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ChapterSeven

ChapterSeven:
Fallacies

What is a fallacy? Simply put, a fallacy is an
error in reasoning. A fallacy can arise for two reasons:
(1) wemistakenly assume that we have provenour
conclusion when we have not; or (2) we assume we
havestrongerevidencefor the conclusion thanthere
reallyis. Usually, thismeansthatthekind of evidence
needed tosupporttheconclusionislacking. A fallacy
doesnot mean that the conclusionisnecessary false,
but that the premises provided are not strong enough
to demonstrate that the conclusionis true. There are
also fallacies that have faulty inferences at their base.
Why should we study fallacies? First and most
importantly,sothatyouwon’tcommitthem! Youwant
your reasoning to be sound and valid, and the surest
way to meet these goals is to avoid fallacies. Second,
learning aboutfallaciesisa great way tocorrectbiases
in your own reasoning that may be too deep to spot
withoutmore focused analysis. You'dbeamazed how
much bad reasoning you may have learned from
parents, family, friends, teachers, your culture, or the
intellectual environment you’ve been raised in. This
brings me to the third point: you want to learn about
fallacies so you canspot the errors inreasoning others
commit. Politicians, lawyers, newspaper reporters,
bloggers, and Wikipedia are just a few of the guilty
parties,buttherearemanymore. Evenworse, fallacies
don’tjusthappen by accident; they are often commit-
ted with some kind of intent in mind which is often to
createacertainreaction.Identifyingthemenablesyou
to make clear and educated choices about who and
whattobelieve. Thiswillhelpyouavoidtofalling prey
todeceitful schemes or helping spread falseinforma-

tion,and itwill also enable you to communicate more
effectively with others.

Appeal to Authority

(Latin: Arqumentum ad Verecundiam) This is an attempt
to prove a conclusion by an improper appeal to the
opinion of an authority: The appeal is most easily
identified as improper when the authority is irrelevant
and/or unrecognized in the area.

Examples:
My mom saysifIeat watermelon seeds,a plant will
grow inmy belly and I'll turn green. Because my mom

said it,it must be true.

I'think that the earth is flat because I'm a fan of the hip-
hop artist B.o.B. and professional basketball player Kyrie
Irving, and both of them say that the Earth is flat.

The President said that violent crime in the city of
Chicagoisabsolutely outof control. He'sthe President;

surely, he knows about these things.

Iama tiny potato,and I believe in you. Youcan do the

thing.

It should be noted here that not all appeals to
authority are faulty. When you are sick, you probably
visit your doctor and take their advice, and when you
getintolegal trouble you proceed according towhat
alawyer tells you.So,anappeal to authority can be
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relevant and proper when the authority you appeal
to is recognized as having authoritative expertise in
thatarea. Wemayalsorely onitif we ourselveslack
thenecessary information or experience called for,
and we cannot acquire the information we need

for the argument ourselves. To appeal to statements
madeby Buzz Aldrinabout the moon’ssurfaceisa
proper application of authority. Likewise, to appeal

tostatementsmadeinalocalnewspaperaboutwhen

anewly-built bridge will open to the publicis also
a proper application of authority. When we look at
reasonable doubt, we'll discuss some ways to decide
whether a given authority can be trusted, and when
they probably shouldn't.

Appeal to Emotion

Anyattempttomakesomeoneaccepta
propositionor argumentby arousingand
exploiting their emotions is likely to partake of
this fallacy. The most usual form thisfallacy takes
isanappeal topity (Latin: Arqumen- tum ad
Misericordiam) but the general form is any
argumentinwhichastrongemotionalappealis
meant to subvert someone’s rational thinking.
Remember: Yourfeelings, by themselves, donot
establish truth.

Yourfeelings mighthelp promptyoutowardsa
prima facieinterpretation of things. But that'snot
thesame as knowing for certain thata
propositionis true or that an argument is sound.

Examples:

The defendant should not be found guilty of this
crime. Her life has been filled with endless abuse,
a lack of love and respect, and so many

hardships.

Youand Imetina pastlife. Iknow this because
when Ifirstmetyou,apowerfulfeeling of

recognitionswept over me.

TheMontreal Canadiensare going towinthe

Stanley Cup this year. I just know it!

“Searchyourfeelings,youknowittobetrue!” —
Darth Vader.

Appeal to Tradition

(Latin: Argumentum ad Antiquitatem) This fallacy
happens when someone cites the historical preferences
and practices of a culture or even a particular person,
as evidence for a proposition or argument being cor-
rect. Traditions are often passed down from generation
to generation, with the explanation for continuity
being’this is the way it has been done before’, which is
of coursenotavalid reason. Theage of something does
not entail its truth or falsity.

Examples:
Wehave turkey for Thanksgiving dinner and duck for
Christmas dinner every year, because that is what my

parents and grandparents always had.

WheneverIbuy anew broom for thehouse,Ialways cut
off the top ten inches of the handle. My mom did that
when she boughta new broom, and so did my grand-

mother before her.

Itis,however,importanttoconsider theseargu-
ments carefully. It is not always reasonable to dismiss
anargumentjustbecauseitrecounts the way things
havealwaysbeenif thereisnootherjustification for
continuing to do things that way.Some customs in
religion, jurisprudence, thearts, etc.,gain theirforce
and theirappeal because they partake of honoured
tradition. Forexample:

When Muslims face Mecca to pray, they are
participating in an ancient cultural and spiritual
tradition whichreminds them of their religious com-
mitmentsand unites themintoa global and historical
community.

The key indicator here is whether we adopt or
dismissanideabecauseit’sold, and for no other reason.
Theremustalsobeareasonwhyitmattersthatanidea
is old.
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Appeal to Popularity

(Latin: Argumentum ad Numeram) Here, a speaker
attemptstouse the popularity of a position or premise
as evidence for its truthfulness. This is a fallacy because
the popularity of somethingisirrelevanttowhetherit
istrue or false. It is one that sometimes is difficult to
spot or prevent committing because common sense
oftensuggests thatif somethingis popularitmustbe
true and/or valid.

Example:
Allthemothersinmy child’sdaycarearegivingquinoa
to their kids, so it must be the best thing for them.

TheiPodisagreatproduct. Tenmillion peoplebought

one.

Most people believe that driving a sport utility vehicle
is safer than driving an ordinary car. Ten million SUV
owners cannot be wrong.

The singer George Whats-His-Nameholds concerts in
football stadiums and always attracts a crowd of

50,000 people or more. His music must be really

good.

Sometimes the number of people who
believe something can be relevant, but those are
usually cases where the proposition at stake is
the popularity or distribution of something. For
example:

I'veseenlots of peoplewearing greenbowler hats
this year. They mustbebecoming very
fashionable. And since I want to be fashionable,

I'm going to get one for myself.

The argument here is not directly about the
popularity of greenbowlerhats, butinstead about
the speaker’swishtobefashionable;i.e., towear
thesame thing as many other people.

Straw Man Fallacy

Like the red herring, a straw man tends to happen
whenone personiscriticizing orattacking another’s
position or argument. It occurs when she misrepre-
sentsor purposely distorts the position orargument
of her opponentinordertoweakenit, thus defeating
itmore easily. The name vividly depicts the action.
Imagine two fighters in a ring: One of them builds
amanmade of straw (like a scarecrow), beatsitup
horribly, and then declares victory. While doing this,
his or herreal opponentstandsinthering,completely
untouched. The straw man is considered to be one of
thecommonestfallacies;in particularweseeitinused
in political, religious, and ethical debates.

Examples:

The Leader of the Oppositionisagainst the purchase of
new submarines and helicopters. Clearly, he is okay with
our country being defenceless and open toinvasion by

our enemies.

The members of Black Lives Matter say that they are
fighting racism. But they are actually hypocrites, because

they are implying that white lives don’t matter.

Noticehow thesecond examplethereisalso
aformalfallacy.Categorical propositionsdonot
automatically imply their own double-negatives: If
all black lives are things that matter ('AllS are P’), it
doesnotfollow thatallnonblacklives are things that
don’tmatter (‘allnot-Sisnot-P’); there could be other
things that are also P.Straw man fallacies are often
constructed around non-sequiturs like that.

Red Herring

(Latin: Ignoratio elenchi) This fallacy is committed
when someone raises an irrelevant issue in the middle
of an argument, derails the original discussion, and
causes the argument to contain two totally different
and unrelated issues. You recognize the insertion of
ared herring ina discussion when you begin your
argumentaboutonethingand end up arguingabout
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somethingelse entirely.If notcaughtand removed,
thisfallacy makesany premises that were usedlogi-
cally out the outset unrelated to the conclusion. Itisa
distraction tactic, and often used to avoid addressing
criticisms or attacks by an opponent. This device is
very commonly seen in political debates. It is also
often seen in debates when someone makes an excuse
for not doing something he was asked to do.

Examples:

The ‘Occupy Wall Street” protesters complain that
corporations and their money control Washington. But
their camps are messy and disorganized and are known
to have homeless people and drug addicts living in
them,and they are makinglife hell for the shop owners

in their area.

Idon’tbelieve thatclimate changed iscaused by human
activity,because Al Gore made thatmovie An Inconve-
nient Trutheventhoughheisn’tascientist. Filmmakers
who are not scientists shouldn’t make films about

science.

Question: “Did you clean your room?” Answer: “Well I
started, butit got too hot up there. Youknow, wereally
need togettheairconditioning fixed. And why haven't

you taken me shopping for summer clothes yet?”

Thefallacies of Red Herring and Straw Manlook
similar,and it'seasy to mistake onefor theother. Asa
generalrule:Straw maninvolves deception,andred
herring involves distraction.

Abusing the Man

(Latin: Arqumentum ad Hominem) Thisisany attempt
todisproveapropositionorargumentbylaunching
a personal attack on the author of it. A person’s
character, or any of her actions thatare unrelated to
thediscussion,doesnotnecessarily predictthetruth
orfalsity ofa propositionorargument. Ad hominem
arguments, and genetic fallacy arguments in general,
fail because they say nothing about the propositions
being discussed. They are types of criticisms that

attack something by raising facts that are perhaps
tangentially related to the argument, but are logically
irrelevant.

Examples:

Weshouldn't listen to those Antifa protesters. They are
alljustarabble of troublemakers, and they only care

about themselves.

Jane says that it is statistically very likely that other plan-
etsin the galaxy haveintelligentlife. But she dabblesin
the occult and reads Tarot cards, so she can’tbe taken

seriously.

Avariationof thisfallacy is called poisoning the
well. Itis a way of attacking someone’s honesty, so
thatall future arguments presented by that person
will be preemptively rejected, orif notrejected then
immediately subject to unnecessarily severe scrutiny.
The name arose from an exchange between British
novelist and Protestant clergyman Charles Kingsley
and the Catholic theologian John Henry Cardinal
Newman. Kinglsey argued that Newman’s claims could
notbe trusted because, asa Catholic, hisfirstloyalty is
to the Pope and not to the truth. Newman replied that
insuchasituation, no Catholiccould discussanything
withanyone:Kingsley, hesaid, had “poisoned thewell
of discourse’.

Therecanbesomecircumstancesinwhichfacts
aboutanargument’sorigins, oritsspeaker, may be
relevant:

* Whenthespeakerisraisinganargumentaboutatopic
inwhichhe probably does nothaverelevantskills, or
adequate knowledge.

* When the speaker being criticised is biased; that is,
whenthespeakerholds ontosome value orbeliefeven
after that value or belief has been shown to be wrong.

* When thespeaker beingcriticised is probably ina con-
flict of interest; for instance, when the speakerislikely
going to directly and personally benefit from having his

argument accepted.
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Those circumstances are sometimes good prima
facie grounds for reasonable doubt, but they are not
groundsforautomatically rejectinganargument. For
instance, when a businessman who produces and sells
electriccarsmakesanargumentfor why theeconomy
should letgooffossil fuelsand transitiontorenewable
energy sources, the fact that he stands to profitfrom
thesale of electric cars does not discount hisargument
abouttheneed forrenewable energy.In general, even
whenafactabouttheargument’ssourceisrelevantto
the analysis of the argument, it is still better to study
the argument’s own merits and flaws when deciding to
accept or reject it. After all, having good grounds
forreasonable doubtis not the same as finding thelogic
of anargument unsound. With thatin mind, consider
whether the following are plain cases of ad hominem,
or whether there is any merit to them:

Jones says we should decriminalize marijuana, because
thatwould free the police to concentrate on more seri-
ous matters. Butyou'd expecthim tosay that: He'sa pot

smoker himself.

The safety report about genetically modified food can’t
be trusted. It was written by scientists who work for
the same company that makes the genetically modified

seeds.
False Cause

(Latin: Post hoc ergo propter hoc) This fallacy comes
about when one argues that because X happened
immediately after Y,that Y was the cause of X. Or,
when concerning event types: Event type X happened
immediately aftereventtype Y;therefore,eventtype
Y caused event type X.In a sense, itis jumping toa
conclusion based upon coincidence, rather than on
sufficienttesting, repeated occurrence, orevidence.

Examples:
Thesunalwaysrisesafew minutesafter therooster

crows.So, the roostercrowingcauses thesuntorise.

Once the government passed the new gun laws, gun

7.15. Abusing the Man

“The sun always rises
a few minutes after the
rooster crows. So, the
rooster crowing causes
the sun to rise.”
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violencedropped by 10%;therefore, thenew gunlaws
are working and caused the occurrence of gun violence

to drop.
Complex Question Fallacy

(Alsoknownasaloaded question, trick question,
or fallacy of presupposition) This fallacy asks a
question that has a presupposition built in, which
implies something (which is often questionable)
but protects the person asking the question from
accusations of false claims or evenslander.

Examples:
Wasitfrom The Pirate Bay or some othersite that

you illegally downloaded your MP3s?

Iheard alotof noiseinmy back yard last night.So,
did you climb the fence to get in, or pick the lock
on the gate?

Which church do you and your wife attend?

Topickapartthelastexample:Ifaddressed
to aman,itassumesthathe mustbe married, that
his partnerisa woman, and that both of them
attend church —even though that might not be
the case.

Equivocation

(Alsoknownas doublespeak) Thisisafallacy where
one uses an ambiguous term or phrase in more than
one sense, thus rendering the argument misleading.
The ambiguity in this fallacy is lexical and not gram-
matical, meaning thetermor phrasethatis
ambiguous has two distinct meanings. One can often
see equivoca- tion in jokes.

Examples:

If youdon’t pay your exorcist, you can getrepossessed.

Afeatherislight,and whateverislightcannotbe

dark; therefore, a feather cannot be dark.

Hamburgers are better thannothing. And there’snoth-

ing better than a good steak. Therefore, hamburgers are

better than steak.

Allmenaremortal. Nowomanis aman. Therefore,no

woman is mortal.

My unclehasalaw practice. Butthatmeans he’snota
good lawyer: After all, he’s only practicing.

Begging the Question

(Latin: Petitio Principii) Thisis also sometimes called
circularfallacy:Itisthefallacy of attempting toprove
somethingbyassumingtheverythingyouaretrying to
prove.Inits form, the conclusion occurs as one of the
premises, or concerningachain of arguments the final
conclusionis a premise inan earlier argument.

Examples:
All of the statements in Smith’s book Crab People Walk
Among Usaretrue. Why,heevensaysintheprefacethat his

book only contains true statements and first-hand stories.

It'salwaysimmoral tolie to someone because the actof

prevarication is contrary to moral principles.

He'sinjail. Innocent people don’t go tojail, only guilty

people do. So, clearly, he’s guilty!
False Dilemma

(Alsoknownasfalse dichotomy, black-and-white
fallacy) This fallacy arises when only two choices are
offered inanargument or proposition, whenin facta
greaternumber of possible choices could exist between
the two extremes. False dilemmas typically contain
‘either...or’" in their structure.

Either you help us kill the zombies, or you love them.

Our internetsecurity law is designed to catch sexual
predatorswhousetheinternettolure theirvictims.So,
either you support our law, or you are sheltering the

paedophiles.
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You are with us, or you are with the terrorists.

Either you were hallucinating, or those lights you saw
in the sky were alien spacecraft!

Hasty Generalization

(Also known as argument from small numbers,
unrepresentative sample) Thisfallacy occursinthe
realm of statistics. It happens when a conclusion or
generalizationis drawnabouta populationand itis
based onasamplethatis toosmall toproperly
repre- sentit. The problem with a sample thatis too
smallis thatthevariability ina populationisnot
captured,so the conclusion is inaccurate.

Examples:

My grandfather drankabottle of whiskey and
smoked threecigarsaday,andhelived tobe 95 years
old. There- fore, daily smokingand drinking cannot
bethatbad for you.

I don’t believe that global warming is happening.
After all, the last five years have been cooler than

usual.
Faulty Analogy

This one occurs when someone uses an analogy to
prove or disprove an argument or position, but
this analogy istoo dissimilar tobe effective. Thereare
two important things to remember about
analogies: No analogy is perfect, and even the most
dissimilar objects cansharesome commonality or
similarity. Analogies are neither true nor false, but
come in degrees from identical or similar to
extremely dissimilar or different.

Insome ways the fallacy of faulty analogyisalot
liketheargumentby shared properties. However, the
fallacious version of the argument pretends to be a
deduction, whereas the argument by shared
properties isaninduction,and itcan be measured for
howstrong or weak itis.

Not believing in the monster under the bed
because youhavenotyetseenitwithyourowneyes
islikenot believing the Titanic sank becauseno one
saw ithitthe bottom.

7.26. TuQuoque

Dogsare warm-blooded, nurse their young,and give
birth to puppies. Humans are warm blooded and nurse

theiryoung. Therefore, humans givebirth to puppies.

During your years at college, you had almostno free
time.Now you say youwanttodoanightcoursewitha
local artists’ club. You'llend up withno free time again.

The anti-poverty activists blockaded one of the bridges
over the city when I was driving to work this morning.
They were loud and aggressive, and they wasted a lot of

people’s time: They're just as bad as the Nazis.

Tu Quoque

(Latin:“youalso’) Thisisthefallacy ofasking'Butwhat
aboutyou? Itistherhetorical device thatis often used
by people whoareaccused of something; forinstance,
of harming someone or making mistakes. They might
want to deflect attention away from themselves by
accusinganother person, perhapstheaccuser, of com-
mitting the same mistakes or harms. But this is only

a deflection technique: It is not proof (nor disproof)
of anything. In this respect, tu quoqueis a variation of
some other fallacy,such as red herring, or ad hominem.

Speaker 1: This man running for office campaigned
againstsame-sex marriage, buthe wascaughtby the
policeinanairport bathroom with a male prostitute.I
can’t vote for him.

Speaker 2: But what about your candidate’s emails? She
used a private email server for government business.
She’s just as bad!

Slippery Slope

This fallacy involves arguing that taking some particu-
lar action will inevitably or necessarily lead to other
(usually bad) consequences, without providing enough
reasons why the further consequencesareinevitable.

Examples:
If we legalize gay marriage, pretty soon people will want
tomarry their sisters and brothers, their children, and

even their animals!

If weallow more English schoolsin Quebec,eventually

we will have to allow more English-speaking businesses.
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Thenwholetownswill becomemoreand more
English, and the French language will practically
disappear!

As a general rule (although there are
exceptions), people use the slippery slope
argumentin order to make others afraid of
something thatinreality they have no good
reason tofear.
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