Recognizing Logical Fallacies
October 15, 2012 – October 17, 2012

Logical Fallacies – faulty reasoning, failure to provide sufficient evidence for a claim that is being made

Tips for finding fallacies:
1. Pretend you disagree with the conclusion you’re defending. What parts of the argument would now seem weak/problematic? What parts seem easiest to attack?
2. List your main points; under each one, list the evidence you have for it. Seeing claims and evidence laid out this way make you realize you have no good evidence for a particular claim
3. Be aware that broad claims need more proof than narrow ones. Claims that use sweeping words like [all, no, none, every, always, never, no one, everyone, historically, universally etc.] require a lot of evidence. Instead, use words like [some, many, few, sometimes etc.]

False Dichotomy (either-or)
· Definition: Suggests that there are only two choices in a complex situation. Rarely, if ever is this the case.
· Example: Either we increase corporate taxes or else individuals will have to pay higher taxes
· Tip: Examine your own arguments: If you’re saying that we have to choose between just two options, is that really so?
· Or are there other alternatives you haven’t mentioned? If there are other alternatives, don’t just ignore them, explain why they too should be ruled out

False Analogies
· Definition: An Analogy is a comparison between two unlike things for the purpose of definition or illustration
· Analogies always depend on degree of resemblance of one situation to another
· Example: Japan quit fighting in 1945 when the Allies dropped nuclear bombs on them. Maybe NATO should use nuclear weapons against other countries.
· This example fails to recognize the circumstances today are very different from in 1945
· Tip: Identify what properties are important to the claim you’re making, and see whether the two things you’re comparing share both properties

Hasty Generalization
· Definition: Making assumptions about a whole group or range of cases based on a sample that is inadequate (usually too small). Stereotypes about people (“frat boys are degenerates,” “professors are bad dressers,” etc.) are a common example of the principle underlying hasty generalization.
· Example: It is disturbing that several of the teenagers who open fired in their schools were users of videogames. Obviously, these games breed violence and should be banned
· Tip: Ask yourself what kind of “sample” you’re using. Are you relying on the opinions or experiences of just a few people, or your own experience in just a few situations?

Begging the Question
· Definition: An argument that begs the question asks the reader to accept the conclusion without providing real evidence
· The argument relies on a premise that says the same thing as the conclusion (circular reasoning) or simply ignores and important assumption that the argument rests on
· Example: Euthanasia is morally acceptable. It is a decent, ethical thing to help another human being escape suffering through death.
· Tip: One way to try to avoid begging the question is to write out your premises and conclusion in a short, outline-like form.

Equivocation
· Definition: Leaving terms undefined or sliding between two or more different meanings of a single word or phrase that is important to the argument. Ambiguous words (freedom, justice, rights, nature, individual) need to be clearly defined by your argument and used consistently.
· Example: It is against human nature to kill one’s children. In the natural world, animals only kill their young if they are threatened.”
· Tip: Identify the most important words/phrases in argument and ask whether they could have more than one meaning. 

Non Sequitur
· Definition: No logical relation between two or more connected ideas. In the following examples, the second thought doesn’t follow the first
· Example: A university that can raise a billion dollars from alumni donations should not have to raise tuition
· Tip: Layer premises and conclusions in an outline-like form. How many issues do you see being raised in the argument? Can you explain how each premise supports the conclusion?

Post Hoc
· Definition: Mistakes correlation for causation. Assumes that because A preceded B, then A must have caused B
· Example: President Bush raised taxes and then the rate of crime went up. Bush is responsible for the rise in crime
· Tip: To avoid the post hoc fallacy, the arguer would need to give some explanation of the processes to enforce the argument

Slippery Slope
· Definition: Maintains that one thing will inevitable cause something else to happen
· Example: Legalizing a gateway drug such as marijuana would cause a huge increase in the use of hard drugs such as cocaine and heroin
· Tip: Check your argument for chains of consequences where you say “if A, then B, and if B, then C” etc. 

Ad Populum
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Definition: the arguer takes advantage of the desire most people have to be liked and to fit in with others that uses desire to try to get the audience to accept the argument
· One of the most common versions is the bandwagon fallacy in which the arguer tries to convince the audience to do or believe something because everyone else supposedly does
· Example: As everyone knows, cocaine use leads to addiction
· A similar tactic, snob appeal, invites readers to accept an assertion in order to identify with others what they admire
· Example: As all good Victorians know, Bleak House is Dickens’ best novel
· Another approach is to flatter readers by inviting them to join in a conspiracy
· Example: We all understand campus politics well enough to see the disadvantages of such a policy
· Tip: Make sure that you aren’t recommending that your readers believe your conclusion because everyone else believes it, all the cool people believe it, people will like you better if you believe it etc.

Straw Man
· Definition: Distorts, exaggerates, misrepresents an opponent’s position
· Builds up an opponent in order to better tear him down
· Example: Republicans are only interested in guns and money
· Tip: State the opposing argument or viewpoint as accurately as possible. Don’t ignore complexities
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