
Tips for Effectively Arguing a Claim 

Know your subject 

Presumably, since you're writing an opinion piece, you will know something about your subject. 

However, that doesn't mean your readers know about it, so it is important to present your 

knowledge sufficiently to your readers. 

The key is to understand your target audience: try to think like them, anticipate what they may 

not understand. For example, if you're arguing about tort reform in the legal system, and you're 

writing for a newspaper, your readers may not know what "tort" means. 

By the same token, however, if your intended publication is a newsletter for lawyers, you would 

not need to define "tort"--your readers would know it is a wrongful act, injury or damage not 

covered by a contract for which lawyers can sue. 

To define a term, the first place to begin is usually with a dictionary definition, but very often 

that is insufficient. Other ways of defining terms include stipulation, negation and examples. 

Stipulation means you're asking readers to accept a definition that may differ from a more 

conventional one. When a writer says "national security is at an all-time low because of current 

immigration laws," the term national security is being used in a way that may differ from, say, a 

military general. 

In recent years terms such as "family" and "family values" have been the target of much 

stipulation as writers and politicians offer their opinion on them. Sometimes, stipulations are 

used to make negative ideas seem more positive, as when a terrorist group uses the 

word liberation to describe its activities. 

Negation is also sometimes useful in defining terms. By saying what something is not, readers 

may get a fuller picture of what something is. 

Examples also provide a means of defining a term and are among the most useful means by 

which a writer can illuminate difficult subjects. Justice is a term that is difficult to define in 

abstract, but a writer who gives examples of what it means to him gives readers something 

concrete by which to evaluate his argument. 

Supporting your argument 

Regardless of who you're writing for, you need to explain your subject and support your 

argument in ways that are both informative and persuasive. This is especially true of technical or 

complex subjects, such as economics or science. 

One way is to draw comparisons and analogies that the typical reader can relate to. It is no 

accident that politicians in Washington arguing for a balanced budget compare our nation's 

spending to a family's financial situation--something most people are familiar with. 






