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False (or Faulty) Analogy

Definition: A comparison that is used to demonstrate a point but which is invalid (i.e., the issues being compared are not properly comparable). [p 183 in Diestler]

Example: 

"Employees are like nails. Just as nails must be hit in the head in order to make them work, so must employees."

This one is easy to refute. The next one is not quite as obvious.

A psychologist who researched rat behavior discovered that if a group of rats were confined in a limited space, they would begin to exhibit anti-social behavior. He concluded that crime in inner cities can be explained by urban over-crowding.

What’s wrong with the comparison of rats confined to a cage and humans crowded into an inner city? Are they comparable?

Another example:

"If advertising for tobacco becomes illegal, then pretty soon we’re going to have to outlaw advertising for milk and eggs because they contain cholesterol, a harmful substance."

Are nicotine and cholesterol comparable?  Cigarettes and eggs?

Post Hoc Ergo Propter Hoc (or False Cause)

Definition: Judging without validity that since one event precedes another, the former is the cause of the latter. [p 187 in Diestler]

An (admittedly absurd) example: 

"I had Cheerios for breakfast this morning. Then I had a flat tire on the way to work. That’s the last time I eat Cheerios for breakfast."

Obviously, eating Cheerios did not cause the flat tire. Now, a less absurd example:

President George Bush claimed in the 1992 election that the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 was due to the American military build-up of the 1980s.

The American military build-up of the 1980s took place before the collapse of the Soviet Union. But did it cause it? Supporters of the build-up claimed it did. In fact, that was part of the idea: to force the Soviet Union into excessive defense expenditures that would stress its weak economy. However, most observers of the Soviet collapse attribute it to a set of internal problems that were exacerbated (at most) only slightly by increases in defense spending.

Why would Bush make such a claim? First, he was Vice-President during the 1980s and could reasonably take some responsibility for the policy of increased military spending. Second, the collapse of the Soviet Union was widely considered to be a good thing. Third, Bush was running for reelection in 1992.

Slippery Slope 

Definition: making an improper connection between an earlier and a later event in a causal chain with no attention to intervening steps. The purported outcome is always negative. [p 193 in Diestler]

Examples:

"You should never gamble. Once you start gambling you find it hard to stop. Soon you are spending all your money on gambling, and eventually you will turn to crime to support your earnings."

Perhaps. But only perhaps.

"Legalized abortion puts us only one step away from legalizing murders of anyone we deem undesirable or inconvenient."

This is an argument occasionally used by anti-abortion activists. Their claim is a good example of a slippery slope argument: that if we engage in one action -- legal abortions -- we will end up legalizing murder of "undesirable" and "inconvenient" people. While this is technically possible, it ignores many key points. The law treats fetuses and people differently. It would take an enormous step to move from abortion to legal murder of any person (other than a death row criminal). Supporters of assisted suicide are almost without any success in getting voluntary suicide legalized, and this over 25 years after abortion was legalized. Obviously, a lot of improbable acts would have to take place before we end up with legal murder of anybody, no matter how "undesirable". This is an excellent example of a slippery slope fallacy. Think about it: if you accept this argument, and are suitably horrified that handicapped people or sick old people will be summarily "removed," then of course you will oppose abortion. 

The lesson to be learned from such an example is that if you want to oppose abortion, do so on stronger grounds (for example, arguing that a fetus is a person), and not on arguments that are logical fallacies.

You’ve seen this example earlier:

"If advertising for tobacco becomes illegal, then pretty soon we’re going to have to outlaw advertising for milk and eggs because they contain cholesterol, a harmful substance."

In addition to being a false analogy, it’s also commits the slippery slope fallacy. Does the first action necessarily lead to the second? 

Note that some statements are so illogical that they commit more than one logical fallacy. 

Hasty Generalization (or Hasty Conclusion)

Definition: Generalizing from genuine, but insufficient examples (i.e., there are not enough examples from which to draw a conclusion). [p 195 in Diestler]

Examples:

"This winter has been the coldest on record. The last two winters were cold too. Obviously, there’s no global warming going on."

Can we really draw conclusions about long term trends in climate change on the basis of three winters? Ironically, opponents of global warming use the same criticism against proponents: that there’s not enough long-term evidence to really determine global climate patterns.

"Reagan let the deficit grow. So has Bush. Republicans either can’t or won’t deal with the budget deficit."
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The author of this statement is generalizing from two cases: Reagan and the younger Bush. He or she ignores that the budget deficit also grew under Jimmy Carter, a Democratic president, as well as the fact that Republicans were often tougher on fiscal responsibility than Democrats (at least in the period from the sixties through the early nineties – more recently, Bush Jr. has overseen dramatic increases in deficits). In fact, the most stringent budget controlling legislation in recent memory is the Gramm/Rudman bill which requires some measure of balance between revenue and spending. Gramm and Rudman were both Republicans. 

Straw Man 

Definition: Misrepresenting an opponent’s argument so it is easily attacked. Another version of the straw man fallacy is to attack weaker arguments while ignoring stronger ones.

Example:

In the 1996 election campaign, President Clinton often claimed that Bob Dole and the Republicans tried to cut Medicare by $270,000,000. 

Fact: The Republicans only proposed slowing down the growth of Medicare costs. (Note the figure.)

Now, an interesting question: Why did Clinton misrepresent the Republican plan? The answer is fairly straightforward. Medicare is government subsidized health care for the elderly. The elderly vote in higher percentages than any other age group. They are also very well organized, principally through the AARP (American Association for Retired Persons), an organization that is opposed in principle to any cuts in Medicare funding -- even cuts in growth. If Clinton could successfully portray Republicans as anti-Medicare, he would likely increase his vote totals among elderly voters. 

Now, an even more interesting question: Clinton’s misrepresentation was not a secret. Reporters regularly noted that Republicans were not proposing a cut in spending, but a limit on how fast spending could grow. Yet polls showed that most Americans ended up believing that Republicans were "attacking" Medicare. Why do you suppose that is?

Another example of a straw man argument:

From an opponent of gun control legislation: "How long will America tolerate soft-headed opponents of gun control who want only criminals to have guns?

Supporters of gun control most certainly do not want only criminals to have guns. Opponents claim that’s what will happen. But to assert that their claim of what will happen is the desire of gun control supporters is a straw man argument -- a misrepresentation of what the other side is saying.

Red Herring Fallacies

Definition: Distracting an opponent from his/her line of questioning or reasoning. The name originates from the practice of dragging a smoked (red) herring across the path of track dogs trying to follow a scent. The scent distracts them from their prey. [p 201 in Diestler]

An example from the 1992 election:

Reporter: "Mr. Perot, you’ve argued the need to really attack the drug problem. What specifically do you propose?"

Perot: "I’ve gone over that before."

Reporter: "Let this audience know. I haven’t heard it."

Perot: "Do we have to be rude and adversarial? Can’t we just talk?"

For some reason, Presidential candidate Ross Perot did not want to go into detail about a drug policy (perhaps because he had not thought out the details yet). So he "turned the tables" on the reporter by calling him "rude and adversarial" instead of addressing the question.

Another example from a 1970s press conference with President Richard Nixon:

Question: "President Nixon, what about these allegations of fraud in the Attorney General’s office?"

President: "I’ve already said there’s nothing there. Why not ask about something important? Like milk price supports. Here’s our plan . . ."

Clearly Nixon didn’t want to talk any more about fraud allegations. He was pleased with his new policy on price supports for milk and thought they would be popular. Therefore he deflected questioning on the fraud allegations and directed the discussion toward a topic more suitable to him. 

Some special types of red herring fallacies:

Non-Sequitur 

A non-sequitur is a form of a red herring fallacy. Translated literally it means "It does not follow." Definition: Trying to prove something using evidence that may appear to be relevant but in reality is not. 

Example:

"Racist language and hate speech is disgusting and offensive to any civilized person and harmful to society. Therefore it should not be protected as free speech."

Why is this a non-sequitur? Because the constitutional provision regarding free speech says nothing about "disgusting and offensive" speech. In fact, it makes no qualifications whatsoever. 

Another example comes from the era of the Vietnam War. In response to the charges that the United States had no business in Vietnam, either morally or to satisfy our national interests, supporters of the war argued that such talk only prolonged the war by making the enemy believe America’s will to fight was declining. They may or may not have been right, but is it a relevant response?

Ad Hominem 

An ad hominem fallacy is another example of a red herring. Definition: An irrelevant attack on one’s opponent rather than his or her argument. [p 189 in Diestler]

Example:

"I disagree with the councilman’s statement on the need for more parks in our city. After all, how can we trust him? He got into trouble recently for not making his child-support payments."

Notice that the author of this statement doesn’t indicate why he or she opposes more parks. Instead, he/she offers only a personal attack on the opponent. It may be true that the councilman did not make child-support payments and got into trouble for it. But what does this have to do with the merits of the position that the city needs more parks? 

Note that in an ad hominem fallacy, the issuer draws attention away from the argument (red herring) and tries to discredit his or her opponent through a personal attack.

Poisoning the Well 

Yet another red herring fallacy is the fallacy of "poisoning the well." Definition: Shifting the discussion away from the issue and focusing instead on "bad" people or groups who support the idea.

Example:

"I’m against government controlled health care. After all, that’s what the communists did and look what happened there."

Notice that the author of this statement never takes on the issue of the value or undesirability of government controlled health care. Instead, there is merely a statement about what communists did (and think about how loaded that word -- "communists" -- is in American discourse) and a vague reference to "what happened there." The implication is clear: it was bad when the communists (who by popular definition are themselves "bad") and it would be bad if it was done here. 

Questions for thought: 1) Are all government created health care programs created equally? 2) Would government controlled health care in a capitalist system differ from government controlled health care in a communist system? 3) Do we know that government controlled health care in communist countries was a failure? Addressing these questions gets us much closer to an informed debate on government controlled health care than the mere dismissal through "poisoning the well" above.

Another example:

"What? You’re against gun control? What are you, a closet member of the Michigan Militia?"

The implications here are clear. The author wishes to suggest that anyone who opposes gun control must be a sympathizer with the Michigan Militia, an organization that since the Oklahoma City bombing has taken on the image of a "bad" organization in the popular image. Is it really impossible to be opposed to gun control and not be an anti-government radical? This is another case of dismissing an opponent’s argument by (unfairly) associating him or her with an undesirable group.

Consider this example from the opposite position:

"You support gun control? Don’t you realize that Hitler, Stalin and Mao all supported gun control?"

What are the implications in this statement? Does the author of the statement directly address the issue of gun control?

Ad Populum

One of the most common logical fallacies is called ad populum. This is when someone justifies an action based on the fact that others do (or have done) the same thing. It’s the illogic that argues that someone should be excused for making sexist remarks because other men on the factory floor do it, or that one should buy a new car because it’s wildly popular. It’s usually used to mount a defense, but its weakness lies in the fact that the action is not really defended. [p 202 in Diestler]

Example of ad populum:

A local official gets caught accepting kickbacks from construction companies. While under indictment, he refuses to step down. His claim is, "I haven’t done anything that everyone else in city administration hasn’t done."

Note that there’s no defense of his actions — not even a denial that he took the kickbacks. His only defense is that his actions were no different than others.

Example of "two wrongs make a right":

When America criticized the Israeli bombing of Beirut in 1981 in which 300 civilians were killed, Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin said, "I don’t want to hear anything from the Americans about hitting civilian targets. I know exactly what America did in Vietnam."

Is it ok to dismiss the killing of innocent victims merely because the accuser has done the same thing in the past? Does the fact that American forces in Vietnam killed innocent villagers make it acceptable that Israel did the same thing over a decade later?

Note the cleverness in this defense. First, Begin did not have to address the issue directly. Could Israel have done more to ensure that innocent victims were not targets of bombings? Second, the implication is clear: America has no right to make accusations of Israeli carelessness (or, some argued, heartlessness) since it engaged in similar actions. Since American critics of Israel are often liberals, and since liberals (even those who were critics of America’s actions in Vietnam) often carry some guilt about American actions, this comment was probably directed especially at them. 

False Dilemma

Definition: Making an argument appear as if there are only two choices or solutions. [p 205 in Diestler]

Examples:

Heard in a campaign speech: "Let’s talk about health care reform...who’s for it? who’s against it?"

This example is particularly loaded with unstated options and information. First, can it really be the case that the choice is so simple as "for" and "against"? What about "for part of it but against the rest," or "for it only with conditions"? This leads to the second point: what kind of health care is the speaker talking about? Managed care? Tax incentives? Nationalized health care? Regulated pricing of health care services? One’s answer would certainly depend on such details. 

Another example:

In March 1986, during a debate about whether we should actively oppose the socialist government of Nicaragua through military assistance to contra rebels, an administration spokesperson said, "either we must stand with President Reagan who supported the Contra rebels and the rebels or support the Nicaraguan socialists."

This is a common ploy of politicians: making seem as if one must either support their position fully or one is in the wrong -- perhaps even with the enemy.  Think about this example.  Is it possible that the foreign policy choice to be made boiled down to either supporting armed resistance or supporting the socialists?  Of course there were other options: diplomacy, economic pressure (and more than one variety of this), a show of military force (without actual intervention). 

Appeal to Ignorance (ad ignorantiam) 
Definition: Arguing that since we can’t prove something, it must not be true (or false).

Examples:

"There is no proof that smoking causes cancer. Until there is, I’m going to smoke all the cigarettes I want."

The author of this statement is saying that since he doesn’t know something is true (e.g., that smoking causes cancer), he will assume it’s false. An example of how dangerous it can be to make such judgements is illustrated by a statement made by President Reagan in the early 1980s:

"It is senseless to take costly measures to reduce sulfur emissions because we don’t know for sure that they are the cause of acid rain."

Northeastern states and Canada were arguing that smokestack emissions, particularly sulfur emitting coal burners, were the cause of acid rain falling on the forests of the Northeast and Canada and slowly leading to their destruction. The Reagan administration, firmly committed to deregulation, was loathe to pass regulations on smokestack emissions that would have been costly to industry and consumers. The simplest way to avoid doing so was to deny the veracity of the claim that the source of acid rain was sulfur emissions. Although the evidence was (and continues to be) strong, scientific proof of complex phenomena is rarely 100 percent certain. Since then, it has become widely accepted that sulfur emissions cause acid rain and industries have been forced to reduce sulfur content of their emission. But in the meantime forest and wildlife habitat were damaged while the administration refused to accept the claim. This example of appeal to ignorance was costly to the environment.
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