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1 Introduction

Arguments are, in the words of Monty Python, “collective

series of statements designed to establish a definite propo-

sition”. Put a bit better, arguments have premises and a

conclusion. The premises, taken together, are supposed

to establish the conclusion. Used correctly, they are very

powerful. But there ways arguments can go bad. Here

are some of them.
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2 Equivocation

When a term occurs in more than one premise, but it has

different meanings in each of the premises.

“The country is at war. David lives out in the country.

Therefore, David is at war.”

“Dragons can fly and breath fire. In Indonesia there

are komodo dragons. Therefore, in Indonesia there are

things that can fly and breath fire.”

“Everyone should obey the laws. Gravity is a law.

Everyone should obey gravity.”
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3 Begging the Question

x, y, and z, therefore y. Sometimes called a “vicious

circle”.

This kind of argument assumes the conclusion in the

premises. Strictly speaking, all question-begging argu-

ments are formally valid, but they aren’t of much help

in convincing anyone of anything, or in defending your

position.

“All biographies are boring. This book is a biography.

Therefore this book is boring.”

“God wrote the Bible, and God never lies. So the Bible

is true. The Bible says that God exists. Therefore, God

exists.”
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4 Burden of Proof

Accusations of who has the burden of proof are common

place in arguments. The burden of proof is on whoever

is making the assertion. One often encounters attempts

to shift the burden of proof.

“Raising taxes on the poor would benefit nobody. We

have yet to see a reason why it would benefit anyone.”

“A: I don’t think the university should fund graduate

students. B: Why not? They do a lot of work. A: I’m

not sure they do enough work. Why do you think the

work they do is worth paying them?”
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5 Arguments by Analogy

x is like y; since y has feature F , x has feature F .

These can be legitimate or illegitimate. The question

is whether the things that make x like y are relevant to

feature F .

“Lions are like large housecats. Housecats make great

pets; so lions make great pets.”

“Prisons have curfews. I don’t deserve to be in prison,

so I shouldn’t have to have a curfew.”

5



6 False Dilemmas

x or y, but not x, therefore y.

This form of argument is valid, but it only works if “x

or y” is true. This is a good argument, “Either we raise

taxes or we don’t. If we do, some people will get mad. If

we don’t, other people will get mad. So no matter what,

people will get mad.”

But these are bad:

“Either you love America or you hate it. If you love it,

stop complaining. And if you hate it, leave!”

“Either we have to cut our education budget, or we

have to leave our children with a massive national debt.

Clearly we can’t leave our children so much debt, so we’ve

got to cut education funding.”

Sometimes it isn’t that the two options are mutually

exhaustive, but that they’re not mutually exclusive.

“Either evolution is true or God created everything.
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Evolution is supported by science, so God must not have

created everything.
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7 Conjunction Fallacy

x and y is more likely than x alone.

“Bill is boring. Therefore it’s more likely that Bill

plays trumpet and is an accountant than that Bill plays

trumpet.

“Jill majored in women’s studies in college. Therefore

it’s more likely that Jill is a bank teller active in the

feminist movement than that Jill is a bank teller.”
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8 Genetic Fallacy

The origin of x was bad, so x is false.

“Steve said he read a study that eating meat is un-

healthy. But Steve is a vegetarian, so of course he’d say

that.”

“You shouldn’t get a tattoo. Tattoos were originally

put on slaves to signify who owned them.”
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9 Post hoc ergo propter hoc

x happened after y, therefore y caused x.

Has the ring of validity because causation happens over

time. For example, “We allowed students to wear baggy

clothes, and they started fighting more.” But clearly it’s

not always legitimate; other things may have happened

at the same time, and we can’t attribute the fighting

to those. “We cleaned the windows, and the students

started fighting more.” “We raised the teachers’ salaries,

and the students started fighting more.”
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10 Correlation, therefore causation

x is correlated with y, therefore x caused y.

Has the ring of validity because causation entails cor-

relation. But the reverse is not true. Consider,

“Countries with more telephone poles have higher rates

of cancer.”

Clearly telephone poles don’t cause cancer. Countries

with more telephone poles are more industrialized and

have more doctors, so are better able to diagnose cancer.

Even if industrialized countries do in fact have higher

rates of cancer, it might be because there is more money

to buy cigarettes, more processed foods, or what have

you. Also, if telephone poles are correlated with cancer

and the mere fact of correlation indicates causation, why

not think that higher cancer rates cause people to want

to build telephone poles?
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11 Red Herring

Bringing up something irrelevant to the argument in or-

der to mislead someone. The phrase comes from the days

when bloodhounds were used to track escaped criminals.

The criminals would drag a herring across the trail to

throw the dogs off the scent.

“Jeff thinks that Tiger Woods is the best golfer in the

world. But I don’t think we should admire a guy who

cheated on his wife.”

“Suzanne says that CCTV cameras are a good way to

prevent theft. But America is the land of the free, and I

love my freedom.
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12 Straw Man

Mischaracterizing or oversimplifying your opponents’ po-

sition in order to make it easier to attack.

“My opponent proposes that we cut our defense budget

and put more money towards education. I disagree; I

don’t think we should leave our country defenseless.”

“The university is in a financial crisis. Terrance thinks

that we should lower professors’ salaries by 3%. I think

our professors are doing a fine job, and deserve their

salaries.”
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13 Composition

All the parts of x have feature F , so x has feature F .

This is usually true, but not always. For example,

“Oxygen is a gas at room temperature, and hydrogen is

a gas at room temperature; therefore the fusion of oxygen

and hydrogen is a gas at room temperature.”

“Mentos are safe to eat, and Diet Coke is safe to drink;

therefore, it’s safe to eat Mentos and drink Diet Coke.”

“Circuit boards are inexpensive, glass is inexpensive. . . therefore

my MacBook is inexpensive.”
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14 Gambler’s Fallacy

x has happened a bunch of times in a row, so it’s unlikely

it will happen again.

“My house got broken into last month and again yes-

terday. So I can leave my door unlocked, because what

are the odds it will happen again?!”

“I just flipped a coin ten times, and it came up heads

ten times! It’s like impossible that it will come up heads

again!”

“On August 18, 1913, at the casino in Monte Carlo,

black came up a record twenty-six times in succession

[in roulette]. [There] was a near-panicky rush to bet on

red, beginning about the time black had come up a phe-

nomenal fifteen times. In application of the maturity [of

the chances] doctrine, players doubled and tripled their

stakes, this doctrine leading them to believe after black

came up the twentieth time that there was not a chance in
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a million of another repeat. In the end the unusual run

enriched the Casino by some millions of francs.” (from

Darrell Huff and Irving Geis, How to Take a Chance

(1959), pp. 28-29.)
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15 Naturalistic Fallacy

x is more natural than y, so x is better than y.

“American Spirit cigarettes are natural, so they must

be better than Marlboros.” But the bad part of cigarettes

is that they cause cancer, and the cancer-causing agents

are natural to tobacco. This is a version of the red her-

ring.
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