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Introduction

Persuasion is an art one might struggle to master, but a grasp of its principles goes a long way in everyday life. The importance of these principles is supported by the need for people to do what they, without the aid of others, are not able to do. Change is not the work of the powerless. It is the work of those able to bring it about. The work of the powerless is rather the persuasion of those with the power needed for change. The art of persuasion is the art of extending one’s power beyond its limits. Knowing how to persuade is knowing how to bring about change at the hands of those able to bring it about. Like any art, persuasion is mastered by those who first acquaint themselves with its principles. These principles may be brought to light by dissecting the anatomy of the art.





Argumentation


The Preconditions of Argumentation

There is perhaps no finer way to open a discourse on the principles of persuasion than with a definition of the word persuasion. Persuasion is the use of argumentation to employ the agency of the one to whom the argument is addressed, the addressee. With argumentation lying at the heart of persuasion, it is wise to deal with the need for clear terms and what may be described as the preconditions of argumentation. The natural order is for preconditions to precede standard conditions. Hence, the preconditions, whose concern is with the fruitfulness of argumentation, will be given first consideration. The first of these preconditions, which are two in number, requires the addressee to be open to being convinced. However it arises and whatever its cause may be, obstinacy makes argumentation fruitless, because a mind not open to change cannot be changed. In distinguishing those who satisfy the first precondition from those who do not, it is advisable for one to consider what the addressee is reasonably likely to lose by recognising the merit of what is put to him. With the addressee living under the influences of the consequences of all that he does, it is more likely for him to deny the merit of an argument whose acceptance is reasonably likely to cost him what he wishes to preserve. Indeed, the point of the first precondition is to disqualify as a convincible person the one who is not receptive to argumentation.

The second precondition requires the subjects of the argument sought to be put to the addressee to be of the arguable kind. A subject is not arguable unless it concerns what can be changed through argumentation. Inarguable subjects include the subjects of certitude, as is the case with established facts, and the tastes and feelings of people. Referring to the likes, dislikes, and feelings of individuals, sentiments are, by the work of nature, fortified against argumentation. Leaving aside matters of credibility, which deal with the question of believability, all one can do to learn of that which is inarguable is inquire. As a statement of principle, what has been said of the preconditions of argumentation can be rendered as follows: argumentation is a fruitless endeavour, unless it be done with those who qualify over those matters that qualify.



Terms and Definitions

Having dealt with the preconditions of argumentation, the discourse may now turn towards the requirement of having clear terms. The purpose of this requirement is to keep people from arguing about different things. Clear terms denote precisely what is meant, serving to ensure that what is understood of the terms of an argument is what is meant by them. The need for clarity and understanding makes it fitting to secure a basic understanding of the nature of definitions. A definition is a concise statement of the meaning intended for a term. Ordinarily, a term carries its dictionary meaning, unless there is reason for it to carry another meaning. A common cause of misunderstanding is the failure to take account of the context within which language is used. By extending to what is meant, context covers the use of terms to denote what may not be apparent on the face of things. If it is reasonable for a term to be understood in its dictionary meaning, it is incumbent upon the one using it with an alternative denotation to redefine it. By defining the terms of an argument, one acts to preclude not only misunderstandings, but errors of reasoning that flow from misunderstandings.

The dictionary meaning of a word is its lexical meaning. Lexical definitions are those definitions which are typically recorded in the dictionaries of a language and are the subject of general agreement within their language community. When it comes to definitions, however, the appropriate starting point is with the difference between negative definitions and positive definitions. Unlike a positive definition, a negative definition defines the subject by what the subject is not. Positive definitions, on the other hand, define terms by what they are intended to represent. Positive definitions encompass, inter alia, literal definitions. Literal definitions include lexical definitions and nominal definitions. Unlike lexical definitions, nominal definitions are the subject of specific agreement, for their use is one limited to what is between those party to the agreement. Nominal definitions include technical definitions and stipulatory definitions. Technical definitions define terms according to what has been agreed within the community of a particular science for the purposes of the science, as in the definitions which lawyers and legislators give to legal terms. Unlike technical definitions, stipulatory definitions are not limited to a particular science in their purpose. An example of a stipulatory definition is a dictionary which forms part of a contract between any number of private individuals. There is much to say of definitions, but, for the purposes of this discourse, what has been covered is sufficient.

Unless the context requires otherwise or an alternative intention appears, terms defined by the discourse will carry the meanings assigned to them throughout the discourse. Having said that, a few points should be made. First, the word circumstance means anything with the potential to bear upon the subject’s decision. Second, circumstances are divided into objective circumstances, which refer to one’s outer world, and subjective circumstances, which refer to one’s inner world. Third, the word soma refers to the biological architecture through which the outer world is internalised as experience and the inner world is externalised as expressions. Fourth, the word consequence means a consequence reasonably likely. In the context of persuasion, a consequence which is not at least reasonably likely warrants no consideration, unless there be special reason for its consideration, as in the case of a consequence whose weight is extraordinary.
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