
contain matefial which would act to'dispro&e the claim. Sen-
tences frou neqative speeches were charactérized as being rost
likelf to disprove.the claim or bhe irrelevant to it. Furtherr

judges were told that the sentences would likely be of one of

17
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four types: (1) those that repeated an opponent's argument;—
"headlining" it: these were described as having little or no
probative value; (2) those that gave a "line of reasoning"f—
i.e., that rontained an explanation cohsisting of evidence and
or reasoning which supported or oéposed the claim--these were
described as having the greatest potential probative force;

(3) those that contained miscellaneous description or narra-
tion--described as having some provative value; and (4) those
which asserted conclusions without clear evidence/reasoning-- '
having less value than "2" or "3" but more than "1". Some
pracfice was then conducted on rating irrelevant material.
These instructioné were, then, cbpied onto a black board for
reference by the judges during the rating exercise.

All judges used a rating scale developed by the expérimenter
which, on the left-hand column, contained a "sentence nunber"
(1-209) and,‘on the right side, a scale (-3, -2, -1, 0, 1, 2,
3) the extfemities of which were marked, respectively, "Dis-
proves Claim" and "Proves Claim." Each sentence was read to
the judges who independently circled the appropriate scale
number corresponding to their estimate of the extent to which
each sentence supported the. claim or oppdsed it, considering
each sentence (in so far as possible) Ly itself. When requested,

the sentences were re-read to the judges.

Results
The judges' ratings were summar ized and two analyses

perforned on them: (1) a mean score of the probative value,

of each sentence was computed and surmated to elicit measures

18
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of the total probative force of supporting and opposing
material. A score of 89.0 resulted for the suppor ting
material; a score of 97.4 for the opposing ﬁaterial; and (2)
the raw ratings of sentences by the five judges were used in
- Computing a measure of the inter-judge reliability of the
sentence-evaluation. A reliability score was coﬁputed using

analysis of variance data summarized below in Table 1:

-4 .
Table 1 Analysis of Variance

Source of Variation Ss ' daf MS

Between Sentences 1409.39 208 6.78
Within Sentences 328.00 836 0.39
petween Judges 4.43 4 1.11
Residuals 323.57 | 832 0.39

The reliability estimate for five judges, using a formula
from Winer14 was 0.94. The high reliability score was taken
as anvindicatibn that the judges were able to agree on the
probative effects of the 209 sentences on the claim selected
for analysis. Such is evidence that systematic errors did

» not take place in the use of thé rating scale and that the
senéeﬁces were perceived as being unambiguous.

Having identified figures for the asserted level of

certainty and the value of the sUpporting/opposing naterial,

it was possible to émpirically determine the validity of the
claim using the two ratios discussed- in the definition of

rhetorical validity:

19
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a. established level of certainty =

supporting material =

supportlng material + opposing materlal

89 = 89 = 0.47

89+97.4 186.4

b. ratio of validity = established level of certainty =

In short,

asserted level of certainty

0.47 = 0.54
0.87

empirical application of the definition of rhetorical

validity indicated that the claim chosen for analysis in the

1963 rinal

NDT debate falled the test of validity because

the level of certainty claimed for the conclusion was less

than the level.estabiished by judges' rating of the relevant

supporting

Discussion

It is
advantages

rhetorical

and opposing material.

appropriate to consider the implications (both
and disadvantages)‘éf the empirical application of

validity since this methodology appears to depart

so substantially from the traditional criticism of argument.

7t the outset this author would observe that the concept of

"rhetorical validity" is not foreign to argumentation theory

vhlch assumes that one may critically scrutinize arguments not:

only on the bases of thelr formal validity or audience effectg

(persuasion), but also on a sort of middle ground dealing with

the "reasonableness" of a statement givea its support. Further,

since the definition of rhetorical validity combines traditional
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argumentation terms in familiar formats—--evidence versus
counter-evidence, statement (plus qualifier) versus evidence
(with derived qualifier)--this author would claim for the
definition a degree of content legitimacy. Kowever, the
empirical .application of these terms raises two questions:
(1) are precise, mathematical relationships (ratios) among
argumentative terms advantageous? (2) are such legitimate
and reliable? |

The question of the advantages to be gained by quantifying
validity is a philosophic one. The three critics who reviewed
the original draft of this'paper for the Forensice Division
Program tended to suggest Fhat it may not ke desirable to
guantify argumentation validity because sucﬁ an endeavor
they believed, was both theoretically and practically infeasible..
Whetlher or not quantification is antithetical to argumentation
theory is a question not likely to be resolved in the "discus-
eion" section of a single essay. If, however, guantification
implies a better understanding of concepts and of the rela-
tionships among concepts, then it may prove useful for future
research. Further, the quantification of validiy might serve,
as a basis for controlling or standardizing the message variable
in argumentation and persuasion research. At what point do
audiences perceive.a preponderance of proof? Are more valid
arguments also ﬁore persuasive? Quantifiéation of rhetoricai
validity might, further, aseist rhetorical critics in approaching

objective analysis of arguments associated with social issues.

21
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Although less“philqsophical, the problem of the legiti-

macy and reliability of empirical validity measures is more

‘pPragmatic and pressing. What are the strengths and weaknesses

of the definition from a measurement-point of view? It is
clear, at the outset, that the empirical neasurement of
rhetorical validity carries with it inherent limitations. The
methodology requires mieroscopic scrutiny of all material
relevant to a claim. For this reason, analysis of a large
context could consume great amounts of time and resources.
Further, in many situations of dispute, the experimenter would
find it necessary to supply an artifical context to supplement
a one-sided natural.context Or one which was not representatlve
of the best arguments available in the topic area. Procedures
would need to be developed to deal with such measurement prob-
lems, though the difficulties do not appear insurmountable..
In addition to general issues of measnrement,-the enpirical
application carries with it some sbecific problems of data
legitimacy and reliability. First, it is obvious that the
judges' ratings of sentences amount to ordinal data--sentences
are described as being more or less valuable in relation to a
claim. Yet, the empirical ratios reguire ratio data-—data
in which the 1ntervals separatlng the »robative Values of the
arguments are known and related te”a‘knowapie°zero (point
at which "no value" is 1dent1f1able,.- Eowever, while the
ratio transformatidns of theﬁemplrlcal dat~ violate certain
neasurement assumptions, Fred Kerlinger suggests that such

. . . - . . -~ A v -
violations need not constitute Prima racie oviaance as to
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the illegitimacy of the results. Kerlinger arcues fhat, since
the infervals marked on a réting scale may represent real
intervals to the judges, such ordinal data nay actually approach
the interval 1eve1.15 Further, he asserts that, as long as
we are aware of data difficulties such as the abéve, it may be
acceptable to deviate from certain assumptions and treat our
16
The basisvof the ordinal v. ratio datawissue is, of course,
the fact that the data derive from rating scales rather |
than interval or ratio measuring instruments. Rating scales
allow for judge biases to be reflected in the results, arising
from the tendency of judges to preferentially raté stimuli
and/or to éystematically give medium or extreﬁe ratings.
Although pressing, the author would!argue that data measurement
problems may be mitigated by the following cbservations. First;,
the high reliability estimate (.94) suggests that tlie judges
were able to use the rating scale to obtain consistent scores
for the sentences. Evidence of the reliability of measurements
is a necessafy——though in itself insufficient--indicator of
good research results. Second, the procedures used in gaining
the sentence ratings--e.g., the instructions to and training
of the judges appears to have had the effece of eliminating
systematic -extreme oOr medium rating of sontences. Finally, the
sentence rating scale is based on certain checrcicical relation-
ships ana definitions which follow froua g&nefai argﬁmentation

theory. To wit: a claim must be measuvwd o tems of relevant
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evidence; evidence may act to prove, disprove or have no effect
on the claim. The correspondence of the empirical measurement
process to argumentatidh theory would suggest that the sentence
rating séores have construct legitimacy.

apart from technicalities pertaining to rating scale
data, Kerlinger identifies a basic guestion relevant to the
use of such devices: "Is there a better way to measure my
variables."17 Since it is difficult to conceive of another
means for the systematic recording of judgments about a large
nurnber of varying prcof statements, it may well be that the
difficulties with'rating scale data are integral to.the empirical
determination of rhetorical validity.

Thus, the pivotal question pertaining to the statistical-
ﬁeasurement of validity may be stated in these tefms: are

the advantages to be gained by objective, quantified measures

of rhetorical validity commensurate with the cffort and sta-
tistical difficulties associated with such empivical results?
This author; hopefully, apart from any natural ego-involyement
with one's OWn\reéearch, would supply a tentative "yes" to the
akove interrogafive. Systematic procedures may enable us to
better understand key terms in argumenta£ion»and it appears

unreasonable to close the door on an area of arjgumentation

research merely because of the currently-apwaront difficulties

associated with it.

Rhetorical validity: A Critical aAwmplication

One approach to the difficulty of ~tatistically measuring

validity is the use of the rhetorical vl ik Aefinition in a

LERIC | | 24 | : | |
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more traditional format--rhetoricallcritﬁcitx. he ohserved
earlier, the definition departs from the traditioﬁal analysis
of arguments in that it treats both the ‘qualifier and counter-.
evidence as equal to the claim and supporting proof_in the
determination of validity. For this reason, the definition
amounts to a departure--though not a radical one--from the
previous statement versus support criterion. In a critical
,wmgthodology the formal ratios (established.level of certainty
and validity) would be used more as Burkean ratios rather
than mathematical on_es.18
The assessment of validity via rhetorical criticism may be
better visualized through use of an example. In an earlief
papef which assessed the validity of the Johnﬁon Administration

19

case for involvement in Vietnam, the author of this paper

applied a rhetorical standard of validity to thlie "aggression

thesis," or, the assertion by the administration that the war

in Vietnam was simply a case of aggression from North Vietnan

against independent South Vietnam. Claims such as the following

were identified in the literature by the critic:

Beyond guestion this aggression was initiated and
is directed by Hanoi.20 :

. + . the hard facts and irrefutable evidence . . . lead
to one inescapable conclusion: The Republic of Viet-Nam
is the object of aggression unleashed by its neighbor

to the north.2l

The record is conclusive. It establishes beyond question
that North Viet-Nam is carrying out ‘a_carefully conceived
plan of aggression against the South.

Toulmin model:

ENC | 25

These claims of the "aggression thesis" were synthesized via a 1
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(D) North Vietnam is So, (Q) beyond question {(c) Soutn Vietnam
directing ' " is the victim
hostilities of aggression.
against South
‘Vietnam

: Since

(W)

Aggression means the=——Unless, (R) The was is a civil

dirccting of conflict within the

hostilities by one - south; or, South

nation against Vietnam and North

another. Vietnam are really
l one country, etc.

Because

(B)
This is the common
definition and is supported
by other exanples.
Finally, a judgment was made that the aggression’ thesis was
not 100% valid because the asserted level of certainty ("beyond
, ,
question," "inescapable conclusion," etc.) was greater than the
critic's judgment of the established level. Specifically,
this critic pointed to the several reservations to the claim
which were lafgely-ignored by the administration. Comparison
of the supporting material (data, warrant and backing) to the
opposing material (reservations) yielded a critical judgment
that the established‘lével of certainty was much less than
"beyond question."
Rhetorical criticism, by its nature, supplies judgments
which may be controverted by other critics. Thus, the leg-

itimacy of a critical assessment of rhetorical validity would

depend on the acceptance of the critic's conclusions by other
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critics. Critical reliability would be a Junction of the
scholarly community's acceptance of the many adgments which

underlay the critic's assessment of rhetorical validity.

In Retrospect

I.: is probably not without good reason that logicians
have been reluctant to apply the ruﬁric of "validity" to
inductive or probable argumentation; The present defiﬂitidn
of rhetorical validity has marked an attempt to éxplore new
territory in establishing a set of "hiddle ground" criteria
(i.e., falling between the procedures of formal logic and
of attitude change measurement) for the analysis of rhetoficél
arguments. However, alﬁhough marking a departure from tradi-
gional practice, the definition is based on the following -ter:
and relationships which are consistent with contemporary usagc
(1) claims are modified by implicit or explicit qualifiers,
(2) claims are drawn from a context in which both favorable
and unfavorable evidence resides, and.(3) claims should not
be considered as valid if they assert a greafer probability
than is identifiable via scrutiny of the argumentative contex*
This paper seeks to establish both empirical and critical

procedures for applying validity tests to the wide spectrum

of'non-deductive arguments.'
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Aristotle, Posterior Analytics, I. 2. A syllogism may

ve defined as, ". . . a form of deductive argument- in which,
granting the truth of two propositions (called the premises),

the truth of a third proposition (the conclusion) necessarily

follows." See Joseph G. Brennan, A Handbook of Logic (2nd ed.;

lNew York: Harper and Row, 1961), p. 49.

2 Irving M. Copi, Symbolic Logic (3rd ed.; London: The

Mactillan Co., 1967), p. 4.

3 The distinction between deductive argument and the
corollary inductive form is usually stated as follows: whereas
a valid deductive argumént yields indisputakble conclusions, a

"yalid" inductive argument, "provides good but not.conclusive

grounds for the acceptance of its conclusion." See Howard

Kahane, Logic and Contemporary Rhetoric (Belmont, Cal.:

Wadsworth Publishing, 1971), p. 218.

4 Stephen Toulmin, The Uses of Argument (Cambridge:

University Press, l969f, P. 3.

5 the term "natural language"” may be understood as the
normal mode of human symbolic communication as distinct from
a machine prograrming language (used in computers) or a logical

form (such as symbolic logic).
6 Toulmin, p. 101. -

7 1rid., p. 90.
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8 1bid., pp. 95-113.

The reader will observe that the results of operations
under this‘fatio will be some value less than 1.0. Further,
this ratio definition of the establised level of cetfainty is
analogous tq the classic, a priori frequency definition of

probability, p = £ ¢+ £ + u, where p = probability, f = favorable

cases, and u unfavorable cases. - See Fred N. Kerlinger,

Foundations of Behavioral Research (New York: Holt, Rinehart

and Winston, 1964), p. 118. Rndolf Carnap has observed that

the term "probability" has really two usages in scholarly
literature: (1) statistical probability "which means the
relative frequency of a given kind of events or phonemena within
a class of phenomena, usually called the 'population,'' and

(2) inductive probability which is "a measurement, based on

the available evidence, or the chances that something is
true--as when a jury decides that a defendant is 'probably'
‘guilty, or a weather forecaster predicts thét it will probably

rain tomorrow." See Rudolf Carnap, "What Is Probability?"

Scientific American, 189 (1953), 128. In applying the duality
of meanings to fhis present essay, it may be seen that, while
the asserted level of certainty (the qualifier) is an example
of inductive probability, the procedure for identifying the
_established level of certainty is an operatidn essentiilly
involving statistical probability through the conpérision of

frequencies of supporting and opposing material. This paper,

thus, amounts to an effort to unite inductive probability

29
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judgments pertaining to statements with statistical ratings -
of the evidence from an argumentative context. That is, the
question of validity becomes: 1is the inductive probability

attached to a claim greater than the statistical probability

(rating of the evidence) identified by objective analysis of

_the population of discourse from which the claim is drawn?

0
"Aristotle, Rhetoric II. 24.

11 Douglas Ehninger and Wayne Brockriede, Decision by Debate

(New York: Dodd, Mead and Co., 1963), p. 185. Emphasis was

supplied in the original duotation.

12 Ibid., p. 183.

13 The text of the debate was taken from Robert C. Dick,

Argumentation and Rational Debating (Dubuque: William C. Brown,

01972), pp. 79-105.

14 See B. J. Winer, Statistical Procedures in Exper imental

Design (2nd ed.; New York: McGraw Hill, 1971), pp. 287-89.
15 Kerlinger, p. 515.
16 1pid., p. 427

17 1pid., p. 516

18 genneth Burke suggests that critics examine the relation-

ships among five terms--scene, act, agent, agency, purpose--in.
reaching conclusions about motivation. Such relationships are

described as "ratios"--e.g., a scene-act ratio would suggest
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that a critic look for those elements of the scene which seemed
to serve as the motive basis for a particular act; Such
"pentadic" ratios are non-mathematical and, indeéd, Burke argues
that the identification of motive is not subject to an empirical

analysis. See Kenneth Burke, A Grammar of Motives (Berkely:

University of California Press, 1969), pp. 11-20 and xxiii.

19 See J. Michael Sproule, "Validity and Credibility Gaps

in the Johnson Administration Case for Commitment to Vietnam,
1964-1967," Paper presented at the Speech Communication Asso-

ciation Convention, December, 1974.

Dean Rusk, "Laos and Vietham--A Prescription for Peace,"

Department of State Bulletin, 50 (1964), 890.

1 Francis T. P. Plimpton, "U.S. Calls for Deeds, Nog Words,

in U. N. Cormittee on Defining Aggression," Department of State

Bulletin, 52 (1965), 776.

‘22 U.S. Department of State, Aggression from the North: The

Record of North Viet-Nam's Campaign to Conquer South Viet-Nam,

Far Eastern Series 130, Pubn. 7839 (Februar:-, 1965), p. 29.

We should note that the administraton eXplicitly refuted

possible reservations to the claim of the aggression thesis.




