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1. Introduction
In this manual I want to develop your skills in "critical thinking."  By that phrase I mean simply the ability to read (or listen to) someone's ideas, put them in logical order, formulate your own position on the issue at hand, and finally set forth your own ideas forcefully and cogently.

     
This sort of activity--broadly called "reasoning"--is something that requires training and practice.  This is news to some people who seem to feel that we are all born knowing how to reason well.  Alas, not so!  Indeed, the main reason why students are forced to take "general ed" classes is to train them in the skills of reading and writing.

     
We ought to begin by asking, what is reasoning?  It is clearly a common activity.  But it is certainly a curious sort of thing, being part social and part solitary.  It is something we usually need others to initiate and help us with, but yet is something we use our heads to do.

For a moment, let's focus on the social aspect of reasoning, an activity that is as common as playing.   When we sit in a coffee-shop discussing the movie we just saw, perhaps, or the break-up of a friendship, or who to vote for in the next election, we expect each other to reason:  you don't just say the movie was trash; you try (somehow) to defend your claim.  That's reasoning.  Indeed, our language has built into it two types of words, one type used to signal others that we don't want to engage in reasoning, the other used when we do.  Compare these sentences:

     
1a) I like cheese.


   

1b) Cheese is good.

     
2a) I didn't enjoy the movie


2b) The movie was not well written.

     
3a) I dislike Fred.



      
3b) Fred is evil.

     
4a) I guess the business will do well.

4b) I urge you to buy stock in that business.

     
5a) I hope John wins.



5b) John will win.

Note that the ones on the right seem stronger, in that they set up the expectation that reasons for the claim will be soon forthcoming.  If someone makes a b-type claim, then refuses to argue for it but only substitutes an a-type claim, we feel he has done something socially unacceptable, he has not done what he implicitly promised to do.

     
Of course, reasoning as a social activity can range from the very informal (in the sense of being not socially structured) to the very ritualized, not to say stereotypic.  Chatting about sports, say, is done in a very unstructured way.  But the reasoning involved in solving a scientific problem or settling a case at law is constrained by a large number of written and unwritten rules.

     
Shifting to the solitary aspect of reasoning, we use our brains to think through issues, to figure out reasons to back up our statements, and so on.  How this happens is a fascinating question I leave to the cognitive psychologists.  What we are interested in in this course are the "products" of that mental process, things we call "arguments."  Roughly defined, an argument is just some claim, together with the "reasons" for it.  By "reasons" I don't mean to imply "good reasons;" in fact, the reasons put forward may be utterly stupid ones.  We want to distinguish good reasons from bad.

2. The Concept of an Argument

     
We need to get more precise about the concept of an argument.  Let me begin by defining a statement as any assertion or claim that something is the case.

     
Statements are the kinds of things that can be true or false.  Indeed, we shall adopt the dogma that each statement is either true (hereafter abbreviated "T") or false ("F"),  not both and at least one.  
     
In saying statements are the kinds of things that can be T or F, I mean to distinguish them from questions and commands.  It makes no sense to answer to question "What time is it?" by "I disagree--you're absolutely wrong."  Saying the question is wrong (or correct) is strange; questions can be loaded, stupid, based on mistaken assumptions or misleading--but never T or F.  Similarly, it makes no sense to speak of a command as being T or F; you can't very well reply to the order "Go shoot that man!" by saying "Sir, your order is false."  Orders can be called immoral, inappropriate or stupid, and can be disobeyed--but they aren't T or F.

     
It is easy to confound statements with sentences, especially declarative sentences of English.  But you shouldn't confound them.  After all, the same declarative sentence may be used to make different statements in different contexts.  For example, "I am hungry," a rather short sentence of English, can be used to make billions of statements--because it can be uttered by billions of people.  (The statements thus made would be T or F, depending on whether the person uttering it was in fact hungry.)

     
Moreover, different English declaratives may be used to make the same claim (statement).  For example, the active and passive voice constructions "John loves Mary" and "Mary is loved by John" are used to say the same thing.  But they are clearly different sentences (i.e., they are different grammatical strings of words): the first has only three words, the second has five.

     
Of more philosophic interest is this.  We often make statements using non-declarative sentences.  You know of "rhetorical questions," which are interrogative sentences (like "Do you really like that?") used to state claims (here, that the listener is mistaken).  But there are rhetorical commands as well.   "Stick it in your ear!" and "Take a walk!" likewise typically express the statement that the listener is wrong, even though a non-declarative sentence (here, an imperative) is used.

     
To further emphasize the fact that statements aren't sentences, remember that until now we have been dealing solely with English.  It should be clear that sentences from different natural languages can be used to make the same claim:  "John is rich" and "Juan es rico," for example.  Somewhat less obvious is the fact that gestures and noises can express statements as well.  A Bronx cheer can be used to deny (emphatically, albeit crudely) another's assertion; so can an obscene gesture.

     
These remarks should give you an idea of what a statement is.  An argument, then, is just a set of one or more statements, called "premises," considered by us (the logical observers) to be possible evidence for another statement, called "the conclusion."  Arguments are just fancy sets of statements.  We (the assessors) view them as representing a process of mental inference in someone's head--starting with those premises and ending up with the conclusion.  But that is sheer psychological conjecture on our parts.  The argument is considered entirely on its own, in total abstraction from the context in which it arose (if it was ever given at all).

     
An argument as we define the term has at least one and at most finitely many premises.  There are one-premise arguments:

1. Men are greedy.


/ ( Any social system that requires altruism is doomed to failure.

Here, the symbol “(” abbreviates “therefore.”

There are two-premise arguments:



1.  One should only negotiate from a position of strength.

2. America is weaker than Russia.



 / ( America should not negotiate with Russia.

There are three-, four-, five-, even hundred-premise arguments.  Consider:



1.  Unemployment is high.



2.  Inflation still rages.



3.  Our enemies are challenging us constantly.



4.  Our relations with our allies have deteriorated.

5.  The energy crisis gets worse and worse.

 /(The President is doing a bad job.

     Please note that by itself a statement is neither a premise nor a conclusion, any more than a person is by himself a brother or a cousin.  Being a premise, like being a cousin, is being related in a certain way to something else.  The same statement may be a premise in one argument and a conclusion in another.  Thus "Dogs make good pets" is a conclusion in:

1. Dogs are affectionate.
2. Dogs are protective.

3. Dogs are fun to be with.

     
/(Dogs make good pets.

Yet the same statement is a premise in:

1. Dogs make good pets.
2. We want a good pet.

                 
/(We should buy a dog.

Put another way, the main feature of an argument is not so much what makes it up (statement), but how they are structured.  So:

                 
     Argument I:                                     Argument II:



1) Sue will date Fred.

1) Sue is a real gambler.
             

/(Sue is a real gambler.        
/(Sue will date Fred.
are quite different arguments (silly as they are).  In the first, I take it as clearly true that Sue is going to date Fred, and I am using that to prove what I think is less clear (that she must be some kind of chance-taker).  It is the reverse in the second argument.

     
By the way, we have displayed all our sample arguments with the premises on top of a line, and the conclusion underneath.  This is termed "putting the argument in standard form," and we shall learn how to put arguments in standard form next.

3. Identifying Single Arguments

     
Suppose we know for a fact that the passage in front of us contains exactly one argument.  We must learn how to "identify" it, i.e., learn to determine what the premises are and what the conclusion is. But this is not always easy, because the order, type and number of sentences occurring in a passage usually bears little resemblance to the logical structure of the statements in the underlying argument.

Consider first the order of occurrence.  The sentence that expresses the conclusion may occur first in the passage:



Etrangians must be hated.  After all, they are a lucky people, and people hate lucky people.

On the other hand, the conclusion may occur somewhere in the middle, as in:

The resources of this planet are finite.  So there must be a limit to population growth, since an infinite population would require infinite resources.

Here, the conclusion is that there must be a limit to population growth; the conclusion is flanked by the two premises.


Consider next the type of sentences.  Remember that in natural languages, sentence form and function do not always coincide.  For example, rhetorical questions aren't questions, they're statements.  This can obscure the logic of the passage:

Should we be unconcerned about the Etrangian menace?  No! They threaten to take jobs away, they are loyal to the communists and they cause a shortage of paprika and cabbage!  

Note here that there are no declarative sentences, only an interrogative and two imperatives.  But there is an argument here:



1)  Etrangians cause a shortage of paprika and cabbage.



2)  Etrangians take jobs away from other Americans.



3)  Etrangians are loyal to the communists.

  
 
/(The Etrangians are a menace we should worry about.

     
Finally, remember that the same statement may be repeatedly expressed by different sentences, or may take two sentences for its expression.

Nope.  I can't buy that.  Not at all.  I'm sorry, I just don't agree that those workers should be fired for striking. They didn't have a "no-strike" clause in their contract, nor is their strike a threat to national security.  No threat at all.

In this passage, eliminating the repetition, we have the simple two-premise argument:



1)  The workers' strike does not threaten national security.



2)  The workers' did not sign a "no-strike" contract.

  
 
/(They should not be fired.

     
How then do we identify premises and conclusions?  The only rough guide I can suggest is to look for certain words that indicate premise or conclusion.  The words "for," "since," "because," "due to," "inasmuch as" and "after all" are premise-indicators:  they signal that the clause that follows them probably expresses a premise.  On the other hand, the words "thus," "so," "hence," "therefore," "it follows that" and "ergo" are all conclusion-indicators:  they signal that what follows is probably the conclusion.


In addition, try to look for any indication of relative certainty.  As a general rule, what the writer of the passage takes to be more obvious is probably what he will offer as evidence.  Again, attributing an argument to a person is psychological conjecture on your part.

Exercises:  Put the following arguments in standard form (each passage contains one and only one argument).

1) Treason is worse than murder, for the murderer only kills one person, while the traitor--if he succeeds--kills a whole nation.

2) Why are you surprised that many jazz musicians have heart disease? You shouldn't be. They are constantly under stress, performing all the time, they don't get much sleep, they drink and take drugs, and they eat high cholesterol food in greasy dives.

3) The Padres won’t win this year. After all, they have weak pitching. Also, their best hitter has been injured. 

4) Unemployment is down. The stock market is up. I believe this shows that the recession is over. Why, even the budget deficit is shrinking.
5) No, I don’t believe it. I can’t believe it! Are you really suggesting that we give Jason a job? Don’t you realize that he’s a total incompetent?
6) When America sent arms to Vietnam, it led to disaster.  The lesson is clear: we should never send arms to other countries. 

7) Unless I am greatly mistaken, you are a mugger.  May I suggest that you ought not to mug me?  After all, I have a 45 automatic pointed at your belly even as we speak.  Indeed I do!

8) Whoever preaches violence should be arrested.  And whoever advocates universal suffrage is in fact preaching violence.  So Ted should be in jail, because he advocates universal suffrage. 

9) Left on his own, that kid would burn the house down, so we’d better take him with us, since I sure don’t want to lose my house. Yes, we had better take the little brat with us.

10) If you don’t shut up, I’m going to smack your face! You don’t want your face slapped, do you? Then shut up!
4. Critical Reading
     
By now you should have a feel for the difference between merely saying something and saying something backed up by reasons.  It turns out that many essays (and perhaps most philosophic essays) contain one overall argument, with various sub-arguments to support each premise in the main argument.  Thus critical reading involves:

     
a) Skimming the article first, reading the topic sentences of the paragraphs.

b) Drawing a line on a piece of paper, and writing underneath the overall conclusion the essayist wants to establish.

c) Rereading the essay carefully, putting each major premise down, and noting (off to the side in brackets) the various sub-arguments offered to support it.

     
d) Re-skimming the article to make sure you got it right.

V. Figuring Out Your Own Point of View.                         

     
Let's suppose you have identified the argument in an essay, i.e., that you have put it in standard form.  There are several possible reactions you might have.  First, you might disagree with his basic point, and his argument.  Second, you might agree with his point, yet disagree with his argument (i.e., feel he hasn't proved it).  Then again, you might agree with both his point and his proof.  So in formulating a response one must consider two different but related questions:  has the writer said something true, and has he given good evidence?  Accordingly, in formulating your response to an article, you must do two things:  assess (after identifying) the overall argument, and then construct your own argument for or against the point at hand.

     
In the most general terms, I suggest you formulate your own position in this manner:  Never begin by taking a stand on the basis of intuition, and only then assess the argument, because you will find that this biases your assessment of that argument.  Instead, begin by assessing the argument, trying to feel the force of it, giving the man a fair chance to persuade you.  Be open-minded.  Only then should you move on to the second question of whether you agree with the point he is arguing for.  The first stage in reading an article is to read it sympathetically.

How do you "assess" his argument?  Well, an argument consists of a claim argued for (the "conclusion" of the argument) and the evidence used to prove it (the "premises").  There are two qualities that go into "goodness" for arguments: logical strength and factual soundness.  
Crudely put, an argument is logically strong if the premises would if true support the conclusion; an argument is factually sound if it is logically strong and the premises are in fact true.  Note that many arguments are strong but not sound.  For example, the argument:


 
1. All rats make good frisbees.


 
2. All frisbees taste good on pizza.

      

/(All rats taste good on pizza.

is clearly logically OK, but factually stupid.

There are two ways evidence may support a conclusion, two types of evidential relations: deductive-validity and inductive-strength.  (Please don't get nervous, you will not have to know these terms, nor have to apply them in your papers!)  An argument is deductively valid if and only if it is impossible for the premises to be true and the conclusion false. On the other hand, an argument is inductively strong if and only if it is not impossible, but it is highly unlikely, that the conclusion would be false given that the premises are true.  

Examples:

                         Argument I                              
    Argument II
                     1) All frogs are green.       
        
1) 98% of all frogs are green.

                     2) Fred is a frog.                       

2) Fred is a frog.
                      /(Fred is green.

            /(Fred is green.

     I suspect some of you may have doubts about the second argument. Clearly the first argument is logically OK; but the second? Well, look at the second argument. Suppose you knew for sure that the premises were in fact true. Even if you knew that most frogs are green and that there was a frog in my briefcase, you still wouldn't stake your life on its being green.  But you would still bet money on it, wouldn't you?
     
Now, in assessing an argument, the first thing to check is whether it is logically strong (valid or at least inductively strong).  If an argument has defective logical structure, it doesn't matter whether the premises are true--the argument cannot possibly be sound.  A trivial example would be this:

        

1. If you were a fascist, you would oppose affirmative action.

        

2. You do oppose affirmative action.



/(So you are a fascist.

     
Here, the argument is clearly illogical, and so should be rejected--even without doing a sociological study to determine whether people who are communists always oppose the draft.  A more realistic example is this:

1. Oswald could not possibly have pulled the bolt and reloaded the chamber on his rifle in less than     2.3 seconds.

     

2. The maximum time Oswald had to shoot at President Kennedy was 5.4 seconds.

/(Oswald could not have fired three shots at the President (so there must have been a second      gunman.)
Again, I don't need to examine the premises to assess the argument--it is invalid (and not even strong).  After all, Oswald could have started with the gun loaded!


     
If you have not had a course in logic, you can only determine the logical strength of an argument intuitively.  As to determining whether the premises are in fact true, to do that you must acquire factual knowledge (or at least learn how to research factual issues) on an issue by issue basis.  (Logic is no panacea for ignorance.)  Thus assessing an argument involves knowing the rules of logic and knowing factual matters as well.

     
Having done your best to figure out what the writer is arguing for and how he is doing it, and (furthermore) having figured out whether the argument is logically and factually legitimate, you are now in a position to formulate your own point of view on the issue at hand.  Does his argument, even if bad, have some force?  Is he "on to something?"  What?  How does what he had said make you feel about the issue at hand?  If his argument doesn't convince you, can you think of a better one?

     
I have often found that my own thinking is helped by internal dialogue.  If I am at first inclined to think that a certain proposition is true, I try to construct good arguments against it.  I often discover that my first inclination was wrong.  Similarly, if you read an essay directed at proving something, and you find the argument is a good one, try arguing against it.  If you find the essayist's argument is bad, try arguing for it.  I believe you will find that first impressions, first thoughts, are rarely above correction.

O.K.  You've identified the essayist's argument, you've assessed it, and you have come up with a position of your own.  What now?  You write.  Un-communicated thought is hardly thought at all.

6. Tips on Writing    

     
Writing is an art, rather than a science. So I can't give you a list of absolutely precise rules to follow. The best I can do is to give you some heuristic tips.

a) Take a stand: Before writing your essay, get a clear idea of what you want to say about the issue at hand. In your essay, announce this position clearly and early.

b) Strive for elegance: You ought to steer a middle course between overly simple prose and pomposity. As Einstein said, everything should be made as simple as possible--but not simpler! I'm not alone in this desire for simplicity. William Zinsser says:

Clutter is the disease of American writing. We are a society strangling in unnecessary words, circular       constructions, pompous frills and meaningless jargon...the secret of good writing is to strip every sentence   to its cleanest components. Every word that serves no function, every long word that could be a short           word, every adverb which carries the same meaning that is already in the verb, every passive construction    that leaves the reader unsure of who is doing what--these are the thousand and one adulterants that              weaken the strength of a sentence.  (On Writing Well pp. 7-8)
     
The art of plain talk is a difficult art to master. Avoid long words when short words will do. Avoid complicated sentences involving lots of commas and clauses. But on the other hand, try to avoid slang and profanity, and don't just write short declarative sentences--the result tends to be choppy. Balance is the key.

c) Polish what you write: The secret of good writing is a lot of rewriting. Don't hand in a first draft of your essay--polish it first. Don't feel you're the only person who is tempted to avoid rewriting, but fight the temptation!

d) Define your key terms:  If you are writing a paper on, say, "religious conversion," give the reader some precise idea of what you mean by that term before you start tossing it around. 

     
Draw relevant distinctions. For instance, one of my students, in writing a paper on religious cults and religious freedom, distinguished between the right to believe and the right to practice a belief. She separated two quite distinct issues, which deserve to be treated separately.

e) Pay attention to structure:  The structure of an essay is like the plot of a short story in its importance. Outline your essay before you write. Make the points flow one after the other.

     
Try to have a sense of what is important and what is trivial. When you address a web of issues, you have to focus on the most important ones. 

f) Avoid hackneyed phrases: Platitudes, clichés and jargon can quickly ruin an essay. A platitude is any flat, uninformative expression. Any essay that has sentiments such as, "Pain hurts," "We all need love," and such like is going to uninformative. 
Worse yet are clichés, which are platitudes that a lot of people use, such as: "A stitch in time saves nine," "Look before you leap!" and so on. Clichés which rob your essay of power. 

     
Finally, you should avoid jargon, which are hackneyed phrases used by specialists in a given field. Throwing around technical buzz-words gives the reader the impression that you don't wish to communicate.

g) Be concrete:  Wherever appropriate, give examples or illustrations of what you are driving at. This is especially helpful when you are making very abstract claims or giving abstract definitions.

     
One last suggestion: buy a good dictionary, thesaurus and manual of style, or put such free web-sites on your “favorites” tab. They will prove useful throughout your college career.
7. How NOT to Argue 


     
Let's suppose you have gotten a general idea of what position you're going to take on some issue, and how you're going to structure your essay.  The point I want to make in this chapter is that there are certain techniques of arguing that a good essayist will try to avoid.  In arguing, as in the rest of life, the ends do not justify immoral means.  Just because you really think your point of view is right doesn't make it okay to argue fallaciously for it.  If the point of view is really good, then it shouldn't be so hard to give good evidence for it.

     
We are going to examine fallacies.  By the term "fallacy" I don't mean a mistaken belief--as for instance when one says that it is a "fallacy" to think that women don't make good firefighters.  Rather, I mean by fallacy a commonly made psychologically persuasive error in reasoning.  A fallacy is a type of immoral act:  It is the act of making somebody believe something by trickery and psychological persuasion, rather than by giving decent evidence.


     
I emphasize the connection between logic and ethics to bring out another important point. To judge an argument requires the same sort of fine discrimination as to judge a movie or a person or anything else. To judge arguments, movies, food, or people is an exercise in what Aristotle called "practical reasoning." The most important fact about practical reasoning is that there are no automatic and precise rules that govern it. We can't state in precise terms what makes a person good (How much generosity is good?  How much thriftiness? Friendliness?). Similarly, telling fallacy from good argument requires fine discrimination.
     
Good practical reasoning thus requires considerable practice.  One judges on the basis of past cases, precedent being as important as rule.  For this reason, each fallacy we discuss will be illustrated by a number of examples, all taken from newspapers and magazines.  Please keep in mind that all the examples you meet in this chapter are genuine; they are real cases of dumb reasoning taken from ordinary sources.


     
How many fallacies are there?  How many standard tricks do people commonly employ in reasoning?  Hundreds.  One book--Historian's Fallacies by Ronald Fischer--lists over two hundred of them.  But we will be much less ambitious, covering ten or so.


     
An important point needs to be made about the list of fallacies we are about to cover.  Each label will be defined and illustrated in such a way as to make it distinct from the others.  But as with the terms "stew" and "chili," there are going to be cases in which we could apply more than one label.  The point is to not get overly concerned with labels, but instead to use the labels to help you detect flaws in reasoning.

     
The first two fallacies on our list involve the person obligated to prove some point running away from his obligation.  Let's start with "pooh-poohing."


     
The fallacy of pooh-poohing is the fallacy of dismissing, simply brushing aside, someone else's point of view.  To pooh-pooh a point is to put it down without logically addressing it.


     
There are two ways people can pooh-pooh a point.  One way is to dismiss the point outright, as in these dialogues:

Reporter: Mr. President, would this law you propose discriminate against the poor?

     
President: So what?  The poor have a raw deal anyway!

     
Student: Dean, we are presenting you with our list of grievances.

Dean: Being told what you don't like about the university is about as interesting to me as being told you don't like strawberries!

Opponent of ERA: The Equal Rights Amendment would require the elimination of separate bathrooms for men and women.

Proponent of ERA: That's the stupidest thing I have ever heard! I won't even bother to answer that nonsense.

Another (more sneaky) way to pooh-pooh a point is to agree with it in general, but then to disagree in the specific case at hand.  Examples:

    
 Businessman: Our automobile industries need protection from the Japanese.

    
 Reporter: But doesn't that conflict with the idea of free trade?

Businessman: Now look, young lady, nobody is more in favor of free trade than I am.  But, I repeat: our companies need protection!

Politicians often pooh-pooh embarrassing objections to their proposals this way.

     
The second fallacy on our list is also a way of running away from one's obligation to provide evidence for a point of view.  The fallacy of shifting the burden of proof involves trying to make the other person prove what you ought to prove.  The sneaky trick here is in making the other fellow do the work you should be doing.  For example:

A: That house must be haunted!  What else can explain those weird noises?

B:  I'm not sure that's a good explanation.

A:  Do you have a better one?

Here, A is not defending his implausible explanation of the strange noises (that ghosts are causing them) but is instead shifting the burden of proof to B.  This is illogical; A's point hasn't been proven just because B can't come up with a better one.
     
Another example:

A:  Etrangians are really stupid.

B:  Why do you say such a thing?

A:  Well, can you name one smart Etrangian?

B:  Uh, no . . .

A:  Well, then . . .

     One variety of shifting the burden of proof deserves special mention.  This is appeal to ignorance, where one argues that something must be false because nobody can prove it true.  Such arguments involve the illogical notion that you can view the lack of evidence about a proposition as being some kind of evidence for it or against it.  But lack of evidence is lack of evidence, and supports no conclusion.
      
An example of an appeal to ignorance would be:  "Styrofoam cups must be safe; after all, no studies have implicated them in cancer."


This argument is silly, because it is possible that no studies have been done on those cups, or that what studies have been done have not focused on cancer (as opposed to other illnesses).


     
Two seeming "exceptions" are often mentioned regarding the fallacy of appeal to ignorance.  After all (it is often said) if the FBI (say) investigates a person (say, for a security clearance) and finds no evidence that he is a political extremist, isn't it right for them to conclude he is not a political extremist?  Moreover, in a court of law, if no evidence is presented that proves the defendant is guilty, isn't the jury obligated to return a verdict of "not guilty?"


Neither of these cases are genuine exceptions; that is, in neither case is it correct to say that the argument form:



1. There is no evidence regarding P

       

/(P is true (or false).

is held to be logically acceptable.  In the FBI case, the FBI is not arguing:



There is no evidence that Person A is a political extremist.
       

/(Person A is not a political extremist.

Rather, it is arguing:



1.  If Person A were a political extremist, he would probably belong to organization X, Y or Z.



2.  Person A does not belong to X, Y or Z.

      
    
/(Person A is probably not a political extremist.

Again, in the court of law, in the face of the lack of evidence proving Person A is guilty, the jury does not conclude that he is innocent, rather it renders the verdict "not guilty" in the narrowly legal sense that A’s conviction is not justified by the evidence presented.

The next group of fallacies consists of emotional appeals of various sorts, including appeals to hatred, fear, and pity.
      
Attacking the Person: This fallacy consists of attacking the arguer rather than his argument, that is, of attacking the person who puts forward a proposal or claim rather than giving evidence to logically refute his point of view.  This is utterly illogical even if your attack is factually correct.  It is illogical because even bad people can be correct in what they say, and to figure out whether a statement is correct you have to look at it, not the person who originated it.

      
We can distinguish a number of varieties of personal attacks.  One form is the abusive form, in which the person's character is attacked.  Dismissing a person's claim on the basis of his being a fascist, or pinko, or nut, or creep, or thief, or any other (alleged) defect in his character is to commit the abusive form of attacking the person.  Some examples:

After attending an informative meeting on the Jarvis-Gann initiative May 18, I wonder if the older generation has any right to label the youth of today as wild and rude.  What I witnessed that night...was numerous "mature" adults impolitely interrupting the speakers.  Both proponents and opponents of the initiative were guilty of this rudeness.  But perhaps the worst and most frequent offenses came from the advocates of the amendment.  Such profanities as "bastard" and "son of a bitch" were loudly directed at opponents of the measure...Soon I found myself becoming more and more hateful of the Jarvis-Gann measure because of the deteriorating attitude exhibited by some of the people there rather than by what the amendment actually stood for.
This person is admitting his illogicality; even assuming the proponents of a measure are rude, why does that make the measure bad?
      
The reason why personal attacks often work is there is a natural psychological tendency to transfer feeling from person to issue. 
     
The second form of attacking the person is the circumstantial variety.  Here, one doesn't so much attack the other person's character, but rather accuses him (again, it doesn't matter whether the accusation is correct) of being biased.  But again, even biased people can be right.  Some examples:

Having Judge Callister, a member of the Mormon Church, rule on the fate of the most significant piece of women's rights legislation since the 19th Amendment 60 years ago is akin to having an executive of the National Rifle Association decide on the constitutionality of gun control legislation.

(Look, if you want to prove the Judge's decision is incorrect, talk about it, not him!)

Or consider this reply by someone who was accused of severe mismanagement:

Leonard J. Hansen, Senior World's founder, publisher and editor, says that while he has recently experienced "severe cash problems," a reorganization has cut overhead and put the newspaper on the road to good health.

Hansen dismisses the allegations as being from "a couple of disgruntled former employees who are going around trying to assassinate me."  

(Has he proven those charges false merely by accusing those who make them of being biased against him?)

A third example:

A full half of this year's NCAA field, 24 teams, represent the East and the South.  While their number includes what may be the two strongest tournament entries--North Carolina and Virginia--it also lists schools so anonymous they may be appearing under assumed names.  Is it Robert Morris or Philip Morris?  I keep forgetting.

     And what of the West, that storied region of John Wooden, Pete Newel and Bill Russell?  Oh, they took care of the West just fine.  A grand total of seven Western universities were invited to this year's competition.  UCLA is on probation and who can remember what other schools are out there, right?

Obviously, Dave Gavitt cannot.  The chairman of the NCAA's Men's Basketball Committee (and, not so incidentally, commissioner of something called the Big East) calls this the best NCAA field yet, which gives you some idea of how he must view western basketball.  

(Note that Dave Gavitt's claim is being dismissed because he is allegedly biased, being connected (sin of sins!) with the Big East.)

     
The third form of attacking the person is Tu Quoque ("you also"), where you dismiss a person's point of view because of his (alleged) hypocrisy.  But (once again) even hypocrites can be right.  It is illogical to dismiss your father's warning about the use of drugs merely because he drinks.  Even if he is a wino, his warnings may be right.

     
Consider this example of Tu Quoque:

I guess that college is going to become what it used to be--only for the rich.  Mr. President, not all of us can fly to the other end of the country every month or so for a vacation.  Why don't you start thinking about the needs of the people, (and no, that does not include new White House china), as a president should, and not about himself and his other rich friends, as a king does?

The president's call for overhaul of the college loan program is to be rejected (this letter writer feels) because he is some kind of hypocrite.  Is that not absurd reasoning?


A fourth form of personal attack is poisoning the well.  This is the fallacy of attacking the other person before he has a chance to speak--discrediting him in advance.  The dirty trick here is the planting of doubt in the listeners' minds, which prevents the speaker from getting a fair hearing.  Example:

A Conversation with Gen. George Keegan:  This man is sweating because the Soviet Union makes bigger bombs than we do.  If the Commies have taken over the world by the time you read this, don't say we didn't try to warn you.  The point is, nobody really knows what's going on with the Russians.

One side says the Soviets are stronger than we are now; their civil defense capabilities are better and, by 1985, they will either blow us off the face of the earth or blackmail us into handing over Africa.

The other says nonsense.  Both superpowers can now obliterate each other 40,000 times, they say.  Shouldn't we spend the money on health care, good roads and putting people to work?

Two things for sure:  The argument for more expenditures always come hottest and heaviest at budget times.  And neither side has intelligence information that can honestly be called reliable.  Not even this month's interviewee, Gen. George Keegan (retd.).

Keegan is to a wet-eyed fascist.  He was educated at Harvard, did graduate work at George Washington University and has been highly involved in Army intelligence throughout his military career.  In World War Two he flew 56 combat missions, and during the Vietnam War he was awarded the Distinguished Service Cross by the Republic of Vietnam (remember that?) for his planning of the defense of Khe Sanh during the Tet offensive in 1968.  Keegan is also the former executive vice-president of the United States Strategic Institute in Washington.  The interviewer is John Rhea, who specializes in these things.

Listen to what the general says.  This is the Military-Industrial Complex General Eisenhower warned us about.

Gen. Keegan never gets a chance to speak before we are told that he is biased, some kind of fascist, a member of some vague sinister "complex," and he possesses only unreliable information.

      
It is occasionally said that personal attacks are acceptable in a court of law, as when an attorney attacks the credibility of a witness.  This, however, quite mistakes the case.  There is a difference between the activity of testifying and those of proposing, theorizing, arguing, suggesting, speculating, and so on.  To testify is to ask people to accept a claim on your say so.  In such cases it is quite logical to examine who you are and what your character is like.  But in situations where you are not testifying, other logical standards apply—and personal attacks are not to be indulged in.

Genetic Fallacy: The next fallacy on our list is similar to the last.  It involves the dismissal of an idea (theory, practice, proposal) on the basis of its origin or genesis.  The key difference is that in attacking person, the person or persons who originated it are identified, whereas in the genetic fallacy they are not.  Thus to attack a proposal by saying Hitler devised it is attacking the person; dismissing it because "the fascists devised it" is genetic.  To dismiss the proposal for a four-day work week because (you say) Marx thought it up is attacking the person; to reject the proposal because "the communists" proposed it is genetic.

Examples of genetic fallacies:

ANKARA, Turkey--Iranian leader Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini yesterday rejected as satanic and appeal by Amnesty International to halt executions.  Teheran Radio said 27 more government opponents were put to death.

"We know the mission of Amnesty International," Khomeini said in a speech at a Teheran masque.  He said the international human rights group wants "to come to see what is going on here...to condemn Iran and crush the Islamic movement."
(Khomeini rejects an idea because it allegedly originated satanically)

The Union (Feb. 4) informed us that yet another realtor had announced for a public office.  I hope that not too many will vote for someone in such a greedy, self-serving profession.

We all would be much better off if all realtors had been interned after the start of World War II rather than loyal Japanese-Americans.

(Granted, many realtors are crooks.  But then, many doctors, priests and even logic teachers are crooks.  Does that constitute adequate grounds for dismissing this guy's candidacy?)

    
Appeal to fear:  This next argument on our list is the appeal to fear, in which rather than present evidence to support a point of view, the arguer tries to make the listeners feel afraid.  A person can commit this fallacy in two ways.  He can directly threaten to use force, as in these examples:

"Politicians who do not deal with the Equal Rights Amendment in the Virginia legislature are playing a dangerous game if they plan to stay there."  Those were the words of Barbara Lomax, one of the Virginia State Coordinators for LERN (Labor for Equal Rights Now), speaking at a massive pro-ERA demonstration in Richmond on January 22, as ERA lobbyists shifted their tactics from cool persuasion to out right threats.

Your rag says we're all rich kids spoiled with all kinds of money from our parents.  Esquire ways we're children from broken homes, left on our own for years by alcoholic and drug-addicted parents.

F--- the whole lot of you.  We live where we live and we do what we want.  And if any of you tourists got anything to say, come down to the beach and we will make you with you never came to California.

Our goal is to find one million Americans who care enough about handgun violence to stop it.  And if becoming one million strong isn't enough, we'll find 10 million more until our handgun laws are strengthened.  And if Congress won't change the law, we'll change the Congress.

Associated Students President Henry DeSilva walked out of yesterday's council meeting and threatened to resign after two business council representatives accused him of withholding important information from A.S. Council.

     
A somewhat more sneaky method of appealing to fear is to use "scare tactics," i.e., wildly implausible claims about what will happen if such-and-such isn't done.  "If this proposition passes, the schools will be closed down within two weeks!"  "If this man gets elected, there won't be a free America after the elections!"  

    
Appeal to pity: Quite often people will try to persuade you to do what they want by appealing to your sense of pity, by "pulling at your heartstrings."  That is, to persuade you they will try to make you feel sorry for some person or situation.  Often, fallacious appeals to pity utilize (exploit?) small children or little furry animals.

     
Defense attorneys are forever using appeals to pity to get their clients off the hook.  Here is a classic example, taken from Clarence Darrow's defense of one Thomas Kidd, accused of conspiracy in a bombing:

I appeal to you not for Thomas Kidd, but I appeal to you for the long line--the long, long line reaching back through the ages and forward to the years to come--the long line of despoiled and downtrodden people of the earth.  I appeal to you for those men who rise in the morning before daylight comes and who go home at night when the light has faded from the sky and give their life, their strength, their toil to make others rich and great.  I appeal to you in the name of those women who are offering up their lives to this modern god of gold, and I appeal to you in the name of those little children, the living and the unborn.

Socrates floated a similar move in his own defense.  (Note the clever reverse reasoning: saying "I will not mention X" is a very good way to actually mention X!)

Perhaps there may be some one who is offended at me, when he calls to mind how he himself on a similar, or even a less serious occasion, prayed and entreated the judges with many tears, and how he produced his children in court, which was a moving spectacle, together with a host of relations and friends; whereas I, who am probably in danger of my life, will do none of these things.  The contrast may occur to his mind, and he may be set against me, and vote in anger because he is displeased at me on this account.  Now if there be such a person among you--mid, I do not say that there is--to him I may fairly reply:  My friend, I am a man, and like other men, a creature of flesh and blood, and not "of wood or stone," as Homer says; and I have a family, yes, and sons, O Athenians, three in number, one almost a man, and two others who are still young; and yet I will not bring any of them hither in order to petition you for acquittal.

     
Please remember that I am not saying that a logical person is a person without any feelings of sympathy for his fellow beings.  Rather, I am saying that it is not sufficient reason to donate to a particular charity that you want to help small children and cute animals: you must have logical evidence that the money you donate will help those unfortunate beings.

     
Appeal to the Crowd: Another way to blow smoke at people is to appeal to their feelings of group loyalty. This is the essence of arguing to the crowd.  It comes in two varieties, the "bandwagon argument" and "mob appeal."


In a bandwagon argument the arguer asserts that because most people (or most "smart" or "chic" or "in-the-know" people) believe some proposition P, P must be true.  The problem with such reasoning is, of course, that the majority of people quite often believe false things.


But stupid as it is, the bandwagon argument is often met with.  For example, one car company argues in its commercials that its cars must be the best because they sell more than any other model.  Or this ad for a heavy-duty girdle:

Now!  Look inches slimmer...instantly!  Convince yourself as you Zip your way to a sleeker, younger looking figure!  Now thrill as you slip into those slimmer, more alluring fashions you've dreamed of--without the waiting and struggling of diets, exercises, or expensive salon treatments.  Yes, you'll join thousands of smart women who enjoy a higher, shapelier bust-line, skinnier looking waist, flatter tummy, firmer hips and back.

A more subtle (not to say sneaky) method of arguing to the crowd is to appeal to feelings of patriotism ethnic or racial pride, religious clannishness or hometown sentiment.  We call this "mob appeal," and it is a favorite of demagogues and advertisers.  Chevrolet advertises its cars by appeal to patriotism: "What does America love?  Baseball, hot dogs, apple pie and Chevrolet."  (As if only a traitor would by a Porsche!)  Dodges are very often pictured (in ads) in front of "hometown America" type scenes, such as family picnics and homecoming celebrations.  Brands of TV's are advertised with the TV screens showing pictures of the Lincoln Memorial, the Statue of Liberty, etc.


I ran across one especially disgusting example of mob appeal a few years back.  A Catholic newspaper ran an ad for a used car dealership in which the salesmen were pictured, and underneath each salesman was the name of the parish to which he belonged.  Trying to manipulate religious sentiments to sell cars is surely immoral.

     
Ignoring the Issue: The next fallacy on our list is perhaps the most pervasive of all.  Quite often, faced with an issue he can't logically address, a person will ignore the issue at hand and instead, talk about something else. This fallacy is also called "irrelevant conclusion," in that whatever evidence is given supports only a conclusion irrelevant to the discussion at hand.  As you might imagine, politicians routinely commit this fallacy:  rather than admit they don't know the answer to a question they will talk on and on about matters they can address.

     
There are a number of varieties of this fallacy, which are often considered fallacies in their own right.  They are: glittering generalities, diversion, red herring, strawman, apples and oranges, and slippery slope.  Let's discuss each variety of ignoring the issue in turn.


     To begin with glittering generalities:  It is expected of people that they try to propose solutions to the problems they face.  But these proposals need to be supported by reasons.  When a person supports his proposal by speaking in generalities (such as how terrible the problem is) rather than specifics (such as why this particular proposal will solve the problem and solve it in the best way) he ignores the issue.  Politicians commit this unemployment, and he will very likely give you only glittering generalities about how terrible it is to be unemployed, how it hurts the family and saps a man's self-esteem, and so on.  All true, all irrelevant to the real issue:  why vote for this bill?

     Another form of ignoring the issue is diversion, which is to change the subject by joking.  Two presidents stand out in my memory as having an exceptional ability to evade embarrassing or tough issues by joking:  John Kennedy, and Ronald Reagan.  Wit is an admirable quality, but not if it is used to evade one's responsibility to justify his beliefs.  An example of diversion:

     
The story is told about Wendell Phillips, the abolitionist, who one day found himself on the same train with      
a group of Southern clergymen on their way to a conference.  When the Southerners learned of Phillips'         
presence, they decided to have some fun at his expense.  One of them approached and said;



"Are you Wendell Phillips?"



"Yes, sir," came the reply.



"Are you the great abolitionist?"



"I am not great, but I am an abolitionist."



"Are you not the one who make speeches in Boston and New York against slavery?"



"Yes I am."



"Why don't you go to Kentucky and make speeches there?"


Phillips looked at his questioner for a moment and then said, "Are you a clergyman?"



"Yes, I am," replied the other.



"Are you trying to save souls in hell?"



"Yes."



"Well--why don't you go there?"

The third way to ignore the issue is to raise a red herring issue.  That is, faced with a difficult issue upon which he is not prepared to give logical evidence, a person will often cloud the waters by raising controversial issues superficially like the one at hand, but really different.  As an example, I once heard a feminist speaking on a talk-show in favor of the ERA.  The question was put to her, whether the ERA would not require the drafting of women into combat in times of war.  The feminist responded that the draft is immoral, that in a world run by women politicians there would be no war, that wars are due to capitalism, and that women already serve in the armed forces and deserve equal pay.  All interesting issues--a pity they were utterly irrelevant to the issue at hand!


A fourth variety of ignoring the issue is strawman, which is the distortion of another person's position.  (The name arises from the metaphor of setting up a strawman, a dummy, and vainly trying to prove your prowess by knocking it down.)  One can distort his opponent's position by oversimplifying it (leaving out important qualifications and details) or by extending it to situations it was never meant to apply to.  Examples of strawman:

     
Candidate: My opponent wants to increase the number of day-care centers.  But do we really want the 

          government to take over child-rearing?  I say: let the parents raise the kids!

Here is a letter opposing California State Senator Bob Wilson's anger at the use of taxpayers' money to support certain unusual forms of art:

So State Sen. Bob Wilson doesn't like Paul Fericano's poetry (Letters, Sept. 22).  Or he doesn't understand it.  And he can't relate to any of a list of California Arts Council special projects.  That's unfortunate, but does Wilson really think that lack of appreciation entitles him to decide what a legitimate expression of artistic effort is, and what it is not?

I suspect that not even the most jaded art critic would undertake that sort of pretension.  One can say, quite honestly, that one likes or does not like this or that.  And one can give reasons.  But art should not have to shoulder the burden of a public official's advance approval merely to exist.

Perhaps most of the projects on Wilson's list are, in fact, pointless to all but their creators.  So what.  No one has a God-given right to decide,, in advance, what should or shouldn't be created.

I suggest that Bob Wilson have an extended conversation with William wilson.  The Times' distinguished art critic.  Butter yet, he should enroll in an art appreciation class.  And he should stop taking himself so seriously--no one else does.

(Wilson didn't say that those artists should be forbidden to create whatever they wanted; only that taxpayers' money should not be spent to support it!)

     Politicians often set up strawman.  During the Carter/Ford campaigns of 1976, Carter said that he would not automatically kick Italy out of NATO if the people there voted in a Communist government.  During one of their debates, this double-strawman occurred:

     
FORD: Mr. Carter has indicated he would look with sympathy to a communist government in NATO.  I                        
think that would destroy the integrity and the strength of NATO, and I am totally opposed to it.

CARTER: Now Mr. Ford, unfortunately, just made a statement that isn't true. I have never advocated a         
Communist government for Italy, that would obviously be a ridiculous thing to do for anyone who               wanted to be president of this country.

One last example:


In your June 1981 issue "Urban Eye" column under the heading "The Music Machine," Professor F. Richard Moore of UCSD stated with apparent glee:  "The most powerful form of making music that has ever been devised" will be produced by a computer he is working on at the University's Computer Audio Research Laboratory.


Mr. Moore's studies for his degrees in electrical engineering and music composition and performance apparently included no work in the disciplines of semantics or philosophy.  His machine can be programmed to produce sounds but not music.  Music is an art form in which the human, performing musician inserts his or her unique personality; without such insertion the product is sound not music.


Mr. Moore stated that he would like to see more artists take an interest in his so-called music machine.  He should realize that any musical artist of integrity will tell him to quit trying to dehumanize one of man's oldest art forms.  Computers are marvelous machines for the processing of data, but we must rebel against the distorted mentality of the Professor Moore’s of the world who would make vegetables out of the human race by conning it into believing that there is no need for man any longer to create art, as the circuitry of computers can be programmed to replace man as the creator of art.


The true lover of music derives as much pleasure from appreciation of the human skills and emotions being displayed in a musical performance as from the sounds which come forth.


I am personally alarmed and angered that a man with Moore's educational background has such a lack of understanding of man and the arts that he is not adverse to promoting the destruction of art and denigration of mankind via electronic engineering.

The fifth form of ignoring the issue is apples and oranges. In this dirty trick, if someone attacks A, the trickster lumps A in with (something different) B, and then proceeds to defend B (rather than what he is supposed to do, viz., A). For instance, proponents of Welfare programs often lump together AFDC (aid to families with dependent children--the program which gives money to women who have illegitimate children and whose fathers refuse to pay support) with payments to the handicapped and disabled.

     Another example:

Still, criticism persists that much of what the NSF does fails to meet any reasonable definition of spending priorities.  Its defenders say scientific advancement and improved technology depend upon the foundation's continued growth.

Last March, when Rep. John M. Ashbrook (R-Ohio) offered an amendment to cut $14 million from the foundation's biological, behavioral and social science research, some warned that he could be denying money that might lead to breakthroughs in medical research.

"How many people here would vote for $100,000 to study the growth of viruses in monkey kidney cells?" asked Rep. Tom Harkin (D-Iowa).  While that foundation-funded research had no immediate payoff, Harkin said, Dr. Jonas Salk a few years later used the study in his own research and came up with a polio vaccine.

But Harkin and Ashbrook, it seemed were talking about apples and oranges.  Ashbrook was not attacking medical research.  Instead, he was criticizing studies that he argued were indefensible and simply wasted tax dollars.

Like the $83,839 the foundation gave to the American Bar Assn. to study the social structure of the legal profession.

The study, according to the foundation, sought to examine "the extent and nature of social differentiation within the profession" as well as "the social, economic, political and legal values of the various segments of the profession."

A sixth way to ignore the issue is slippery slope. The slippery slope fallacy occurs when one argues that, because the difference between two things is a matter of degree, that difference must be unimportant or not real. Would it not be silly to argue that because scientists cannot pinpoint the moment of death, that therefore nobody is really dead (only "a little less alive")?


This fallacy was known to the Greeks, who called it the sorites (bald) argument: just because we cannot state precisely the number of hairs one must have on his head to be considered not bald, does not entitle us to conclude that nobody is bald. An example of slippery-slope:

If the PTA is allowed to determine what shows I can watch, maybe they can next determine what I can eat, when I should sleep, and what I read.  There are many programs that do have some violence that I enjoy.  If the PTA doesn't understand that of course, there is some violence in today's world but that any determined effort to censor, for me, is as repulsive as the programs that they find repulsive, then they are fools.

Bad Appeal to Authority:  One of the ways to provide evidence for a claim is to give or cite testimony for it.  There is in general, nothing wrong with testimony from a logical point of view.  But testimony stands or falls upon the credibility of the testifier.  In saying this, I am not attacking the person, because testifying is quite a different activity from arguing, suggesting, proposing, explaining, or objecting.  In testifying, you offer yourself as the sole support for your claim ("Believe Fred did it because I say I saw him do it!")  In that case, we are logically entitled to examine your status.

     
The point just discussed applies not only to ordinary eye-witness testimony, but to expert's testimony as well.  In this age of increasing specialization, we must quite often appeal to the testimony of experts.  We decide whether to stop smoking on the basis of what doctors say about it.  We decide to acquit the defendant on the basis of insanity because of what the psychiatrists say about him.  We decide how to vote on nuclear power on the basis of what the engineers and scientists say about it.  But again, while such testimony can be logically worthwhile, quite often it is logically worthless.  

How can you decide whether a given appeal to authority is bad?  I suggest you look to see that the following criteria are met.

     a: That authority cited should be clearly identified. Vague expressions like "experts agree that..." or "an authoritative source indicates that..." are unacceptable.

     b: That authority should be unbiased. For instance, a doctor who testifies that cigarettes are harmless and who is paid by the American Tobacco Company must be examined carefully.

     c: The authority should have professional standing. Clearly, just calling yourself an expert in (say) Economics doesn't make you one. A Ph.D. in Economics from a respected university, publications in respected journals and such like are pretty good evidence of this. So it is fallacious to accept the testimony of some guy "who has read a bunch of books on the stuff!"

     d: The proposal or claim under discussion must be in the area of competence of the authority cited.  A scientists' testimony on economic matters deserves no more credence than anyone else's.

     e: The authority cited must base his opinion on evidence, and that evidence (research) must be open to outside verification by other experts.

     f: If there are other experts who disagree, that fact should be mentioned. Lawyers habitually violate this criterion by going from psychologist to psychologist until they find one who will say that their client is insane, and using his testimony in court without mentioning the fact that all those other psychologists disagree.

     g: The authority should be quoted in full; his testimony not distorted or misrepresented. To argue that morality is relative be citing/distorting Einstein as saying "everything is relative" is to commit a fallacy.

     h: The authority should be current.  Aristotle was once a great authority on Physics, but using his words now in a discussion of Physics would be rather ridiculous.

Some examples of bad appeal to authority:

     
Eliot Janeway, world famous economist:  "As a host I appreciate the superior quality of Smirnoff...As an         
 economist I applaud its superior value."

(Does being an economist make one an expert judge of liquor?  Hardly.)

    
 SKINNY LEGS--Try this new amazing scientific home method to ADD SHAPELY CURVES at ankles,             
calves, thighs, knees, hips!



Skinny legs rob the rest of your figure of attractiveness!  Now at last you can try to help yourself             
 improve underdeveloped legs, due to normal causes, and fill out any part of your legs you wish, or your          
legs all over as many women have by following the new scientific method.  This test and proven scientific       
course was prepared by a well-known authority on legs with years of experience.

(What "well-know authority" on legs is he talking about?)

     
 FAT LEGS--Try this new, amazing, scientific home method to reduce ankles, calves, thighs, knees, hips        
for SLENDERIZED LEGS.  Beautifully firm, slenderized legs help the rest of your figure look slimmer,             
more appealing!  Now at last, you too can try to help yourself to improve heavy legs due to normal                   
causes, and reduce and reshape ANY PART of you legs as you wish...or your legs all over...as many             
women have by following this new scientific method.  This tested and proven scientific course was                  
prepared by a well-known authority on legs with years of experience.

(I wonder if it's the same well-known authority on legs or his brother.)

     
Actor: "Kathy wants me to switch to a decaffeinated coffee because caffeine makes me nervous, but I                      
only like real coffee."

Robert Young (Who played "Dr. Marcus Welby" on TV): "Phil, SANKA Brand Decaffeinated Coffee is 100% real coffee and tastes it!  Try it!"

(Robert Young is not a doctor so why accept his diagnosis?)

False Dilemma:  Related to special pleading is the fallacy of false dilemma. To see what a false dilemma is, we must remind ourselves of what a real dilemma is. A real dilemma is a situation in which there are only two alternatives, a choice must be made between them and neither of the alternatives is desirable. You are faced with a real dilemma, for instance, if you have a gangrenous leg. You only have two choices:  Amputate or die. Both these alternatives are undesirable (to say the least) and yet you must choose between them.

     
A false dilemma is a situation which appears to be a real dilemma, but isn't.  The fallacy of false dilemma occurs where one argues on the assumption that a real dilemma exists, yet no such dilemma exists.  (Such a fallacy is a type of special pleading, in that key evidence--proof that a real dilemma exists--is utterly lacking.)  Some examples of false dilemma:

     
Coppola: genius or lunatic?

(Can't he be very bright and original?)

     
"You are either for me or against me!"

(Can't I be for you in some respects, against you in others?)

Should registration fees be increased or should student services be reduced? The Registration Fee        Advisory Committee (RFAC) invites you to express your opinion on the services and programs that YOU    (the student) benefit from.

(Can't I be in favor of lower fees and higher services through better efficiency?)

     
All the above examples and most other fallacies of false dilemma arise in part from a confusion between contraries and contradictories. Contradictory properties (characteristics) are such that any given thing must have one of them but can't have both.  For example, these pairs are contradictories:  red/non-red; rich/not rich; happy/not happy.  Contrary properties are properties such that any given thing can't have both, but may lack both.  Examples: red/yellow; rich/poor; happy/sad.

     
False analogy: We often "reason by analogy," as when I figure that the Toyota Avalon I just bought will last over 100,000 miles because I have owned several other Toyota Avalons, and they lasted that long.  Argument by analogy has this form:



1. A, B, C,...all had property P



2. X is like A, B, C,...



/(X probably has property P

     Clearly the essence of a good analogical argument is that the things compared (X and A, B, C,...) must share all significant characteristics, and not have any significant differences.  A fallacy of false analogy occurs when a significant difference is overlooked.  For instance, in the example used above, if the Avelon I just bought happens to have power steering, power brakes and air-conditioning, while the ones I previously owned did not, I would be making a false analogy.

     
As mentioned before, one can view false analogy as a sort of special pleading, where evidence showing that no significant differences exist has been entirely omitted.

     
Here are a few examples of the fallacy of false analogy:

Despite the fact that there is no evidence that the pilot of a small plane at San Diego was at fault in any      way, the favorite solution suggested in the media has been to ban or restrict small-plane operations at            major airports.  This suggestion ignores the fact that airports are public property paid for by all taxpayers,       just as we all pay for highways.  No doubt there are bus and truck drivers who would like to see private           cars and amateur drivers banned or restricted on major highways, too.  The solution is for the airlines to         build and operate their own private air-transport terminals--much as the railroads once built and operated       their own stations.

(But a key difference exists between the need for private autos and the need for private planes.)

Editor:  I believe that the fraternity system should be abolished on all colleges in the United States. The      reason for this belief is simple. The behavior of many fraternity members is spiritually reminiscent of the         Nazis of Hitler's Germany as well as the leadership of the present-day Communist Party in both Russia          and China. This may well seem to represent an extreme viewpoint, but I believe it to be a fair and rational       conclusion in view of all the facts.

For example, you may recall not only the recent destructive behavior of certain pledges in terms of             noise and property (palm trees), but also the recent law passed against hazing (an activity that has taken       the lives of a number of students). There was also the fraternity member who endangered the lives of             several thousand students at SDSU by flying his plane at nearly ground level a few semesters ago.

(Surely Frat members don't seek genocide against those who aren't member.)

United Teachers--Los Angeles (a teacher's union) president Hank Springer claims that the advertising agency Winner/Wagner bungled the job of defeating Proposition 13 (which the union hired it to do) so badly that a labor boycott of the firm's clients is in order.  Springer said:

"If we can boycott Coors beer and hurt its sales because the company is unfair to its employees and boycott J.P. Stevens products for the same reason, we can and should boycott Winner/Wagner.  Like Coors and J.B. Stevens, Winner/Wagner let its unions down."

(Surely there is a difference of intent: The companies intended to hurt the union, Winner/Wagner did not.)
     
False Cause:  Of great importance in our lives is the making of causal claims.  A causal claim is any statement to the effect that something A caused (created, led to, resulted in, made) something B.  Such claims are important in daily life--you want to know what caused the dent in your car, what is causing the pains in your chest, and so on.  Such claims are even more important in science and law.

     Establishing any causal claim is no easy task.  Essentially, it involves coming up with enough information to rule out all explanations of B except that A caused B.  Thus, to prove that Fred got his case of food-poisoning at Burger Biggie, you need t show that he did not eat at any other restaurants that day, that those who ate the same food at Burger Biggie also got food poisoning, and so on.


     
Since it takes so much work to adequately prove a causal claim, some people resort to cheating.  The fallacy of false cause is the fallacy of arguing that A caused B merely on the basis of a temporal connection between A and B.  We can mention several ways in which the fallacy of false cause is committed.

     a:
Post hoc ergo propter hoc (after this therefore because of this):  this is the fallacy of concluding that A caused B merely on the basis of the fact that A happened before B. Thus to assume that Nixon caused the 1972 recession merely because he happened to be in office when it occurred is to commit this fallacy.

     b:
The correlation fallacy:  This fallacy occurs when one tries  to infer that A caused B merely on the basis of the fact that A and B are correlated (occur together). After all there could be other reasons (besides A causing B) why A and B occur together. For one thing, A and B may just by pure chance happen together. The classic example is the fact (which I cannot vouch for) that the amount of wheat harvested in Kansas is correlated with the degree of sunspot activity in any given year; purely, it would appear, by chance.  One the other hand, both A and B may occur together because both are caused by some third thing C.  For example, pains in the chest and cold feet may be correlated, not because one causes the other, but because both are caused by heart disease. Finally, A and B may occur together because they are reciprocal effects, because they cause each other.  For example, some people conclude from the indisputable fact that changes in the economic system cause changes in the political and cultural systems that the economic system is the fundamental determinant of society. But this is fallacious, for changes in the political and cultural systems can cause deep changes in the economic system.

     
Politicians habitually commit this fallacy by taking credit automatically for whatever good things that happen while they are in office, and charging their opponents with being responsible for the bad things while those opponents were in office. Consider these deplorable examples, taken from the Carter/Ford debates of 1976:

Carter:   As a matter of fact, since the late 60's, when Mr. Nixon took office, we've had a reduction in the 
              percentage of taxes paid by corporations from 30 percent down to about 20 percent. We've                           had an increase in taxes paid by individuals.  Payroll taxes from 14 percent up to about 20                            percent and this is what the Republicans have done to us. Which is why tax reform is so important.

Ford:     I think the record should show, Mr. Newman, that the 
Bureau of Census, we checked it                          

yesterday, indicates that in the four years that Gov. Carter was governor of the state of Georgia,                      
expenditures by the government went up over 50 percent.  Employees of the government in                            
Georgia during his term of office went up over 25 percent. And the figures also show that the                           
bonded indebtedness of the state of Georgia during his governorship went up over 20 percent.

Superstition quite often involves false cause reasoning.  Consider this silly story:

The Terrifying Dog of Death--"Four years ago, Turuzzu (this devil-dog) was sitting outside my aunt's       home.  Shortly afterward, she collapsed and died from a heart attack.  It is uncanny."



Anna Carioto, 17, eldest daughter of bricklayer Pasquale Carioto, said, "On October 27, 1977, my          
father died in a car crash.  That same morning the dog was sitting outside our house."

Antonio Carchivi, chief of the traffic police, said, "Every-one feeds the dog, but nobody wants to see him sitting outside their house.


"Everyone is afraid, grown men included.

"Nobody wants to kill the dog, they are too scared.  Last year when the dog had eczema, the local          veterinarian treated him very carefully with lots of love and attention.

The mayor, an elementary school teacher, said, "There have been accidents and a murder in which the dog was seen outside the victims' houses beforehand."

(Note the correlation fallacy between appearances of the dog and deaths.)

     
There are other fallacies well worth discussing, but I leave that for your logic teacher.  The point here is just this:  be careful to avoid "quick-and-dirty" shortcuts to establishing your point.  Be fair, even if you have to do a little extra work along the way.
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