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• Review of the parts of argument
• Evaluating inferences
• Argument analysis practice
• Complexities with validity due to language 

• Analysing real arguments

Today’s seminar: Analysing argument structure
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• Claim: A sentence that asserts that something is the case. 

• Premise: A claim put forward in support of a premise. 

• Conclusion (or contention): A claim that is being argued for and 
supported by reasons. 

• Reason: A set of claims that support a conclusion. 

• Objection: A set of claims that oppose a conclusion. (Or argue for the 
negation of the conclusion.) 

• Argument: A set of reasons and objections that argue for or against a 
claim. (i.e. a set of claims that capture some reasoning about the 
conclusion.) 

• Co-premises: Premises that are part of the same reason or objection. 

• Inference: A reason and its conclusion. 

• Intermediate conclusion: A claim that is a conclusion in one 
inference, but a premise in another. 

• Unstated assumption: A claim that is not explicitly stated, but is 
implied or required by the argument 

Argument terminology



Review Poll





Review model answers



1. Sound Inferences



Validity & Soundness



Validity and Soundness
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“And yes – once we have settled our 
accounts, we will take back control of 
roughly £350 million per week. It would 
be a fine thing, as many of us have 
pointed out, if a lot of that money went 
on the NHS”.









Validity and soundness
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Example: Validity 1

Harry was born in Wollongong.

Wollongong is in Australia.

Therefore,

Harry was born in Australia.
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Example: Validity 2
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Example: Validity 2

Harry was born in Australia. 

Wollongong is in Australia.

Therefore

Harry was born in Wollongong.

Invalid



Example: Soundness 

Harry was born in Wanaka

Wanaka is in Australia.

Therefore

Harry was born in Australia.

Valid



Example: Soundness 

Harry was born in Wanaka

Wanaka is in Australia.

Therefore

Harry was born in Australia.

Unsound
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Implications of the distinctions

"Now, I'll give you one example: The change to fuel excise, the people that actually pay the most are 
higher income people, with an increase in fuel excise and yet, the Labor Party and the Greens are 
opposing it. They say you've got to have wealthier people or middle-income people pay more. Well, 
change to the fuel excise does exactly that. The poorest people either don't have cars or actually don't
drive very far in many cases. But, they are opposing what is meant to be, according to the Treasury, a 
progressive tax.”

The following day, Mr Hockey issued a media release explaining his comments.
He said his statement relied on data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics, which showed that the 20 
per cent of households with the highest incomes pay over three times more in fuel tax than the 20 per 
cent of households with the lowest incomes. 

"The Australian Bureau of Statistics data is not something that I've concocted, it is the reality. These are 
dealing with the facts," Mr Hockey said. 

"The fact of the matter is that I can only get the facts out there and explain the facts, how people 
interpret them is up to them.”







Quiz
Validity and Soundness



Questions?



2. Argument analysis practice



Practice exercises 3: Argument Analysis 
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3. Evaluating Complex 
Arguments



Evaluating arguments

1. Identify the explicit structure
2. Consider the underlying structure and important unstated claims
3. Distinguish between independent lines of reasoning (and note important 

dependencies)
4. Check the validity of the lines of reasoning
5. Check the reliability of the sources and basic premises
6. Consider objections and rebuttals
7. Determine if the argument is successful or not



Practice Exercises 4: Evaluating Complex Arguments
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4. Surface-level reasoning and 
its underlying logic



Surface-level reasoning and underlying logic



Practice Exercises 5: Underlying logic



Questions? 



5. Arguments in natural 
language



Complications with validity



Reasoning is objective but difficult

1. If George belongs to the terrorist group True Patriots, then he would most 
likely read the National Pride Today forum. George does read the National 
Pride forum; therefore, he probably belongs to the True Patriots.

2. Sarah won’t defect unless Frank does. Frank is going to defect. Therefore 
Sarah will also.

3. The suspect engaged in activities of security relevance, but it was later found 
not to be engaged in any activities that pose a security concern.

4. The Chinese government tried to cover up the origins of the corona virus. The 
most likely explanation for the cover up is that it originated from a lab. 
Therefore, coronavirus originated in a lab.
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Validity and uncertainty



Levels of certainty

When we reason, every statement we use or consider has a degree of certainty.
This can either be stated explicitly or left undefined and understood by the context. 
» “I am 80% confident that Trump will lose the election”
» “I know that World War Two ended in 1945.”
We can rank beliefs, and we can determine fair bets to place on them
The range of uncertainty can be quite large
» but it can’t get too large without the claim becoming uninformative and unable to 

play a role in reasoning.
In reasoning, uncertainty means the probability that the claim is true given the 
reasons or evidence presented. 



Example: degree of support

Reason:
China has moved troops close to 
Hong Kong.

therefore

Conclusion:
China is planning to stop the 
protests using force.



Example: degree of support



Validity and uncertain claims

Socrates was a philosopher and philosophers are boring, 
therefore Socrates was boring.

Socrates was a philosopher and most, maybe 80%, of 
philosophers are boring, therefore, it is very likely that he 
was boring.



Samantha is a politician who accepts donations from a foreign adversarial 
country, publicly defends the actions of that country, regularly holidays in that 
country, communicates regularly and covertly with top officials from that 
country, and tries to minimize knowledge of her financial connections to that 
country. 

What should we conclude?

1. It is certain that Samantha is spying for that country. 

2. Maybe Samantha is spying for that country. 

3. There is a 50% chance that Samantha is spying for that country. 

4. There is a 20 - 70% chance that Samantha is spying for that country.

Good reasoning and precision



Questions? 



"You appeared to be surprised when I told you, on our first meeting, that you had 
come from Afghanistan."

"You were told, no doubt."

"Nothing of the sort. I knew you came from Afghanistan. From long habit the train of 
thoughts ran so swiftly through my mind, that I arrived at the conclusion without 
being conscious of intermediate steps. There were such steps, however. The train of 
reasoning ran, “Here is a gentleman of a medical type, but with the air of a military 
man. Clearly an army doctor then. He has just come from the tropics, for his face is 
dark, and that is not the natural tint of his skin, for his wrists are fair. He has 
undergone hardship and sickness, as his haggard face says clearly. His left arm has 
been injured. He holds it in a stiff and unnatural manner. Where in the tropics could 
an English army doctor have seen much hardship and got his arm wounded? Clearly in 
Afghanistan.” The whole train of thought did not occupy a second. I then remarked 
that you came from Afghanistan, and you were astonished."

- A Study In Scarlet, Arthur Conan Doyle, 1887.

Example: Sherlock Holmes
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Practice exercises 6: Arguments in natural language



Questions? 
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