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OCR AS/A2 Critical Thinking

10 Writing your own argument

An argument supporting the conclusion that giving the public free choice of lifestyle 
is harmful:

It has become fashionable to criticise the ‘nanny state’, arguing that it is unnecessary 
to tell members of the public how to live their lives, but this view is misguided.

Libertarians give the impression that allowing personal choice of lifestyle for the individual is paramount, but this takes no account of the fact that in a modern community, individual choices have public implications. If individuals choose to indulge in unhealthy practices, such as smoking, drug taking or over-indulgence in fattening foods and alcohol, then the public, through the increased costs of their care to the National Health Service, will be adversely affected. Thus freedom for the individual to pursue an unhealthy lifestyle can mean less freedom for tax payers who could otherwise spend their earnings in other ways.

Libertarians may counter this by suggesting that the welfare state be dispensed with so that we need no longer be burdened with the cost to the NHS of those who opt to take risks with their health. This is an inhumane suggestion, removing essential care from those who are sick or needy through no fault of their own. Moreover, others would still be affected by the folly of individuals allowed by a careless state to make unhealthy choices. Their friends and relatives would be saddened by their illnesses and their dependants would be let down by their reduced earning power. The economy and society as a whole would be unable to benefit from the contribution these people would otherwise have made. To pursue unhealthy choices is therefore selfish and should be discouraged.

A further factor to consider is public ignorance. Ordinary people are not in a position 
to know about the latest research into the possible effects of particular substances unless informed by reliable sources such as government campaigns. Young people will continue to view cannabis smoking as relatively harmless and risk mental breakdown unless warnings are issued and laws enforced. Very young people and the semi-literate are particularly at risk. Healthcare is a human right and it is a violation of that right to deny information and protection to vulnerable groups, so a paternalist approach is more ethical than a libertarian one.

We do not release tigers from their cages in zoos to allow children the option of stroking the animals. Neither do we allow motorists to drive on whichever side of the road they like. In such cases the risks, to the individuals concerned or the public as a whole, outweigh the benefits of choice. Governments have a duty to do whatever is best for 
the majority. Giving the public free choice of lifestyle is harmful.

Note that in the above model answer:

· Each paragraph is a short argument in its own right; in other words a strand in the longer argument.

· The final sentence of each paragraph except for the last ends in an intermediate conclusion.

· The first two paragraphs begin with counter-arguments, which are then challenged.

· There are plenty of relevant reasons, supported by examples of harmful behaviours such as cannabis smoking.

· The argument refers to libertarianism, paternalism and human rights, showing the candidate can use material from Unit 3, reflecting the synoptic nature of this unit.

· The argument includes hypothetical reasoning (paragraph 2), a principle in the penultimate paragraph and two analogies in the final one, displaying the ability to employ a variety of components.

Can you detect any weaknesses in the argument? The analogy about the uncaged tigers is rather far-fetched, making the argument a little less convincing at that point, but the content is otherwise reasonable and this candidate’s argument should be placed in the top level.

Bearing the time limit in mind, he or she could have dispensed with the first part of the final paragraph and probably still scored just as well. 
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