
Argumentative Prompts (List 1) 

2013: For centuries, prominent thinkers have pondered the relationship between ownership and the 

development of self (identity), ultimately asking the question, “What does it mean to own something?” 

Plato argues that owning objects is detrimental to a person’s character. Aristotle claims that ownership of 
tangible goods helps to develop moral character. Twentieth-century philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre proposes 
that ownership extends beyond objects to include intangible things as well. In Sartre’s view, becoming 
proficient in some skill and knowing something thoroughly means that we “own” it. 
 
Think about the differing views of ownership. Then write an essay in which you explain your position on the 
relationship between ownership and sense of self. Use appropriate evidence from your reading, experience, or 
observations to support your argument. 

 

* * * * * 

2012: Consider the distinct perspectives expressed in the following statements. 

“If you develop the absolute sense of certainty that powerful beliefs provide, then you can get yourself to 
accomplish virtually anything, including those things that other people are certain are impossible.”  
William Lyon Phelps, American educator, journalist, and professor (1865–1943) 
 
“I think we ought always to entertain our opinions with some measure of doubt. I shouldn’t wish people 
dogmatically to believe any philosophy, not even mine” . 
Bertrand Russell, British author, mathematician, and philosopher (1872–1970) 
 
In a well-organized essay, take a position on the relationship between certainty and doubt. Support your 
argument with appropriate evidence and examples. 

 

* * * * * 

 
2011:The following passage is from Rights of Man, a book written by the pamphleteer Thomas Paine in 1791. 

Born in England, Paine was an intellectual, a revolutionary, and a supporter of American independence from 

England. Read the passage carefully. Then write an essay that examines the extent to which Paine’s 

characterization of America holds true today. Use appropriate evidence to support your argument. 

“If there is a country in the world, where concord, according to common calculation, would be least 
expected, it is America. Made up, as it is, of people from different nations, accustomed to different forms and 
habits of government, speaking different languages, and more different in their modes of worship, it would 
appear that the union of such a people was impracticable; but by the simple operation of constructing 
government on the principles of society and the rights of man, every difficulty retires, and all the parts are 
brought into cordial unison. There, the poor are not oppressed, the rich are not privileged. . . . Their taxes are 
few, because their government is just; and as there is nothing to render them wretched, there is nothing to 
engender riots and tumults.” 

* * * * * 

 



2010: In his 2004 book, Status Anxiety, Alain de Botton argues that the chief aim of humorists is not merely to 
entertain but “to convey with impunity messages that might be dangerous or impossible to state directly.” 
Because society allows humorists to say things that other people cannot or will not say, de Botton sees 
humorists as serving a vital function in society. 
 Think about the implications of de Botton’s view of the role of humorists (cartoonists, stand-up 
comics, satirical writers, hosts of television programs, etc.). Then write an essay that defends, challenges, or 
qualifies de Botton’s claim about the vital role of humorists. Use specific, appropriate evidence to develop 
your position. 

* * * * * 

2008: For years corporations have sponsored high school sports. Their ads are found on the outfield fence at 
baseball parks or on the walls of the gymnasium, the football stadium, or even the locker room. Corporate 
logos are even found on players’ uniforms. But some schools have moved beyond corporate sponsorship of 
sports to allowing “corporate partners” to place their names and ads on all kinds of school facilities—
libraries, music rooms, cafeterias. Some schools accept money to require students to watch Channel One, a 
news program that includes advertising. And schools often negotiate exclusive contracts with soft drink or 
clothing companies. 
Some people argue that corporate partnerships are a necessity for cash-strapped schools. Others argue that 
schools should provide an environment free from ads and corporate influence. Using appropriate evidence, 
write an essay in which you evaluate the pros and cons of corporate sponsorship for schools and indicate why 
you find one position more persuasive than the other. 

 

* * * * * 

2008B: Read the following excerpt from The Decline of Radicalism (1969) by Daniel J. Boorstin and consider the 
implications of the distinction Boorstin makes between dissent and disagreement. Then, using appropriate 
evidence, write a carefully reasoned essay in which you defend, challenge, or qualify Boorstin’s distinction. 
 “Dissent is the great problem of America today. It overshadows all others. It is a symptom, an 
expression, a consequence, and a cause of all others. I say dissent and not disagreement. And it is the 
distinction between dissent and disagreement which I really want to make. Disagreement produces debate but 
dissent produces dissension. Dissent (which comes from the Latin, dis and sentire) means originally to feel 
apart from others. 
 People who disagree have an argument, but people who dissent have a quarrel. People 
may disagree and both may count themselves in the majority. But a person who dissents 
is by definition in a minority. A liberal society thrives on disagreement but is killed by dissension. 
Disagreement is the life blood of democracy, dissension is its cancer.” 
 


