
LOGICAL FALLACIES

Fallacies occur in argument when a writer or speaker does not present a logical claim or logical evidence to back the original claim.  Fallacies grow out of such problems as insufficient evidence, irrelevant information, ambiguity, and drawing faulty conclusions.  You should learn to identify the most common types of fallacies, both so you can more critically judge others' arguments and so you avoid falling into these errors in your own writing.

Card stacking: Concealing, withholding, or ignoring evidence, or selecting only that evidence favorable to your side.

Richard Nixon was a family man, an experienced politician, and world-known.  Let's build him the national monument he deserves!

Hasty Generalization: Drawing conclusions from too little evidence.  This is the chief error in reasoning.  
The last two National Spelling Bee champions were home-schooled; obviously being educated at home is the best  form of education.

Post Hoc: The Latin name of this fallacy means "After this, so because of this."  Assuming that one event which follows another must have been caused by the first event.


My sister's grades fell after she started dating Ron, so I'd say Ron is a 

bad influence on her.

Ad Hominem: The Latin means "to the person."  Attacking a person's character or attributes (gender, racial, political, religious, etc.) instead of addressing his or her argument.  

Nobody cares what you have to say; we all know you're a member of the ACLU.

Inappropriate Authority:  Using a celebrity or authority figure's name to support an issue which is not really his or her expertise.


Susan Sarandon believes the convicted killer should be pardoned.

Bandwagon: Appeal to peer pressure or group identity


Don't you want to be rich, too?  My sales plan really works. 

Tu Quoque: Literally, "you did it too."  Trying to deflect criticism of an idea or argument by saying, "Practice what you preach"; accusing the person arguing of failing to follow his or her own advice or stand, regardless of whether the argument itself is sound.

John McCain is such a hypocrite!  He wants to reform campaign funding yet he's taken plenty of contributions in the past.

Red Herring: Changing the subject in order to distract from the main argument; a favorite tool of politicians asked tough questions and students stuck on an essay exam.

In order to understand the causes of the Civil War, we must look at the fact that humans are warlike beings.  The history of the world is full of wars.

Begging the Question: Claiming to reach a conclusion which is, in fact, only a restatement of the issue being argued; also called circular reasoning.

Why do I believe murderers should get the death penalty?  They're killers, that's why!

Slippery Slope: Claiming that one fairly insignificant event must inevitably snowball into a terrible outcome.


If you have ice cream for dessert every night, you'll gain a hundred 

pounds by the end of the year.

Equivocation: (1)Twisting a secondary meaning of a word and claiming that it has the same weight as another meaning.

That senator claims to be one of the most conservative out there, but I wouldn't trust him.  That ponytail and those boots he wears aren't very conservative clothing.

(2) Using doublespeak; trying to hide the truth behind a euphemism or passive voice.

We didn't retreat; we had a retrograde mobilization of our forces.


Bombs were dropped on civilians in Bosnia.

False Dilemma: Claiming that there are only two alternatives to choose from when in fact there are many options; refusing to see gray areas.


Either you take out massive student loans or you can't go to college.

Misleading Statistics: Claiming that certain figures are drawn from a much more significant sample than they actually are.

4 out of 5 dentists recommend Crest toothpaste.

MORE EXAMPLES:

1. Keith didn't do well in track this year because he didn't win any events.

2. You don't have the right to criticize my study habits; you slept through your finals last quarter.

3. It may be true that evolution theory should be included in this class, but can you imagine how much it would cost to order new  textbooks?

4. Either we abolish affirmative action or we go on functioning with discriminatory quota systems.

5. 90% of college freshman report that they drank alcohol last weekend; clearly this is a generation of alcoholics.  (2 fallacies here)
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