HIGHER PHILOSOPHY
CRITICAL THINKING – FALLACIES

Examples of Fallacies.

1a.
Begging the Question.

This fallacy assumes the very point that is at issue.  Sometimes this involves incorporating the conclusion of the argument into one of the premises.

For example, in a law case, if someone is being tried on an accusation of murder, and has pleaded not guilty, it would be begging the question to refer to them as “the murderer” rather than “the accused” until their guilt had been established.  This is because the point of the law case is to establish whether or not they are guilty and to call them “the murderer” would be to assume a position on the very point that is at issue.

1b.
Circular Argument.

A circular argument takes the form:

A because of B

B because of A

When there is no independent reason for believing A or B, then this is described as circular and should be rejected as a form of “begging the question”.

For instance, if someone tells you that there must be a God because the Bible says that God exists and then, when asked how we know that the Bible is true, to reply that it is because it is the Word of God, then this would be a circular form of arguing.

2. Slippery Slope.

A type of argument which relies on the premise that if you make a small move in a particular direction it may then be extremely difficult or even impossible to prevent a much more substantial move in the same direction.  If you take one step down a slippery slope you run the risk of finding yourself sliding downwards at an ever increasing speed until you reach the bottom.  This metaphor of a slippery slope is often used as a way of persuading people that the acceptance of one relatively harmless practice will inevitably lead to highly undesirable practices.
For example, some people argue that euthanasia should never be legalised in any form because that would involve taking the first step down a slippery slope which would lead to mass murder.

3. Post hoc ergo propter hoc.

This is LATIN for “after this therefore because of this” or, to spell it out more fully, “whatever happened after this must have happened because of this”.

Basically, this fallacy has the following form:

1 A occurs before B

2 Therefore A is the cause of B

This fallacy is committed when it is concluded that one event causes another simply because the proposed cause came before the proposed effect.

Example: -

Peter is a great athlete.

Peter takes amphetamines regularly.

Amphetamines help make Peter a great athlete.

Here we have two factors which appear to be related but we can claim “cause” and “effect”.

4. False Dilemma  
 (Sometimes referred to as Black and White Thinking)
A False Dilemma is a fallacy in which a person uses the following pattern of “reasoning”.

1 Either claim X is true or claim Y is true.  (when both could be false)

2 Claim Y is false.

3 Therefore claim X is true.

Here is an example of the False Dilemma fallacy: -

Either you’re with us or you’re against us.

You’re not with us.

Therefore, you must be against us.

Note – the reasoning here in terms of structure is correct but, in many contexts, the first premise would be false – this is because there is a third option – namely the option of remaining neutral.

5. Attacking the Person.  (or in LATIN Ad Honinem)
This refers to the devious more in an argument of getting personal – attention is shifted from the point in question to some non-relevant aspect of the person making it.

For example, someone might argue that we should take seriously the findings of a medical scientist who had researched the beneficial effects of jogging on the cardiovascular system on the grounds that the scientist was overweight and probably couldn’t jog a hundred yards.  However, this fact is entirely irrelevant to the scientist’s ability to assess the evidence.

Ad Honinem arguments can attack:
The person’s age, character, family, gender, social status, job, sexual orientation, personality, appearance, the political party he belongs to or his religion.  This is done in any attempt to discredit his argument.

6. Appeals to Consequences.
The “Appeal to Consequences” refers to the following patterns of arguments: -

1 X is true because if people did not accept X as being true then there would be negative consequences.

2 X is false because if people did not accept X as being false then there would be negative consequences.
3 X is true because accepting that X is true has positive consequences.
4 X is false because accepting that X is false has positive consequences.
5 I wish that X were true, therefore X is true (this is known as Wishful Thinking)
Examples of Appeals to Consequences: - 

· God must exist.  If God does not exist the world would be a horrible place with no basis for morality.
· I don’t think that there will be a nuclear war because if I believed that, I wouldn’t be able to get up in the morning – I mean, how depressing.

· I know there’s no evidence for the existence of God but I really want to go to heaven so I believe God exists.

7. Appeals to Authority.

This refers to taking statements / arguments to be true because an alleged authority on the matter has said that they are true.

For example,

My teacher says that I should be proud to be Scottish.

Therefore I should be proud to be Scottish.

Without some further evidence that the teacher’s statement is correct or justified, the premise is simply irrelevant to the conclusion.

It is important to remember that there are legitimate appeals to authority.  You might legitimately appeal to a medical or legal expert.

8. Arguments From Ignorance / To Ignorance.

Ad ignorantiam arguments have one of the following two forms.

· 
It has not been proved that P.

Therefore P does not

Example: - 

No one has ever proved that God exists.

Therefore, God does not exist.

· 
It has not been proved that P does not

Therefore P does

Example: -

No one has ever proved that God does not exist.

Therefore God exists.

Both are fallacious appeals to ignorance.  Nothing about the existence of God follows from our inability to prove God’s existence or non-existence.
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