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Learning to Take A Position on a Controversial Issue

One of the most important and basic social studies skills is the ability to take and defend a position on a controversial issue.  This is a basic task of citizens each time there is an election.  Deciding who to vote for and what to vote on ballot propositions is the act of taking a position.  Reading the newspaper or watching the news and deciding whether or not the U.S. or local government should engage in a particular policy is taking a position.  Reading history and deciding who was right and who was wrong is taking a position.  

There are a variety of skills associated with taking a position.  These include defining the issue on which to take a position, identifying various positions on the issue, taking a position, formulating arguments, finding information that provides evidence for a given argument, and responding to counter-arguments to your position.  

Defining Terms:

1.
Controversial Issue:  This is a question or topic for which there are competing valid positions.  These issues may be current ones such as whether the U.S. should invade Iraq to change the current regime or historical such as whether the changes to the factory system by Henry Ford were good for society. One CRUCIAL aspect of a true controversial topic is that it is capable of competing “best case” arguments.  There are valid competing positions on both of the questions above.

2.
Position:  This is the “stand” that you take on a controversial issue.  As noted already, good controversial issues or questions allow for at least two, and sometimes more, valid positions.  A position always reflects an opinion and must be supported by sensible arguments and valid evidence.  A position might sound like this:  “The U.S. would be wrong to invade Iraq without the support of the United Nations” or “Despite the reduction in costs of consumer goods, the factory system of Henry Ford lead to intolerable working conditions for the average worker.”

3.
Argument:  In this context, an argument is a statement in support of a position.  Arguments should be logical and supported by evidence.  Sometimes, arguments appeal to moral or ethical principles.  If so, these moral or ethical principles must be clearly stated and defined.  The goal of arguments is to persuade someone to adopt the position that is being advocated.  An argument for the position on Iraq might be “The rule of international law says that nations should not act unilaterally to overthrow other governments” or “Workers in Ford factories were reduced to becoming almost like machines as they did one action repeatedly all day long.”

4.
Evidence:  Arguments should be supported by evidence.  Evidence is information such as facts or data that provide background and support for an argument.  Evidence for the Iraq position might be examples of past actions of the U.S. government or United Nations resolutions.  Evidence for the factory question might be the number of times a particular motion was repeated during an 8 hour day.  Evidence comes from careful research.  When researching evidence, it is important to evaluate the quality of the sources that provide the information.  Remember, sources often have their own biases!

Arguments and evidence are combined to support your position on the controversial issue.  Writing a Position Paper is the process of presenting this information in ways that convince your reader of the validity of your position.

5.
Counter-arguments:  Because controversial issues lend themselves to various positions, the arguments in favor of them also result in counter-arguments.  These are arguments that support an opposing or alternative position on the controversial issue.  A counter-argument on Iraq is that Saddam Hussein has violated a number of United Nations resolutions and put himself outside of the boundaries of international law and custom.  A counter-argument on the factory question might be that worker salaries increased dramatically because of the factory system.  Evidence is needed to support counter-arguments, too.  When taking a position, it is important to consider counter-arguments and, sometimes, to address and refute them.
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