Recognizing Logical Fallacies

When you write arguments in college, you are obligated to follow certain
rules that ensure fairness. Not everyone who writes arguments is this fair or
thorough, however. Sometimes you will encounter arguments in which writers
attack the opposition’s intelligence or patriotism and base their arguments on
questionable {or even false) assumptions. As convincing as these arguments can
sometimes seem, they are actually not valid because they contain fallacies—
inaccurate or intentionally misleading arguments, Familiarizing yourself with
the most common logical fallacies can help you to evaluate the arguments of
others and to construct better, more effective arguments of your own.

The following pages define and illustrate some logical fallacies that
you should learn to recognize and avoid.

Begging the Question
The fallacy of begging the question assumes that a statement is self-evident

(or true) when it actually requires proof. A conclusion based on such-

- assumptions cannot be valid. For example, someone who is very religious
could structure an argument the following way:

MAJOR PREMISE  Everything in the Bible is true. '
MINOR PREMISE  The Bible says that Noah built an ark.

CONCLUSION Therefore, Noah's Ark really existed.

A person can accept the conclusion of this syllogism only if he or she also
accepts the major premise, which has not been proven true. Some people
might find this line of reasoning convincing, but others would not—even
if they were religious. ‘
Begging the question occurs any time someone presents a debatable
statement as if it were true. For example, look at the following statement:

You have unfairly limited my right of free speech by refusing to print
my editorial in the college newspaper.

This statement begs the question because it assumes what it should be prov-
ing-—that refusing to print an editorial violates a person’s right to free speech.

- Circular Reasoning

A form of begging the question, circular reasoning occurs when a person
attempts to support a statement by simply repeating the statement in dif-
ferent terms. Consider the following statement:

The conclusion of the statement on the previous page is essentially the
same as its beginning: stealing (which is illegal) is against the law, In other
words, the argument goes in a circle.

Here are some other examples of circular reasoning:

® Lincoln was a great president because he is the best president we
ever had.

# I am for equal rights for women because I am a feminist.

& Illegal immigrants commit crimes because they are illegal.

All of the statements above have one thing in common: they illogically use
the claims themselves as the evidence to support those claims.

Weak Analogy

An analogy is a comparison between two items (or concepts)—one famil-
iar and one unfamiliar. When you make an analogy, you explain the unfa-
miliar item by comparing it to the familiar item. (For a discussion of argu-
ment by analogy, see Chapter 16.)

Although analogies can be effective in arguments, they have limita-
tions. For example, a senator who opposed a government bailout of the
financial industry in 2008 made the following argument: _

This bailout is doomed from the start. It's like pouring milk into a
leaking bucket. As long as you keep pouring milk, the bucket stays
full. But when you stop, the milk runs out the hole in the bottom of
the bucket. What we're doing is throwing maonaey into a big buckst
and not fixing the hole. We have to find the underlying problems that
have caused this part of our economy to get in trouble and pass leg-
islation to solve them. :

The problem with using analogies such as this one is that analogies are
never perfect. There is always a difference between the two things being
compared. The larger this difference, the weaker the analogy—and the
weaker the argument that it supports. For example, someone could point
out to the senator that the financial industry-—and by extension, the whole
economy—is much more complex and multifaceted than a leaking bucket.
To analyze the economy, the senator would have to expand his discussion
beyond this one analogy—which, although striking and accessible, is not
strong enough to carry the weight of the entire argument.

Ad Hominem Fallacy (Personal Attack)

The ad hominem fallacy occurs when someone attacks the character or the
motives of a person instead of focusing on the issues. This line of reasoning




is ilogical because it focuses attention on the person making the argument,
sidestepping the argument itself. :
Consider the following statement:

Dr. Thomson, I'm not sure why we should helieve anything you have
to say about this community heatth cenier. Last year, you left your
husband for another man.

The attack on Dr. Thomson’s character is irrelevant;
it has nothing to do with her ideas about the com-
munity health center. Sometimes, however, a per-
son’s character may have a direct relation to the
issue. For example, if Dr. Thomson had invested in
a company that supplied medical equipment to the
health center, this fact would have been relevant to
the issue at hand.

The ad hominem fallacy also occurs when you
attempt to undermine an argument by associating it
with individuals who are easily attacked. For exam-
ple, consider this statement.

j think your ptan to provide universal heath care
is interesting. I'm sure Marx and Lenin would
agree with you.

Instead of focusing on the specific provisions of the
healthcare plan, the opposition unfairly associates it
with the ideas of Karl Marx and Vladimir Tenin, two
well-known commumnists.

Hasty or Sweeping Generalization
(Jumping to @ Conclusion)
A hasty or sweeping generalization (also called
jumping to a conclusion) occurs when someone
reaches a conclusion that is based on too little evi-
dence. Many people commit this fallacy without
realizing it. For example, when Richard Nixon was
clected president in 1972, film critic Pauline Kael is supposed to have
remarked, “How can that be? No one | know voted for Nixon!” The
general idea behind this statement is that if Kael’'s acquaintances didn’t
vote for Nixon, then neither did other people. This assumption is flawed
because it is based on a small sample.

Sometimes people make hasty generalizations because they strongly
favor one point of view over another. At other times, a hasty generalization

Ad hominem attack
against Charles Darwin,
originator of the theory
of evolution



is simply the result of sloppy thinking. For example, it is easier to sim-
ply say that an instructor is an unusually hard grader than to survey the
instructor’s classes to see if this conclusion is warranted (or to consider
other reasons for your poor performance in a course).

Either/Or Fallacy {False Dilemma)

The either/or fallacy (also called a false dilemma) occurs when a person
says that there are just two choices when there are actually more. In many
cases, the person committing this fallacy tries to force a conclusion by pre-
senting just two choices, one of which is clearly more desirable than the
other. (Parents do this with young children all the time: “Eat your carrots,
or go to bed.”) '

Politicians frequently engage in this fallacy. For example, according
to some politicians, you are either pro-life or pro-choice, pro—gun con-
trol or anti—gun control, pro-stem-cell research or anti-stem-cel} research.
Many people, however, are somewhere in the middle, taking a much more
nuanced approach to complicated issues.

Consider the following statement:

i' can't believe you voted against the bill to build a wall along thp
southern border of the United States. Either you're for protecting our
border, or you're against it.

This staternent is an example of the cither/or fallacy. The person who volted
_against the bill might be against the wall but not against all immigration

restrictions. The person might favor loose restrictions for some people (for
exarnple, migrant workers) and strong restrictions for others (for example,
drug smugglers). By limiting the options to just two, the speaker oversim-
plifies the situation and attempts to force the listener to accept a fallacious
argument.

Equivocation

The fallacy of equivocation occurs when a key term has one meaning in
one part of an argument and another meaning in another part. (When a
term is used unequivocally, it has the same meaning throughout the argu-
ment.) Consider the following old joke: ’

The sign said, “Fine for parking here,” so because it was fine, | parked
there,

Obviously, the word fine has two different meanings in this sentence. The first
time it is used, it means “money paid as a penalty.” The second time, it means
“good” or “satisfactory.”

Most words have more than one meaning, so it is important not to
confuse the various meanings. For an argument to work, a key term has to
have the same meaning every time it appears in the argument. If the mean-
ing shifts during the course of the argument, then the argument cannot be
sound.

Consider the following syllogism:

MAJOR PREMISE  All men are rational.

MINOR PREMISE  No women are men.

CONCLUSION Therefore, no women are rational.
Although this syllogism is valid, it doesn’t make sense. In the major premise
the word men refers to people. In the minor premise, it means males. This shift

in the meaning of men makes the argument unsound.
The same fallacy is apparent in the following statement:

This is supposed to be a free country, but nothing worth having is
ever free,

Just as in the syllogism above, the meaning of a key term shifts. The first
time the word free is used, it means “not under the control of another.”
The second time, it means “without charge.”

Red Herring

This fallacy gets its name from the practice of dragging a smoked fish
across the trail of a fox to mask its scent during a fox hunt. As a result,




the hounds lose the scent and are thrown off the track. The r.ed herring
fallacy occurs when a person raises an irrelevant side issue to divert atten-
tion from the real issue. Used skillfully, this fallacy can distract people and

change the focus of an argument. .
Political campaigns are good sources of examples of the red herring

fallacy. Consider this example from the 2008 presidential race:

| know Senator McCain says he is for the middle class, bqt he and h_is
wife own seven houses. How can we believe his tax proposals will
help the middie class?

The focus of this argument should have been on Senator McCain’s tax
proposals—mnot on the fact that he and his wife own seven houses.
Here is another red herring fallacy from the same political campaign:

Barack Obama wants us to vote for him, but his father was a Musiim.
How can we possibly trust him with national security?

Again, the focus of these remarks should have been Obama’s qualifica-
tions, not the fact that his father was a Muslim.

Slippery Slope

The slippery-slope fallacy occurs when a person argues that one thing
will inevitably result from another. Other names for the slippery-slope fal-
lacy are the foot-in-the-door fallacy and the floodgates fallacy. Both these

names suggest that once you permit certain acts, you inevitably permit
additional acts that eventually lead to disastrous consequences. Typically,
the slippery-slope fallacy presents a series of increasingly unacceptable
eventts that lead to an inevitable, unpleasant conclusion. (Usually, there is
no evidence that such a sequence will actually occar.)

We encounter examples of the stippery-slope fallacy almost daily. Dur-
ing a debate on same-sex marriage, for example, an opponent advanced
this line of reasoning;

If we allow gay marriage, then there is nothing to stop polygamy. And
once we allow this, where will it stop? Will we have to legalize incest—
or even bestiality?

Whether or not you support same-sex marriage, you should recognize the
fallacy of this slippery-slope reasoning. By the last sentence of the passage
above, the assertions have become so outrageous that they approach
parody. People can certainly debate this issue, but not in such a dishonest
and highly emotional way. :

You Also {Tu Quoque) -

The you also fallacy asserts that a statement is false because it is inconsis-
tent with what the speaker has said or done. In other words, a person is
attacked for doing what he or she is arguing against. Parents often encoun-
ter this fallacy when they argue with their teenage children. By introducing
an irrelevant point—“You did it too”—the children attempt to distract
parents and put them on the defensive:

2 How can you tell me not to smoke when you used to smoke?

® Don’t yell at me for drinking. I bet you had a few beers before you
were {fwenty-one. )

& Why do I have be home by midnight? Didn’t you stay out late when
you were my age?

Arguments such as these are irrelevant. People may net follow their own
advice, but that doesn’t mean that their points have no merit,

Appeal to Doubtful Authority

Writers of research papers frequently use the ideas of recognized authori-
ties to strengthen their arguments. Flowever, the sources offered as evidence
need to be respected and credible. The appeal to doubtful authority occurs
when people use the ideas of nonexperts to support their arguments.

Not everyone who speaks as an expert is actually an authority on a
particular jssue. For example, when movie stars give their opinions about
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climate change or foreign affairs—things they may
know little about—they are not speaking as experts;
therefore, they have no authority. (They are experts
when they discuss the film industry.) A similar sita-
ation occurs with the pundits who appear on tele-
vision news shows. Some of these individuals have
solid credentials in the fields they discuss, but oth-
ers offer opinions even though they know little about
the subjects. Unfortunately, many viewers accept the
pronouncements of these “experts” uncritically and
think it is acceptable to cite them to support their
OWn arguments.

How do you determine whether a person you
read about or hear is really an authority? First, make
sure that the person actually has expertise in the field
he or she is discussing. You can do this by checking
his or her credentials on the Internet. Second,
make sure that the person is not biased. No one is
entirely free from bias, but the bias should not be so
extreme that it undermines the person’s authority.
Finally, make sure that you can substantiate what
the so-called expert says or writes. Check one or
two pieces of information in other sources, such
as a basic reference text or online encyclopedia.
Determine if others—especially recognized experts
in the field—confirm this information, If there are
major points of discrepancy, dig further to make sure you are dealing with
a legitimate authority.

Misuse of Statistics

The misuse of statistics occurs when data are misrepresented. Statistics
can be used persuasively in an argument, but sometimes they are dis-
torted—intentionally or unintentionally—to make a point. For example,
a classic ad for toothpaste says that four out of five dentists recommend
Crest toothpaste. What the ad neglects to mention is the number of den-
tists who were questioned. If the company surveyed several thousand den-
tists, then this statistic would be meaningful. If the company surveyed only
ten, however, it would not be.

Misleading statistics can be much subtler (and much more compli-
cated) than the example above. For example, in 2000, there were 16,653
alcohol-related deaths in the United States. According to the National
Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA}, 12,892 of these 16,653
alcohol-related deaths involved at least one driver or passenger who was
legally drunk. Of the 12,892 deaths, 7,326 were the drivers themselves, and



1,594 were legally drunk pedestrians. The remaining 3,972 fatalities were

nonintoxicated drivers, passengers, or nonoccupants. These 3,972 fatali-
ties present a problem because the NHTSA does not indicate which drivers
were at fault. In other words, if a sober driver ran a red light and killed a
legally drunk driver, the NHTSA classified this death as alcohol-related.
For this reason, the original number of alcohol-related deaths—16,653—
is somewhat misleading. (The statistic becomes even more questionable
when you consider that a person is automatically classified as intoxicated if
he or she refuses to take a sobriety test.)

Post Hoc, Ergo Propter Hoc (After This,
- Therefore Because of This)

The post hoc fallacy asserts that because two events occur closely in time,
one event must cause the other. Professional athletes commit the post
hoc fallacy all the time. For example, one major league pitcher wears the
same shirt every timne he has an important game. Because he has won sev-
eral big games while wearing this article of clothing, he believes it brings
him luck.

Many events seem to follow a sequential pattern even though they
actually do not. For example, some people refuse to get a flu vaccine
because they say that the last time they got one, they came down with
the flu. Even though there is no scientific basis for this link, many people
insist that it is true. (The more probable explanation for this situation is
that the flu vaccination takes at least two weeks to take effect, so it is pos-
sible for someone to be infected by the flu virus before the vaccine starts
working.) .

Another health-related issue also illustrates the post hoc fallacy.
Recently, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) studied several
products that claim to cure the common cold. Because the study showed
that these medications were not effective, the FDA ordered the manufac-
turers to stop making false claims about their products. Despite this fact,
however, many people still buy these products. When questioned, they say
the medications actually work, Again, the explanation for this phenom-
enon is simple. Most colds last just a few days. As the FDA pointed out in
its report, people who took the medications would have begun feeling bet-
ter with or without them.

Non Seqﬁitur {lt Does Mot Follow)

The non sequitur fallacy occurs when a conclusion does not follow from
the premises. Frequently, the conclusion is supported by weak or irrele-
£ vant evidence—or by no evidence at all. Consider the following statement:

LY

Megyn might drive an expensive car, but this is not evidence that she hasa
high salary. She could, for example, be leasing the car or paying it off over
a five-year period, or it could have been a gift.

Non sequiturs are common in political arguments. Consider this statement:

Gangs, drugs, and extreme violence plague today’s prisons. The only
way to address this issue is to release all nonviolent offenders as
soon as possible.

This assessment of the prison system may be accurate, but it dpesn’t follow
that because of this situation, all nonviolent offenders should be released
immediately.

Scientific arguments also contain non sequiturs. Consider the follow-
ing statement that was made during a debate on global warming:

Recently, the polar ice caps have thickened, and the temperature of
the oceans has stabilized. Obviously, the earth is healing itself. We
don't need to do more to control global warming.

Even if you accept the facts of this argument, you need to see more evi-
dence before you can conclude that no action against global warming is
necessary. For example, the cooling trend could be temporary, or other
areas of the earth could still be growing warmer.

Bandwagon Appeal (Ad Populum})

The fallacy of the bandwagon appeal occurs when you try to convince people
that something is true because it is widely held to be true, It is easy to see
the problem with this line of reasoning, Hundreds of years ago, most people
believed that the sun revolved around the earth and that the earth was flat, As
we know, the fact that many people held these beliefs did not make them true.

The underlying assumption of the bandwagon appeal is that the more
people who believe something, the more likely it is to be true. Without
supporting evidence, however, this form of argument cannot be valid.
For example, consider the following statement made by a driver who was
stopped by the police for speeding:

Officer, | didnt do anything wrdng. Everyone around me was going
the same speed.

As the police officer was quick to point out, the driver’s argument missed
the point: he was doing fifty-five miles an hour in a thirty-five-mile-an-
hour zone, and the fact that other drivers were also speeding was irrel-
evant, If the driver had been able to demonstrate that the police officer
was mistaken—that he was driving more slowly or that the speed limit was
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actually sixty miles an hour—then his argument would have had merit. In
this case, the fact that other drivers were going the same speed would be
relevant because it would support his contention.

Since most people want to go along with the crowd, the bandwagon
appeal can be very effective. For this reason, advertisers use it all the time. For
exarmple, a book publisher will say that a book has been on the New York Times
bestseller list for ten weeks, and a pharmaceutical company will say that its
brand of aspirin outsells other brands four to one. These appeals are irrelevant,
however, because they don’t address the central questions: Is the book actually
worth reading? Is one brand of aspirin really better than other brands?

© EXERCISE 5.8

Determine which of the following statements are logical arguments and
which are fallacies. If the statement is not logical, identify the fallacy that

best applies.

1. Almost all the students | talked to said that they didn’t like the sena-
tor. I'm sure he'll lose the election on Tuesday. ‘

10.
11.

12,

13.

14.
15,
16.

17.

18.

19.

20,

This car has a noisy engine; therefore, it must create a lot of poliutig
n

{ don't know how Professor Resnick can be such a hard grader, He'
always late for class, e

A vote for the bill to limit gun sales in the city is a vote against the
Second Amendment.

It's only fair to pay your fair share of taxes.

I had an internship at a government agency last summer, and no one
there worked very hard. Government workers are lazy.

[t's a clear principle of law that people are not allowed to vell “Fipet”
in a crowded theater. By permitting protestors to hold a rally dows.
town, Judge Cohen is allowing them to do just this.

Of course this person is guilty. He wouldn't be in jail if he weren't 4
criminal.

Schools are like families; therefore, teachers (like parents) should be
allowed to discipline their kids.

Everybody knows that staying out in the rain can make you sick.

When we had a draft in the 1960s, the critme rate was low. We should
bring back the draft.

'm not a doctor, but | play one on TV. | recommend Vicks Formula 44
cough syrup.

Some people are complaining about public schobls, so there must be
a problem.

If you aren't part of the solution, you're part of the problem.
All people are mortal. James is & person. Therefore, James is mortal.

| don't know why you gave me an F for handing in someone else’s
essay. Didn’t you ever copy something from someone else?

First the government stops us from buying assault rifles. Then, it lim-
its the number of handguns we can buy. What will come next? Soon,

- they'll try to take away all our guns.

Shakespeare was the world’s greatest playwright; therefore, Macheth
must be a great play.

Last month | bought a new computer. Yesterday, | installed some
new software. This morning my computer wouldn't start up. The new
software must be causing the problem. N

Madonna is against testing pharmaceutical and cosmetics products
on animals, and that’s good enough for me.




