
                                                                                                                                                                                                     
 

How to Evaluate a Debate 
 
Speeches have four general purposes 
 
To Inform 
To Persuade 
To Inspire 
To Entertain 
  
The debate speech is entirely about persuasion - it is a specific appeal to a particular point of view set against another’s.  
 
A normal speech can be assessed by looking at content, structure and delivery. 
 
 
These still apply but are often defined by how the debate is arranged. The debate organiser chooses the topic (content), how the debate is run (structure) 
and sometimes what people can do (delivery).  
 

The Three Appeals 
 
Evaluating a debate also needs to be looked at through the argument appeals: 
 
Logos - reason through the quality of the argument in the speech 
Pathos – connection with audience’s emotions 
Ethos – strength of the speaker’s personality or character 
 
There is emphasis on logos, the reasoning of an argument, but no-one wins a debate by this alone because people require emotion to do something. The 
character of person matters because of credibility and sense of honesty. It is the balance of these that win the debate; the harness of emotion and ethics to 
reason. Be very careful here.  Appeals to emotion (pathos) and appeals to authority (ethos) on their own are thinking fallacies (weaknesses in thinking) 
 
 
 
 



                                                                                                                                                                                                     
 
 
Example: 
 
A party is putting forward the argument to increase taxes to fund a policy that will reduce child poverty. 
 
Pathos: If we don’t spend the money, all the children will suffer. (Emotional but manipulative because there is no reason. This is appeal to emotion)  
  
Ethos:  We’ve been working in child welfare for 20 years and know what we are doing. (This is an appeal to authority but no evidence) 
 
Logos: Research compiled by analysts suggests effective results. (Factual but no emotional reason to support people you don’t know)  
 
In combination: The evidence shows that this policy offers the best prospect to maximise child welfare for the benefit of wider society. Our party will 
ensure that right people are in place to ensure the money is spent wisely. 
 
It is often thinking fallacies that undermine an argument by reducing its strength. The more that a speaker uses fallacies to justify an argument, the 
weaker it will be. So evaluating how convincing a debater is starts with key reasoning fallacies. Here are the most common ones you hear are: 
 
Appeal to emotion – Manipulation of emotion “think of the children…” 
Ad Hominen – attack the character of your opponent 
Appeal to Authority – Using an authority figure instead of an argument “God says so…“ 
Strawman – Misrepresenting someone’s argument  
Bandwagon – everybody does it so it must be right 
Slippery Slope – if we allow A to happen, then Z will follow 
Loaded Question – a question that closes off responses 
 
You may note that they are mostly expressions of pathos, ethos or logos. For example, strawman is a perversion of logos; appeal to emotion is 100% 
undiluted pathos; appeal to authority is 100% undiluted ethos. 



                                                                                                                                                                                                     
 

 


