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In the contemporary landscape of communication, the ability to dissect and construct complex arguments is a 

foundational skill for academics, professionals, and civic participants. A Rhetoric of Argument, particularly the 3rd 

edition by Jeanne Fahnestock and Marie Secor, stands as a seminal text in this domain. This work is not merely 

a guide to writing; it is a rigorous exploration of stasis theory—a classical rhetorical framework adapted for

modern discourse to help writers identify the core of a disagreement and address it with precision. By categorizing

arguments into four distinct 'stases'—definition, cause, evaluation, and proposal—Fahnestock and Secor provide a

systematic methodology for moving from inquiry to persuasion.

The Theoretical Foundation of Stasis Theory

The concept of stasis (from the Greek word for 'standing still' or 'conflict') originates from Hermagoras of Temnos 

and was later refined by Cicero and Quintilian. In the context of A Rhetoric of Argument, stasis refers to the 'point

of rest' where two opposing parties in a debate meet. It is the specific question at issue. Before an effective

argument can be built, the arguer must determine the level at which the dispute is occurring. If one party is arguing

about whether a phenomenon exists (definition) while the other is arguing about whether it is beneficial

(evaluation), the discourse cannot progress because the parties have not achieved stasis.

The Hierarchy of Stases

Fahnestock and Secor’s adaptation of stasis theory follows a logical progression. Each level of stasis builds upon

the resolution of the previous one:

•  Definition: Establishing what the subject is and what category it belongs to.

•  Causal: Investigating the origins, influences, and consequences of the subject.

•  Evaluation: Determining the quality, ethics, or value of the subject based on established criteria.

•  Proposal: Formulating a plan of action or policy to address the findings of the previous three stages.

By following this hierarchy, a writer can ensure that their argument is grounded in a stable definition and a clear

understanding of cause-and-effect before attempting to make value judgments or call for action.

Deep Dive into the Four Basic Questions

To produce effective technical and academic writing, one must master the unique requirements of each stasis.

Each question requires a different set of rhetorical tools and evidence types.

1. The Stasis of Definition: 'What is it?'

Definition arguments are the bedrock of all discourse. Without a shared understanding of terms, communication 

fails. In A Rhetoric of Argument, definition is treated as a process of categorization. This involves identifying the

'genus' (the broad class) and the 'differentia' (the specific characteristics that distinguish the subject from others in

that class).

•  Formal Definitions: Utilizing technical specifications and logical taxonomies.

•  Operational Definitions: Defining a term by how it functions or how it is measured in a specific context.



•  Definitions by Negation: Clarifying what a subject is NOT to narrow the scope of the argument.

2. The Causal Stasis: 'How did it get that way?'

Causal arguments are inherently complex because they deal with networks of influence rather than simple linear 

chains. Fahnestock and Secor emphasize the need to distinguish between necessary causes (conditions that 

must be present for an effect to occur) and sufficient causes (conditions that can produce the effect on their own).

When constructing a causal argument, writers must account for precipitating factors (the immediate trigger) 

versus contributing factors (underlying conditions). Technical accuracy in this stasis requires the avoidance of the 

post hoc ergo propter hocfallacy—the mistaken belief that because event B followed event A, event A must have

caused event B.

3. The Evaluation Stasis: 'Is it good or bad?'

Evaluative arguments require the establishment of clear criteria. An evaluation is essentially a match between a

subject and a set of standards. To argue that a software architecture is 'efficient,' one must first define the metrics

of efficiency (e.g., latency, resource consumption, scalability) and then demonstrate how the architecture meets

those metrics.

4. The Proposal Stasis: 'What should we do about it?'

Proposal arguments are the most complex because they presuppose the resolution of the previous three stases. A 

proposal must prove that a problem exists (definition/causal), that the problem is significant (evaluation), and that 

the proposed solution is feasible and advantageous. The key components of a proposal argument include the

'Statement of Need,' the 'Plan of Action,' and the 'Feasibility Study.'

Technical Comparison of Argument Types

The following table summarizes the structural differences between the four stases as presented in the 3rd edition of

the text.



Stasis Level Primary Question Core Argumentative 
Focus

Common Evidence Types

Definition What is X? Categorization and 
Classification

Criteria, Examples, 
Negations

Causal What caused X? Influence and 
Consequences

Statistical Correlation, 
Logical Chains

Evaluation Is X good/bad? Quality and Value 
Judgment

Standards of Excellence, 
Benchmarks

Proposal What should be done? Policy and Action Cost-Benefit Analysis, 
Feasibility Data

The Aristotelian Triad: Ethos, Pathos, and Logos

Beyond the stasis approach, A Rhetoric of Argument integrates the classical appeals of Ethos, Pathos, and 

Logosinto the technical writing process. These appeals are not merely 'tricks' of persuasion but are essential

components of human reasoning and social interaction.

Ethos: The Appeal to Character and Credibility

In technical and academic writing, Ethos is established through the writer’s stance, the quality of their research, 

and their adherence to disciplinary conventions. Fahnestock argues that ethos is built through phronesis 

(practical wisdom), arete (moral virtue), and eunoia(goodwill toward the audience). For a technical writer, this

means citing reliable sources, acknowledging limitations, and maintaining an objective tone.

Logos: The Appeal to Reason

Logos is the logical structure of the argument. It involves the use of enthymemes (informal syllogisms) where a 

premise is shared between the writer and the audience. In a formal rhetorical argument, logos is supported by 

data, empirical evidence, and deductive/inductive reasoning. The 3rd edition emphasizes the move from data 

through a warrant (a logical bridge) to a claim.

Pathos: The Appeal to Emotion

While often dismissed in technical fields, Pathosis crucial for motivating an audience to care or act. It involves

aligning the argument with the audience's values and emotions. In a proposal argument regarding environmental

policy, pathos might involve highlighting the impact on local communities to evoke a sense of urgency and

responsibility.

The Formalization of Rhetorical Argumentation

Modern rhetorical theory, as discussed in the works of F. Grasso (2003) and the New Rhetoricframework, seeks

to formalize these concepts into computational or structural models. This involves defining a 'rhetorical dialogue'

where arguments are seen as dynamic exchanges rather than static statements. The formalization process focuses

on:

1.  Argument Schemes: Templates for recurring types of reasoning (e.g., argument from authority, argument 

from sign).

2.  Audience Modeling: Analyzing the beliefs, values, and knowledge levels of the target demographic.



3.  Dialectical Procedures: The rules governing how arguments are presented and countered in a professional 

or legal setting.

Mathematical and Algorithmic Analogies in Argument

To understand the 'logic' of rhetoric, one can look at it through the lens of Weight of Evidence (WoE). If we assign

a weight to various premises based on their credibility (Ethos) and logical strength (Logos), the 'force' of an

argument can be modeled as:

F = :2�…��¢�2•

Where F is the persuasive force, P is the probability or strength of a premise, and Cis the audience's adherence to

the value underlying that premise. This model suggests that even a logically sound argument will fail if the audience

does not value the warrants (the C-factor).

Practical Implementation: Constructing a Technical Argument

For writers utilizing the 3rd edition of A Rhetoric of Argumentas a field guide, the following step-by-step

procedure is recommended for developing an in-depth technical paper or research project.

Phase 1: Identifying the Stasis

Before writing, determine where the 'conflict' lies. Is there a disagreement about the facts (definition)? Is there a

disagreement about the cause? Or is the disagreement about the proposed solution? Choosing the right stasis

ensures you are answering the right question for your audience.

Phase 2: Developing Warrants

A warrant is the underlying assumption that connects your evidence to your claim. For example:Claim: We should 

implement decentralized servers.Evidence: Decentralized servers reduce the risk of a single point of failure.

Warrant: System reliability and uptime are the highest priorities for our infrastructure.

Phase 3: Addressing Counterarguments

Technical rhetoric requires prolepsis—the anticipation of objections. By including a section on 'Alternative

Interpretations' or 'Potential Limitations,' a writer strengthens their ethos by showing a comprehensive

understanding of the topic.

Case Studies and Troubleshooting

In real-world applications, arguments often fail due to 'stasis slip' or 'mismatched appeals.' Below are common

failure modes and their rhetorical solutions.

Case Study: The Failed Policy Proposal

Problem: A city council proposes a new tax for public transit, but the public rejects it despite clear evidence of 

traffic congestion.Analysis: The council focused on the Causal Stasis (traffic is caused by too many cars) and the 

Proposal Stasis (tax for transit). However, they failed at the Evaluation Stasis. The public did not value public transit 

as a 'good' or 'efficient' alternative to personal vehicles.Solution:Shift the argument to the Evaluation Stasis, using

Pathos and Ethos to demonstrate the personal benefits (time saved, stress reduction) and the credibility of the

transit agency.

Troubleshooting Common Errors

•  Categorical Overreach: Trying to define a complex phenomenon with a single, rigid category. Solution: Use 



'Cluster Definitions' that allow for multiple overlapping traits.

•  Causal Oversimplification: Attributing a complex market shift to a single variable. Solution: Use a 'Causal Web' 

model to illustrate multiple contributing factors.

•  Criteria Mismatch: Evaluating a high-end luxury product using budget-friendly criteria. Solution: Clearly define 

the 'Standard of Excellence' appropriate for the specific subject class.

Synthesis of Rhetorical Principles

The study of A Rhetoric of Argument by Fahnestock and Secor transcends simple composition. it provides a 

robust framework for intellectual inquiry and social influence. By mastering the four stases, writers can move 

beyond the surface level of a topic to engage with the deep-seated disagreements and values that drive human 

decision-making. The integration of Ethos, Pathos, and Logosensures that arguments are not only logically

sound but also humanly resonant.

As we move further into an era of automated content and information saturation, the technical precision offered by 

the stasis approach becomes even more critical. It allows human communicators to provide the one thing 

algorithms often lack: a nuanced understanding of the context and intentbehind an argument. Whether one is

drafting a technical manual, a research paper, or a policy recommendation, the principles of stasis theory provide

the structural integrity required for effective, ethical, and enduring persuasion.

Ultimately, rhetoric is not about winning an exchange at any cost; it is about finding the most effective way to

communicate truth and reach a consensus in a complex world. The 3rd edition of this text remains a vital resource

for anyone committed to the rigorous pursuit of clear and persuasive communication.
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