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One of the great challenges in academic writing is finding a balance between accurately representing the 
opinions expressed by others and using other opinions to make your own argument. Here are a few 
general ways of relating different ideas together for the sake of presenting a single argument. 
 
Establishing a debate as a point of departure: 
 
1. Highlight the issue that will be discussed, and show the range of positions, then insert your own: 

Generic: In discussions of (issue X), ___ has been controversial. On the one hand,  ___ argues 
___. On the other, ___ argues ____. Others have even argued ____. Here I will assert _____.   
 
Example: Whether kryptonite should be a controlled substance is an ongoing debate. Superman 
argues kryptonite is a dangerous substance that must be strictly regulated, while industrialist Lex 
Luthor argues that humans have no obligation to control a substance only harmful to a single, 
non-human resident of earth. Others, such as Batman, have even argued that kryptonite can be a 
force for good and a necessary check on Superman’s abilities—so long as it is in the right hands 
(his). As we will see, while Lex Luthor makes the most compelling legal case of these three, when 
compared with Batman and Superman’s positions, his position is clearly morally deficient. 
 

2. Highlight a general position that represents a collection of views, then raise the point at which that 
consensus falls apart: 

Generic: Many agree concerning (topic X) that  _____, but differences arise when considering 
____: some argue ___ while others maintain ____. (I will argue/This paper shows that)  ___.  
 
Example: Amid broad consensus that Tony Stark is a genius, nerds nonetheless disagree over 
whether he is smarter than Bruce Wayne. Some argue that Wayne’s Batman is too 
psychologically crippled to compete with Stark, while others maintain that Stark’s Iron Man is 
too dependent on brute force to be a properly intellectual hero. Here I will show how these 
approaches are both misguided, and offer a new standard of evaluation that rises above this 
nerdy morass: heroic adaptability. 
 

In both of these examples, the introduction of your own argument may take any number of forms. But 
note how this format for introducing a problem also gives some sense of the structure of the overall 
argument to follow. Keeping in mind the position you are responding to (and reminding your reader of 
this position as you work through the essay) helps your argument have purpose and urgency, and can help 
keep your paper focused. 
 
Responding to a debate and defining your own position:  
 
There are, generally stated, three ways to respond to a position: You can agree, disagree, or some 
combination of the two. Note that when you agree or disagree with a position, your reasons for agreeing 
or disagreeing matter enormously. Your reasons may directly contradict the explanations others give for 
the same conclusion. This is why the explanation and evidence you use to justify your position must be 
drawn out clearly and directly in your analysis. It is never enough to simply say “X” is right; you always 
need to include the “because ____.” In the process of doing so, you have another opportunity to 
distinguish your position from others.  
 
1. Generic Agreement: X is correct to argue _____ because ______. (which person ____ overlooks, 
misunderstands or should consider because ____.//which adds to our understanding by ______.) 

 
Example:  Nick Fury correctly argues that the emotional manipulation of Stark and Rodgers is 
ethically permissible for the formation of the Avengers team, as it is the only way to establish a 
spontaneous, democratic association of equals committed to a common cause; a political point 
commonly overlooked by analysts who focus exclusively on the moral dimensions of Fury’s lies. 
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2. Generic Disagreement: ____ is incorrect because _____. (Not because of ____; Or in addition to ____ 
point made by ____.) 

Example:  Although convincing on the surface, it is wrong for Steve Rodgers to describe Loki as 
an evil would-be-tyrant-diva. Viewed from the perspective Schopenhauer’s philosophy, his claim 
to rule humankind is based in sound principles aiming to alleviate suffering and existential 
dread—a point overlooked by many (including Steve Rodgers) due to his bias toward Platonic 
philosophy. 
 

(3.) Agreeing and Disagreeing Simultaneously: 
 
This is one of the more sophisticated moves you can make in an argument, but has the risk of becoming 
mere fence-straddling. If your argument reads “X, Y, and Z all say different things, so they are different” 
you are just making noise. Make sure that you give your reader some way of navigating your response, or 
with some sense of what they are supposed to conclude with you. Don’t leave them stuck in ambivalence. 
A few strategies: 
 
1. Agree/ Disagree to a point:  

Although X, Y and Z agree concerning ____, Y goes to far when she asserts ____. 
While _____ is incorrect to argue ______, her conclusion correctly identifies ____. 
Though _____ is right that ______, his claim that _____ falls apart when viewed in light of ____. 
 
Example: Luthor is correct to argue humanity does not need Superman as its highest ideal, but 
should rely on its own strengths. However, he goes too far when he extends this point to justify 
killing the last son of krypton.  
 
Example 2 (multi-perspective): While Wonder Woman, Batman and Superman all agree on the 
core principles of justice, peace, and freedom, Wonder Woman alone believes in the necessity of 
using occasional deadly force in obtaining these goods; a fact which can be explained by the 
warrior origins of her heroic ethic. This moral code distances her from the distinctly civilian 
morals of Superman and Batman, which can be seen by examining their respective origin stories. 
 

2. Being undecided (use very carefully!): Generic: 
 X’s position has good and bad elements. On the one hand _____; on the other, _____. 
 While fully supporting Y’s position that_____, X’s argument that _______ is equally persuasive. 
 

Example: Batman is both a hero and a criminal: on the one hand, he serves justice by removing 
criminals from Gotham’s streets. On the other, he is a seriously creepy person who regularly 
breaks traffic laws, dresses like a military-grade bat, and violates individual rights. Ultimately, 
these legal violations are only excused by considering Gotham’s status as a (nearly) failed state. 
 
Example 2 (multi-perspective): Black Canary and Huntress make compelling arguments for the 
importance of costumed heroics and physical strength; however, Barbara Gordon’s Oracle—the 
wheelchair bound technological genius behind the “Birds of Prey”, Batman’s information 
network, and JLA security mastermind—proves brain is just as important as brawn. 

 
3.  Adding to an existing argument: Generic: 
 Building on X’s position that  ____, we can see how ____ is the logical conclusion of Y’s theory. 
 While X only acknowledges ______, the conclusions she proposes may be applied to _______. 

*Note: this isn’t really agreeing/disagreeing simultaneously, but does occupy a grey zone. Think 
of this more as “extending” an argument to make your own. 
 
Example: Building on the conclusions of basic Newtonian physics, we can see how the Hulk’s 
great mass combined with his great agility makes him a thoroughly impossible creature. 
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Other useful strategies: 
 
1. Where no real opposing view exists, you may create a hypothetical adversary to help you anticipate and 
responds to counter arguments. Used carefully, this is an effective way of moving through an argument. 
 Generic: X issue raises several concerns: ______, ______, ________. 
  A possible objection to _____ is ______; this is worth taking seriously because ____. 
  However, must we agree (as I have argued) that _____? 
 

Example: The Justice League of America seems like a really good idea. Yet some might object 
that the presence of a large moon-base orbiting the Earth like a high-tech death star, home to 
super-human beings with no legal oversight and unlimited resources, is cause for concern.  

 
2. You can anticipate arguments from categories of person in the same way: 
 Generic: Holders of _____ view will disagree with this position for the following reasons… 
  X group will want to question whether or not _______. 
  This point can doubtless be objected to by ______’s principles.  
 

Example: The League of Mutants will doubtless wish to question whether the congressional plan 
to build Sentinel robots is really a wise idea due to the potential for such technology to be turned 
against a specific portion of the population at the behest of those in power. 

 
*Make sure you present these objections fairly.  Your paper is only as good as its weakest point, 
and that includes the objections you raise. It’s ok to concede certain limits to your position or 
argument (see “being undecided”, above); whatever you do, however, be clear. This means there 
may be some points you find are too strong or too complicated to address in your paper. If that’s 
the case, instead of ignoring difficult arguments and hoping your reader doesn’t notice, try: 
 

3. Concessions to difficult objections: 
Generic: Although (objectors X and Y) make an important point, I still argue that my position is 
important because _____. 
While correct to say _____, this position exaggerates ______. 
X’s objection is worth our attention because of _____, but nonetheless does not overturn the 
importance of Y’s claim ______. 

  
Example: It is impossible to deny that the Hulk, at his worst, is an uncontrollable giant green 
rage monster capable of enormous destruction, one incapable of discriminating between friend or 
foe. As Tony Stark argues, however, this important objection to the Hulk (and his counterpart, 
Bruce Banner) overlooks how the Hulk’s inclusion on the Avenger’s team is also a form of 
restraining the monster’s dangerous potential and using it for the common good. 

 
4. You can use multiple voices to tell your reader what’s at stake, including those you disagree with:  

Although ____ may seem unimportant, it has profound implications for ____’s position, _____. 
The question of _____ raised by X matters for Y because _____. 
Without understanding _____, we will be condemned to ______. 
 
Example: Although Magneto’s arguments for mutant supremacy are grossly discriminatory and 
mirror the despicable anti-mutant laws he wishes to overturn, his position nonetheless indicates 
an important lesson that optimists like Professor X should heed: fear combined with political 
power is a very dangerous mix.  

 
***Generic templates and breakdown of types of argument on this handout have been adapted from Gerald Graff 
and Cathy Birkenstein, They Say, I Say: The Moves that Matter in Academic Writing, (W. W. Norton and Co., New 
York 2010). The specific examples are my own.*** 


