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What is an argument?

The word ‘argument’ can mean di↵erent things in di↵erent contexts. In the con-
text of this course, and philosophy more generally, the term ’argument’ refers
to a structure consisting of two parts: premises and conclusions.

The conclusion of an argument is the claim which the argument is meant to
establish. The premises of an argument are the claims by means of which the
conclusion is to be established.

Typically arguments have several premises and a single conclusion and we will
focus on these kinds of arguments, but it is possible for an argument to have
many conclusions.

Given this abstract characterization we can represent an argument like this:
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.
.
.
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Deductive and inductive arguments.

There are two kinds of arguments which you guys should be aware of: deduc-
tive arguments and inductive arguments. Deductive arguments are arguments
where the truth of the premises is meant to guarentee or prove the truth of
the conclusion. Inductive arguments are arguments where the truth of the
premises is not meant to guarentee the truth of the conclusion but to provide
some more minimal support for the conclusion.

Here are some examples of inductive arguments arguments:
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1. All 7246 swans we have observed have been white. Therefore, all swans
are white.

2. No one came to my party. The most reasonable explanation of this is that
my party was held on a Tuesday at 5:37am and was scheduled to last for
three minutes. Therefore, no one came to my party because it was held
on a Tuesday at 5:37am and was scheduled to last for three minutes.

3. When I get hungry I pace around and bark like a Chihuahua. That Chi-
huahua is pacing around and barking (like a Chihuahua). Therefore, that
Chihuahua is hungry.

Question: What makes these arguments inductive rather than deductive?

Here are some examples of deductive arguments.

1. All men are mortal. Socrates is a man. Therefore, Socrates is mortal.

2. Every time Ari gets angry he either goes to the mall or he goes to the
gym. Ari is angry. Ari is not at the gym. Therefore, Ari is at the mall.

3. If it’s raining, then the moon is made of very small men standing on top
of one another. It’s raining. Therefore, the moon is made of very small
men standing on top of one another.

Question: What makes these arguments deductive rather than inductive?

Evaluating arguments.

In this course we will be concerned with deductive arguments. So our concern is
really with evaluating deductive arguments. Evaluating an argument consists
in arguing about whether or not an argument is a good argument or a bad
argument.

Consider the following arguments:

1. P1) If a number is greater than 5 it cannot be less than 2.
P2) 47 is greater than 5.
—
C) 47 cannot be less than 2.

2. P1) If Lily is on the farm she is either busy or content.
P2) Lily is on the farm.
—
C) Therefore, Lily is content.

3. P1) If Katy Perry is on the moon, then she is eating Flamin’ Hot Cheetos.
P2) Katy Perry is on the moon.
C) Therefore, Katy Perry is eating Flamin’ Hot Cheetos.
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Intuitively, the first argument seems good and the second and third arguments
seem bad. But what exactly makes any argument good or bad?

Soundness and validity are the two most important notions that will be of
use to you in evaluating philosophical arguments, i.e. in determining whether
an argument is good or bad. Let’s start by defining validity.

An argument is valid just in case the following is true of the argument: if
the premises are true, then the conclusion must be true. Equivalently, a valid

argument is one whose premises, if true, necessitate the truth of the conclusion.
We can now define soundness in terms of validity.

A sound argument is a valid argument with all true premises. Equivalently, an
argument is sound if and only if it is valid and has all true premises.

Intuitively, a good argument is one that succeeds in establishing its conclusion
as true. So a good argument is a sound argument. Intuitively, a bad argument
is one that fails in establishing its conclusion as true. So a bad argument is one
that is either unsound, invalid or both.

Question: How do the arguments above score in terms of validity and sound-
ness?

Exercises.

Here are some questions you should be able to answer on the basis of the above.

(1) Can a valid argument have a false conclusion?
(2) If an argument is sound, must it have a true conclusion?
(3) Are all valid arguments sound?
(4) Are all sound arguments valid?
(5) When is a premise of an argument sound?
(6) The earth is round, all basketballs are round; therefore the earth is a bas-
ketball. Sound? Valid? Neither? Both? Why?
(7) If x is a negative number and y is a positive number, then y is greater than
x. Y is greater than X. Therefore, x is a negative number and y is a positive
number. Valid? Sound? Neither? Why?
(8) If Nadir watered the lawn, then the grass is wet and the hose has been used.
The hose has not been used. Therefore Nadir did not water the lawn. Valid?
Sound? Neither? Why?

Why this matters.

These notions will be indispensible to you in completing the tasks you will
be assigned in this course. This is because philosophy, as we do it around
here, is centered on the critical analysis of philosophical arguments. Essentially,
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philosophers are in the business of constructing arguments whose conclusions are
answers to philosophical quesitons. Call these ‘answers’ philosophical claims. So
philosophers aim to establish the truth of their philosophical claims by o↵ering
arguments for those claims. When presented with a philosophical argument the
natural question to ask is ‘is this argument any good?’ When we ask whether

an argument is any good we are asking whether it is valid and sound.

So doing well in this course, and in philosophy more generally, will require a
mastery of the concepts of soundness and validity. Even more broadly, the con-
cepts of soundness and validity will enable you to evaluate arguments regarding
any topic. In this way this skill has wide application.
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