Deliberating in Seminar

Pragmatics fo6GoodArgument

As members of our seminar, you hold distinct roles and responsibilities that involve
you in social-intellectual interactions with other people. As you know, I expect that
you will regularly participate in our conversations about texts and ideas, but the
nature—the intellectual breadth and depth—of that participation calls for particular
ground rules and techniques designed to facilitate your involvement and to help make
our interactions productive and satisfying for you as a thinker and as a writer.

Reasoning Together

Because the course focuses on how to construct good arguments in response to
contestable issues, it is most often the case that our classroom discussions can best be
characterized as deliberations about matters over which reasonable persons may
choose to disagree. Here, reasonable simply means that we honor one another as
persons who offer arguments based upon reasons and evidence drawn from
observation, research, or experience—reasons that can be articulated and offered in
the public setting of the classroom. We develop trust in one another as thoughtful
interlocutors, each of us genuinely interested as much in extending, modifying, or
changing our positions for good reasons as we are in making our own perspectives
and claims knowable to others, even when (or especially when) those others do not
share our conclusions.

Mutualism

We speak to others, but also listen attentively and expectantly to one another in an
attempt to understand experiences, perspectives, and positions not our own. Robust
listening generates fresh discourse, as interlocutors seeks clarification, connection,
and confirmation from one another. Deliberators pay attention to one another as a
way to prepare to verbalize their own thoughts. Deliberators care, then, about the
egalitarian potential of the seminar, and accommodate others, mindful of the variety
of cognitive styles, intellectual dispositions, risks, and anxieties that may accompany
participation in a public scene. Deliberators should refrain from unfairly singling
others out for critique or asking others to speak on behalf of communities, cultures, or
other groups of which they are—or are assumed to be—a part.

Likewise, the deliberators should refrain from making hasty assumptions about one
another’s perspectives or arguments based on prima facie determinations about
gender, race, age, class, sexuality, ethnicity, or other life experience. If deliberators
bring their own or what they know to be others’ life experiences to the table, they do
so willingly and for explanatory or evidentiary purposes. It is possible that, for the
sake of argument, a member of the conversation may offer a position or perspective
“not her own,” or may offer an argument that transcends in its complexity a popular
(or predictable) way of thinking. Deliberators present themselves to one another as
complicated adults, at times experimenting with new ideas, at other times uncertain
or conflicted in their determinations. Nearly every successful deliberation involves
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revealing unexpected, unplanned, and unpredictable pathways of thinking, where
disagreements get reframed and refocused by the “collective mind” at work.

The Seminar Self

The group operates with certain dialogic norms in mind. We refrain from talking over
one another, interrupting others, and all forms of abusive, ad hominem, or otherwise
disrespectful characterizations. Though the distinction is complicated, try to frame
your responses not to persons alone but rather to their positions and claims. We are
in the business of making judgments about ideas and texts rather than judging
individuals. This is not to suggest that perspectives and positions exist somehow
independent of the bodies that generate them, but rather to say that interlocutors
come to the table performing public personae constructed for the occasion of
collective intellectual inquiry. Our conversations will likely grow heated at times, and
regularly one will sense the energy of the room as our conversations will at times be
exigent, with keen interests all around. We will say some important things to one
another with a measure of risk involved, some of them urgent, some of them
passionate, some of them difficult to express.

As humans, we tend to gravitate toward that which is self-confirming, non-
challenging, and comfortable. At times, of course, it is important that we associate
with like-minded people who stand to confirm or validate our beliefs, who may add
legitimacy and moral standing to the commitments and desires of the group’s
members. No doubt, there is power in numbers, and power too in releasing a sense of
isolation that comes from the disapproval of a hostile majority. But because any
seminar at the College brings together a relatively small group of students, it is quite
possible that from time to time you may find yourself the sole advocate of a seemingly
unpopular point of view, or you may want to represent a view (perhaps not your own)
that you feel deserves to be articulated. You offer it in order to get it on the table so
that it can be illuminated by critical light. It is often said that representing a position
not one’s own strengthens one’s understanding of that position.

The Territory of Claims

All seminarians share the responsibility to describe as robustly as possible the
territory of claims and arguments that the issue at hand engenders. We have the
responsibility to discover what has been said and to envision arguments not yet made.
In order to identify a position that you choose to inhabit in a written argument, you
need to survey the territory of a dispute and acknowledge at the outset the diversity
of claims, reasons, and assumptions in all their rich variety. This is the first order of
business for us, a necessary preparation for navigating disagreement before
questioning and critique get underway. We must be able to make fair judgments
about the efficacy and value of various claims, but we cannot do so without first
giving them standing. Commentary, critique, and judgments about their efficacy and
value will follow.
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Participating in the Deliberation

Participating in intellectual deliberation is demanding, but also rewarding since you
can draw upon aspects of the conversation later, as a writer, when you are fashioning
your own argument. In its entirety, the deliberation will help you orient your claim.
By listening and speaking to others, you’ll discover and sharpen ideas that later, when
you’re working on your essay, may have a primary or supportive function as you
construct your argument. What gets said in the deliberation will help you not only to
find and frame your own claim, but may give you leads toward supporting evidence,
and certainly will help you articulate relevant counterclaims.

What follows is a list of “moves” typically associated with responding to and
commenting on the substance of the deliberation as it unfolds. The moves have
different purposes: some seek to clarify what’s getting said, others call a remark into
question, and still others are designed to keep the conversation forward-moving and
on track. Some focus on the content of the assertions themselves, while others are
designed to clear the pathways of productive thinking. As said earlier, the focus here
is not on the particular behaviors of individuals, but on how effectively good debate is
taking place.

orientors

help to guide the group through the territory of the dispute
“I suggest that we begin with. . .”
“Might we change the subject for a moment to focuson...”
“I’d like us to return to something X said earlier. . .”

parts check

reminds the group of the elements that have been or could be under discussion
“We have identified X, Y, and Z as evidentiary components.”
“We have discussed X, but Y and Z remain unattended.”
“Are you saying, then, that X and Y are relevant, but Z is not?

whole check
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“To confirm, are we still tracking X concern or responding to Y question?”
“Are there any loose ends to our conversation that might be connected to
this larger aim?”
“Might we step back to formulate an overview of what we’ve said so far?”

not in Kansas anymore

re-confirms the overall purpose of the deliberation
“I'm lost; can someone get me back to home base?”
“I feel like the overall goal of our conversation is getting clouded over.”
“Might we stop for a moment to remind ourselves of why we’re here?”
“I sense that our original purpose has evolved to become X, am I right?”
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priming the pump

helps thegroup reenergize, think outside the box, dig deeper
“Let’s take a time out to collect ourselves, to each of us focus intently on X.”
“If we acknowledge X, shouldn’t we also speak about Y?”
“How might the seed of this idea blossom? What should the group do to move
X forward or to generate fresh perspectives?”

say more
asks an individual or the group to continue a line of thinking, identify additional evidence,
extend commentary or critique

“I would like to hear more about X.”

“Could we locate additional evidence to support X?”

“I wondered if your remarks were inadvertently cut short earlier.”

say less
invites an individual or the group to temporarily suspend their remarks either due to time
constraints or in order to permit others in the grotgoffer their discourse
“Might we turn to others we’ve not yet heard from.”
“No doubt, there’s much more to be said about X, but for the sake of
completion, can we turn to other important work still left undone?”

entailments

inquires into the(often logical) consequences of remarks
“If you are saying X, would you go on to also say Y?”
“I sense a pattern emerging here: if we find X, and also Y, will we find Z?”
“If X is the case, then will Y follow?”

add a fodnote
allows a member of the gup to quickly add something to the conversation without derailing
the flow of the discourse

“Let me add a footnote to that remark.”

“Let’s not forget to attend to that element later.”

devil’s advocate
allows an individual to raise a concern or critigughout contending with or refuting the entire
argument

“Let me play devil’s advocate for a moment. What if X rather than Y was the
case: would that change your sense of things?”
“What if the scenario was X rather than Y? Would you say the same thing?”

piggybacking
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“I would like to build on what X has said.”

“Does it make sense to add this new element to X’s pattern of evidence?”



Seminar Deliberationg5

friendly amendment
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“Before we move forward, I’d like to offer a slight correction here.”
“I find myself in general agreement with what’s been said, but I suggest that we
tweak (or revise) X.”

fresh language
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“Would it help if we put it this new way?”
“So, am I right to say that, in other words, you are saying X?”

non-tendentious sunmary
an individual or the groupttempts to represent an argument as fully, succinctly, and
accurately as possible

“Essentially, then, the argument goes something like this:. . .”

“If we say X, have we represented this position fully and fairly?”

stipulated definition

an individual asks an interlocutor to clarify the particular way that a term is being defined
“When I typically encounter this term, I take it to mean X, but I sense that in
you are using it somewhat differently. Can you offer the definition appropriate
to this context?”

qualifiers

an individual asks if some remark should be qualified or delimited rather than left absolute
“To clarify, are you generalizing, or limiting your finding to certain cases?”
“Should we consider this an impression or a truism?”

inferences
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“Is it safe, then, to assume that. . .?”
“Though we’ve not yet said it explicitly, I sense that we’re talking about Y.”

foundational assumptions(warrants)
an individual asks an interlocutor to articulate (or to problematize) the connection between
reason and evidence
“I see that you point your evidence to X conclusion, but might you draw
alternative conclusions from the same evidence?”
“We have acknowledged the typical finding in a case like this, but are there
reasonable and atypical findings that we should consider?
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