
Logical Fallacies: The Counterfeit of Sound Argument

Fallacies are irrational arguments designed to sway opinion through the use of emotion and psychological trickery, in lieu of sound reasoning. Unfortunately, the person engaging in these kinds of arguments often truly believes he/she is constructing a sound argument, and gets angry when others don’t see the “logic” contained in the argument presented.

The following are some basic fallacies that are commonly found in everyday persuasive situations (e.g., letters to the editor, political debates, common disagreements at work, school or home, even in freshman composition papers). Fallacies are designed to work through diversion and attack: diversion from the original subject and attack on some other irrelevant point.

Types of fallacies:

Ad hominem fallacy: This translates from the Latin to “to the man.” This is a personal attack on your opponent disguised as an argument. Basically, you attack the person espousing the idea instead of the idea itself.

An ad hominem fallacy is committed when:

· we become verbally abusive toward another person when we’re supposed to be criticizing his/her idea
· we attempt to discredit an argument by alluding to certain circumstances that affect the opponent or his/her position 

Example: Sen. Roberts is dead wrong about this education proposal. But if you want to listen to a man who lied on his tax returns, then go ahead.
Other examples:

You can’t expect Democrats to protect marriage, because Bill Clinton cheated on his wife. 

You can't believe Jack when he says there is no God because he stole from his employer. That means he’s immoral.

Person A: There is a God and archaeological records of the Middle East prove it.

Person B: Well, that's what I'd expect a fundamentalist Christian preacher to say. His livelihood depends on it.

Hasty Generalization: A generalization made on the basis of a single experience.

Evidence: 
Rattlesnakes are poisonous.



Coral snakes are poisonous.



Water Moccasins are poisonous.

Conclusion:
All snakes are poisonous. 

Stereotypes: A particular kind of hasty generalization — a fixed idea about the characteristics of certain groups of people. 

Jane, who is a Martian, worked as a teller for City Bank. She embezzled $200,000 and disappeared. Now, no Martians in the city can be trusted. 

Either-or-Fallacy: considering only the extremes. Many people use Aristotelian either/or logic tending to describe in terms of up/down, black/white, true/false, love/hate, etc. (e.g., You either like it or you don't. He either stands guilty or not guilty. You’re either with the terrorists or you want to fight the terrorists.) Many times, a continuum occurs between the extremes that people fail to see. The universe also contains many "maybes."

You say you’re against the death penalty, so I guess you’d like to just see these murderers set free.

The air is polluted, so we must ban cars in the city limits. 

Central High School is dangerously overcrowded. There are 1,800 students in a building designed for 1,100. Either we have to build a new school this year or we have to tell 700 students they can no longer come to school. OR SHOULD WE FIND A DIFFERENT WAY TO RELIEVE THIS OVERCROWDING?
Argument from Omniscience: (e.g., All people believe in something. Everyone knows that. That’s common sense.) An arguer would need omniscience to know about everyone's beliefs or disbeliefs or about their knowledge. Beware of words like "all," "everyone,"  "everything," "absolute."
Circular Reasoning /Begging the Question: This is when someone presumes as true in the beginning what they intend to prove logically at the conclusion of their argument.

These often surface in the form of arguments intended to rationally prove the existence of God.

If God doesn’t exist, then there must be some being deceiving much of the world into thinking He does exists.

There is no such deceiver that I can see.

Therefore, God must exist. 

Ex: (Q) Is capital punishment effective? (A) Capital punishment is necessary because without it murders would increase.

Ex: "If such actions were not illegal, then they would not be prohibited by the law."
Ex: We must encourage our youth to worship God to instill moral behavior. (But does religion and worship actually produce moral behavior?)

Jack is the best candidate for student government because he is better than all the other candidates. 

The law giving preference to veterans of the armed forces for government jobs is unfair because it gives veterans a slight advantage in applying for any government job. 
Two Wrongs Fallacy/ "You Too": This is when you defend a particular wrongdoing by drawing attention to another instance of the same behavior that apparently went unchallenged and was, therefore, accepted by implication.

Examples: 

You get pulled over for speeding and asking the officer why he/she didn't pull over others who were also speeding. This is the old "I was just keeping up with traffic" excuse.

Why did you hit your brother?

He hit me first.

Misunderstanding the Nature of Statistics: (e.g., the majority of people in the United States die in hospitals, therefore, stay out of them.) "Statistics show that, of those who contract the habit of eating,  very few survive." -- Wallace Irwin
Slippery Slope Fallacy: This is really common with those who want to make illegal that which they view as sinful. It’s objecting to something because one incorrectly assumes that it will necessarily lead to other undesirable consequences.

These arguments are faulty because they assume a causal relation [cause-effect relationship] between the first course of action and the imagined effects of that decision.

Example: If we allow homosexuals to marry each other, then we’ll eventually have to legalize pedophilia and bestiality.

Although this argument was common with some politicians during the gay-marriage debate (as well as during the debate over civil rights for black Americans in the 1960s), it is a fallacy. For one thing, the argument tries to compare apples to oranges. Bestiality involves animals and pedophilia involves children. The argument over gay marriage involved consenting (human) adults. There exists no logical connection between laws concerning consenting adults and those concerning animals or children. To pretend so is to draw a connection not supported by sound logic. 

In addition, the argument also begs the question in that it assumes there is a “correct” form of sexuality, then comes up with arguments trying to “prove” that other forms of sexuality are immoral, and that, as such, should remain illegal. 

Fallacy of Appealing to Unqualified Authority: This is just what it sounds like. Although there are valid cases where an appeal to scientific, technical or some other authority is warranted, this fallacy involves appealing to authorities in normative situations where experts have no empirical means or scientific procedures to settle disputes.

Beck is a Scientologist, and everybody knows Beck is a great musical innovator.

Therefore, scientologists must be smart.

Beck might have something to say about pop music, but he’s not an expert on religion.

Evidence: 
Dr. Raines is a well-known psychiatrist. 



He’s said publicly that he doesn’t believe in global warming.

Conclusion:
Global warming doesn’t hold up to scientific standards. 

Always ask yourself the following: Does the person mentioned have anything to say about the subject at hand.

Fallacy of Appealing to Religious Authority: These are arguments based on religious faith, not logical reasoning.

Eating shrimp at Red Lobster is wrong because the Bible says it’s wrong. 

Drinking alcohol is evil because Allah forbids it.

Even though you passed all the tests and had perfect attendance, you get an “F” in this course because God spoke to me and said he wants you to repeat Calculus 201. 

Only Cause Fallacy: Naming only one cause in a situation containing numerous factors.
Ronald Reagan ended the Cold War. 

I drank a Dr. Pepper, then my headache went away. This means Dr. Pepper cures headaches.

He started listening to Slayer in the eighth grade, and he was addicted to heroin by the time he was a junior in high school. Listening to Slayer causes people to get hooked on heroin. 

Faulty Premise: In a deductive argument, the premises must be true in order for a true conclusion to be possible. Also, the major premise must not contain a limiting word, such as “some,” “many,” of “few,” or the conclusion will not be valid. 
Fallacy of Guilt by Association: This is an attempt to win an argument by drawing attention to the opponent's alleged association with some group or an individual that has already been discredited.

The civil rights marchers are wrong because the Communist Party helps to fund the rally.

Post Hoc: After this, because of this …

Evidence: 
Yesterday, it rained.



Yesterday, I failed my math test. 

Conclusion: 
Every time it rains, I am going to fail my math test. 

False Analogy: An true analogy is a comparison in which two dissimilar things are shown to have at least one quality in common.

Being a parent is like having a full-time job. The responsibilities are enormous, and the work week is long. Doing a good job requires a tremendous amount of time, energy, and expense. Parents, therefore, should be paid by the government for caring for their children. 

Red Herring Fallacy: This is a fallacy in which the person tries to change the subject during a debate. Since the person arguing cannot win the argument, he tries to change the subject so that the argument will be easier to win.

A: You really expect me to believe that you were working late?
B: Honey, did I tell you that my mother is coming for a visit?
Straw Man Fallacy: This is a type of red herring fallacy in which someone misrepresents what others have said so we can make that person’s arguments clearly unacceptable. This is one of the most common fallacies you’ll see on Fox News.

Example: You say something like (Senator Smith would have you believe that Hussein was no threat to us at all, like Iraq was a good ally.) when, in reality, Sen. Smith argued that a policy of containment was more likely to protect the U.S. from attack than a preemptive military strike. You attack the person on a point he never tried to make.
Look at this argument from James Dobson of the political action group Focus on the Family:

Some of you may have seen the 90-minute ABC network television show…entitled 'Growing Up in the Age of AIDS'.… I was one of nine guests on that live program.… …[A] single 45-second sound bite cost me a long journey and two hectic days in New York City.

Why…did I travel to The Big Apple for such an insignificant role? …I felt a responsibility to express the abstinence position on national television.… How sad that adolescents hear only the dangerous 'safe sex' message from adults who should know better.

What follows, then, is what I would have said on television.…

Moderator: Why, apart from moral considerations, do you think teenagers should be taught to abstain from sex until marriage?

Not one of 800 sexologists at a recent conference raised a hand when asked if they would trust a thin rubber sheath to protect them during intercourse with a known HIV infected person. … And yet they're perfectly willing to tell our kids that 'safe sex' is within reach and that they can sleep around with impunity.  

Source: James C. Dobson, in a fund-raising letter for "Focus on the Family", February 13, 1992.

The argument is not whether condom use is perfectly safe, or that it’s as safe as abstinence. In addition, arguing that condom use is safer than unprotected sex has nothing to do with encouraging young people to be more sexually active. 

The argument about safe-sex education in schools is that it is safer to have sex with condoms than without them. Dobson shifts the argument to one that is easy to win: No sex is safer than sex with a condom. Who could argue with that?

He’s killed the straw man he’s constructed, but his real enemy remains unscathed.

In the Straw Man fallacy, the arguer introduces a new subject into the discussion that has a superficial similarity to the topic under discussion. The new subject is so emotionally charged that people cannot resist arguing about it, even though it is off the original subject. Presumably, if the arguer can win the debate on this new subject, he will be perceived as having won the debate on the original subject. 

This often works for politicians because most people are untrained in basic logic.
Another example: So you think that doctor-assisted suicide is morally acceptable? You probably also think that an unborn human being is just a 'choice.'

One has nothing to do with the other. The straw man constructed here is about abortion, whereas the actual argument is about doctor-assisted suicide. 
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