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By Jessica Shumake 

!
Writing an argumentative essay is frequently misunder-
stood to be solely an act of persuasion. We tend to think 
that we need to advocate for our position to change readers’ 

minds and to perhaps move them to take action or adopt some be-
lief. Argumentative writers, however, understand that demonstrat-
ing their ability to consider other perspectives, imagine alternatives, 
and write critically is required in all situations where opinions differ. 
Argumentative writing is more than simple pro-con writing, show-
ing that you understand course content, or the presentation of re-
search and facts: argumentation is a dialectical activity that helps 
you imagine, analyze, and evaluate your position by internalizing 
interested critics. Argumentative writers view contradictory posi-
tions dialectically. Thinking about your topic dialectically means 
that, as a writer, you have more tools to help you discover how to 
begin an argument. 

Coming up with an argument and identifying counterarguments 
does more than help a writer find things about which to write. The 
benefit of considering multiple sides of a position is that you can 
demonstrate to readers, who do not necessarily share your perspec-
tive, that you are a thoughtful person who is willing to approach 
a controversial topic with an open mind. An argumentative essay, 
then, is a written record of intellectual inquiry into some controversy 
that interests you. Argumentative writing also helps you probe an 
argument’s strengths and weaknesses, weighing it against alterna-
tives. This is not an exercise for those who are comfortable parroting 

Dialectical thinking 
requires considering 
and responding to 
different viewpoints. 
A dialectical thinker 
is someone on the 
lookout for opposing 
or contradictory argu-
ments. He or she uses 
counterarguments as 
tools for gaining fa-
miliarity with a topic.

!Chapter 14
Writing for the Public: 
Argumentation and 
Imagination
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authorities or treading paths of least resistance. In other words, ar-
gumentative writing is not about determining what some authority 
figure believes to demonstrate that you share his or her position. 
Argumentative writing is about entering a real-world controversy to 
assess which set of reasons you find most persuasive and then articu-
lating why you are persuaded. You have to reengage the child within 
who continually asks “Why?” Then, you must be open to an array 
of “becauses” that arise as you engage with imagined interlocutors. 
You have to put yourself out there to support an argument, about 
which you would be willing to change your mind, upon reading the 
available research and thinking things through. 

Imagining Interlocutors 
When thinking about the abilities citizens need to flourish in a de-
mocracy or friends need to understand each other’s differences, the 
capacity to think dialectically and engage with interlocutors tops 
the list. An interlocutor is someone with whom one engages in a 
back and forth conversational exchange, but with whom one dis-
agrees. Ultimately, an interlocutor’s viewpoint alters the ground of 
a discussion because the writer must make an effort to understand 
why the interlocutor believes what he or she does. The following is a 
conversational exchange between three friends (Harman, Sahar, and 
Elba) and an absent interlocutor (Harman’s roommate): 

Harman: I’m so annoyed with my roommate. No matter how much evi-
dence I muster he remains unconvinced that capital punishment does 
not act as a deterrent against violent crime. 

Sahar: My mom’s the same way when we talk about religion. 

Elba: I find that most people I talk with are more open-minded when 
I show them that I am listening to them and looking for points where 
we both agree. 

Sahar: Can you tell us more about why your roommate holds the posi-
tion he does? 

Harman: His uncle was a police officer who was killed in the line of 
duty, so he’s very emotional about the topic. 

An interlocutor is 
someone with whom 
you disagree, but with 
whom you nonethe-
less engage in a back 
and forth exchange.
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Sahar: Wow! What happened? 

Harman: His uncle was working undercover at the time. The guy who 
shot him was involved in organized crime. 

Elba: Are you saying the guy who killed his uncle was a career criminal? 

Harman: Yes. My roommate keeps arguing that all executions should be 
televised because he thinks that would dissuade people from becoming 
involved in nefarious activities. 

Sahar: A public execution isn’t something I’d like my younger brother 
to see on TV. 

Elba: I think that your roommate’s anger toward criminals makes per-
fect sense given his life experience. Gang members do operate as though 
they are above the law and that threatens public safety. Could you try 
to communicate to your roommate that you do agree that some kind of 
punishment should be incorporated into our legal system even though 
you disagree with televised executions? 

Sahar: Your roommate might never agree with your position that the 
death penalty is barbaric, Harman, but you can both agree that our 
society needs laws to protect public safety. 

Harman: My roommate and I both agree that living in society where 
people can commit crimes without consequence is undesirable. Next 
time we talk I’m going to start with where we both agree so that he’s 
aware I’m considering his point of view. He disagrees with me about 
putting more public resources into rehabilitating offenders. He believes 
that the man who shot his uncle does not deserve access to education 
and counseling. 

Just as in conversations on controversial topics with friends, when 
we witness a court proceeding or hear a politician give a speech we 
comprehend that the words uttered are shaped by situational factors 
and governed by conventions. Lawyers and politicians have to deal 
with criticisms, objections, and alternative standpoints as part of the 
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rhetorical situation in which they find themselves: they have dialec-
tical obligations. In writing for public audiences, the most valuable 
device in your toolkit is showing your audience that you respect 
them enough to take their objections seriously. Anticipating objec-
tions and alternatives to your position is the primary way you can 
demonstrate to any audience that you are well informed, inquisi-
tive, and willing to reconsider your own personal biases. The most 
important rule to remember when writing for a public audience is to 
internalize an interested critic of your position so that you can assess 
whether the thesis you have provisionally adopted on a controversial 
topic can withstand scrutiny. 

A public audience’s interpretation of your argument is viewed 
through the worldviews, beliefs, and life experiences they carry with 
them. To effectively advance an argument that has the power to 
reach a public audience, you need imagine that you have dialectical 
obligations to other people. In other words, you need to imagine a 
community of critical interlocutors while simultaneously keeping in 
touch with your actual audience by shoring up concerns they expect 
you to address. You need to imagine yourself engaged in a discussion 
with people who will consider the justifications and refutations you 
offer, even though they have a different standpoint from yours. 

Argumentation and Audience 
Argumentation is an audience-oriented activity. The audience a 
writer imagines influences the choices he or she makes, particularly 
when the writer’s imagined audience and actual audience have con-
flicting expectations. Conflicting expectations from an imagined 
and actual audience is why feedback from interested readers is so in-
tegral to developing a strong argument. Arguments that invite read-
ers to participate in the process of thinking through a controversy 
demonstrate dialectical awareness. Dialectical awareness is a skill a 
writer develops to identify and anticipate the challenges, criticisms, 
alternative positions, and objections from audience members. No 
writer interested in rational persuasion can ignore his or her audi-
ence. For example, since Harman knows that his roommate dis-
agrees with him about the death penalty, his roommate’s objections 
ought to influence the way he approaches the topic. Accomplished 
writers know that arguments develop in tandem with the demands 
of an audience. Anticipating how an audience will respond to an 

An arguer discharges 
his or her dialectical 
obligations by consid-
ering alternative posi-
tions, objections, and 
criticisms.

Dialectical aware-
ness is a skill a writer 
develops to identify 
and anticipate the 
challenges, criticisms, 
alternative positions, 
and objections from 
audience members.
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argument is a key facet of dialectical awareness. When approaching 
argumentation as an audience-oriented practice the following ques-
tions arise: 

t�� 5P�XIPN�JT�NZ�BSHVNFOU�BEESFTTFE �

t�� 8IBU�EPFT�NZ�BVEJFODF�UIJOL�LOPX�BOE�PS�CFMJFWF �

t�� %PFT�NZ�BSHVNFOU�JOWJUF�NZ�BVEJFODF�UP�DPMMBCPSBUF�XJUI�NF�BT�
I reason through ideas?

t�� *T�NZ�BSHVNFOU�SFTQPOTJWF�UP�BVEJFODF�DSJUJDJTN �

As a writer struggles to make sense of the disputes that emerge 
between various groups and individuals it is helpful to consider a 
couple of key terms that help a writer adapt his or her argument to 
accommodate the demands of a sympathetic audience and an audi-
ence of interested critics. The term stakeholder is a shorthand term 
used in argumentation for an interested audience member who has 
made up his or her mind about some aspect of a controversy. The 
term constituency is another useful term that helps a writer consid-
er audience members who are bound by shared goals and motivated 
to achieve these goals above all. Since the effectiveness of an argu-
ment is measured by the response of sympathetic constituencies or 
stakeholders and critical interlocutors, argumentative writers must 
understand the needs of both audiences. When dealing with an au-
dience made up of both supporters and critics, a writer should com-
municate that he or she approaches argumentation as an exercise in 
reasoning with a diverse range of people. When a writer communi-
cates that he or she understands argumentation to be a cooperative 
undertaking, his or her audience is more likely to be open to that 
argument because the audience will recognize the writer respects 
their autonomy to decide from themselves what to believe. 

Given that the purpose of an argumentative inquiry is to assess 
whether a controversial position is worth accepting in the first place, 
a writer will have to make choices about which arguments to present. 
Of the available arguments some will be strong and others weak. It 
is best to avoid using weak arguments because ignoring significant 
objections demonstrates a refusal to collaborate dialectically with 
the audience in an intellectually honest manner and will decrease 
the effectiveness of an argument. 

A stakeholder is a 
shorthand term used 
in argumentation for 
an interested audi-
ence member who 
has made up his or 
her mind about some 
aspect of a contro-
versy.

The term constitu-
ency is another use-
ful term that helps a 
writer consider audi-
ence members who 
are bound by shared 
goals and motivated 
to achieve these goals 
above all.
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Questions to Test Dialectical Awareness 
t�� 8IBU�JT�ZPVS�SFTFBSDI�RVFTUJPO �$BO�ZPV�TUBUF�ZPVS�QPTJUJPO�JO�B�

jargon-free sentence or two? 
t�� $BO�ZPV�GSBNF�ZPVS�QFSTQFDUJWF�BT�BO�BSHVBCMF�UIFTJT�TUBUFNFOU �
t�� 8IBU�BTTVNQUJPOT�EP� UIF� TUBLFIPMEFST�PS� DPOTUJUVFODJFT� JO� UIJT�

argument bring to it? How do you view the controversy? 
t�� 8IBU�PCKFDUJPOT�UP�ZPVS�UIFTJT�FYJTU�UIBU�ZPV�BSF�BXBSF�PG �8IJDI�

objections might damage your thesis? Which objections can you 
handle with greater ease? 

t� )PX�EPFT�JNBHJOJOH�BOE�BEESFTTJOH�PCKFDUJPOT�EFNPOTUSBUF�ZPVS�
dialectical understanding of your central argument? 

t�� 8IBU�JT�UIF�EJGGFSFODF�CFUXFFO�SBUJPOBM�QFSTVBTJPO�BOE�QSFBDIJOH�
to the choir? 

t�� 8IBU�JT�UIF�CFTU�XBZ�UP�BWPJE�NFSFMZ�TVQQMZJOH�ZPVS�SFBEFS�XJUI�
background information, rather than presenting evidence in sup-
port of your argument? 

Imagine that your friend Harman asks for your advice about 
the argumentative essay he is writing for his English class. He just 
watched the movie Dead Man Walking, which advocates for the 
abolishment of the death penalty. The movie inspired Harman to 
pursue the topic further on his own. Harman is a leader in the local 
Quaker youth group and volunteers each week tutoring formerly 
incarcerated men for the GED test. Harman tells you, “Capital pun-
ishment should be abolished because theories of retributive (eye for 
an eye) justice are morally backward.” You wonder, “What reasons, 
other than retributive justice being barbaric, supports the abolition 
of the death penalty?” Harman clearly believes the death penalty is 
morally wrong, yet he does not offer any reasons to abolish capital 
punishment. In other words, Harman has not yet presented a com-
plete argument. In this situation, Harman must reply to an alterna-
tive position. The alternative position is that retributive justice does 
act to deter crime. “You are a person who is good at seeing both 
sides of an argument,” Harman says. “What are some objections to 
the position that the death penalty deters crime?” He shows you his 
tentative outline: 
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 Thesis: Abolish the death penalty! It’s uncivilized! 

� t�� ɨF�UISFBU�PG�UIF�QVOJTINFOU�PG�EFBUI�EPFT�OPU�EFUFS�DSJNF��

� t�� 3FIBCJMJUBUF�BOE�FEVDBUF��

� t�� .BOZ�QFSGFDUMZ�JOOPDFOU�QFPQMF�BSF�FYFDVUFE�FBDI�ZFBS��

t�� $BOBEB�'SBODF�BOE�NBOZ�PUIFS�DPVOUSJFT�BSPVOE�UIF�XPSME�
abolished it, so the U.S. should too. 

Over lunch you ask Harman a list of questions to test his dia-
lectical awareness of the multiple dimensions of the death pen-
alty debate. He tells you that even though he believes strongly that 
the death penalty is unjust, he wants his essay to convey to readers 
that he cares about having a dialogue with people who disagree with 
him. He is committed to identifying viewpoints that differ from 
his own. Harman is inquisitive and he has spent substantial time 
doing library research to become more informed about the capital 
punishment debate. He plans to interview someone from his dorm, 
an international student born in Singapore, who he knows disagrees 
with him, to understand why she does not share his beliefs. 

Based on these answers (and conversations you’ve had with peo-
ple with whom you disagree), consider the chart on the following 
page. Each answer leads you to a decision about how Harman ought 
to proceed as he drafts his argument. 

A writer develops 
dialectical awareness 
by identifying and 
anticipating the criti-
cisms, challenges, and 
objections audience 
members may raise. 
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Questions to Test Dialectical Awareness Chart 

Question Answer Implications for Your 
Public Argument

What assumptions 
do the stakehold-
ers or constituen-
cies in this dispute 
bring to it?

They don’t all agree that capital 
punishment is wrong. Those who 
do think it’s good don’t all justify 
their beliefs on the grounds that 
it prevents future crimes.

Consider objections to your posi-
tion. Look for the reasons people 
offer in support of their beliefs. 

What’s the dif-
ference between 
rational persuasion 
and preaching to 
the choir? 

Rational persuasion requires 
internalizing the critic of one’s 
position. If I’m at the Quaker 
house, most of my friends share 
my belief, so there’s no need to 
argue. It makes sense to advance 
argumentation only when there 
are people who doubt the ac-
ceptability of your thesis. 

When writing an argumenta-
tive essay you need to pose and 
respond to objections rather than 
assume you’re writing for a friend 
who agrees with you. When you 
do this you are more likely to get 
people who do not agree with 
you to see that your perspective 
is at least reasonable. Maybe they 
will even change their minds. 

Why should I ad-
dress an objection 
that might damage 
my thesis? 

If an objection creates difficul-
ties for an arguer, then she or he 
is all the more obliged to deal 
with it. 

From the perspective of covering 
all your bases, you want to refute 
strong objections. If you cannot 
deal with an objection then you 
need to modify your thesis on the 
basis of it. 

How will I know 
if my thesis is argu-
able? 

Arguable thesis statements tend 
to stick their necks out to answer 
a why or a how question. 

Reasonable people disagree over 
claims all the time. Be bold in 
stating your provisional thesis, 
then evaluate whether you are 
justified in believing it. Always 
support your thesis with relevant 
evidence to justify why it is ac-
ceptable. 

Why does failing 
to consider my 
dialectical obliga-
tions make my 
argument ineffec-
tive for a public 
audience?

If you do not consider counter-
arguments, you cannot establish 
whether the position you’ve 
taken on a controversial topic is 
a reasonable one to take.

Your aim is to present yourself as 
a writer who is capable of correct-
ing mistakenly held positions after 
reflecting upon and evaluating the 
evidence. You must probe your 
own position and be willing to 
reconsider it as the circumstances 
of your inquiry permit.
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Harman gives you the draft below. It is meager in its dialectical 
awareness. 

Is capital punishment morally justifiable based on a theory of retrib-
utive justice? I take the position that it is not. Has anyone ever proven 
it to be ethical? No, they have not. Is there evidence that demonstrates 
that the death penalty prevents crime? No, there has not been even one 
shred of evidence. Can my audience prove to me that innocent people 
are not wrongfully convicted and sentenced to die each year? No, they 
cannot. Since I have established that capital punishment is morally 
wrong, based on that fact the death penalty doesn’t prevent crime and 
results in innocent people receiving a death sentence, I have established 
my position. 

Based on the Questions to Test Dialectical Awareness Chart, 
what problems can you identify with Harman’s draft? How can 
Harman revise his draft to address a public audience? Why is it il-
legitimate for Harman to attempt to shift the burden of proof to his 
imagined audience? In what ways does his draft demonstrate that 
he has not been diligent in looking for opposing viewpoints? How 
do you think a critical audience would react if Harman told them 
he could not find one single argument against his thesis? Would an 
audience accept Harman’s reasoning without any evidence of engag-
ing opposing viewpoints? 

When you argue in the public sphere you need to anticipate be-
ing asked to justify why your thesis is more convincing than an al-
ternative thesis. At this point Harman asks you why writing for a 
community of model interlocutors—who do not agree with him—
is preferable to writing for an audience who does share his view. 
You tell Harman, “it makes no sense to advance argumentation if 
your audience already agrees with your standpoint.” Having solid 
answers to the Questions to Test Dialectical Awareness Chart en-
ables Harman to justify why public audiences will inevitably baulk if 
he toes a particular party line, rather than considering and refuting 
objections to his position.

Harman asks you the following question: “if my position is 
eventually strong enough to withstand public scrutiny, will I be 
able to get others to agree with me that the death penalty should be 
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repealed?” At this point it is clear to you that Harman has learned 
that establishing his ethos or rhetorical credibility with a public audi-
ence is achieved primarily through his responsiveness to their doubts 
about the acceptability of his position. Harman has learned that, 
in fact, being open to opposing viewpoints requires that he dem-
onstrate a willingness to see the process of inquiry itself as one of 
rational persuasion whereby he considers audience expectations. 

As you continue helping Harman develop an argumentative es-
say, revisit the Questions to Test Dialectical Awareness Chart. 
From the shortcomings of his first draft, Harman has learned that 
it is illegitimate to attempt to shift the burden of proof to readers 
who do not share his beliefs. Moreover, since Harman cannot pos-
sibly anticipate every objection to his position, he has prioritized the 
points of disagreement by refuting those that are the most damaging 
to his standpoint first. 

Stasis Theory: A Heuristic for Inventing Arguments 
Classical stasis theory—developed by the Greek rhetorician Herma-
goras, in the late second century BCE, and expanded by Cicero, 
Quintilian, and Hermogenes—is an invention strategy. In antiquity 
stasis theory provided students with a concrete method for finding, 
comprehending, and handling argumentative topics. Stasis theory 
is useful today because it continues to help student writers identify 
the central issues in a controversy. Specifically, stasis theory helps 
Harman develop his argument against capital punishment because 
it gives him four stock points to address in order for his argument 
to more adequately satisfy the scrutiny of interested critics. Here are 
four questions Harman can use to locate opposition to his argument 
and seek to resolve it: 
1.  Conjecture: The stasis of conjecture concerns the existence of a 

fact. The focus of the argument is whether there is a cause for dis-
pute? In his draft Harman states, “capital punishment is wrong 
because innocent people are sentenced to death.” In reply, you 
argue, “The conviction and execution of innocent people is in-
creasingly rare because of the advent of DNA testing and other 
standards of evidence collection.” Now we have the following 
dispute: “Does capital punishment result in innocent people re-
ceiving death sentences or not?” If your argument is better jus-
tified than Harman’s, then Harman must modify his stance. 
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If Harman’s argument is better justified, then the dispute over 
whether or not capital punishment results in the death of inno-
cent people will no longer be the focus of his argument since he 
will have placed the burden of proof on you through the giving 
of reasons and the presentation of evidence. 

2.  Definition: The stasis of definition concerns how something, 
typically some act, is defined. During this stage arguers disagree 
over the meaning of terms and what the defining features of the 
dispute are. In the above example, Harman’s argument is: “the 
death penalty results in the death of innocent people.” Harman 
offers an example of a man who was imprisoned and executed by 
lethal injection on the basis of false testimony from his brother. 
In reply, you offer “it is not the death penalty itself that causes 
wrongful conviction and punishment, but poor standards for 
what counts as adequate proof of guilt. Technically, an inno-
cent person with a life sentence, who never gets paroled, can die 
while incarcerated too.” Out of this dispute emerges an issue, 
“If the death penalty was abolished would people convicted on 
false testimony still be alive today?” If your argument is better 
justified than Harman’s then he must modify his standpoint that 
capital punishment results in the wrongful conviction and death 
of innocent people. If Harman’s argument is better justified than 
yours, then the dispute regarding whether we should say that the 
death penalty is the heart of the problem will no longer be the 
focus of his argument since he will have placed the burden of 
proof on you. 

3.  Quality: The stasis of quality concerns the seriousness of an act 
and the circumstantial evidence surrounding it. During this 
stage interlocutors try to determine the significance of an issue 
and settle it. Harman argues, “Since capital punishment has re-
sulted in the wrongful death of innocent people, it is unjusti-
fiable.” In reply you argue “However, the wrongful conviction 
and punishment cases you cited all occurred before the advent 
of DNA testing and other advanced methods for collecting evi-
dence from a crime scene.” Out of the dispute arises an issue, 
“Do advanced methods of evidence collection today assure that 
only those who are truly guilty receive the death penalty?” If 
your argument is better justified than Harman’s, he must modify 
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his position. If Harman’s argument is better justified than yours, 
then the dispute over how serious of a problem wrongful convic-
tion and execution is today will no longer be the focus of his ar-
gument. In other words, Harman will have placed the burden of 
proof on you through the giving of reasons and the presentation 
of evidence. 

4.  Translation: The stasis of translation concerns objections of a 
procedural nature. During this stage arguers try to determine 
whether or not a dispute is being argued properly and in the 
proper venue. Harman, for example, may argue that even though 
a convicted criminal is legally guilty of a heinous crime the death 
penalty is still wrong on religious grounds (it is Divine will and 
not human law that should determine when to end a person’s 
life). In reply, you argue that theological arguments are irrelevant 
because of the separation of church and state in the U.S. Out 
of this dispute emerges an issue, “Are religious arguments valid 
when it comes to the punishment of violent offenders in a court 
of law?” If your argument is better justified than Harman’s, he 
must modify his position. If Harman’s argument is better justi-
fied than yours, then the dispute over the separation of church 
and state will no longer be the focus of his argument since he 
will have placed the burden of proof on you through the giving 
of reasons and the presentation of evidence. 

As you can see, the four stock issues from stasis theory help 
Harman imagine a dialectical back and forth with a critical inter-
locutor. In this framework his argument will be stronger if it is more 
convincing than the alternatives that a critic advances in all four of 
the stases. Will all four stases need to be argued in every situation? 
Not necessarily. The number of stases will vary from one argumenta-
tive exchange to the next. Nonetheless, stasis theory offers Harman 
a method for anticipating important points of agreement and dis-
agreement. In this way stasis theory helps him build, understand, 
and revise his own argument. Using stasis theory also helps Harman 
make rational appeals to a public audience who do not necessarily 
share his beliefs.
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Formulating Arguments: The Controversial Folklorist 
Alan Dundes 
How might a writer handle a public controversy that incites even 
stronger emotions than the topic of the death penalty? Let’s consider 
another example. 

Sahar just read Alan Dundes’ controversial article about football. 
As she was reading she came up with several smart counterargu-
ments against Dundes’ thesis. She knows the content of Dundes’ 
essay gave rise to ample public disagreement because he received 
numerous death threats after its publication. Sahar keeps return-
ing to the following research question as she thinks about what she 
just read: “Why did Dundes’ conclusion about the deeper meaning 
underlying how everyday people talk about football make so many 
people so livid?” After all, before the end of his life, Dundes tackled 
subjects like anti-Semitic jokes and the folkloristic content of the 
Koran in his writing, which are at least as controversial as whether 
football is a socially sanctioned space for the display of homosexual 
masculinity. Sahar wishes to respond fairly, though critically, to 
Dundes’ thesis. Let’s take a moment to read through Dundes’ article 
before reading about Sahar’s response. 

Alan Dundes—Into the Endzone for a Touchdown:  
A Psychoanalytic Consideration of American Football 

Alan Dundes. “Into the Endzone for a Touchdown: A Psychoanalytic Con-
sideration of American Football.” Western Folklore. Vol. 37, No. 2 (April 
1978), pp. 75–88. Copyright © 1978 Western States Folklore Society. 
Reprinted with permission.

In college athletics it is abundantly clear that it is football which counts 
highest among both enrolled students and alumni. It is almost as 
though the masculinity of male alumni is at stake in a given game, es-
pecially when a hated rival school is the opponent. College fund-raisers 
are well aware that a winning football season may prove to be the key 
to a successful financial campaign to increase the school’s endowment 
capital. The Rose Bowl and other post-season bowl games for colleges, 
plus the Super Bowl for professional football teams have come to rank 
as national festival occasions in the United States. All this makes it rea-
sonable to assume that there is something about football which strikes 
a most responsive chord in the American psyche. No other American 
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sport consistently draws fans in the numbers which are attracted to foot-
ball. One need only compare the crowd-attendance statistics for college 
or professional baseball games with the analogous figures for football 
to see the enormous appeal of the latter. The question is: what is it 
about American football that could possibly account for its extraordi-
nary popularity? 

In the relatively meager scholarship devoted to football, one finds 
the usual array of theoretical approaches. The ancestral form of foot-
ball, a game more like Rugby or soccer, was interpreted as a solar 
ritual—with a disc-shaped rock or object supposedly representing the 
sun and also as a fertility ritual intended to ensure agricultural abun-
dance. It had been noted, for example, that in some parts of England 
and France, the rival teams consisted of married men playing against 
bachelors. In one custom, a newly-married woman would throw over 
the church a ball for which married men and bachelors fought. The 
distinction between the married and the unmarried suggests that the 
game might be a kind of ritual test or battle with marriage signifying 
socially sanctioned fertility. 

The historical evolution of American football from English Rugby 
has been well documented, but the historical facts do not in and of them-
selves account for any psychological rationale leading to the unprece-
dented enthusiasm for the sport. It is insufficient to state that football of-
fers an appropriate outlet for the expression of aggression. William Arens 
has rightly observed that it would be an oversimplification “to single out 
violence as the sole or even primary reason for the game’s popularity.” 
Many sports provide a similar outlet (e.g., wrestling, ice hockey, roller 
derby), but few of these come close to matching football as a spectacle for 
many Americans. Similarly, pointing to such features as a love of compe-
tition, or the admiration of coordinated teamwork, or the development 
of specialists (e.g., punters, punt returners, field goal kickers, etc.) is not 
convincing since such features occur in most if not all sports. Recently, 
studies of American football have suggested that the game serves as a 
male initiation ritual. Arens, for example, remarks that football is “a male 
preserve that manifests both the physical and cultural values of mascu-
linity,” a description which had previously been applied, aptly it would 
appear, to British Rugby. Arens points out that the equipment worn 
“accents the male physique” through the enlarged head and shoulders 
coupled with a narrowed waist. With the lower torso “poured into skin-
tight pants accented only by a metal codpiece,” Arens contends that the 
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result “is not an expression but an exaggeration of maleness.” He com-
ments further: “Dressed in this manner, the players can engage in hand 
holding, hugging, and bottom patting, which would be disapproved of 
in any other context, but which is accepted on the gridiron without a sec-
ond thought.” Having said this much, Arens fails to draw any inferences 
about possible ritual homosexual aspects of football. Instead, he goes on 
to note that American football resembles male rituals in other cultures 
insofar as contact with females is discouraged if not forbidden. The argu-
ment usually given is one of “limited good.” A man has only so much 
energy and if he uses it in sexual activity, he will have that much less to 
use in hunting, warfare, or in this case, football. I believe Arens and oth-
ers are correct in calling attention to the ritual and symbolic dimensions 
of American football, but I think the psychological implications of the 
underlying symbolism have not been adequately explored. 

Football is one of a large number of competitive games which in-
volves the scoring of points by gaining access to a defended area in an 
opponent’s territory. In basketball, one must throw a ball through a 
hoop (and net) attached to the other team’s backboard. In ice hockey, 
one must hit the puck into the goal at the opponent’s end of the rink. 
In football, the object is to move the ball across the opponent’s goal 
into his endzone. It does not require a great deal of Freudian sophistica-
tion to see a possible sexual component in such acts as throwing a ball 
through a hoop, hitting a puck across a “crease” into an enclosed area 
bounded by nets or cage, and other structurally similar acts. But what 
is not so obvious is the connection of such sexual symbolism with an 
all-male group of participants. 

I believe that a useful way to begin an attempt to understand the psy-
choanalytic significance of American football is through an examination 
of football folk speech. For it is precisely in the idioms and metaphors that 
a clear pattern of personal interaction is revealed. In this regard, it might 
be helpful first to briefly consider the slang employed in the verbal dueling 
of the American male. In effect, I am suggesting that American football 
is analogous to male verbal dueling. Football entails ritual and dramatic 
action while verbal dueling is more concerned with words. But structur-
ally speaking, they are similar or at least functionally equivalent. In verbal 
dueling, it is common to speak about putting one’s opponent “down.” 
This could mean simply to topple an opponent figuratively, but it could 
also imply forcing one’s adversary to assume a supine position, that is, 
the “female” position in typical Western sexual intercourse. It should also 



Section Three · Public Argument

370

be noted that an equally humiliating experience for a male would be to 
serve as a passive receptacle for a male aggressor’s phallic thrust. Numer-
ous idioms attest to the widespread popularity of this pattern of imagery 
to describe a loser. One speaks of having been screwed by one’s boss or of 
having been given the shaft. Submitting to anal intercourse is also implied 
in perhaps the most common single American folk gesture, the so-called 
digitus impudicus, better known in folk parlance as the “finger.” Giving 
someone the finger is often accompanied by such unambiguous explana-
tory phrases as “Fuck you!,” “Screw you!,” “Up yours!,” or “Up your ass!.” 
Now what has all this to do with football? I believe that the same symbolic 
pattern is at work in both verbal dueling and much ritual play. Instead of 
scoring a putdown, one scores a touchdown. Certainly the terminology 
used in football is suggestive. One gains yardage, but it is not territory 
which is kept in the sense of being permanently acquired by the invading 
team. The territory invaded remains nominally under the proprietorship 
of the opponent. A sports announcer or fan might say, for example, “This 
is the deepest penetration into (opponent’s team name) territory so far” 
[my emphasis]. Only if one gets into the endzone (or kicks a field goal 
through the uprights of the goalposts) does one earn points. The use of 
the term “end” is not accidental. Evidently there is a kind of structural 
isomorphism between the line (as opposed to the backfield) and the lay-
out of the field of play. Each line has two ends (left end and right end) 
with a “center” in the middle. Similarly, each playing field has two ends 
(endzones) with a midfield line (the fifty yard-line). Ferril remarked on 
the parallel between the oval shape of the football and the oval shape of 
most football stadiums, but I submit it might be just as plausible to see 
the football shape as an elongated version of the earlier round soccer or 
Rugby ball, a shape which tends to produce two accentuated ends of the 
ball. Surely the distinctive difference between the shape of a football and 
the shape of the balls used in most other ballgames (e.g., baseball, basket-
ball, soccer) is that it is not perfectly spherical. The notion that a football 
has two “ends” is found in the standard idiom used to describe a kick or 
punt in which the ball turns over and over from front to back during 
flight (as opposed to moving in a more direct, linear, spiraling pattern) as 
an “end over end” kick. 

The object of the game, simply stated, is to get into the opponent’s 
endzone while preventing the opponent from getting into one’s own 
endzone. Structurally speaking, this is precisely what is involved in male 
verbal dueling. One wishes to put one’s opponent down; to “screw” him 
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while avoiding being screwed by him. We can now better understand 
the appropriateness of the “bottom patting” so often observed among 
football players. A good offensive or defensive play deserves a pat on the 
rear end. The recipient has held up his end and has thereby helped pro-
tect the collective “end” of the entire team. One pats one’s teammates’ 
ends, but one seeks to violate the endzone of one’s opponents!

The trust one has for one’s own teammates is perhaps signalled by 
the common postural stance of football players. The so-called three 
point stance involves bending over in a distinct stooped position with 
one’s rear end exposed. It is an unusual position (in terms of normal life 
activities) and it does make one especially vulnerable to attack from be-
hind, that is, vulnerable to a homosexual attack. In some ways, the pos-
ture might be likened to what is termed “presenting” among nonhuman 
primates. Presenting refers to a subordinate animal’s turning its rump 
towards a higher ranking or dominant one. The center thus presents to 
the quarterback—just as linemen do to the backs in general. George 
Plimpton has described how the quarterback’s “hand, the top of it, rests 
up against the center’s backside as he bends over the ball—medically, 
against the perineum, the pelvic floor.” We know that some dominant 
nonhuman primates will sometimes reach out to touch a presenting 
subordinate in similar fashion. In football, however, it is safe to present 
to one’s teammates. Since one can trust one’s teammates, one knows that 
one will be patted, not raped. The traditional joking admonitions of the 
locker room warning against “bending over in the shower” or “pick-
ing up the soap” (which would presumably offer an inviting target for 
homosexual attack) do not apply since one is among friends. “Grabass” 
among friends is understood as being harmless joking behavior. 

The importance of the “ends” is signalled by the fact that they alone 
among linemen are eligible to receive a forward pass. In that sense, 
ends are equivalent to the “backs.” In symbolic terms, I am arguing 
that the end is a kind of backside and that the endzone is a kind of 
erogenous zone. The relatively recently coined terms “tight end” and 
“split end” further demonstate the special emphasis upon this “posi-
tion” on the team. The terms refer to whether the end stays close to his 
neighboring tackle, e.g., to block, or whether he moves well away from 
the normally adjacent tackle, e.g., to go out for a pass. However, both 
tight end and split end (cf. also wide receiver) could easily be under-
stood as possessing an erotic nuance. 
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Additional football folk speech could be cited. The object of the 
game is to “score,” a term which in standard slang means to engage 
in sexual intercourse with a member of the opposite sex. One “scores” 
by going “all the way.” The latter phrase refers specifically to making 
a touchdown. In sexual slang, it alludes to indulging in intercourse as 
opposed to petting or necking. The offensive team may try to mount a 
“drive” in order to “penetrate” the other team’s territory. A ball carrier 
might go “up the middle” or he might “go through a hole” (made by his 
linemen in the opposing defensive line). A particularly skillful runner 
might be able to make his own hole. The defense is equally determined 
to “close the hole.” Linemen may encourage one another “to stick it 
to ’em,” meaning to place their helmeted heads (with phallic-symbolic 
overtones) against the chests of their opposite numbers to drive them 
back or put them out of the play. 

A player who scores a touchdown may elect to “spike” the ball by 
hurling it down towards the ground full force. This spiking movement 
confirms to all assembled that the enemy’s endzone has been penetrated. 
The team scored upon is thus shamed and humiliated in front of an 
audience. In this regard, football is similar to verbal dueling inasmuch 
as dueling invariably takes place before one or more third parties. The 
term “spike” may also be germane. As a noun, it could refer to a sharp-
pointed long slender part or projection. As a verb, it could mean either 
to mark or cut with a spike (the football would presumably be the phal-
lic spike) or to thwart or to sabotage an enemy. In any event, the ritual 
act of spiking serves to prolongate and accentuate the all too short mo-
ment of triumph, the successful entry into the enemy’s endzone. 

The sexual connotations of football folk speech apply equally to 
players on defense. One goal of the defensive line is to penetrate the 
offensive line to get to the quarterback. Getting to the offensive quar-
terback and bringing him down to the ground is termed “sacking” the 
quarterback. The verb “sack” connotes plunder, ravage, and perhaps 
even rape. David Kopay, one of the few homosexuals participating in 
professional football willing to admit his preference for members of the 
same sex, specifically commented on the nature of typical exhortations 
made by coaches and others: 

The whole language of football is involved in sexual allusions. We 
were told to go out and “fuck those guys”; to take that ball and “stick it 
up their asses” or “down their throats.” The coaches would yell, “knock 
their dicks off,” or more often than that, “knock their jocks off.” They’d 
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say, “Go out there and give it all you’ve got, a hundred and ten per cent, 
shoot your wad.” You controlled their line and “knocked” ’em into sub-
mission. Over the years I’ve seen many a coach get emotionally aroused 
while he was diagramming a particular play into an imaginary hole on 
the blackboard. His face red, his voice rising, he would show the ball 
carrier how he wanted him to “stick it in the hole.”

I have no doubt that a good many football players and fans will be 
sceptical (to say the least) of the analysis proposed here. Even academics 
with presumably less personal investment in football will probably find 
the idea implausible if not downright repugnant that American football 
could be a ritual combat between groups of males attempting to as-
sert their masculinity by penetrating the endzones of their rivals. David 
Kopay, despite suggesting that for a long time football provided a kind 
of replacement for sex in his life and admitting that football is “a real 
outlet for repressed sexual energy,” refuses to believe that “being able to 
hold hands in the huddle and to pat each other on the ass if we felt like 
it” is necessarily an overt show of homosexuality. Yet I think it is highly 
likely that the ritual aspect of football, providing as it does a socially 
sanctioned framework for male body contact—football, after all, is a 
so-called “body contact” sport—is a form of homosexual behavior. The 
unequivocal sexual symbolism of the game, as plainly evidenced in folk 
speech coupled with the fact that all of the participants are male, make it 
difficult to draw any other conclusion. Sexual acts carried out in thinly 
disguised symbolic form by, and directed towards, males and males only, 
would seem to constitute ritual homosexuality. 

Evidence from other cultures indicates that male homosexual ritual 
combats are fairly common. Answering the question of who penetrates 
whom is a pretty standard means of testing masculinity cross-culturally. 
Interestingly enough, the word masculine itself seems to derive from 
Latin mas (male) and culus (anus). The implication might be that for a 
male to prove his masculinity with his peers, he would need to control 
or guard his buttocks area while at the same time threatening the pos-
terior of another (weaker) male. A good many men’s jokes in Mediter-
ranean cultures (e.g., in Italy and in Spain) center on the culo. 

That a mass spectacle could be based upon a ritual masculinity con-
test should not surprise anyone familiar with the bullfight. Without 
intending to reduce the complexity of the bullfight to a single factor, 
one could nonetheless observe that it is in part a battle between males 
attempting to penetrate one another. The one who is penetrated loses. 
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If it is the bull, he may be further feminized or emasculated by hav-
ing various extremities cut off to reward the successful matador. In this 
context, we can see American football as a male activity (along with the 
Boy Scouts, fraternities and other exclusively male social organizations 
in American culture) as belonging to the general range of male ritu-
als around the world in which masculinity is defined and affirmed. In 
American culture, women are permitted to be present as spectators or 
even cheerleaders, but they are not participants. Women resenting men’s 
preoccupation with such male sports are commonly referred to as foot-
ball widows (analogous to golf widows). This too suggests that the sport 
activity is in some sense a substitute for normal heterosexual relations. 
The men are “dead” as far as relationships with females are concerned. 
In sport and in ritual, men play both male and female parts. Whether 
it is the verbal dueling tradition of the circum-Mediterranean in which 
young men threaten to put opponents into a passive homosexual posi-
tion, or the initiation rites in aboriginal Australia and New Guinea (and 
elsewhere) in which younger men are subjected to actual homosexual 
anal intercourse by older members of the male group, the underlying 
psychological rationale appears to be similar. Professional football’s fi-
nancial incentives may extend the playing years of individuals beyond 
late adolescence, but in its essence American football is an adolescent 
masculinity initiation ritual in which the winner gets into the loser’s 
endzone more times than the loser gets into his! 

University of California 
Berkeley, California 

Sahar decides that because she feels so strongly that Dundes’ 
argument is misguided she’ll need to step back to organize her 
thoughts. Taking some time to organize her thoughts is a strategy 
that allows Sahar to develop the disposition of a critical thinker, to 
understand the issues in an argumentative situation, and to invent 
adequate counterarguments in response rather than simply reacting 
to Dundes’ argument hastily. 
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Reactionary Thought Filter Chart 

Critical Thinking and Close 
Reading require: 
t�� 'BJSMZ�BOE�BDDVSBUFMZ��
–  Explaining the substance of 

the writer’s argument 
–  Explaining how the writer’s 

disciplinary context, re-
search, or worldview might 
have led him or her to take 
a position 

t�� (SBOUJOH�UIBU�PUIFST�IBWF�
important and valid rea-
sons for their beliefs and 
argument

Critical Thinking and Close Reading 
are not: 
t�� .JTSFQSFTFOUJOH�TPNFPOF�T 

argument 
t�� 5BLJOH�BO�BSHVNFOUBUJWF�TIPSUDVU�

by attacking people (the ad 
hominem fallacy) then labeling 
them stupid or otherwise casting 
aspersions on their moral or 
intellectual character 

t�� 1SFUFOEJOH�UP�CF�DPOWJODFE�
when you really are not Inter-
jecting your own opinion to 
derail an interlocutor rather than 
asking critical questions that 
focus the inquiry

Here’s how Sahar organizes her thoughts to demonstrate her abil-
ity to read closely and respond critically to Dundes’ argument. 

t�� 4IF�TUBUFT�%VOEFT��QPTJUJPO��

t�� 4IF�NBLFT�UIF�TUSPOHFTU�DPVOUFSBSHVNFOUT�BHBJOTU�%VOEFT��DPO-
troversial position that she can imagine. 
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Argument Comprehension and Counterargument Chart 

Nutshell of Dundes’ Premises Counterarguments

Premise 1: The idioms and 
metaphors we use to talk about 
football (i.e., football folk 
speech) are rife with sexual con-
notation. 

If football were a homosexual ritual, 
then it wouldn’t be as popular as it 
is with people who are prejudiced 
against gay people. 

Premise 2: Football, as a contact 
sport, resembles other same-
sex initiation rituals around 
the world where masculinity 
is demonstrated by penetrating 
into an opponent’s end zone.

Most men who play football are 
heterosexual and hence the desire to 
display dominance over other male 
players is a way to show women that 
they are powerful. If it’s a mating 
ritual, then it’s a heterosexual one. 

Premise 3: Football is an all-
male sport, which gives it added 
same-sex erotic nuance.

The language we use in the games 
we play does not have the deep 
symbolic meaning Dundes believes it 
does. For example, Dundes is grasp-
ing for evidence of this so-called 
deeper meaning when he uses the 
Bible to support his interpretation of 
the word “touch.”

Thesis/Conclusion: American football is a form of same-sex combat for 
young men to establish their virility and sexual dominance. 

  
Next, Sahar’s English instructor asks her to write a two-page cri-

tique of Dundes’ argument. Here are the first two paragraphs of 
Sahar’s mini-argumentative essay:

Humans compete. Inherent to our nature is the endless struggle against 
the unpleasantness of defeat. As a consequence, even in our leisure time 
we enjoy watching struggles for dominance and cheering for our fa-
vorite team. Alan Dundes’ exploration of the homosexual aspects of 
American football is amusing, but he overestimates the same-sex erotic 
aspects of the game. In this essay, I will argue that if football is a kind 
of dominance ritual it is one where women are presumed to be too frail 
to compete.

According to Dundes, “it is highly likely that the ritual aspect of 
football, providing as it does a socially sanctioned framework for male 
body contact…is a form of homosexual behavior” (87). Yes, football is 
an all-male full body contact sport. However, football is not sex-segre-
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gated so that ostensibly straight men can touch each other on the sly. 
Female athletes do not play football with men because of tradition and 
legitimate concerns that women may be injured on a co-ed team. The 
fact that nearly all contact sports are sex-segregated around the world has 
everything to do with our deep-seated beliefs that there are basic physical 
differences between women and men. Whether these differences actually 
exist, or to what extent, is a subject of much debate. However, Dundes 
ought to have taken perceptions of sexual difference into account be-
cause as it stands there is little evidence to support his claim that football 
is a socially sanctioned venue for men to touch each other. 

What further evidence or support does Sahar need to make her 
case? What other counterarguments can you think of to make an 
argument against Dundes? Do you think his argument is strong? If 
so, what evidence can you provide that attests to its strength? 

Writing Your Own Public Arguments
The example above shows how Sahar moves from posing a research 
question, to accurately summarizing Dundes’ position, to coming 
up with counterarguments, to writing her own argumentative es-
say. In a longer public argument it is necessary to give your readers 
plenty of signposts to map out where you have been and where you 
are going. The following is an illustration of signposting for Sahar’s 
mini-argumentative essay. 

Now that we see that Dundes’ claims that football is a form of ritualized 
same-sex combat, let me map out my argument so far. In supporting the 
thesis that football is a kind of dominance ritual, where women are as-
sumed to be too physically weak to compete, I cited the sex-segregation 
of sports around the world. To the objection that homosexuality violates 
social norms and hence must operate beneath our conscious awareness 
in rituals like football, I responded that in a culture such as the U.S.—a 
culture where women and men are ostensibly equal—an abiding belief 
in men’s physical superiority is not expressed as nonchalantly as it might 
have been in the past. After conceding that there is still a lot of discrimi-
nation against both sexual minorities and females in athletics, I now will 
argue that forms of ridicule such as, “you throw like a girl” demonstrate 
that a disdain for feminine or effeminate characteristics underlies both 
sex-segregation and homophobia in sports. 
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Public argumentation requires that we recognize that we have 
dialectical obligations, which make it necessary to imagine ourselves 
as engaged with a critic who challenges us with well-founded objec-
tions. Responding to critical readers creates opportunities for all writ-
ers to more effectively gain rational adherence from public audiences. 

Questions and Prompts for Discussion 
1.  Who determines what is reasonable? What criteria can we use to 

assess whether an argument is justified adequately? 

2.  How might imagining a community of model interlocutors po-
tentially cause an arguer to lose touch with her or his actual audi-
ence? 

3.  Give an example of how thinking solely in terms of your actual 
audience can limit your ability to think critically or creatively. 

4.  Why might imagining your audience as comprised of people 
who already support your position come across as dismissive to 
those readers who have not yet made up their minds? 

5.  Why is it helpful to conceptualize arguing as a practice that re-
quires a good imagination? 

6.  List the invention strategies you use to locate a range of argu-
ments on a controversial topic. 

7.  Write a paragraph or more that expresses a range of possible posi-
tions on an issue of public controversy. 

8.  What does rational persuasion mean to you? Give an example 
of a situation where you think rational persuasion may not be 
effective. 


